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countries across the world. Young people are today faced by a particu-
larly tough environment. From worsening levels of child poverty, to large 
increases in youth unemployment, to cuts in youth services and education 
budgets, public policy responses to the financial crisis have placed a dispro-
portionate burden on the young. 
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young people’s politics.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Sarah Pickard and Judith Bessant

This book counters the widespread negative stereotypes from the media 
and elsewhere that portray young people today as apolitical. The authors 
contest claims that young people constitute a passive, narcissistic, self-
motivated and individualistic ‘me generation,’ which is just one negative 
generalisation among a plethora of simplistic and negative catch phrases 
and clichés used to claim young people today form ‘a generation’ who 
have no interest or involvement in politics and public affairs. The book 
also counters the claim that young people’s alleged civic disengagement 
threatens the legitimacy of democratic political systems, thereby creating a 
looming ‘crisis of democracy.’ We argue that rather than being responsible 
for ‘the end of democracy,’ there are significant numbers of young people 
assuming political responsibility and in doing so they are regenerating 
democracy. They do this by participating politically in numerous creative 
ways that address directly and indirectly the multifarious socio-economic, 

S. Pickard (*) 
British Studies and Youth Studies, Université Sorbonne Nouvelle, Paris, France

J. Bessant 
School of Global, Urban and Social Studies, Royal Melbourne Institute of 
Technology (RMIT) University, Melbourne, VIC, Australia
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political, democratic, constitutional and environmental crises that have 
shaped and are shaping the world in which they live today.

In this introduction to Young People Re-Generating Politics in Times of 
Crises, we first examine the main features of these crises that many young 
people face in different ways. Next, we identify some of the means by 
which young people are exercising their political agency to regenerate 
politics around the globe. We then introduce each of the 20 chapters by 
34 contributors who document the many and varied ways young people 
are regenerating politics in time of crisis in Africa, Asia, Australia, Central 
and South America, Europe and North America. Evidence drawn on in 
this book provides the basis for an optimistic outlook on young people 
and politics in the early twenty-first century.

Young People Facing Manifold Crises

This book was written as we head into the third decade of the third millen-
nium. Previous centuries saw the Age of Enlightenment and the Industrial 
Revolution, as well as democratic revolutions in France and the United 
States of America. Added to this were processes of colonisation, which 
together contributed to transforming the western world to begin with and 
in time most other parts of the world, in ways that seemed to hold out the 
promise of progress. It was a promise based on technological rationalisa-
tion, unprecedented wealth creation  and democratic politics, as well as 
liberal rights and freedoms.

This faith in fundamental concepts such as progress, liberalism, democ-
racy and social justice remains potent. For many young people, these ideas 
inform their expectations that guides their hopes and dreams for a better 
future. However, for too many young people, the reality of their (every-
day) lives differs quite radically from that expectation of a decent future. 
Too many young people confront minimal employment prospects, inad-
equate basic public services, high levels of debt, shortages of affordable 
adequate housing, a lack of access to (affordable) education, poor pro-
vision of physical and mental health care, non-existent or under-funded 
youth services, poor policing, prejudices, and considerable intergenera-
tional inequalities.

This context that can be explained largely in terms of the dominant 
neoliberal worldview that policy-makers adopted as they drove waves 
of reforms from the late 1970s across the global north and the globe 
south (Bessant, Farthing, & Watts, 2017; Howker & Malik, 2013[2010];  
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Jones, 2017; Mizen, 2003; Sukarieh & Tannock, 2014). While acknowl-
edging the different ways neoliberalism has been expressed and how it 
has been variously experienced by young people, the decisions taken by 
governments and other power elites contributed to a sense of insecurity, 
precarity and fear among many young people about their future (Furlong, 
2009, 2014; Standing, 2011).

The neoliberal policy regime brought about the deregulation of the 
financial and labour markets, reneging on commitments to full employ-
ment and reductions in many key state welfare programs, accompanied 
by ‘a punitive turn’ and new forms of authoritarianism in youth justice 
and welfare. The new policy rhetoric spoke of the morality of ‘user pays,’ 
‘reciprocal obligation’ and an ‘active society.’ In addition, many coun-
tries saw the progressive privatisation, marketisation and contracting out 
of public activities, hitherto critical to the lives of large numbers of young 
people without the means to pay for basic civic goods. These policies in 
conjunction with a commitment to free trade policies led to the demise of 
many industries where young people had historically began their working 
lives and careers. It produced the near complete collapse of the full-time 
youth labour market, as youth unemployment and underemployment 
became the new norm.

In parallel with this development, increasing numbers of young people 
have been encouraged by governments to remain in some form of educa-
tion or training. One consequence of this has been the dramatic growth 
of higher education enrolments against the backdrop of its marketisation 
(Ward, 2014). It was, in part, a policy attempt to reduce youth unemploy-
ment and under-employment that increased significantly under the reign 
of neoliberalism (Côté, 2014). Moreover, as enrolments grew the value of 
young people’s formal academic qualifications declined due to credential 
inflation (Furlong, 2009). Additionally, in many countries cuts to public 
spending on higher education and the rise in tuition fees shifted the cost 
of education onto young people and their families. For many, and par-
ticularly those from middle class and lower socio-economic backgrounds, 
this meant having to combine full or part-time work with full or part-time 
study, and carrying significant student debt (Pickard, 2014). This is a situ-
ation in which many young graduates find themselves as they struggle to 
secure a decent job and pursue some semblance of income security.

Many young people interpret these conditions as the result of a failure 
on the part of governments and other power elites to do their job; namely, 
to develop a political agenda and policies that are supportive of young 

  INTRODUCTION 
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people’s aspirations to live a good life. This is why so many young people 
say they are taking action into their own hands by engaging in politics 
themselves.

Technology and particularly the increasing use of information and 
communication technology in the labour market has exacerbated existing 
tensions and conflicts in the economy, while amplifying inequality. Whilst 
these innovations initially affected manual, unskilled and low-skilled work-
ers (i.e., traditional working-class jobs), more recently, they have begun 
affecting high skilled, well credentialed professional workers, in clerical, 
administrative and professional fields. It is now ‘disrupting’ the lives of 
many who hoped their costly investment in ‘human capital investment’ 
(education) and steadfast commitment to the work ethic would protect 
them from the threat of technological unemployment that had shad-
owed the lives of their working-class peers (Streeck, 2016; Wallerstein, 
Collins, Mann, Derluguian, & Calhoun, 2013). The creation of new jobs, 
however, will not replace those lost to technological displacement, while 
increasingly most new jobs that are created tend to be typically precarious 
and part-time (Ford, 2015).

The lives of young people are also influenced by current and persistent 
national and global crises. The twenty-first century began with the 9/11 
attacks on New York and Washington in the United States of America, 
which segued into US-led wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. These were military 
and humanitarian disasters that in turn ignited war in Syria, and unleashed 
one of the cruellest refugee and humanitarian crisis in modern times with 
65 million refugees seeking sanctuary in early 2017. International rela-
tions are now shaped by on-going armed conflicts in Syria, Libya, Ukraine 
and elsewhere around the globe, each of which are linked to growing 
xenophobic nationalism, religion, and populism.

Liberal states across the globe now claim they are fighting a ‘war on 
terror’ mandating assaults on their own long-cherished liberal rights and 
freedoms. In many cases, it has seen the criminalisation of journalists 
reporting news and penalisation of citizens engaging in political dissent. It 
is a development that has triggered concern about the chilling effect the 
prevailing preoccupation with security and ‘threat’ of terror is having on 
the social and political life of our communities.

The ‘triumph of free markets’ culminated in the Great Recession of 
2008 the most serious economic crisis since the 1930s depression. The 
consequence of a series of disasters in the banking, credit and finance sec-
tors, it was kick-started by the deregulation of the financial markets in 
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the late 1990s, which culminated in ‘the crash’ that saw the bankruptcy 
of major banks and financial houses, and the drying up of the supply of 
credit. To address these problems, governments used taxpayers’ money to 
fund bank bailouts and other major financial institutions responsible for 
bringing on the crisis. All this drew attention to the ways governments and 
the finance sector—informed by a neoliberal worldview—were creating a 
degree of social inequality not seen since the 1890s. It also drew attention 
to the risky, irresponsible and even criminal conduct of many players in the 
banking sector and financial sector generally.

Added to this is the environmental challenge posed by climate warming 
underscoring the fact we live on a small and fragile planet. Climate change 
is so challenging that many are now asking whether the dominant socio-
economic worldview premised on a commitment to constant growth of 
productivity, energy and consumerism is viable. If the past half-century 
has been a time of unparalleled economic growth and development, it is 
now haunted by what Žižek (2011) calls the ‘horsemen of the apocalypse,’ 
his metaphor for the threat posed by war, climate catastrophe, famine and 
insufficient drinking water.

Nor can we ignore the recent history of repeated economic crises, 
involving a series of governance and ethical failures resulting in ‘banking 
panics,’ debt defaults and currency crises. These led to austerity policies 
ostensibly designed to address the economic problems, but which placed a 
disproportionate burden on the more vulnerable (the young, the aged and 
the poor). Importantly, they are austerity regimes that provoked popu-
lar protest and widespread uncertainty about the value of the dominant 
neoclassical model of economics that encourages pursuit of never ending 
economic growth and increasing social inequality (Piketty, 2014). Today, 
young people live in a world marked by unprecedented levels of economic 
inequality and uncertainty.

Following the global financial crisis in 2008, numerous countries across 
the globe fell into deep recession. In a bid to reach recovery, many govern-
ments responded by cutting public spending to reduce government budget 
deficits imposing harsh ‘austerity policies’ that further exacerbated poverty 
and unemployment across western societies. This crisis was experienced 
differently across the world. While countries such as Australia and Germany 
were relatively unaffected, the impact on others such as Brazil, Greece, 
Pakistan, South Africa, Spain and the United States of America were seri-
ously detrimental. Common to all, however, was the disproportionate 
impact on particular demographic groups and specifically young people.

  INTRODUCTION 
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In a globalised world, that some people say has homogenised cultures, 
we have witnessed a significant revival of parochial politics centring on local 
issues of racial, religious and nationalist identity and sentiment. In 2016, 
for example, the referendum on whether the United Kingdom should 
remain in or leave the European Union (EU) was enveloped by ‘little 
Englander’ and national-centric anti-immigration discourses emanating 
from toxic populists like Nigel Farage, then-leader of the United Kingdom 
Independence Party (UKIP) and other politicians. The result was a victory 
for those advocating ‘Brexit,’ although a clear majority of young people 
voted to remain in the EU. Similarly, Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 
Presidential elections in the United States signified an equivalent shift 
toward xenophobic nationalism and isolationism, while the more liberal 
views of Bernie Sanders made him popular amongst many younger voters.

In many countries around the world, political issues related to race, eth-
nicity, religion and culture have animated social movements. The ‘Black 
Lives Matters’ social movement highlights how in the United States, like 
in Australia, South Africa and many other countries still carry a signifi-
cant white racist legacy. In South Africa, the legacy of apartheid combined 
with high levels of unemployment and poverty manifests in new forms, 
continuing to plague the lives of its population. Across the globe, from 
France, to the Netherlands, to Germany, to the USA and Australia, we see 
the resurgence of ultra-right extremism and conservatism reshaping the 
political right and attracting the hearts and minds of many young people 
via new media.

Meanwhile, struggles to establish basic democratic practices continue, 
such as free and democratic elections and civic rights, freedom of the press, 
freedom of speech, freedom of academics and freedom from arbitrary 
arrest continue, in countries including Chile, China, Hong Kong, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, Russia, South Africa and Turkey. Far from assuming there is one 
inevitable model these countries will take, the question of what paths they 
pursue remains a matter of political contest to be determined politically 
with no guarantee ‘the solutions’ will be liberal or democratic. This is why 
the intervention by young people will prove critical to these countries.

All of this points to a pattern of on-going crisis. However, any popu-
lar concern about a ‘politics of fear’ (Furedi, 2007), a loss of political 
alternatives and a crisis of democracy manifest in disengagement with poli-
tics on the part of young people is radically misplaced. As the contributors 
to this book argue politics is very much alive, and at the centre of it are 
young people.

  S. PICKARD AND J. BESSANT
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Young People Exercising Their Political Agency 
and Regenerating Politics

Young people around the world are responding to these local, national and 
global crises in a variety of ways. It is action that occurs against a background 
that began emerging in the 1990s characterised by popular accounts of 
young people as politically apathetic, lazy and politically disengaged due to 
their excessive preoccupation with material and leisure pursuits. This view 
evolved into pejorative suggestions that young people are self-absorbed 
and living their lives through superficial social media experiences. This has 
proved to be a pervasive and resilient portrayal, perpetrated through main-
stream media, politics and through mainstream media and politics, and to 
some extent in academia (for example, Twenge, 2014[2007]).

There has been growing interest on the part of some social and politi-
cal scientists in refuting these negative claims and pointing to the ways 
many young people are engaging politically and creating new kinds of 
politics. However, it has tended to rely on relatively small scale studies or 
confined to a few regions of the globe (Bessant, 2014; Manning, 2015; 
Pickard, 2018).

This edited collection builds on this more constructive literature by 
documenting how young people from different parts of the world are 
engaging in redemptive actions that are regenerating politics. The volume 
also explores some of the many and varied ways young people are expe-
riencing a sense of felt crisis and injustice, which move them to engage 
politically and enact change. The authors provide a rich body of evidence 
that illustrates the imaginative and creative engagement of young people 
in politics today. Each chapter reveals how young people are indeed par-
ticipating in old and new forms of political action locally, nationally and 
globally. This is a process that is reclaiming the public sphere, while open-
ing up new sites for deliberative practice, community building, critique 
and mobilisation.

In most cases, young people’s actions are born out of the distinct fabric 
of their own political experience, whether that be those of young Muslims 
in Adelaide, Australia living with deep-seated prejudices, or English uni-
versity students concerned about rising tuition fees and graduate under/
unemployment. In the ways documented in this book, young people are 
giving a renewed immediacy to the political through their voices and 
through their actions. The chapters in this volume document how young 
people are developing ways of speaking and being heard that recognise 

  INTRODUCTION 
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the conditions of public life, including the value of their own political 
autonomy and agency. In these ways, young people’s actions help mitigate 
the erosion of the public sphere.

Importantly, the cases in this book directly challenge conventional 
understandings of the ‘political’ and the narrow and restrictive nature of 
those definitions of what counts as politics, which tend to exclude many of 
the actions described in this book. These conventional accounts of political 
participation are framed in ways that emphasise disengagement from ‘real 
politics’ namely party-based parliamentary and electoral systems (being 
a member of a political party and voting in elections). As the chapters in 
this book reveal, these restrictive accounts are often abstractions that are 
remote from the ways so many young people actually think about and do 
politics. We believe this regeneration that is richly illustrated in the chap-
ters in this book, will help to reorient the practice of academic research on 
young people and political participation.

The Chapters: Political Regeneration 
Around the World in 20 Chapters

The 20 chapters in this book by 34 authors are based on original research 
carried out by scholars and activists, combining young and more expe-
rienced academic talents in their respective fields of expertise. Chapters 
document a rich variety of ways young people now are responding to ‘situ-
ated injustice’ and crisis, by acting to renew our political cultures. Each 
chapter also contributes to the relevant scholarly literature and informs 
popular understandings of politics.

Young people’s (political) lives cannot be neatly compartmentalised 
and inevitably the different parts of this edited volume overlap and com-
plement each other. All the chapters address the overarching theme of 
how young people are regenerating politics within the context of diverse 
crises, often through new and creative forms of political participation. 
Nonetheless, four specific themes stand out: first, ‘Young People and 
Student Activism,’ second ‘Young People and Online Political Action,’ 
third ‘Young People, Collective Identity and Community Building,’ and 
fourth, ‘Young People and Protests as Politics.’ These themes provide the 
structure for this edited volume.

The first part of the book is entitled ‘Young People and Student 
Activism.’ It opens with a vivid account from Rekgotsofetse Chikane, a 
young South African man, describing his arrest in Cape Town in October 
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2015 during university student protests that were taking place across 
his country. His chapter ‘Young people and the #hashtags that broke 
the Rainbow Nation’ documents how the global financial crisis of 2008 
exacerbated the already existing problems of youth unemployment and 
inter-racial inequality, thereby creating the impetus for emergence of 
three different student-led movements: The Economic Freedom Fighters 
(EFF), #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall. The chapter then examines 
how young people, especially university students, have altered the way 
they engage in political discourse and how social media and a new dis-
course of defiance have changed the way they engage in politics.

The next chapter by Analicia Mejia Mesinas is entitled ‘Students tak-
ing action in Los Angeles schools: An ethnographic case study of student 
activism in the United States.’ She provides an ethnographic case study 
of the political activism by secondary school students challenging the cri-
sis surrounding the criminalisation of school discipline and the militarisa-
tion of school police, in public-funded schools in Los Angeles, California. 
Through participant observations, the author shows how sustained stu-
dent activism has been energetic, imaginative and ultimately successful. In 
this way, political actions of students have been crucial to the reforming of 
zero tolerance school policies and practices.

The chapter ‘Professional students do not play politics: How Kenyan 
students professionalise environmental activism and produce neoliberal sub-
jectivities’ is by Grace Muthoni Mwaura. She shows the ways contemporary 
Kenyan university students engage in environmentalism in a context shaped 
by socio-economic, political, and environmental crises. Through student 
environmental activism, the author examines how some students disengage 
from traditional student politics, while simultaneously generating new ways 
of responding to situated injustices such as environmental degradation and 
unemployment. By interrogating what politics means for such students in 
the context of neoliberalism, she challenges and critiques claims that Kenyan 
student environmentalists are non-political and demonstrates how their 
actions promote change without significantly challenging the very neolib-
eral context generating the social problems they seek to address.

The last chapter in this first part is by Nicole Gallant and is called 
‘The good, the bad and the useless: Young people’s political action rep-
ertoires in Quebec.’ She reveals that many young people, especially stu-
dents, are increasingly politically active, but in less institutionalised ways. 
Using a definition of the political that encompasses what many young  
people themselves consider political, and drawing primarily on 20 in-depth  
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qualitative interviews with young activists in Quebec, this chapter pro-
vides a relational framework to distinguish among the variety of forms 
that young people’s political action may take. By analysing participants’ 
discourses about their political concerns and the types of actions under-
taken, it distinguishes four political stances, which take into account the 
relationship to State authorities: associative participation, underground 
protest, politicized artwork, and personal lifestyle.

The second part of the book is entitled ‘Young People and Online 
Political Action.’ It starts with a chapter by Rob Watts called ‘The cri-
sis of democracy in Hong Kong: Young people’s online politics and the 
Umbrella Movement.’ He addresses the role of young people as pro-
democracy activists who created the Umbrella Movement, in 2014, in 
the on-going crisis of democracy in Hong Kong. The chapter highlights 
young activists use of online sites, such as Hong Kong Golden and 4chan. 
The author argues that the Umbrella Movement is a mix of new and old 
forms of democratic politics, which segue into civil disobedience. Framing 
Hong Kong Golden and 4chan as political thus requires a reframing 
of how we think about the political and about how young people now 
engage in the political.

Next comes the chapter ‘Momentum and the movementist ‘Corbynistas’: 
young people regenerating the Labour Party in Britain’ by Sarah Pickard. 
The chapter discusses how the Momentum project provided the political 
awakening for many young people and a sense of political community for 
young movementists against a backdrop of political crisis. Young people 
have used their political agency, especially through social media to cam-
paign energetically within this grassroots organisation founded in 2015. 
The chapter also addresses extremism and entryism in Momentum, as well 
as resulting changes in governance and organisation.

Judith Bessant’s chapter is called ‘Right-wing populism and young 
‘Stormers’: Conflict in democratic politics.’ She highlights the diversity 
of young people’s politics by providing a case study of ultra-right popu-
lism amid the crisis of the rise of extremist populist politics. Attention is 
given to the ways digital media is used variously to recruit, to persuade 
and to mobilise young people and why so many are attracted to ultra-
right populist groups. She also observes how many young people are 
drawn to extremism for political-emotional reasons that are commonly 
shared within the broader community. Finally, it is argued that urgent 
attention is needed to engage better with the politics of the kind exam-
ined here.
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‘‘How not to be a terrorist’: radicalisation and young Western Muslims’ 
digital discourses’ is the title of the next chapter by Andrew Hope and 
Julie Matthews. They deal with how some young Muslims online react 
to perceived ‘threats of terrorism’ that has reached crisis point in many 
Western countries. They document how many of the policies and practices 
intended to combat these alleged dangers often result in the harassment, 
isolation, victimisation and invasive surveillance of ‘suspect communities.’ 
The chapter explores the harmful practices of anti-radicalisation strategies 
and the online response of young Muslims in Western democracies. The 
authors document how the use of humour by some young Muslims online 
works as powerful political tool, engendering resistance, while nurturing 
a shared sense of identity.

The second part closes with a chapter by Maria Grasso entitled ‘Young 
people’s political participation in Europe in times of crisis.’ She presents 
comparative evidence on young people’s political participation during 
the economic crisis based on survey data from across Europe collected 
in 2015 to analyse patterns of youth participation. The results show that 
while young people are less engaged than older citizens via conventional 
means, they are engaged in politics through more confrontational modes 
of unconventional politics and online activism. The author argues that 
young people’s regeneration of politics is likely to come through social 
media and other forms of technological advances for the practice of politi-
cal engagement.

The third part of the book is entitled ‘Young People, Collective 
Identity and Community Building.’ It starts with ‘The Gezi Resistance 
of Turkey as young people’s counter-conduct’ by Nilay Çabuk Kaya and 
Haktan Ural. The chapter examines the Gezi Resistance as a counter-
conduct led by young people in Turkey. The authors demonstrate how 
young protesters counteract multiple crises such as the promotion of 
consumerist lifestyles, conservative and family-based social policies, and 
the silencing of the media by the ruling JDP party. The authors argue 
that young people invent and perform political subjectivity known as ‘the 
Gezi Spirit’ that give priority to openness, inclusiveness, autonomy and 
freedom over consumerism, conservatism and authoritarianism. Through 
this community-building, young protesters transform the image of youth 
depicted as individualist, consumerist and cynical subjects.

In Lucas Walsh and Rosalyn Black’s ‘Off the radar democracy: Young 
people’s alternate acts of citizenship in Australia’ chapter, they argue 
that many young people in Australia are serious about their citizenship  
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and engage in politics in ways that are not captured by current measures 
or analyses. The chapter explores the growth of youth social enterprise 
and volunteering as alternative spaces for youth citizenship. It draws on 
field research conducted to consider young people’s attitudes to power,  
influence and democratic change-making, as well as implications for  
conventional notions and practices of politics.

The chapter entitled ‘(Re)Politicising young people: From Scotland’s 
Indyref to Hong Kong’s Umbrella Movement’ is by Susan Batchelor, 
Alistair Fraser, Leona Li Ngai Ling and Lisa Whittaker. The authors 
analyse the two independence movements involving young people that 
emerged in two very different settings in 2014. Drawing on a wider study 
of young people and social change, the chapter explores the rise of nation-
alist politics in Scotland and Hong Kong, as well as independence in times 
of crisis, highlighting similarities and differences in young people’s politi-
cal participation in these two distinctive contexts.

The following chapter is ‘New forms of solidarity and young people: An 
ethnography of youth participation in Italy’ by Nicola de Luigi, Alessandro 
Martelli and Ilaria Pitti. Drawing from the findings of the European proj-
ect ‘Partispace,’ the authors analyse three solidarity initiatives promoted 
by youth leftist groups in Bologna through an ethnographic study. The 
chapter highlights the connections between the initiatives, objectives and 
practices of the youth-led groups, in the context of the global financial cri-
sis. The projects emerge as ‘laboratories of political resistance’ where strat-
egies for collective action based on mutual help and self-empowerment are 
experimented with and enacted.

The last chapter in this part is entitled ‘Youth heteropolitics in crisis-
ridden Greece’ and was written by Alexandros Kioupkiolis and Yannis 
Pechtelidis. The authors enquire into alternative modes of self-organised 
youth political engagement in contemporary Greece. Young people are 
engaging in hetero-politics, namely in practices of alternative community 
organisation in response to the crises of social dislocation, the failures and 
the pressures of the market and the state. It is argued that they belong to 
a politicised generational unit, which develops a common heteropolitical 
habitus by participating in various alternative social and cultural sites, dis-
playing a common political dynamic despite their differences.

The fourth and last part of the book is entitled ‘Young People and 
Protest as Politics.’ Tim Goddard and Randolph Myers take us to North 
America in their chapter entitled ‘Youth-led struggles against racial-
ized crime control in the United States.’ Their chapter details the work 
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of youth-led grassroots organisations in the United States that create 
counter-movements against the crisis of the criminalisation of school dis-
cipline, racialised policing and mass incarceration. The authors argue that 
although their victories are often small in scale, the work of these organ-
isations should not be overlooked, as they help to bring together young 
people to mobilise for criminal justice reform, thus introducing them to 
the world of politics and collective action.

Graham Bright, Carole Pugh and Matthew Clarke author the next 
chapter ‘Youth work, agonistic democracy and transgressive enjoyment 
in England.’ The chapter shares the narratives of active engagement with 
politics on the part of a number of young people, as part of their efforts to 
resist the crisis brought about threats to youth services posed by neolib-
eral policies and austerity policies in particular. The analysis in the chapter 
links the young people’s engagement to the tenets of agonistic models 
of democracy, namely pluralism, contestation and tragedy. The authors 
conclude by considering the implications of participants’ experiences for 
future studies of politics and political engagement.

The following chapter, ‘Political participation and activism in the 
Post15m Era: Young people’s political identifications in Lleida, Catalonia’ 
was written by Eduard Ballesté Isern and José Sánchez García. They 
discuss new spaces for political participation since the beginning of the 
Los Indignados 15M movement, in 2011. Drawing on an ethnographic 
inquiry into youth activism in Lleida, Catalonia, they identify and analyse 
new forms of political participation. The authors focus on the discursive 
construction around the actors’ own accounts of what they call ‘new polit-
ical activism,’ and consider how it differs from more conventional under-
standings of political participation. In this way, they analyse two post-15M 
movements, including their evolution and how the involvement of the 
young activists has changed them.

The next chapter is a case study by Ricardo Peñafiel and Marie-Christine 
Doran called ‘New modes of youth political action and democracy in 
the Americas: From the Chilean Spring to the Maple Spring in Quebec.’ 
Through their analysis of the Chilean and Quebecois cases of student pro-
test in 2011 and 2012 with reference to Mexico, the authors show how 
young people created new oppositional public spaces, despite accusations of 
violence or political apathy intended to undermine their status as legitimate 
political subjects. Using innovative forms of political participation, young 
people in contexts marked by on-going crises have been able to challenge 
their exclusion from the political scene, and achieve changes in the public 
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culture. While these youth-led protest movements are often opposed to 
neoliberal austerity policies, their main interest was to challenge restricted 
forms of representative democracy, inventing new forms of political sub-
jectivation based on a fundamental principle of democracy: isonomy, i.e. 
equality of political rights.

The last chapter of this volume, is by Marko Kovacic and Danijela 
Dolenec is ‘Youth participation in the age of austerity in Eastern Europe.’ 
The chapter explores ways in which austerity policies have influenced pat-
terns of youth political participation between the core and periphery of 
the European Union (EU), focusing on Eastern Europe. They examine 
the varied impact of austerity across the EU and young people’s conven-
tional and unconventional modes of political participation.

Thus, the richness and scope of the chapters considered collectively 
indicates why this book will be of interest to scholars and students in the 
disciplines of: politics, sociology, youth and childhood studies, social stud-
ies, political sociology, and social policy, as well as professional-vocational 
fields like journalism, youth work, and social work. It will also be a valu-
able text for practitioners of human rights and in the fields of human ser-
vices, socio-legal services and education.

Young people are taking action themselves due to a sense that many of 
their political and business leaders are ineffective and acting in ways that are 
detrimental to their interests. Indeed, through the chapters in the book, 
we hear the voices of many young people who express how they have been 
moved to act due to their concerns about corruption, wayward governance 
and the general failure of power elites to address the major socio-economic 
and political problems. Concerns of the young people in this book include 
unparalleled economic growth, social inequality, environmental threats, 
unemployment and what they see as meagre prospects for a decent future. 
In short, the reasons they give for their political action often include a righ-
teous sense of outrage and anger regarding injustice and abuses of public 
trust It is a sense of anger over ethical failures of the kind mentioned above 
that galvanised them to action. In short, it is concern about the capacity of 
the elite, i.e. their leaders of government, key institutions and business to 
govern well that provoked popular disenchantment and protest.

In this way, many of the young people included in this book say it is not 
they who have disengaged from politics or selfishly retreated into their pri-
vate world, rather, it is their elders, our leaders who have disengaged from 
them and from taking politics seriously. The power elite have disengaged 

  S. PICKARD AND J. BESSANT



  15

from their job and too often failed to exercise good judgment and to work 
out what the intrinsic purpose of politics is: to govern fairly and wisely in 
the public interest.

To conclude, the research on which these chapters are based clearly 
demonstrates the numerous, varied creative ways many young people 
are playing a key role in renewing the political life of their communities. 
From ‘communal meals’ and the ‘woman in the red dress’ in Istanbul, to 
Anarchopanda and naked demonstrations (maNufestations) in Quebec, 
through school pupils in Los Angeles bringing about changes to polic-
ing methods to new kinds of environmentalism in Kenya, we see how 
young people are actively and creatively reshaping politics. As the authors 
in this edited collection reveal, young people are revitalising the life of our 
political communities and enhancing prospects for viable alternative politi-
cal practices and institutional arrangements. Contributors to this edited 
collection explore the political lives of young in Africa, Asia, Australia, 
Central and South  America, Europe and North America. This political 
voyage around the world underlines points to the ways we are witnessing 
a significant global development propelled by young people’s interest in 
regenerating politics in times of crises.
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CHAPTER 2

Young People and the #Hashtags That Broke 
the Rainbow Nation

Rekgotsofetse Chikane

Introduction

I never thought that 30 years after my own father was charged with trea-
son against the state for anti-apartheid activism that I would be sitting in 
the Cape Town office of the Directorate for Priority Crime Investigation 
being charged with the same crime. I remember feeling a deep sense of 
abandonment during the day leading up to my arrest in 2015. While the 
South African President (Jacob Zuma) and his entire ministerial Cabinet 
listened to the Minister of Finance’s Medium Term Budget Report within 
Parliament, students sang songs along the streets outside. The songs 
recalled the struggle against the apartheid1 regime that many within the 
current Parliament fought against. Even with the ringing of stun grenades 
around us, we sang to remind those who ran the state that by not listen-
ing to the concerns of students, they were no better than the old regime. 
While I was sitting in the back of the police van with no idea of where they 
were taking me, I remember thinking that this country had lost its mind 
and it was our responsibility to bring it back to its senses; to remind our 
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parents that to demand economic freedom in our lifetime was simply an 
extension of their call during apartheid for democratic freedom in their 
lifetime.

The current generation of young people in South Africa has been instilled 
with the belief that we live in a country united in our racial diversity and 
should be the proud torchbearers of its future. But during the nationwide 
protests of 2015, I, alongside thousands of young South Africans, found the 
courage and belief to break the myth of the Rainbow Nation and embark 
on a programme of civil disobedience, which would change the role that 
young people played in the politics of South Africa. We sought to bring 
South Africa closer to what Achille Mbembe describes as our Fanonian 
Moment: a moment in which a critical mass of disenfranchised people who 
feel that they are being treated as “foreigners” on their own land and are 
convinced that the doors of opportunity are closing on them. He further 
states that under these conditions, members of this grouping will believe 
that if they are unable to take advantage of the available opportunities in 
the present, they will be excluded for generations to come. This creates a 
social stampede and a willingness to risk a fight because waiting for oppor-
tunities to arise is no longer a viable option (Mbembe, 2015).

The youth-led protests that have gripped South Africa since the begin-
ning of 2015 have challenged the country’s false consciousness regarding 
democracy. Marx and Engels in The German Ideology explain how our con-
sciousness of reality is not of our own, but rather it is formed by the world 
around us, thus creating a false sense of consciousness (Marx & Friedrich, 
1965). In fact, Marx would later go on to crystallise this notion by stating 
“it is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but 
their social existence that determines their consciousness” (Marx, 1977). 
In a similar sense, the social existence within South Africa has been so 
deeply embedded in the notion of the Rainbow Nation that it has formed 
a false consciousness, which hides and disguises the real relationship people 
have with the racially exploitative nature of the South African economy.

This chapter explores how a critical mass of young people within uni-
versities in South Africa have begun to shift away from the pacification of 
the Rainbow Nation project, towards a more politically active youth who 
are increasingly questioning the socio-economic structural inequalities in 
our country. The dearth of formal political engagement from young peo-
ple has resulted in a lack of understanding from both policy makers and 
young people regarding the role they play within the economy. Thus, the 
political crisis in the country is a result of young people seeking political 
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expression in a manner, not foreign to policy makers, but unseen since the 
defiance campaigns during apartheid.

The chapter begins by exploring the concept of the Rainbow Nation 
and dominance of the two-nation economic state of the country. It then 
discusses the role the 2008 global financial crisis (GFC) had on South 
Africa’s real economy (goods and services) and the subsequent effects on 
youth unemployment. The chapter then examines how young people (in 
particular university students) have changed the way they engage in politi-
cal discourse, which was precipitated by the phrase “Economic Freedom 
in Our Lifetime.” The last part of the chapter seeks to understand how 
the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), #RhodesMustFall (#RMF) and 
#FeesMustFall (#FMF) have used social media and a newly equipped dis-
course of defiance to change the way we have engaged in politics.

The Rainbow Nation: A Case of Two-Nations

The term ‘Rainbow Nation’ has become ubiquitous within South Africa. 
The term represents a dominant consciousness in which all races, genders, 
ethnicities, and religions—through their diversity—have overcome the 
storm of apartheid and forged a democratic society. However, as Mottiar 
& Bond (2012, p. 283) explain: “Rapidly rising unemployment, inequal-
ity and ecological degradation, along with sustained violence against 
women, criminality and persistent xenophobia, mean that the ‘Rainbow 
Nation’ did not live up to the expectations of the majority of its citizens, 
nor were those citizens passive.” Through the convergence of social media 
and social activism, young people in South Africa have used both social 
movements and political parties to help remove the veil of ignorance used 
to manufacture democracy in the country.

The false consciousness within South Africa is the maintenance of what 
Mahmood Mamdani and Thabo Mbeki both describe as the ‘two nations’ 
of South Africa. For Mamdani, South Africa lived in two different political 
worlds, divided by a Chinese wall that separates the world of the natives 
from that of the settler (cited in Letseka, Visser, & Breier, 2010, p. 25). 
Mbeki, gives a fuller account of the ‘settler-native’ divide by amplifying 
the importance of race in the country’s economic organisation and utilis-
ing it as his differentiator:

One of these nations is white, relatively prosperous, regardless of gender 
or geographic dispersal. It has ready access to a developed economic, 
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physical, educational, communication and other infrastructure. This enables 
it to argue that, except for the persistence of gender discrimination against 
women, all members of this nation have the possibility to exercise their 
right to equal opportunity, the development opportunities to which the 
Constitution of ’93 committed our country.

The second and larger nation of South Africa is black and poor, with the 
worst affected being women in the rural areas, the black rural population 
in general and the disabled. This nation lives under conditions of a grossly 
underdeveloped economic, physical, educational, communication and other 
infrastructure.

It has virtually no possibility to exercise what in reality amounts to a 
theoretical right to equal opportunity, with that right being equal within 
this black nation only to the extent that it is equally incapable of realisation. 
This reality of two nations, underwritten by the perpetuation of the racial, 
gender and spatial disparities born of a very long period of colonial and 
apartheid white minority domination, constitutes the material base which 
reinforces the notion that, indeed, we are not one nation, but two nations. 
And neither are we becoming one nation. Consequently, also, the objective 
of national reconciliation is not being realized. (Mbeki, 1998)

In a study attempting to understand the growing economic and income 
inequalities in South Africa, Leibbrandt, Finn, & Woolard (2012, p. 33) 
explain that in spite of intra-race inequality growing in its importance as a 
policy concern in South Africa, especially amongst the African population 
group. Inter-race inequality remains a central indicator of the lingering 
effects of apartheid and further adds credence to the argument that South 
Africa exists as a two-nation state (Finn & Woolard, 2012, p. 33). In fact, 
inter-race inequality is the leading contributor to increasing inequality in 
South Africa. In addition to income-related inequality, non-income related 
inequality, as measured by an index of private and public assets in South 
Africa after the end of apartheid, decreased (Bhorat, Van der Westhuizen, 
& Jacobs, 2009, p. 57). However, while non-income inequality decreased 
generally, this was not the case for low-income African families, who pre-
dominately remained without access to basic services such as running 
water, sanitation and electricity (Bhorat et al., 2009, pp. 57–58).

The youth-led protests in 2015 and 2016 were spurred on by an 
apparent social amnesia about the effects that apartheid has on the pres-
ent and its continued influence on growing inequality. I characterise it as 
the perception that South Africa is a post-apartheid society, rather than 
understanding South Africa as a post-1994 society. Understanding South 

  R. CHIKANE



  23

Africa as a post-apartheid society is at the core of understanding the pre-
dominance of the Rainbow Nation motif. South Africa is a democracy that 
revels in what prominent South African intellectual Netshitenzhe (2015) 
describes as the festival of negatives: non-racialism, non-sexism, anti-colo-
nialism, anti-apartheid. The Born-Free generation2 have become disen-
chanted with the lack of economic, racial, and cultural transformation in 
South Africa and have begun to dismiss many of the apparent achievements 
made by the post-1994 government in South Africa as merely cosmetic 
changes to a system with deep structural problems. The global financial 
crisis caused a change in the approach taken by young people with regards 
to participation in policy decisions, in order to give them a more active 
role in determining their own futures. The change involved a return to the 
civil disobedience of past defiance campaigns3 that helped end apartheid.

The shift in youth politics in South Africa can be attributed to the 
change from the dominant narrative of a Rainbow Nation, towards a nar-
rative that acknowledges that the compromises made to create a racially 
unified country came at the expense of human restitution and economic 
redistribution linked to Apartheid’s past injustice. It is an economic divide 
that continues to marginalise black and coloured racial groups in the 
country. This is not to say that young people are looking to renege on the 
post-apartheid settlement or to rewrite history; instead, we are seeking to 
create a space to negotiate a post-settlement settlement.

The Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA), through 
a negotiated settlement, achieved a multi-racial, multi-cultural and multi-
party democratic dispensation enshrined by Constitution. However, as 
Sisk (1994, p.  72)—commenting on South Africa’s democratic transi-
tion—warned: “without economic and social change the underlying soci-
etal base for elite-negotiated institutions will not exist.” Students believe 
that our realisation of a truly democratic South Africa requires a change 
in politics that previously sought democratic freedom, towards politics 
that seek economic freedom. For students, the post-settlement settlement 
would require another CODESA focused on the economy, rather than 
simply the democratic system. The desire to create a space such as this has 
created an action-orientated approach towards disruptive politics focused 
on economic and racial inequality.

Whether within the halls of South Africa’s parliament—the National 
Assembly—through the emergence of political parties such as the 
Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), or through the 2015–2016 civil dis-
obedience movements and campaigns seen throughout universities in the 
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country such as #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall, students are armed 
with the belief that they stand on the right side of history. The emergence 
of the EFF, #RMF, and #FMF has created new spaces and platforms for 
renegotiating the terms and conditions of a youth social contract.

Youth Inequality in South Africa and the Global 
Financial Crisis

In his analysis of the structural causes of the global financial crisis (GFC) 
between 2007 and 2009, Ramskogler (2015, p. 48) believes that the seri-
ous repercussions of the crisis are still keenly felt throughout the global 
economy. The GFC had an adverse effect on rich and poor countries and 
a significant negative impact on South Africa (Reinhart & Rogoff, 2009, 
p. 161). During the crisis, global trade volumes collapsed and the value 
of South Africa’s real exports of goods and services fell by 19.5% in 2009. 
Inflation breached its controlled upper limit of 6%, the mining sector 
recorded its largest decrease on record shrinking 33% and the property 
market decreased due to the declining demand caused by the depressed 
labour market and decreased expected household incomes (Kganyago, 
2012; Marais, 2009; Padayachee, 2012). The key distinction between 
South Africa and most other countries experiences of the GFC was the 
large extent of job destruction in the South African economy. Though net 
employment increased by 1.6 million between 2003 and 2007, over the 
course of the GFC (2008–2010) net unemployment decreased by approx-
imately 800,000, with the heaviest job losses in construction, retail and 
financial services (Kganyago, 2012).

The GFC opened up many of the cracks within various sectors in South 
Africa still suffering from the long-lasting effects of apartheid. Apartheid’s 
segregationist policies resulted in low levels of education and large socio-
economic inequalities, especially amongst the African population. Thus, 
even though the legislative bedrock of apartheid was dismantled in 1994, 
the county is still influenced by its historical legacy (Verick, 2012, p. 374). 
The repercussions of the GFC affected South Africa’s real economy of 
goods and services and exacerbated the damage caused by apartheid 
affecting marginalised and vulnerable groups.

South Africa defines youth as 18–34 years (Statistics South Africa, 
2015, 2016), which is longer than the definition used by the International 
Labour Organization (ILO) that defines youth as 18–24. In a report on 
vulnerable young people in South Africa by Statistics South Africa (SSA), 
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70% of the country’s 5.1 million unemployed individuals were between 
the ages of 18 and 34 (Statistics South Africa, 2015, 2016). Between 2008 
and 2010, during the country’s first economic recession since 1994, the 
unemployment rate for 18- to 24-year-olds increased by 20% (National 
Treasury, 2011, p. 9). This number accounted for 40% of the job losses 
during that same period and can be primarily attributed to the global eco-
nomic slowdown (National Treasury, 2011, p. 12).

The youth unemployment rate in South Africa is often comparable to 
other emerging countries; however, during the financial crisis, the magni-
tude of the unemployment set us apart (National Treasury, 2011, p. 12). 
Youth unemployment is often associated with low levels of education, low 
skills in literacy, numeracy and communication and little to no work expe-
rience (Cassim & Oosthuizen, 2014; National Treasury, 2011, p. 9). It 
is this constellation of traits among young unemployed South Africans 
that has been exacerbated by issues like high levels of inequality in the 
educational sector, low quality of healthcare services and social welfare 
dependence (Hill, Baxen, Craig, & Namakula, 2012; Mayosi & Benatar, 
2014; Spaull, 2013).

During the protests, I would often hear how being young means hav-
ing to choose either a life of crime and unemployment or a succession 
of meaningless jobs; meaningless, not in the sense that the jobs provide 
no meaning to life—though one could argue this point—but rather in 
that the jobs obtained did not commensurate with their own qualifica-
tion. As Beukes, et  al. explain: “individuals who have no choice but to 
accept employment associated with a level below his or her qualification 
as well as skill level and experience” (Beukes, Fransman, Murozvi, & Yu, 
2016, p. 4). Jobs and job opportunities available to young people do not 
provide training or up skilling that allows one to take advantage of future 
opportunities. They function as placeholders for young people; they are 
jobs that placate and keep the mind busy, while the soul remains restless. 
The financial crisis changed the manner in which young people engaged 
in politics and their discourse about freedom.

Economic Freedom in Our Lifetime

In August 2010, the African National Congress’s (ANC) youth wing, the 
ANC Youth League (ANCYL), presented a discussion document at its 
National General Council meeting. Headed by its then President, Julius 
Malema, the document (which was both presented and adopted) declared 
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that the political programme of young activists across the country would 
be to achieve “Youth Action for Economic Freedom in Our Lifetime” 
(African National Congress Youth League, 2010, p. 16). The declaration 
was in response to the economic slowdown that occurred over the previ-
ous three years, due to the financial crisis. Having understood themselves 
as the militant wing of the ruling party, Malema and the ANCYL began 
a programme of action that sowed the seeds for youthful dissent in the 
country. Since the declaration, ‘Economic Freedom in Our Lifetime’ has 
become synonymous with youth-focused political discourse and action. 
It gave young people their raison d’être to argue for structural changes 
to the economy of South Africa. It spoke of actively seeking to change 
one’s circumstances from what the status quo would have one believe was 
a democratic and progressive country towards an economy that is truly 
reflective of the goals and ambitions of the Freedom Charter.

The declaration resonated with many young people because it helped 
re-orientate the manner in which they viewed upward social mobil-
ity within society and allowed them to think differently about youth 
politics. It allowed for the emergence of a discourse focused on the re-
conceptualisation of freedom in South Africa. The phrase, ‘Economic 
Freedom in Our Lifetime,’ allowed young activists in South Africa to take 
the first step towards re-engaging other young people and the population 
at large with the aims of the Freedom Charter.

The Freedom Charter, written in 1955, functioned as a symbolic state-
ment of the core principles of the type of state South Africa hoped to 
transform into once apartheid had been abolished. Malema was attempt-
ing to renegotiate how we understand the terms and conditions that were 
placed on democracy after the election in 1994. For him and the ANCYL, 
economic freedom in our lifetime entailed realising all the economic prin-
ciples of the Freedom Charter, namely:

	1.	 The people shall share in the wealth of the country;
	2.	 The national wealth of our country, the heritage of South Africans, 

should be restored to the people;
	3.	 The mineral wealth beneath the soil, the Banks, the monopoly 

industry shall be transferred to the ownership of the people as a 
whole;

	4.	 All other industry and trade should be controlled to assist the well-
being of the people; and
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	5.	 All people should have equal rights to trade where they choose, to 
manufacture and enter all trades, crafts, and professions (ANCYL, 
2010, p. 16).

By echoing the Freedom Charter, Malema helped create the rationale 
that the current participation in civil disobedience is equivalent to anti-
apartheid disobedience.

Policy makers often see young people in South Africa as a social liability 
and as presenting various policy challenges (Oyedemi & Mahlatji, 2016, 
p. 314). Civic competence and participation refers to “understanding of 
how government functions, and the acquisition of behaviours that allow 
citizens to participate in government and permit individuals to meet, 
discuss and collaborate to promote their interests within a framework of 
democratic principles” (Youniss et al., 2002, p. 124). The lack of formal 
civic competence and participation amongst young people in policy dis-
cussions further reinforces the negative perspective amongst policy makers 
regarding the role of young people within policy-making.

Hofmeyr (cited in Oyedemi & Mahlatji, 2016, p.  314) argues that 
young people deliberately dissociate themselves from formal politi-
cal processes due to a sense of alienation and marginalisation from their 
socio-political environment. The combination of being labelled as a social 
liability and lacking the required civic competence to adequately influence 
policy creates the conditions for the emergence of a group that is apa-
thetic towards its own advancement. Asking young people to reclaim their 
economic freedom, so that they can truly experience democratic freedom 
within their lifetime, is an attempt to make them feel empowered and 
more responsible rather than alienated from their environment.

I often advocate that young people should not be seen as apathetic or 
alienated, but rather that policy makers have failed to encourage them to 
have an interest in policy change. Representing young people as apathetic 
places the responsibility for their alleged lack of policy engagement on the 
shoulders of young people. It frames them as the problem and further 
blames them for their subsequent disengagement, rather than describ-
ing it as a problem with the political milieu that alienates them. This 
latter understanding of the problem would produce different remedies 
in the form of incentives designed to encourage their participation and 
by removing obstacles to their engagement. Furthermore, representing 
young people as apathetic represents them as inept to change and devoid 
of agency.
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During the protests of 2015 and 2016, I realised students in South 
Africa are willing to mobilise themselves, but never had the incentives that 
would encourage them to do so. New forms of information technology 
and increased access to the internet has made traditional forms of politi-
cal participation such as public meetings, town hall discussions, public 
participatory budgeting ill-equipped mechanisms to communicate with 
young people.

The rallying call for economic freedom, at the expense of the older 
Rainbow Nation call, has become synonymous with change in South 
African, especially with regards to youth-orientated activism. More impor-
tantly, it is a call that speaks directly to many young people who have begun 
to think about their social and economic position within society, especially 
after the GFC. ‘Economic Freedom in our Lifetime’ gave life to three 
different social movements who all used the call differently and for dif-
ferent reasons in organising and mobilising young people. The Economic 
Freedom Fighters, #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall all used to vary-
ing degrees the GFC’s impact on South Africa and the growing interest 
in changing the political discourse away from viewing South Africa as a 
post-apartheid society to seeing it as a post-1994 society. The following 
section details how each group has gone about successfully mobilising 
young people.

Breaking the Rainbow Nation: The Rise 
of the Economic Freedom Fighters and #MustFall 

Movements

Julius Malema established the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) in 2013 
after he was ousted from the ANCYL by its mother body, the ANC. The 
formation of the party came out of the growing democratic crisis in South 
Africa, which peaked when 34 striking miners were shot and killed by the 
South African Police Service in August 2012 during a wage dispute, an 
event described as the Marikana Massacre. Through its populist rhetoric, 
the party immediately captured the political imagination and was perceived 
to be transforming the political landscape of the country (Mbete, 2015, 
p. 35). The EFF sought to constantly engage outside the traditional ambit 
of parliament by symbolically associating themselves with the working 
class of society (Mbete, 2015, p. 44). Utilising political regalia within par-
liament such as red berets, stereotypical attire of associated with domestic 
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workers and miners; the EFF believed they could defy the status quo of 
parliament.

The EFF fulfils Moffitt and Tormey’s three attributes that make a pop-
ulist political style. It appeals to the people by rejecting the political and 
economic elite in the country, it takes advantage of the economic crisis in 
the country caused by the global slowdown and most importantly it has 
disregarded the appropriate forms of behaviour within the political realm 
(Moffitt & Tormey, 2014, pp. 391–392). The party believes that it is the 
best representative for poor, marginalised mass social groupings who have 
been and continue to be exploited by white monopoly capital4 and those 
with political power. The EFF has taken on the role left vacant over the 
preceding decade by a lack of institutional and political arrangements for 
youth participation in South Africa. However, it was not the creation of 
the party that saw a change in youth politics in South Africa; rather it was 
the way it engaged with young people.

In the lead up to the 2015 State of the Nation Address (SONA)—the 
official opening of Parliament—the EFF began to engage in a form of 
politics that leveraged social media as a means of distributing a politi-
cal message to young people: #PayBacktheMoney. This slogan sought to 
hold President Zuma accountable for using state finances for the personal 
upgrades to his personal home in Nkandla, KwaZulu-Natal. The hashtag 
was created after the EFF was removed from Parliament on 18 June due 
to their insistence that the President account for when he would act on the 
recommendation of the Public Protector that he repays the taxpayer for 
the upgrades made to his private residence. The chanting of “Pay Back the 
Money” while leaving Parliament led to the creation of the hashtag that 
became synonymous with corruption and with the president. Utilising the 
popularity of the hashtag, the EFF created a 10-day countdown to the 
2015 State of the Nation Address, which was linked to a vow by the EFF 
to disrupt the President’s opening of Parliament unless a special sitting of 
the National Assembly was organised to discuss the upgrades to his private 
home in Nkandla (SAPA, 2015).

Since the initial protest action in 2014 and its subsequent formalisation 
in 2015, the EFF successfully continued its campaign of parliamentary 
defiance that culminated with the party successfully taking the President 
and the Speaker of the National Assembly (and thus Parliament) to the 
Constitutional Court. The hashtag #PayBacktheMoney helped to create 
a form of politics the country has never utilised before. Through online 
political pressure focused on a single-issue campaign, #PayBacktheMoney 
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successfully allowed for a new method of online engagement through 
social media platforms that helped create a shift away from hashtag activ-
ism towards hashtag movements in South Africa.

The Growth of #MustFall Politics

#RhodesMustFall (#RMF) and #FeesMustFall (#FMF) redefined the way 
students engaged in political discourse in South Africa. Both movements 
are reactions to the socio-economic crisis that currently grips the young 
black youth of the country. Mottiar & Bond (2012, p. 309) allude to the 
idea that increased levels of popular demonstrations—under the guise of 
service delivery protests—indicate that a growing amount of social dis-
content within society. Reporting on the nature of protests after 2009, 
Alexander (2010, p. 33) explains that there was a growth in the impor-
tance of unemployment within protests, which is reflected by the predom-
inance in the participation of young adults particularly the unemployed 
and/or underemployed. However, Mottiar & Bond (2012, p. 309) stop 
short of associating the protests during that time as a movement with 
norms, values, strategies, tactics or a transformational political agenda 
meant to unify seemingly disparate groups. However, movements such 
as #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall have shown that Mottiar and 
Bond’s hesitation was premature.

What made these protest movements different from previous mass 
action protests in the country pertaining to service delivery was the use 
of the internet and social media generally. Castell (cited in Luescher, 
Loader, & Mugume, 2016, p. 3) explains that protests in the internet 
age open new forms of space that allow localised territorial movements 
to share and amplify their experiences through virtual flows of informa-
tion. This form of virtual communication created permanent forums 
of solidarity, debate, and strategic planning. Through the use of the 
internet, these movements are characterised by “spontaneity, a lack of 
clearly defined leadership and an attempt at a new active democratic 
practice” (Castell cited in Luescher et  al., 2016, p.  3). Furthermore, 
Castell argues that networked social movements such as these can recon-
struct the public sphere. #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall are such 
movements.

#RMF is a university student-led movement whose roots are found in 
the actions of Chumani Maxwele, a young man who on the 9 March 
2015 threw a bucket of faeces at a statue of Cecil John Rhodes at the 
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University of Cape Town. Maxwele believed that the statue was symbolic 
of the oppression of the black child in South Africa’s colonial, apartheid 
and democratic periods. Though the movement originally focused on 
the removal of the Rhodes statue it quickly evolved into a multi-faceted 
protest focused on decolonising the university curriculum and highlight-
ing various forms of institutionalised discrimination. The protest spoke 
to how the country had effectively failed to address the central issues that 
face the black African in the country; how the Rainbow Nation was simply 
a façade that masked the deeper issues faced by black young people.

#RMF understood that the best means for achieving mass mobilisation 
was to ensure that the protest action trended on social media, with a clear 
and concise message that would mobilise those who were willing and able 
to participate. Social movement theorists assert that through the use of 
social media as information hubs, individuals are able to exchange updates 
regarding their activities with other as well share their own interests 
(Valenzuela, Arriagada, & Scherman, 2012, p. 302). #RhodesMustFall, 
more than just a social movement, was a virtual and physical informa-
tional hub that worked as an arbiter of intellectual exchange regarding 
its underlying ideological frameworks. The name #RhodesMustFall not 
only became the moniker of the movement, but also a social media trend 
that allowed for individuals to build relationships along similar ideological 
views and receive mobilising information one could not receive elsewhere.

Although the name #RMF suggests that the removal of the Rhodes 
statue was a key priority, this was never the case. The key to the move-
ment and why it distinguished itself from other #hashtag activism cam-
paigns across the globe was due to its ability to evolve from a single-issue 
campaign to a movement that found its protest action informed by long-
standing ideological frameworks such as Black Consciousness, Decolonial 
Thought, Radical Black Feminism and Pan-Africanism. #RMF viewed 
itself as a vehicle for young people on campus to organise themselves 
under a combination of the above frameworks describing its own ideol-
ogy as Fallism. It shifted away from the dominance of #hashtag activism 
because it grounded itself in the pre-existing ontological understanding 
of society. It took a commonly understood concept in South Africa such 
as “Transformation”5 and rejected it due to its failure to be used to facili-
tate change in South Africa, replacing it with decolonisation. #RMF as 
an ontological movement based its support on the opting-out of dom-
inant narratives, rather than the opt-in nature of other #social media 
campaigns.

  YOUNG PEOPLE AND THE #HASHTAGS THAT BROKE THE RAINBOW NATION 



32 

The statue of Rhodes became a symbol of changing conceptions of the 
nature of being a young black person in South Africa. As Mitchell (2003, 
p. 448) explains, in situations such as these—historical disjuncture’s and in 
this case the changing of youth politics—monuments of memory become 
subject to three possible fates: co-optation and glorification, disavowal, or 
contestation. In this instance, the latter has become the modus operandi 
of many of the political movements that have formed in solidarity with 
Rhodes Must Fall.

These movements mushroomed across South African university cam-
puses as localised diffusions of #RhodesMustFall: #BlackStudentMovement 
(at the University currently known as Rhodes), #OpenStellenbosch 
(University of Stellenbosch), #AfrikaansMustFall (University of Pretoria), 
#BlackStudentsStokvel (Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University), 
#PatriarchyMustFall (University of Cape Town), #TheTransCollective 
(University of Cape Town), and #SteynMustFall (University of the Free 
State). The movements, although all territorially contained, are connected 
through virtual spaces. The strategies and tactics of each organisation were 
to dispel the Rainbow Nation myth by changing the discourse within the 
public sphere and bringing to the forefront questions of race, class, gen-
der, and disability.

By rejecting many previously accepted methods of engagement, #RMF, 
and other Fallist movements worked to conscientise university students 
towards a form of political engagement that sought to move away from 
engagement/negotiations that led to small incremental changes, to 
switching focus to systemic issues. Mbembe (2015) described this as a 
shift from the old politics of waiting towards “a new politics of impa-
tience and, if necessary, of disruption.” The movements forced authorities 
to make concessions that had previously been deemed to be impossible. 
The movements no longer allowed the university to be a space for open 
debate on issues the university deemed appropriate. The argument made 
by participants in the movements was based on the belief that such debates 
inevitably favoured the powerful over the ‘vulnerable black youth’ within 
the university and were never open.

The movements took on the unapologetic stance of freedom in their 
lifetime—in this case, their time at university. In the same way that the 
call for Economic Freedom in Our Lifetime sought to create a radical 
re-imagining of the South African society within a young person’s life-
time, Fallist movements seek to unapologetically re-imagine university 
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spaces within their time at the university rather than accepting incremental 
changes made over subsequent generations of student leaders.

From #RhodesMustFall to #FeesMustFall

On the 14 October 2015, student leaders at the University of 
Witwatersrand, in Johannesburg, brought a long-standing debate within 
the Higher Education sector in South Africa to the forefront of the public 
imagination (The Daily Vox, 2015). Using the proposed 10.5% tuition fee 
increment for the 2016 academic year as its lightning rod, student leaders 
at the university combined Higher Education sector issues such as, but 
not limited to, transformation, accessibility, fee increases and the ‘black 
tax,’ as a means of generating support for the advocacy for free-decolonial 
university education. Using one another as human shields to barricade 
the campus’ three main entrances, students argued that the proposed fee 
increment would be detrimental to black students’ accessibility to the 
University. The Student Representative Council (SRC) described the fee 
increment as a “deliberate and anti-progressive decision to once more 
entrench the financial exclusion of poor students” (The Daily Vox, 2015).

What started out as a handful of students attempting to shut down the 
university, turned into a nationally coordinated protest to shut down the 
entire higher education sector of South Africa until students were granted 
free, decolonial education. The urgency of the demand was directly 
informed by the changing nature of youth politics (argued earlier in this 
chapter) with regards to defiance and the eradication of the two-nation 
state in South Africa. Although the demand for free, decolonial education 
was seen as a call for free education for all, #FeesMustFall understood it 
as an attempt to create a level playing field for young people between the 
two nations in South Africa.

#FeesMustFall is the latest example of how young people are no longer 
accepting the outcomes of processes to determine whether their claims 
to economic freedom are justified. #FeesMustFall in 2015 and 2016 has 
been emblematic of an interest group fighting to escape the cost of fis-
cal adjustment within the state and amongst its universities caused by of 
the financial crisis on the government budget (Calitz & Fourie, 2016, 
p. 152). The #FeesMustFall protests have arguably been the largest mass 
mobilisation of young people across the country to hold the state account-
able since the 1976 Soweto Uprising. The 16 June 1976 Soweto stu-
dent uprising that involved thousands of students across townships in 
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South Africa was a response by high school students to the introduction 
of Afrikaans as the medium of instruction in Black African schools. Like 
the 1976 Soweto Uprising, #FeesMustFall evolved into a national protest 
movement after the repressive response by the state police on the first day 
to quell the protest.

The attention of #FMF as a movement at this point in 2015 shifted 
from the university towards the political elite and the State, with marches 
planned for the ANC’s headquarters in Johannesburg, Parliament in 
Cape Town and the Union Buildings (the President’s Executive Office) 
in Pretoria. Besides the protest at the ANC headquarters, the other two 
protests were met with violence by police officers that attempted to clear 
the protestors from the government premises. The reaction by the police 
towards the protest at the gates of Parliament was critically important to 
the movement because it shifted the narrative of the protests away from 
the dominant view that the students were hooligans, towards a narrative 
that they had a justified cause. The scenes of the day were eerily akin the 
aggression used against students in 1976, an event many of the parents 
of the current student protestors lived through themselves. For the first 
time since 2010, defiance and civil disobedience in the name of Economic 
Freedom in Our Lifetime and the dismantling of the two-nation state 
were celebrated rather than dismissed.

Seen as the spiritual successor of #RhodesMustFall, #FeesMustFall uti-
lised tactics similar to that of by #RMF in order to create a single-issue 
movement with a wide array of supporters. The movement addressed 
issues such as youth unemployment, outsourcing of labour in univer-
sity, intersectionality, identity politics, and socio-economic inequality. 
#FeesMustFall became a movement for students who believed that the 
status quo of society should be forcibly changed by threatening the col-
lapse and entire sector of society. Like #RMF, #FMF engaged in a radical 
form of protest that achieved a previously inconceivable concession from 
the state of a national zero per cent fee increment after only one week of 
nationally coordinated protest.

Conclusion

The Economic Freedom Fighters, #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall 
find their political action informed by a commitment to achieve “Economic 
Freedom in Our Lifetime.” Considering that current challenges facing 
young people would most likely have “far-reaching, over-arching socio-
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economic consequences” (Statistics South Africa, 2016, p. vii). These 
movements are spurred on by the need to redefine what it means to be 
born-free and to live in a Rainbow Nation; the movements have been 
direct responses by young people to their confinement in pre-defined 
modes of political engagement, and a rejection of the saccharine Rainbow 
Nation. The Economic Freedom Fighters, through its use of populism 
and social media, sparked a new interest in democratic institutions such 
as Parliament and the South African Constitutional Court. By challenging 
the ‘rules of the game’ defined by the Constitutional Court and rejecting 
the agreed conventions of political conduct, the EFF attempted to estab-
lish itself as a party of the people (Mbete, 2015, p. 50). #RhodesMustFall 
and #FeesMustFall have brought into action our Fanonian moment and 
changed the way the young people have engaged in identity politics.

The youth crisis in South Africa, as seen by the rise in the various youth-
focused social movements in the country, is predicated on the belief that 
the Rainbow Nation discourse simply masked the on-going legacy of 
apartheid. The impact of the global financial crisis amplified this belief by 
increasing the already unacceptably high levels of youth unemployment 
in the country and by further exacerbating inter and intra-racial inequal-
ity. This allowed for the legacy of apartheid to be seen more clearly by 
many young South Africans. Many chose to express their anger through a 
form of radical political engagement that harkens back to earlier apartheid 
political engagement against the state. However, given the radical nature 
of this protest, the student movements have begun to unravel. Previous 
protest tactics have been replaced with activities such as arson and van-
dalism, leaving many students and broader society disenchanted with the 
movements’ respective futures.

For the crisis to be resolved from the perspective of young people, 
a plan of action or roadmap would be needed. A roadmap designed to 
achieve their economic freedom within their lifetime. In a similar way 
that CODESA was utilised to facilitate post-apartheid political settlement, 
an ‘economic convention’ for a democratic South Africa is proposed by 
young people as a post-settlement settlement.

The current unrest in the country shows no signs of being curtailed by 
any state intervention because of the rationales for the protest action and 
because of the energy behind it. The shift towards social media as a means 
of organising and engaging young citizens means that traditional forms of 
engagement made available by the state to resolve the impasse are often 
left underutilised or rejected. For many student leaders in South Africa, 
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including myself, the two-nation state of South Africa provide us with the 
rationale to mobilise students and continue our Fanonian moment.

�N otes

	1.	 Apartheid was a legislated form of racial discrimination in South Africa that 
begun with the election of the National Party in 1948 and its subsequent 
implementation of the Population Registration Act of 1950 that required 
that all citizens classify themselves under a racial grouping. The Reservation 
of the Separate Amenities Act of 1953 created racially segregated Group 
Areas, Amenities, differing educational, sexual and land tenure. The system 
officially ended in 1994 when the first democratic election.

	2.	 The ‘Born-Free Generation’ is a term used in South Africa to denote the 
generation of young people born after the end of apartheid in 1994 or those 
who have no real recollection of the effects of apartheid.

	3.	 Though many campaigns took place against the Apartheid regime the fol-
lowing are attributed to have been important to the end of Apartheid: The 
1952 Defiance Campaign, 1973 Trade Union Strikes in Durban, he 1976 
Soweto Uprising, 1983 End Conscription Campaign and the work by the 
United Democratic Front during the 1980s.

	4.	 White Monopoly Capital is a slogan utilised in South Africa to describe the 
racially structured economy of the country of which the white people—a 
minority racial group—own the majority of capital in the country.

	5.	 Transformation was often considered a word the captured the social, eco-
nomic and political imperatives and aspirations of South Africa after the fall 
of apartheid (Wangenge-Ouma, 2010, p. 482).
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CHAPTER 3

Students Taking Action in Los Angeles 
Schools: An Ethnographic Case Study 

of Student Activism in the United States

Analicia Mejia Mesinas

Introduction

I was standing silently in my high school cafeteria: the location designated 
for On Campus Suspension, where students are sent when they show up 
late to class.1 The year was 2003; I was 15 years old. I was wearing my 
school uniform and picture identification card around my neck, both of 
which were required to enter the school. The campus administrator who 
took my attendance ordered me to remain standing silent in the cafeteria 
until the class period ended, because going into class late would be a dis-
ruption to my classmates. He warned me that if I continued to be ‘tardy,’ 
I would receive a legal citation from a police officer for truancy.2 As I 
stood in the cafeteria, school officers slowly brought in additional students 
found outside of a classroom after the class bell rung—some of whom 
were given citations for “chronic truancy.” Standing there, in silence,  
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I had mixed emotions. Mad, upset and frustrated, I could not help but 
think, “What is the point of this?” I just wanted to get to class.

I begin with this personal account to give an example of the now com-
mon disciplinary policies and practices used in public government schools 
in the United States to monitor student behavior.3 Fueled by important 
concerns for school safety, contemporary school disciplinary policies in the 
United States rest on the idea that students should be punished for the 
violation of specific school rules; that students should be provided with no 
leniency in the delivery of punishment; and that punishment should involve 
law enforcement officials (Kafka, 2011). However, critical examinations of 
contemporary school discipline do not support the conclusion that these 
policies and practices significantly contribute to safer school environments 
(Skiba & Rausch, 2006). Instead, these policies and practices have con-
tributed to a crisis in public government schools across the United States.

Contemporary school disciplinary policies subjugate students to 
degrading experiences that symbolically, and overtly, treat them like suspi-
cious criminals (Hirschfield, 2008). Student misbehavior commonly trig-
gers contact with police officers, often resulting in a citation and/or arrest 
(Na & Gottfredson, 2011). In addition to police, use of security cam-
eras, random searches, metal detectors, and identification cards are largely 
unquestioned common practices of public schools (Kupchik & Monahan, 
2006; Skiba, 2000). While social control and discipline have always been a 
cornerstone of American schools (Hirschfield, 2008; Noguera, 2003), the 
growth of these practices has sparked a new area of research on the crimi-
nalization of school discipline (Hirschfield & Celinska, 2011). Although 
the experiences of students are a key focus of this work, the ways in which 
students are actively resisting and challenging these policies are too often 
overlooked (Monahan & Torres, 2010).

This chapter provides an ethnographic case study of the political activism 
of students who are challenging the criminalization of school discipline. 
I draw on one year of participant observation research that I conducted 
with the Labor Community Strategy Center (LCSC). The LCSC is a social 
movement organization located in Los Angeles, California. Over the last 
ten years, the LCSC has organized high school student activists, aged 
14–18, and built a youth-led movement challenging the criminalization 
of students in Los Angeles. I focus on the efforts of LCSC student activ-
ists, and detail the ways student activists have confronted zero tolerance 
policies, and the increased use of police. I argue, that over the last decade, 
student activism has been vigorous, and critical to reforming school poli-
cies and practices in Los Angeles public schools.
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Los Angeles Public Government Schools

The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) is the second larg-
est public government school district in the United States (LAUSD, 
2016a). Currently, the district enrolls more than 640,000 students across 
kindergarten through 12th grade (LAUSD, 2016b). Latino students 
make up the vast majority of the student population (74 percent), and 
approximately 75 percent of students within the district qualify for free or 
reduced price meals. LAUSD is also home to one of the largest indepen-
dent school police departments in the nation (LASPD, 2016). The Los 
Angeles Schools Police Department (LASPD) is the primary law enforce-
ment agency operating within LAUSD, dedicated to providing a safe and 
crime-free school environment.

LAUSD also has a long history of serving as national leader in the 
development and implementation of zero tolerance policies (Kafka, 
2011).4 These policies mandate the delivery of strict punishments, often 
in the form of suspension, expulsion, and legal citations for students’ vio-
lations of school rules (Skiba & Rausch, 2006). The ongoing enforce-
ment of zero tolerance policies transformed LAUSD schools into highly 
policed and punitive environments, which consistently subjugated stu-
dents to intensified scrutiny and surveillance, essentially treating students 
as criminals (CRC, 2013). LAUSD students regularly encountered police 
officers within their schools, and some schools began to use metal detec-
tors. Additionally, it was not uncommon for police officers to issue legal 
citations, or tickets, to students for the violation of school policies (CRC, 
2013). An investigation of student and parent experiences with LAUSD 
policies conducted in 2007 revealed that students often felt intimidated 
and threatened by heavy police presence in their schools (Sullivan, 2007). 
Parents and students reported that police officers often used excessive 
force during minor disciplinary encounters with the students, including 
slamming them onto the ground or into the wall and, in some cases, spray-
ing them with mace (Sullivan, 2007).5

Organizing for Reform

In 2007, the LAUSD governing board acknowledged the disparate 
rates of punishment within LAUSD schools, and passed the Resolution 
to Support Equal Protection and Civil Rights for all Students in all Los 
Angeles Unified School District Schools (BOE, 2007). In the resolution, 
the school board declared LAUSD’s commitment to social justice, and 
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pledged to remedy the inequitable treatment of students.6 The resolu-
tion ordered all LAUSD officials to take immediate action to identify and 
reform inequitable school practices, including collaborating with parents 
and community organizations to develop fair and just policies and prac-
tices that protect the civil rights of its students.

Over the last decade, student and community activists have called 
attention to the criminalization of schools and the policing of students. 
Activists have emphasized the need to end the aggressive enforcement 
of zero tolerance policies. However, the LAUSD governing board has 
focused on the need to maintain safe school environments—through strict 
discipline and law enforcement. In the section that follows, I narrow my 
focus to the work of the Labor Community Strategy Center (LCSC), the 
organization where I conducted my participant observations. While many 
organizations in Los Angeles are dedicated to reforming LAUSD school 
practices, the LCSC’s long term campaign allows for a historically rich case 
study of student activism.

Youth Led Movement to Reform LAUSD Schools

The LCSC was founded in the late 1980s and operates as a “think tank/
act tank for regional, national and international movement building” 
(LCSC, 2016a). Previous projects of the LCSC revealed a related set of 
problems that specifically affected high school students, who used pub-
lic transportation to get to and from school. These issues included: an 
unreliable public transportation system, challenges in accessing affordable 
student bus passes, and a growing number of police citations for tardi-
ness and truancy. The identification of these issues catalyzed the need for 
a new campaign targeting the experiences of students with police, and 
the culture of criminalization across Los Angeles public schools. In 2007, 
the LCSC launched its long-term campaign to “challenge suppressive, 
pre-prison conditions in Los Angeles Public Schools” (CRC, 2013). The 
goal of the campaign was to build a youth-led local movement for school 
reform in Los Angeles. The work focused on LAUSD school disciplinary 
practices and the experiences of students in schools. The campaign identi-
fied LAUSD high schools as critical sites for student activism. To organize 
high school students within their schools, the campaign established school 
clubs called “Taking Action.” These high school clubs generated a space 
for students to examine their experiences within their schools, connect 
school disciplinary practices to broader issues of punishment, and develop 
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strategies for change. The campaign also developed Youth Organizer 
Training Programs to provide its high school student activists with more 
formalized training in community organizing and social movement build-
ing tactics.7

Students Take Action: Sharing Personal Narratives

I was introduced to the work of the LCSC in the year 2013, at a School 
Criminalization information session at the University of California. During 
this event, LCSC high school student activists shared their experiences at 
their schools. I remember the story told by a Latino high school student 
named Tony, who explained that he felt harassed by officers at his school.8 
He told us that when he was a freshman [15 years of age], he was given 
three or four “truancy tickets” that required him to pay a lot of money in 
fines.9 He eventually dropped out of his high school because “it was easier 
to avoid tickets that way,” but had recently started attending a new school 
in order to earn his high school diploma. At his new school, he learned 
about the LCSC and joined their project.

Tony’s presentation deeply moved me. At the end of his talk, I greeted 
Tony and talked with him for some time about my interest in school crimi-
nalization. Tony explained that he was part of a movement against the 
criminalization of students and had shared his story at a number of com-
munity presentations—a tactic developed by the student activists to raise 
awareness about the aggressive policing practices that were criminalizing 
students in LAUSD schools. He wanted others to see that he was not a 
criminal, but his school was treating him like one. Part of his activism was 
to share his personal narrative in order to reveal the problematic nature of 
LAUSD school policies. For Tony, and the LCSC group of student activ-
ists, personal narratives were a key tactic for change.

Following the launch of LCSC’s campaign in 2007, students identified, 
and targeted, the wide range of aggressive policing tactics used by Los 
Angeles School Police officers. However, students did more than identify 
these issues. They began to develop an account of what it was like to be 
a student in LAUSD. To do this, students developed an online blog that 
narrated individualized experiences (LCSC, 2009). These stories publicly 
shared student narratives and LAUSD practices to a wide audience (Hing, 
2009). For example, the blog told the story of Nancy, a Latina, LAUSD 
high school sophomore (16 years of age) who was arrested on her way to 
school. Nancy used public transportation to get to school each morning,  
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and was handcuffed by a police officer one block away from school. 
The officer told her that she was being arrested because she was break-
ing daytime curfew laws and needed to be in school.10 Nancy’s blog post 
explained that she tried to tell the officer that she was on her way to school 
but was running late. She also revealed the fear she experienced the day 
she encountered the police officer, and the disappointment she felt when 
the officer cuffed her hands behind her back. Blog posts with narratives 
like Nancy’s documented the intimidating nature of interactions between 
LAUSD students and police officers.

To build on the blog posts, LCSC student activists conducted a number 
student surveys asking participants about their experiences of school dis-
cipline, including zero tolerance policies and interactions with police offi-
cers in their schools. Student surveys were consistent with the online blog 
posts, and revealed a culture of criminalization largely stemming from the 
constant ticketing and arrest of students. Indeed, surveys revealed that the 
number one cause of student referrals to the juvenile courts was for viola-
tions of municipal daytime curfew and school truancy (CRC, 2013).11

Demanding Change

While daytime curfew and school truancy laws were originally estab-
lished to encourage school attendance and reduce school truancy, stu-
dents’ narratives revealed that the aggressive enforcement of these policies 
more often had the opposite effect; these policies harshly punished and 
criminalized students, especially low income, Black and Latino students. 
Building on these personalized narratives, LCSC student activists targeted 
the LAUSD governing school board and local elected officials to demand 
changes in the policies and practices that negatively impacted LAUSD 
students. Student activists attended and presented at a number of LAUSD 
school board meetings and Los Angeles City Government Meetings. In 
their presentations, student activists shared their stories and revealed results 
from their student surveys. At the end of their presentations they explicitly 
called for changes; they called on officials to protect students from aggres-
sive policing and repeal the aggressive truancy and curfew laws.

In 2011, LAUSD officials began to meet some of the demands of student 
activists and adopted strategies for new approaches to school discipline. 
The Los Angeles School Police Department adopted new restrictions for 
the enforcement of truancy and daytime curfew laws (Hing, 2011). More 
specifically, the department announced that it would no longer give out 
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tickets to students within the first 90 minutes of the school day, in order to 
eliminate the ticketing of students on their way to school and encourage 
school attendance (Ferris, 2012). LCSC student advocates celebrated this 
new practice, but argued that more comprehensive policies were needed 
to limit aggressive policing practices (CRC, 2013). To call attention to 
this demand, the students published a policy report comparing LAUSD 
school police data from the 2012–2013 to the 2011–2012 school years. 
The report revealed that although school police tickets and citations were 
reduced by 50 percent, Latino and Black students were still much more 
likely to be ticketed and/or arrested than White students (CRC, 2013).12

Following continued collaborations with students and organizations, in 
2013, LAUSD adopted the School Discipline Policy and School Climate 
Bill of Rights (LAUSD, 2016c). This resolution was developed by a coali-
tion of community organizations in Los Angeles, and championed by 
LAUSD school board members as a means to minimize the use of zero 
tolerance policies and implement the use of positive behavior interven-
tions. On the day that LAUSD board members were scheduled to discuss 
and vote on this plan, youth activists across Los Angeles held a rally out-
side of LAUSD headquarters to encourage the successful adoption of the 
plan. Almost 300 students, parents, and community partners attended the 
rally to show their support (LCSC, 2016b).

Military Weapons in LAUSD Schools

In 2014, the Los Angeles School Police Department (LASPD) also 
adopted new protocols for enforcement, citations, and arrests on LAUSD 
school campuses (Watanabe, 2014; Zipperman, 2014).13 However, only a 
month after the LASPD announced their new policies, news reports also 
revealed official data showing police participation in a military program 
that provided surplus weapons to local police departments—including 
departments affiliated with schools (Musgrave, 2014; Pamer & Romero, 
2014). Through the Department of Defense Excess Military Equipment 
Program, more commonly referred to as the 1033 program, the LASPD 
received 61 M-16 assault rifles, three grenade launchers, and a mine-
resistant protective vehicle (Chokshi, 2014).14 The unexpected discov-
ery of LASPD’s possession of these weapons created serious concerns for 
activists about the prospect that weapons would be used to arm police in 
schools (LDF, 2014). To ease public concern both the LASPD Chief of 
Police and LAUSD superintendent explained that the weapons would only 
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be used in extraordinary cases of armed threats presenting life-threatening 
circumstances (Associated Press, 2014). Unconvinced by this response, 
LCSC student demanded an immediate end to this program in LAUSD 
schools and called for the removal of all military weapons.15

Building a Critique of the 1033 Program

To focus their efforts on the militarization of school police, students 
examined the history of LAUSD school policies and practices and devel-
oped critical analyses of school discipline, student criminalization, and the 
role of police in schools. Following this work, students engaged in close 
readings and discussions of a number of news articles and reports provid-
ing information about the 1033 program. During my observations, I sat 
quietly listening to the dialogue between students. Manuel, an 18-year-
old high school student expressed his concerns about police violence in 
schools to the group:

I just don’t understand why they have these military weapons. Here we are 
reading stories about students who were punished by police officers, and I 
know what that’s like. I’ve been thrown on the ground and told to obey 
orders. And, I am glad. I feel good to know that they [LAUSD] changed 
their policies, but I can’t say that it never happens anymore. It still happens, 
and I know that, for real. So now, really, a gun is supposed to make me feel 
safe? Where is the logic in that? (Fieldnotes, July 15, 2015)

Manuel’s interrogation of LAUSD’s participation in the ‘1033 program’ 
reveals the contradictory nature between new school policies, like the 
Student Bill of Rights, and police possession of military weapons. He ques-
tions school police officer’s use for these weapons and the purpose of these 
weapons in schools. He emphasized that these weapons that are normally 
used by the US military during times of war. In addition, he challenges 
conventional notions of safety to justify the possession of these weapons, 
and he questions how he can be expected to feel safe given his experi-
ences and the militarization of school police. After Manuel presented his 
thoughts, Britney shared her views with the group:

Schools are not warzones, why do they [LAUSD] think they need these 
weapons? I know they are gonna tell us that it’s to protect us from school 
shootings, but that kind of stuff doesn’t happen at my school. Giving the 
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police weapons doesn’t fix the problem from the root. And when White 
kids go and shoot up schools, they respond and say that they were sick, it’s 
because they didn’t have enough counseling. So why not give us counselors 
instead of weapons? (Fieldnotes, July 15, 2015)

Britney’s response reinforces Manuel’s confusion. Both Manuel and 
Britney are not convinced that the militarization of school police will 
contribute to more safety. Britney, however, identifies racial differences in 
police responses to acts of violence. She points to the lack of treatment-
based resources offered to members in her community, like counseling—
resources that she believes are immediately offered to White students who 
may engage in acts of violence. This comment provides an additional layer 
of analysis; for Britney, race plays a critical role in the range of police 
responses to violent behavior. She demands more resources are provided 
to her school, rather than weapons.

The comments of Manuel and Britney demonstrate many of the grave 
concerns shared by the student activists when discussing the 1033 program, 
including disappointment, fear, and outrage. Fueled by these emptions, 
student activists prepared for a day of activism at the LAUSD headquarters 
that would be held during the final week of the Youth Organizer Training 
Program. Students wanted to hold a rally outside of LAUSD headquar-
ters to publicly demonstrate their disapproval of the 1033 program. They 
wanted to inform LAUSD officials they had become aware of the 1033 
program, and notify LAUSD officials of their plans to actively resist the 
program until the program was terminated.

Planning for Action

To prepare for the rally, students developed posters and large signs 
demanding an end to the 1033 program. As students engaged in this 
work, Jessica, a 15-year-old high school student, expressed her concerns 
to me:

These are military weapons. They [the Los Angeles School Police 
Department] have these weapons, so they [LAUSD officials] got to see 
them. I haven’t seen the weapons, and just because I might not see them 
doesn’t mean they are not there. When people finally see the weapons, I 
think it will scare them. That’s why we are making pictures of these weap-
ons; they got to see them. (Fieldnotes, July 21, 2015)
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Jessica reflected a general concern within the student body about the 
firearms and the need to demand their removal. For Jessica and others, 
abstract discussions of these weapons did not lead to sufficient under-
standings of students’ concerns and fears. Rather, student activists also had 
to utilize visual images to call attention to their concerns; visual images 
provided a powerful tool to communicate concerns and challenge politi-
cal arguments that defended the 1033 program. To leverage visual imag-
ery, students drew pictures of military tanks, grenades, and M-16 assault 
rifles on the posters and signs that they planned to carry during their 
rally. Students also included drawings police officers with the weapons, 
and included sketches of young people standing in front of a school, with 
their hands up.

In addition to this artwork, LCSC organizers planned to wear costume, 
bulletproof vests during their demonstration. “We are not bulletproof” a 
student declared, “LAUSD school officials need to know that these weap-
ons can actually paralyze me and kill me” (Fieldnotes, July 17, 2015). The 
costume, bulletproof vest, was a prop that could demonstrate the violent 
nature of military weapons; military weapons are used to kill people, and 
students needed protection. Students planned to used props to challenge 
frameworks held by LAUSD officials, and used to defend policies for stu-
dent safety. Students hoped the props would invoke strong emotional 
reactions, including notions of discomfort and fear.

Students Demonstrate at LAUSD Headquarters

On the final day of the Youth Organizer Training Program, students arrived 
at LAUSD headquarters and took action. Wearing their costume bullet-
proof vests, students organized themselves into groups of three to four 
people and passed out fliers outside of the LAUSD headquarters building. 
The fliers provided a brief overview of the 1033 program and outlined the 
student demands to end this program. As people passed by the LAUSD 
building, students approached people asking, “Have you heard about the 
1033 program?” For about 30 minutes, students organized to educate 
others about the program and gather support for their demands. Then, 
just before the start of the board meeting, students came together as a 
large group and began to demonstrate. They marched up and down the 
street chanting in protest of the 1033 program. In their bulletproof vests, 
students held up large signs that said “END 1033” and “My school is not 
a war zone,” and chanted phrases like, “Back to school, no weapons” and 
“Students ain’t bullet proof” (Fieldnotes, July 30, 2015).
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After about an hour of chanting, students made their way into the 
board meeting. During the meeting, LCSC staff members testified to the 
LAUSD board and presented their concerns. As the LCSC staff mem-
bers made their way up to the front of the room, all the student activists 
stood up in solidarity. Following the testimony of the LCSC staff mem-
bers, students locked arms and began to chant. As students chanted “Back 
to school, no weapons,” police officers slowly approached the students. 
However, the school board president stopped the officers and said, “You 
can let them go on.” Students stood together and chanted for about fif-
teen minutes before they were interrupted by comments from the LAUSD 
board members.

One board member defended the use of the weapons in schools. The 
board member explained that he has been an educator since the 1960s, 
and has worked in very tough neighborhoods characterized by high rates 
of poverty and gang violence. He argued that he had yet to see the use of 
the weapons, but has personally witnessed gang violence. He welcomed 
the concerns of students, but told students that in the end, he believed 
that in the case of ‘an emergency,’ he wanted school police officers to be 
prepared. Not pleased by this response, as soon as the board member fin-
ished his comments the students resumed in their chants. Another board 
member then tried to work with the students by taking a quite differ-
ent approach. She began by applauding their efforts, explaining that their 
work demonstrated much bravery. She also referenced the district’s dra-
matic decrease in punishment, and affirmed that it was their actions that 
were directly responsible for that fact. She concluded by declaring she was 
unaware of this program, and pledged to look into the matter and take 
up the issue. As she spoke, she stood up and walked over to the group of 
students. She then shouted, “You all have much to be proud of, and I will 
continue to work with you students to ensure your safety. Thank you for 
being here.” One of the LCSC staff organizers approached her, thanked 
her for her comments, and announced to the group, “Well, looks like we 
have to continue to fight for this.”

A month after the demonstration at the LAUSD school board meet-
ing, students began the new academic school year. Over the course of the 
academic year, student activists continued to organize within their schools. 
LCSC student activists met weekly to organize strategies to increase public 
awareness of the 1033 program, and demand its termination. This included 
delivering presentations in schools and encouraging teachers and students to 
discuss the 1033 program. In addition, student activists met with LAUSD 
Board Officials to maintain a constructive dialogue around this issue.
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Student activists also incorporated the use of social media. Social media 
provided young activists with a fun way to document their actions, com-
municate their concerns, and continue their momentum in their fight 
against the 1033 program. Using a variety of social media platforms, like 
Facebook and Instagram, LCSC student activists developed individualized 
accounts dedicated to the campaign against the 1033 program. Once the 
accounts were established, they used the social media pages to announce 
upcoming events and actions, share pictures of student activism, and con-
vey concerns with the 1033 program. Through the use of social media, 
students were able to encourage a continued political dialogue amongst 
their peers around the existence of the 1033 program. Students viewed 
social media as a resourceful tool to further communicate their concerns, 
build support for their cause, and ultimately, continue to put pressure on 
school officials.

In the final months of the 2016 academic school year, the LCSC stu-
dents energetically cheered as they read a letter sent from the Los Angeles 
Unified School District (LAUSD) Board of Education President. The let-
ter officially reported the termination of LAUSD participation with the 
1033 program. In addition, the letter acknowledged the efforts of LCSC 
student activists, and provided an apology for the district’s participation 
with the 1033 program. The Los Angeles School Police Chief also pro-
vided a letter to the LCSC to clarify information regarding the depart-
ment’s possession of military weapons. In the letter the Police Chief also 
acknowledged the department’s lack of consideration for important con-
cerns during the initial development of the program. Most importantly, 
the police department provided an official inventory of all the weapons 
received and then returned the arms to the Department of Defense.

Conclusion

Contemporary investigations of schools in the United States point to a 
crisis in education. With the adoption of zero tolerance policies police 
officers have come to play pivotal roles in the enforcement of school pol-
icy, and schools have become increasingly punitive. However, this work 
typically focuses on school policies and practices, including implementa-
tion by school officials, and outcomes for students. While these inquiries 
have contributed to important insights for school discipline, the politi-
cal efforts of student activists have too often been overlooked. Over the 
last decade, community organizations and youth activists have worked to 
actively challenge and reform problematic, contemporary school policies. 
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As research on school practices and the criminalization of schools contin-
ues to develop, the actions of young people must also play a key role in 
our analyses.

Indeed, student activists have played a critical role in the transforma-
tion of LAUSD policies and practices throughout the last decade; the 
actions of these students cannot be ignored. This chapter relied on a year 
of participant observations with LCSC student activists to explicitly illus-
trate the political actions of student activists seeking reform in LAUSD 
schools. Often fuelled by their personal experiences in schools, LCSC high 
school student activists have built a youth-led movement that challenges 
the criminalization of students, including zero tolerance policies, aggres-
sive policing practices in LAUSD schools, and the militarization of school 
police. In demanding change, students have shared personal narratives, 
developed an online blog, challenged LAUSD school officials, and incor-
porated to use of social media to produce change. These new and existing 
forms of political actions have generated new politics around contempo-
rary school policies, and provided useful insights about possibilities for 
social change in public schools in the United States.

�N otes

	 1.	 The education system in the United States can be organized into primary, 
secondary, and higher education. Primary education is typically referred to 
as elementary school, secondary education is referred to as high school, 
and higher education is referred to as college or university. In this chapter, 
I focus on students in high school (secondary school). High school con-
sists of four years of education after primary school. Students typically 
attend from about age 14 to 18.

	 2.	 In the state of California, education is compulsory until 18 years of age. A 
student is truant if he or she misses more than thirty minutes of class 
instruction three times during the academic year. Students who are in vio-
lation of truancy laws are issued legal tickets, or citations, for their 
violations.

	 3.	 In the United States, public school refers to elementary and high schools 
that are funded by State and Federal governments; what some countries 
call state schools. For clarity, in this chapter I will refer to US public 
schools, as public government schools.

	 4.	 The zero tolerance approach emphasizes that students will be immediately 
punished for misbehavior, usually through suspension and expulsion. 
These laws send the message that certain behaviors, no matter how minor, 
will not be tolerated in schools (Skiba, 2000).
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	 5.	 Mace refers to a chemical aerosol spray with a chemical makeup similar to 
tear gas. The spray severely irritates skin, and is used to incapacitate 
individuals.

	 6.	 The LAUSD board of education is the governing body of LAUSD. These 
elected officials make policy decisions for LAUSD.

	 7.	 Youth Organizer Training Programs are held twice a year, during the 
spring and summer school breaks, each bringing together anywhere from 
20 to 30 high school students. Since students most often organize within 
their respective high schools during the academic school year, the training 
programs also provide opportunities for students who attend different 
schools to come together and build collectively.

	 8.	 Pseudonyms are used for all individuals mentioned in this chapter.
	 9.	 Tickets, or citations, typically require students to appear in court. In addi-

tion, these tickets often resulted in up to US$250 in student fines, up to 
US$1000 in court fees, and mandatory court appearances that threatened 
the possibility of incarceration.

	10.	 Los Angeles municipal curfew laws legally prohibited students under the 
age of 18 to be in any public place during school hours. Minors found in 
public areas without parental supervision were ticketed by police 
officers.

	11.	 In the United States, juvenile courts are the courts of law for individuals 
under the age of 18.

	12.	 The report revealed that Latino students were twice as likely to be ticketed 
and arrested, than a White student. Black students were almost six times 
more likely to be ticketed and arrested, than a White student (CRC, 
2013).

	13.	 These protocols placed limits on the use of official arrests and legal cita-
tions in schools, in an effort to align police practices with the School 
Discipline Policy and School Climate Bill of Rights (2013).

	14.	 This program is also known as the 1033 program because it was authorized 
in Section 1033 of the National Defense Authorization Act 1997.

	15.	 As LCSC activists began to strategize their new campaign to end the 1033 
program, I also began my participant observation research with the 
LCSC. This work began in June 2015, at the commencement of the orga-
nization’s summer Youth Organizer Training Program. I participated in 
the training program alongside the LAUSD high school activists. The pro-
gram was held at the office of the LCSC, and hosted about 25 Black and 
Latino high school student activists. The program was held three times a 
week, with two days of each week dedicated to seminar-style student work-
shops and one day each week dedicated to organizing across Los Angeles 
to inform community members about the LCSC’s current project target-
ing the militarization of police.
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CHAPTER 4

‘Professional Students Do Not Play Politics’: 
How Kenyan Students Professionalise 
Environmental Activism and Produce 

Neoliberal Subjectivities

Grace Muthoni Mwaura

Introduction

While conducting research in 2012 and 2014 on students’ participation in 
environmental clubs in six public universities in Kenya (Mwaura, 2015), I 
came across a new form of political engagement among these students who 
identified as environmentalists and distanced themselves from the more 
traditional forms of student and national politics. Through the environ-
mental clubs, the students engaged in both nature-based activities (such 
as tree planting, clean-ups and camping), and social organising activities 
(such as conferences, seminars, campaigns and dialogues). Although the 
overall study focused on the changing aspirations of educated young peo-
ple, it was apparent that these students were not only working towards 
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gaining experience and joining new social networks that would open up 
future occupational opportunities; they were also consciously disengaging 
from traditional styles of student politics. Particularly, they argued that 
this model of politics no longer represented a way to achieve respectable 
status in society and that student environmentalism offered them a new 
way of self-making and identity.

The chapter interrogates how these students perceived their kind of 
environmental activism. I conducted focus group discussions with 15 
members of each of the six environmental clubs, attended events organ-
ised by the clubs, and interviewed leaders as well as members to get a 
deeper sense of their understanding of environmental activism. I aim to 
show that their claim to be involved in non-political environmental activ-
ism is not a mere romanticism of nature; rather, it is a disengagement from 
confrontational politics and a search for new interventions that still chal-
lenge the existing systems of power for failing to adequately respond both 
to the looming environmental crises and to youth employment uncertain-
ties in Kenya. Hence, students’ environmental activism remains deeply 
embedded in the national neoliberal politics that they desire to change.

I broadly define environmentalism as the ways in which relationships 
between people and their environment are understood and acted upon 
(Carter, 2004). I situate student environmentalism, also referred here as 
student environmental activism, as a kind of new social movement within 
environmentalism, which is characteristically different in the actors’ (stu-
dents’) ability to express hybrid identities, produce multiple subjectivi-
ties, and exploit non-conventional political channels and tactics to achieve 
desired goals (Carter, 2004). Throughout out the chapter, I bring out how 
students claim to be non-political, or disengaged from politics, implying 
their lack of interest to engage in traditional student and national politics, 
but not necessarily a lack of awareness of the Kenyan political system. Their 
pursuit of student environmentalism as a non-political identity is a factor 
of neoliberalism in Kenya, here understood as the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and World Bank-led liberal economic changes since the 1970s 
that resulted in the shrinking of the State and the expansion of the private 
sector. Importantly, I am concerned with the neoliberal reforms that pro-
moted self-governing technologies that aim to make autonomous and self-
reliant individuals who take on their responsibilities instead of relying on 
the State. I show how my respondents were socialised in a society undergo-
ing neoliberal changes and, therefore, are emerging with neoliberal subjec-
tivities reflected in their self-identification as professional environmentalists.
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The chapter is organised as follows. I first review some of the global 
literature addressing ideas of youth disengagement and identify how 
neoliberal ideologies manifest in new forms of engagement. The second 
section discusses the divergence from student politics to student envi-
ronmentalism as a result of globalisation and situated injustices resulting 
from Kenya’s experience of neoliberalism in the early 1990s. The third 
section presents findings on how student environmentalism provides a 
space for students to generate local political practices and their emerging 
neoliberal subjectivities embedded in their self-making efforts and hybrid 
identities.

The Claim on Political Disengagement

While young people are conventionally understood to be a critical indi-
cator of a nation’s politics, economy, and socio-cultural life (Honwana, 
2012), the society also accuses them of disengaging from the very issues 
that shape their identity, either out of their own choice, or because of 
hegemonic identities that the society has given them (Farthing, 2010). 
However, many studies have challenged this claim. Indeed, in a context 
of ever-changing national politics and the complex dynamics set loose by 
globalisation, urbanisation, migration, new labour markets, and connec-
tivity offered by technology (Beck, 1992; Furlong, 2009), young people 
continually create new identities and produce new forms of politics. As a 
result, many are disengaging from ‘normal’ or conventional politics, such 
as voting in elections or being members of political parties, while simulta-
neously engaging in new forms of political action (Pickard, 2018).

Young people’s new forms of action are grounded on their need for a 
livelihood and self-identification. Farthing (2010, p. 12) advances a ‘poli-
tics of fun’ implying that youth disengagement from normative politics 
is deliberate because it provides the young people a space to devise and 
explore their own questions about the political processes. These poli-
tics of fun exhibit three key features: a transformative agenda, which is 
self-actualisation; a radically revised target, reflected in the individualised 
goals; and new forms of participation. I argue that the politics of fun are 
a true reflection of ‘youth waithood’—a period of uncertain labour mar-
ket opportunities when young people continually embody multiple iden-
tities in an attempt to secure the capitals that mark their attainment of 
independent adulthood (Honwana, 2012). This being the case, young 
people are continually navigating systems of power, authority and political 
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inadequacies, while also seeking self-making opportunities in rather uncer-
tain contexts (Mwaura, Pradhan, & Gitahi, 2017).

Several studies have shown how environmental activism relates to pre-
vailing political regimes, the changing socio-economic space, and anxi-
ety about uncertain life opportunities (Nagel & Staeheli, 2016; Tsing, 
2011). Tsing’s (2011) account of the cosmopolitanism of Indonesian stu-
dents in the wake of environmental degradation, economic ‘miracles’ and 
political upheavals in neoliberal Indonesia in the late 1980s and 1990s 
illustrates how some young people have responded to a context of envi-
ronmental degradation and political crisis. At a time of political turmoil, 
when Indonesian university students were generally seen as opponents 
of the ruling government, the proliferating self-declared ‘nature-lovers 
clubs’ in that country became generative spaces that fashioned new stu-
dent identities that reflected new kinds of political choices. It also enabled 
the ‘nature-lovers’ to accumulate various kinds of social and intellectual 
capital, which they could draw on in the future (Tsing, 2011). Adventure 
hikes, mountaineering and camping, activities previously associated with 
foreign tourists, became “a process of identity formation and an avenue 
for passion and growth” for some Indonesian students (Tsing, 2011, 
p. 153). In short, these students both influenced and were influenced by 
the changing physical and political landscape of Indonesia.

In post-civil war Lebanon, civil society organisations generate a dis-
course of environmentalism as a way of seeking national cohesion between 
otherwise hostile groups (Nagel & Staeheli, 2016). Their environmen-
tal activities provide the divided Lebanese community with an alternative 
political vision and a form of dissent against the political status quo in 
Lebanon. Since the 1980s, non-governmental organisations have organ-
ised youth camps “to remove young people from their increasingly ‘ghet-
toized’ existence and mix them together in order to bring down ‘the walls 
of prejudice’ between them” (p. 2). Nagel and Staeheli argue that as young 
people engage in these activities, particular understandings of nature are 
deployed to reconstitute their citizenship and re-imagine Lebanon as a 
unified nation-state. The organisations frame these environmental activi-
ties as ‘non-political,’ treating the environmental issues and activism, as 
somehow disconnected from the country’s prevailing contentious politics. 
However, this does not mean that the environmental activities are not 
political; on the contrary, they create new forms of political activity where 
actions are directed towards contesting the prevailing power relations in 
ways that are more sensitive to the local ecology (Agrawal, 2005).

  G. MUTHONI MWAURA



  63

Historically, different actors have used nature as sites, both real and 
imagined, for producing self-made subjects. For instance, since its estab-
lishment, the Scouting movement organises nature camps to build “tough 
and self-sufficient young men,” to indoctrinate them with a collective sense 
of duty, while also instilling patriotism and national greatness (Cupers, 
2008). Likewise, the 1970s community gardening movement in the 
United States transitioned from a protest against consumerism and cor-
porate power to an instrument of neoliberal governmentality, promoting 
personal changes in attitude and behaviour. As a result, individuals were 
encouraged to become ‘self-sufficient’ in order to overcome social mar-
ginalisation (Pudup, 2008, cf.: Nagel & Staeheli, 2016).

We see something of a similar process underway in Kenya where univer-
sity students have variously engaged and disengaged from national politics 
in three ways. First, some students remain disengaged and show no inter-
est in either conventional or new forms of politics. Second, some students 
engage in Student Union1 politics (here referred to as student politics) 
with most student leaders eventually becoming active in national politi-
cal parties. Finally, some students disassociate from conventional forms of 
student politics, while simultaneously choosing to participate in politics of 
specific issues that involve new forms of engagement such as professional 
clubs.2 In the ensuing sections, I demonstrate how student environmen-
talism is a form of politics of fun, which manifests neoliberal strategies 
centred on an individuals’ contact with nature and their circumstantial 
socio-economic and political realities.

The Divergence from Student Politics

In the mid-1960s, the post-independence Kenyan university students 
were less engaged politically because of a buoyant economy, the provi-
sion of free university education and student allowances, and the assur-
ance of employment upon graduation3 (Amutabi, 2002). However, as 
socio-economic and political disjunctures started to grow,4 many students 
were motivated to engage in confrontational protests in order to oppose 
government policies seen to be causing the problems (Amutabi, 2002; 
Chege, 2009; Hughes, 1987; Klopp & Orina, 2002; Savage & Taylor, 
1991). Generally, students’ discontent was provoked by socio-economic 
policies, which lowered the quality of education, overcrowded universities, 
increased graduate unemployment, and reduced access to social welfare 
(Hughes, 1987; Munene & Otieno, 2008). In the absence of an official 
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opposition during the presidencies of Jomo Kenyatta (1963–1978) and 
Daniel Moi (1978–2002), students also imagined themselves as part of 
the opposition and expressed their opinions through the Student Unions 
which then coordinated nationwide students’ protests (Klopp & Orina, 
2002). These protests were marked by destruction of public property and 
fierce confrontations with the police often resulting in closure of universi-
ties and eventually vilifying university students as dissidents.

The disengagement of some students from this kind of confronta-
tional politics started in early 1990s, following major reforms in university 
education, which adversely affected graduate educational aspirations and 
employment prospects. After the withdrawal of student allowances, intro-
duction of university fees in 1991, and the lack of guaranteed jobs upon 
graduating, students became increasingly concerned with their individual 
economic prospects and hopes for social mobility. In this context, stu-
dent political goals shifted from a more collective political orientation to 
economic and individualistic expressions. As a result, some students lost 
faith in the student unions believing that these organisations no longer 
provided the best the platform for expressing their grievances.5

Concurrently, ongoing democratisation struggles in the country led 
to the passing of civil society legislation in 1992, which opened up new 
spaces for civic participation. Globalisation and access to new media fur-
ther introduced university students to a new world of multiple sources 
of knowledge and identity formation. These developments prepared the 
ground for the emergence of new forms of student action, including envi-
ronmental activism.

The Rationale for Professional Student Environmentalism

Students’ first documented participation in environmental activism was 
during the 1992 protests by Kenyan environmental activists against 
development of Uhuru Park led by the Late Professor Wangari Maathai 
(Maathai, 2009). The establishment of student environmental clubs was 
motivated in part by the need to understand emerging environmental 
issues, partly by the campaigns responding to environmental crises in the 
country, and partly by the need to develop individualised and specialised 
skills as environmentalists. The clubs embodied a professional outlook 
that enabled members to reconfigure significantly their life aspirations by 
manifesting their political views in professionalised settings. In doing so, 
the clubs disengaged from both national and student politics and chose to 
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engage in mundane nature-based activities (such as tree planting, clean-
ups and camping), and social organising activities (such as conferences, 
seminars and dialogues), that generated active spaces for neoliberal iden-
tity formation.

The focus of this chapter is on the reorientation of student activ-
ism away from traditional forms of protest against state policies and 
towards a politics of environment. Like Student Unions, professional 
groups played a significant role in enabling students to self-actualise; 
develop a sense of occupational identity; and provided the basis for the 
formation of environmental subjects that were neoliberal and hybrid in 
nature (Mwaura, 2015). It is possible then to think that professionalisa-
tion and politicisation are different and indeed somewhat antithetical 
modes of action but as I argue here, professionalisation offered a new 
way to engage with environmental and social issues. Professionalising 
student environmental clubs enabled these young Kenyans to shape and 
choose identities that are claimed, desired, and mainly associated with 
the norms and values of those at the margins (Bottrell, 2007). Student 
environmentalists were on the one hand resisting being associated with 
student politics that were now seen as denigrating, while on the other 
hand, they were resourcefully positioning themselves as environmen-
talists who would actively participate in future environmental politics. 
Their resistance gave them a sense of belonging as respectable ‘profes-
sionals’ enabling them to anticipate being able to cope with the adversi-
ties of graduate unemployment. At the same time, they were also able 
to develop competences as members of these clubs, join social networks, 
and remain optimistic about their ability to take responsibility in society 
despite the apparent uncertainties.

The next section draws on conversations with student environmental-
ists in which they illuminate their new political identities that incorporate 
aspects of neoliberal worldviews expressed in terms of their self-making 
strategies combined with the professionalisation of their commitment to 
environmental politics.

Professional and Neoliberal Student 
Environmentalism

The main argument here is that university students professionalised their 
environmental activism meaning that, they avoided confronting those 
actors whom they thought needed to address environmental challenges, 
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and instead, regenerated spaces for equipping themselves with skills and 
other capitals that positioned them as ‘professional environmentalists’ obli-
gated to safeguard the environment. They did this because they wanted 
an identity that reflected their commitments to environmental politics, 
but also one that was clearly distinct and differentiated them from earlier 
forms of university student activism.

Disengaging from traditional forms of student politics did not however 
always imply a lack of interest in politics. Rather students chose ‘profes-
sional’ identities that involved assuming some aspects of neoliberal sub-
jectivities. The environmental clubs were used as fields in which particular 
kinds of social and cultural capital were accumulated as personal skills were 
developed, new identities were formed and new relations formed. Despite 
having been disillusioned by the State, students were able to reconfig-
ure their environmental politics framing it as a broader set of concerns 
that included arguments for protecting the environment for its own sake, 
as spaces for actualising occupational aspirations, and for accumulating 
symbolic capitals, which they believed would enhance their ‘transition 
into adulthood.’ In what follows, I explore these hybrid identities that 
straddled commitments to two seemingly incongruous positions: a com-
mitment to a neoliberal agenda of self-making and a commitment to envi-
ronmental politics.

Neoliberal Subjectivities

As young people are exposed to a world of liberal opportunities and eco-
nomic uncertainties, they are forced to explore mechanisms that continu-
ally improve their selves and enable them to attain social adulthood. For a 
majority, it means becoming autonomous individuals who are competitive 
and embrace multiple identities, here understood as neoliberal subjectivi-
ties (Mwaura, 2015). It also means that the individuals prioritise their role 
over that of the State in addressing their social welfare. It is in this context 
that Kenyan university students produce their neoliberal-environmental 
subjectivities that shift the burden of environmental politics and of gradu-
ate employment from the State to the individual.

Most students perceived environmental stewardship as a responsibility 
that needed to be assumed by every citizen. They framed the role of the 
State, in terms of environmental stewardship, as having declined because 
of insufficient resources and linked this with the need for individuals to 
take on environmental leadership:
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For the environment to be green and clean you don’t rely on someone, or 
think the government should do this, collect this garbage, recycle this waste; 
they don’t have the funds to do this. It’s our responsibility, but this is lacking. 
Right now you produce a lot of waste, and just let it go, you are not responsi-
ble, yet you are the one who has produced it. You take this burden to someone 
else; you don’t want to be responsible. (Camilla, third year female student)6

State failure to take environmental action was emphasised by most stu-
dents. For instance, Echitwa framed the government as detached from the 
local environmental problems that citizens were experiencing:

We should not wait for the government to implement anything. At the end 
of the day, the people who feel the effects of what is done to the environ-
ment are the common people. […] But, those people in government have 
air conditioners in their offices and homes. Maybe they use cars to travel, 
they never feel the heat. They never get to experience hunger because they 
never lack the food. It is therefore upon us to take the initiative and protect 
the environment. (Echitwa, fourth year male student)

Students did not limit their responsibility to becoming members of envi-
ronmental clubs. Rather, their everyday actions and behaviours were viewed 
as part of a bigger project of contributing to national development. This 
was despite the fact that their mundane club activities seemed insignificant 
in relation to the magnitude of environmental challenges in the country. 
Belonging to clubs and engaging in environmental activities (such as bird 
watching, tree planting, camping, and debates) allowed students to shape 
their identities as productive citizens who played a role in nation-building:

If we plant trees, it means we are going to have more land under tree cover. 
Among the things the government is trying to get is the 10 per cent tree 
cover. When I go back to my home, I see that I have participated towards 
the national goal of achieving Vision 2030 and the government master plan. 
I have a hand in the development of our country. (Wambugu, fourth year 
male student)

Students were also able to link their local actions to prevailing global envi-
ronmental narratives through which they claimed to learn new skills:

Through [the club], I have been able to gain more skills on issues beyond 
tree planting. I have been able to do a lot all over the country. It also opens 
me up to learn many new things and new environmental aspects. It’s not 
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just about planting trees, there are policies and regulations for the conserva-
tion of environment, education, green economy; it’s actually how we govern 
the environment. (Catherine, fourth year female student)

Camilla, Echitwa, Wambugu, and Catherine represent the views of many 
other students who perceived the environment as an individualised proj-
ect obligating every citizen to take some responsibility for safeguarding. 
We see here a classic expression of neoliberalism with calls to reduce the 
role of state while increasing the responsibility of the individual, hence 
manifesting neoliberal subjectivity. In effect, the students used the clubs 
as spaces of expression, of mobilisation, and for empowering the self, 
other students, and local communities in what were horizontal processes 
of environmental action, thus enhancing their agency in environmental 
governance.

Protesting and Professionalising

Student environmentalists strongly resisted any identification with, or 
having any interest in traditional student politics. All the environmental 
clubs I visited identified as professional groups, and students identified 
as professional environmentalists. In our conversations, they claimed not 
to engage with the politics of Student Unions or with national politics. 
These students pointed to the difference between peaceful environmental 
demonstrations that environmental clubs organised in collaboration with 
environmental organisations and compared these with the highly vibrant 
student protests organised by Student Unions that often provoked police 
intervention sometimes resulting in the destruction of public property and 
the closure of universities. Ndiguna, the legal affairs secretary of one of 
the clubs explained the differences between the political and professional 
student bodies:

[The club], unlike other university clubs, is professional and not political. 
Leaders undergo professional elections. Due to that, we came to a point; we 
should be vetting leaders and interview those who are vying for the positions 
in leadership to get professionals and not politicians. […] Politics goes with 
sycophants. I may have numbers to vote me in, but I may fail to deliver along 
the line of service. But a professional like myself, I believe in myself. I didn’t 
have the mass, but being professional in nature made me go through. I got 
vetted; expressed myself and I made it. I am now able to deliver. If I was 
political, I would not have made it. (Ndiguna, third year male student)
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We see here how students developed a narrative that distinguished 
between politics and professionalism. For example, Ndiguna’s account of 
“professional elections” emphasised how prospective student leaders were 
vetted using rigorous interviews, which assessed their skills and compe-
tence to lead environmental clubs. He claimed that in the Student Unions, 
prospective leaders relied on sycophancy and their ability to mobilise 
majority votes during elections. Ndiguna further emphasised the differ-
ence between the environmental clubs and traditional politics, wherein he 
said that prospective leaders in the clubs needed to exhibit certain leader-
ship skills, confidence, and demonstrate that they would deliver on their 
responsibilities and remain competitive in the environmental space. In 
traditional political systems, there was no guarantee that elected student 
leaders would deliver on their assigned responsibilities or on their prom-
ises to the voters.

Professionalising environmental clubs positioned a section of university 
students as distinct professional actors—environmentalists—while deni-
grating older and more traditional forms of student activism that faces 
intense resistance by university administration and the government because 
it is disruptive, involving destruction of public property and fierce confron-
tations with the police. While Student Unions have continually protested 
against national and university issues, such activism has not addressed the 
fundamental challenge of graduate unemployment and poor quality edu-
cation. Thus, student environmentalism thrives as some students regener-
ate a new space where they identify as “professional environmentalists” 
committed to environmental stewardship and self-actualisation expressed 
through what they say and through their actions.

Ochieng, a first year student explained in his account of how club mem-
bers do not engage in conventional forms of national politics. For once 
they do “[…] they forget the core issues of serving the people and […] 
we find that the environmental agenda is side-lined” (Ochieng, first year 
student). Ochieng argued that conventional politics failed to address the 
needs of the people, and in that context, environmental issues were deemed 
less significant politically. Other students defended moves to profession-
alise environmental clubs, arguing it gives credibility to ‘environmental 
experts’ and the capacity to effect change in society. As Fuchaka, a second 
year student argued:

Most environmental issues get politicised. For example, if there is a hot sub-
ject, politicians take the opportunity to politicise the issue. […] [But] first 

  HOW KENYAN STUDENTS PROFESSIONALISE ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISM 



70 

they should organise, put money into the programme, organise for educa-
tion, and call on environmental experts to come and talk to the community 
on how they can get involved and protect the environment for their benefit. 
They should give them the knowledge that protecting the environment is 
not for anyone else’s benefit, but for the individual’s benefit.

According to Fuchaka, to ensure that environmental concerns were 
addressed, they needed to be taken seriously as factual matters that require 
proper planning, financing, education, and implementation, best managed 
by experts. He explained how the students were becoming environment 
experts who were already helping communities to address local environ-
mental issues.

Disengaging and Re-engaging

Even when students knew the State and institutions such as the university 
and local governments were failing to adequately address environmental 
issues, they were keen to align themselves with those institutions because 
they recognised them as potential future employers.

For instance, in one of the universities, instead of the environmental 
club confronting the local government for its failure to manage solid waste 
in the community neighbouring the university, the club framed the prob-
lem as one requiring a public-private partnership. They engaged the local 
government, the university, several environmental organisations, and local 
politicians who financed the club to carry out clean-up activities in this 
area. The clean-up event also involved a public gathering where the local 
government and politicians commended the students for their good work 
in waste management and urged the local community to seek ways of man-
aging their own waste. Such collaborative activities provided a safe space 
for both the students and the local government. On one hand, the local 
governments were increasingly under pressure to deliver public services, 
so assistance from students who offered free labour and mounted pub-
lic awareness campaigns was welcome. On the other hand, the students’ 
approach to addressing waste management highlighted their preference 
to stress their ‘responsibility’: it tacitly pointed to their hybrid charac-
ter of a neoliberal political style, in which they played down an overtly 
oppositional style of environmental concern in order to lobby the local 
government to take action while emphasising the need for individuals to 
take action, rather than simply insisting that the State take action by itself.
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We see related instances of simultaneously disengaging and re-engaging 
in politics in the ways students responded to a range of local environmen-
tal issues including climate change, land degradation, population growth. 
In one respect, the mention of these issues resulted quite intense and often 
heated debates amongst the students. Debate about environmental issues 
was escalated to a national level, when one environmental organisation 
hosted an annual Mazingira Challenge, in which university environmental 
clubs engaged in competitive debates on key environmental issues. In the 
course of these debates, students’ views were reconstructed and person-
alised by the way the best performing individuals and clubs were judged 
on their debating skills and by how well the issues were articulated in the 
debates, while any substance of confrontational politics was filtered out.

Yet it was not always possible to completely blank out the politics that 
was operating. This was especially so with the way students responded to 
the 2011 government decision to evict communities from the Mau Forest. 
In all the clubs I visited, members disagreed with that decision. The Mau 
Forest evictions had started with illegal land allocations in the 1980s and 
1990s; something exposed by the 2004 Amnesty International Report of 
the Commission of Inquiry into the Illegal/Irregular Allocation of Public 
Land. These evictions then became an international human rights issue 
when an estimated 100,000 people were left homeless as a result of forced 
evictions between 2004 and 2006 (Amnesty International, 2007). This 
generated international concern about the extent of loss of the forest, 
which adversely affected the ecological systems in the region. From 2005, 
the Kenyan government embarked on a plan to stop further degradation, 
relocate the ‘illegal’ settlers, and restore the Mau Forest (Government of 
Kenya, 2009), a move opposed by some politicians. This controversy was 
also reflected in the environmental clubs and students attempted to rede-
fine the Mau Forest case as less a case involving global issues and more as 
one requiring individuals to understand and develop local and individual 
solutions. Equally, while some clubs responded by inviting state and non-
state actors to dialogue with the students on forest conservation issues, 
others organised regular tree-planting activities in the Mau Forest, and 
others volunteered to fundraise and build houses for evictees.

Hybrid Identities

As it is the case with the environmental movement in Kenya, students 
simultaneously operated in a range of political identities allowing them 
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to experiment with new forms of action that suited their individual and 
collective goals. In everyday life, their experiences of political and profes-
sional action were virtually indistinguishable: a convergence that produces 
what can be called a hybrid identity. Arguably, this was a deliberate strat-
egy that enabled the individuals to believe that they were advancing their 
personal professional interests, even as the clubs found new ways of engag-
ing in national politics:

Whenever the government tries to propose something that is contrary to 
environmental conservation, we will automatically go against it, because that 
is our role as an environmental club, to advocate for environmental conser-
vation. […] But at the same time, we have to work with them, because with-
out their support we cannot do much. We need jobs and recommendations 
after university. (Lumumba, second year male student)

As Lumumba argued, while students wanted to hold the government 
accountable for environmental injustices in the country, they also needed 
to avoid any actions that would frame them as ‘dissidents.’ They were 
compelled to present themselves as ‘responsible graduates’ capable of 
contributing to environmental conservation efforts without protests and 
confrontations traditionally associated with student activism. For instance, 
Wambugu who had earlier referred to tree planting as an indicator of 
students’ contribution to national development, further explained how 
these activities translated into future environmental and social (personal) 
benefits:

So, if you consider the activities we are doing in [the club], I don’t think 
there is any way we get immediate benefit. […] What we do, we are looking 
in ten years’ time or beyond. If you plant a tree today, you don’t expect to 
benefit immediately in two years, maybe after a long period of time. We are 
focusing on the future. Not short terms benefits. That’s what we want to 
build into young people. (Wambugu, fourth year male student)

Clearly, Wambugu perceived club activities as shaping his identity, while 
providing an avenue to promote future aspirations. This view was wide-
spread among the students who often emphasised being recognised 
through certificates for their environmental stewardship that they would 
eventually use when job-seeking.

Essentially, hybridity was an effective way for the students to thrive in 
contingent and often extreme economic and political landscapes, where 
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they believed that assuming this identity led to immediate benefits such 
as knowledge, skills, and social networks that would propel them as social 
change-makers in the future. It was a new form of politics inspired by 
changing career aspirations, individual and collective environmental 
actions, and the broader national socio-economic and political context. 
It confirms that when students claimed to be ‘non-political,’ they were 
not necessarily disengaged from national politics so much as withdrawing 
from traditional political styles and practices while cultivating a neoliberal 
politics emphasising private self-development and self-responsibility.

Conclusion

This chapter demonstrates that there is nothing non-political about stu-
dent environmentalism in Kenya. On the contrary, students’ alertness to 
socio-economic and political changes motivates their navigations in a risk 
society, as they seek new identities towards transitioning into respectable 
adulthood. I have articulated how everyday actions of university students 
can be interpreted to explain their non-political engagements, their politics 
of fun, that are deeply embedded in an individuals’ desire to continually 
develop self-governing technologies, while at the same time, remaining 
deeply embedded in national politics.

The main argument made in this chapter is that student environmen-
talists were performing three things: romanticising the environment 
through their environmental subjectivities; professionalising activism to 
attain ‘respectable’ identities; and governing the environment through 
their hybrid identities. I also showed that student environmental clubs are 
embedded in the broader Kenyan political economy and indeed respond 
to pertinent issues of youth aspirations and participation. They are con-
sciously positioned as professional clubs distinct from the political iden-
tities associated with the Student Unions. However, professionalisation 
must not be viewed as indicating a depoliticised environmental space in 
Kenya; rather, it portrays the hybrid positions that some university stu-
dents occupy so as to attain certain recognitions and accumulate certain 
cultural and social capitals. Kenya’s environmental space remains highly 
political and university students are actively engaged.

Although students’ environmental concerns are largely shaped by a 
mix of global environmental narratives and local experiences, they are also 
deeply inspired by every possible imagination of change that educated 
youth hold of themselves, the environment, and the society. The clubs 
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provide an enabling environment for the students to actively wait, as well 
as a generative space for accumulating the necessary capitals to carve out a 
living in uncertain economic times.

Just as the economy is precarious, student environmentalists remain 
unsure if their engagement in these new spaces will be any different. Their 
actions remain flexible, hybrid and open to change, and indeed a form of 
resilience in the face of persistent crises. Their identities do not publicly 
resist the failing developmental state or challenge the hegemonic powers; 
instead, most are strategies for navigating their precarity and resourceful 
pathways of producing new subjectivities. In a world of socio-economic 
crisis and dynamic political environments, student environmentalists might 
then help us gain a deeper understanding into the diverse ways that young 
people respond to these transformations and indeed regenerate national 
politics into politics of specific issues.

Notes

	1.	 Upon joining university, all students become members of the Student Union 
and are obliged to pay an annual membership fee often included in the uni-
versity fees. However, membership through registration does not imply that 
all students actively participate in the daily activities of the Union.

	2.	 An alternative to Student Unions, there were dozens of these clubs in the 
universities I visited, ranging from human rights, business, gender, adven-
ture, Scouting, and science clubs. Students could freely join a club of their 
choice.

	3.	 After independence in 1963, President Jomo Kenyatta’s government priori-
tised education as a way of building the human capital to support 
nation-building.

	4.	 Resulting from declining government resources and changing political 
dynamics.

	5.	 Particularly, the withdrawal of student allowances affected the ability of stu-
dents from poor backgrounds to provide for their families back home, and 
thus their need to find a platform where such individualised concerns for 
responsibility and financial independence could be addressed.

	6.	 Names have been changed for confidentiality.
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CHAPTER 5

The ‘Good,’ the ‘Bad’ and the ‘Useless’: 
Young People’s Political Action Repertoires 

in Quebec

Nicole Gallant

Introduction

Over the past few decades, much attention has been focused on the decline 
of the participation of young people in democratic structures. Voter turn-
out has been declining in all groups, especially among young people and 
the gap between electoral participation of different age groups is widening 
in many developed democracies. This is perceived as a crisis in democratic 
participation by many political science scholars, election-directorates, and 
policy makers alike. Most frame this as signifying a general disinterest in 
politics and the political process among young people (Henn & Foard, 
2014), resulting in a “democratic deficit” (Norris, 2011).

But decline in participation in democratic institutions should not be 
mistaken for decline of political action in a broader sense. Indeed, recent 
work points to so-called ‘new’ forms of political participation. To grasp 
these emerging forms of political action, research has moved away from 
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the notion of ‘participation,’ to better encompass forms of political action 
that fall outside the realm of formally organised politics.

This chapter aims to contribute to a better understanding of the vari-
ety uncovered by this broader understanding of politics. Specifically, I 
seek to portray a diverse array of political actions deployed by young 
people, in Quebec,1 in the 2010s. Drawing primarily on in-depth inter-
views with 20 young people actively defending social justice issues in the 
face of neoliberal policies, this portrayal will document their discourses 
regarding issues they deem most significant, and map out the manifold 
collective and individual actions they undertake online and offline to 
defend them.

As political action is not monolithic, I offer a framework to organise 
a diversity of political actions, especially with regards to young people’s 
relationship to the State and how they are perceived by the State. By con-
trasting young people’s political actions to conventional expectations of 
traditional representative democracy, I distinguish four overlapping modes 
of conduct delineating broader stances regarding politics: organisational 
participation, underground protest, artistic creativity, and personal life-
style choices. The first type is most favoured by democratic institutions, 
while the others are generally disregarded by the State as either inappro-
priate and undemocratic, or useless. I also seek to unravel some of the 
processes by which young people navigate from one mode to another. 
Indeed, the four types of stances are often combined and intertwined in 
young people’s lived experience of counteracting neoliberalism and aus-
terity measures.

The focus of this chapter is the relationship between young people’s 
repertoire of political actions and the State, and the ways they are per-
ceived and treated by State authorities. This relational approach helps take 
into account social and State representations of what is considered legiti-
mate action.

The chapter begins with a brief review of the literature which focuses 
on the broad definition of politics required to understand young people’s 
current political activity. After a description of the inductive, qualitative 
methodology used, I delineate four types of stances that young people 
can have regarding political action and the state, as well as some of the 
processes by which one person may move from one stance to another. I 
then discuss how neoliberalism and austerity could have fostered a deeper 
antagonism toward the State among young people today.
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Recognising Youth Political Action

Traditional concepts of political participation focus on measurable 
accounts of ‘democratic participation.’ This approach rests on a definition 
of politics as the struggle for power among formal political parties to gain 
control over state decision-making institutions, therefore placing elections 
(and participation in political parties) at the core of political life (Verba & 
Nie, 1972). According to this view, the paramount indicator of political 
interest or politicisation is the act of voting in democratic state elections. 
Other traditional indicators of political interest focus on actions mediated 
through institutionalised organisations, including formal participation in 
political parties, but also in trade unions (Cultiaux & Vendramin, 2011), 
and diverse associations and community groups (Ekman & Amnå, 2012; 
Jones, 2000; Paré, Pelletier, & Vigeant, 2008). Some political participation 
surveys (such as those of the International Social Statistics Programme—
ISSP) also ask respondents about peaceful demonstrations, and individual 
and collective acts of formal communication with elected officials, such 
as signing petitions and writing to state representatives. These dominant 
narrow definitions led to the assumption that young people are now less 
politicised than previous generations at the same age.

As many young people today recoil from participation within formal, 
organised institutions (Pickard, Nativel, & Portier, 2012, p. 23), a more 
comprehensive conceptualisation of politics is needed to understand a 
vaster array of political activity than that captured by empirical work on 
political participation (Gauthier, 2003; O’Toole, Lister, Marsh, Jones, 
& McDonagh, 2003). Indeed, young people’s expression and action 
seem stronger when it takes other, less institutionalised forms (Gallant 
& Garneau, 2016; Loncle, Cuconato, Muniglia, & Walther, 2012), 
especially those that channel dissent (Roudet, 2012) and/or individual-
ity (Pastinelli, 2013). These include innovative forms of demonstrations 
(such as flash mobs or the Occupy and Indignados movements), political 
citizenship expressed through cultural practices (Poirier, 2017), or even 
unplanned riots (Bertho, 2016; Newburn et al., 2016). Young people’s 
online participatory experience (Caron, 2014) also takes many shapes: the 
use of Facebook and other social media to organise various political action, 
political expression on blogs, Twitter and YouTube (Caron, 2014; Jenkins 
& Carpentier, 2013; Millette, 2015). As political topics also crop up on 
entertainment-driven forums and on other social media such as Twitter 
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(Fuchs, 2014), research has also looked into online political conversation 
(Latzko-Toth, Gallant, & Pastinelli, 2017).

These contributions confirm the value of broadening the definition of 
what constitutes the political, instead of jumping to the conclusion that 
young people are politically apathetic (Gallant & Garneau, 2016; O’Toole 
et al., 2003). Indeed, “[t]hose with the most restrictive and conventional 
conceptions of political participation identify a strong and consistent pat-
tern of declining political participation and engagement over time, whilst 
those with a more inclusive conception discern instead a change in the 
mode of political participation” (Hay, 2007, p. 23, in Pickard, 2016).

To grasp the everyday experiences of politics among ‘ordinary’ citizens 
(Dryzek, 1990), i.e., people who are not part of the decision-making elite, 
I adopt a more encompassing approach, based on a definition of politics 
centred on an interest for social issues (Gaxie, 2003), or for the better-
ment of the collective world (Arendt, 1995). This approach allows us to 
encompass both traditional political participation and what Beck calls sub-
politics, i.e., everyday political activity taking place beneath visible insti-
tutional politics (Beck, 1997). By keeping the State in the analysis, while 
enlarging the definition of political action, we can better assess the extent 
to which politicisation remains a dynamic, relational process.

Data and Methodology: An Inductive, Qualitative 
Design

The analysis presented in this chapter is based on original empirical data, 
with additional information drawn from empirical literature, and day-to-
day observation of public actions as reported in the media or through 
direct observation on the street or online. The original data consists of 
20 semi-structured qualitative interviews with young people aged 18–302 
who were actively defending global social justice issues in the face of neo-
liberal policies and austerity measures.3 The interviews were carried out 
in 2011, i.e., a year prior to the student protest following post-secondary 
tuition hikes in 2012 (see Doran and Peñafiel in this volume).

While acknowledging that this data is culturally and socially situated 
in Quebec, I use it as a stepping-stone for a broad conceptual analysis. 
Quebec being politically and socially at a crossroads between North 
American influences, British parliamentary institutions and a French 
republican tradition, it seems likely that phenomena observed there could 
be relevant elsewhere.
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The qualitative sample was not intended to be representative of the 
general population of young people in Quebec, because I was specifically 
seeking young people active in some form of global issues. Nonetheless, 
the goal was to set up a diverse sample within this specific subgroup com-
prising engaged and active young people. To create variety within the sam-
ple, I relied on individual socio-demographic characteristics, such as age 
(respondents ranged from 19 to 30, with the mean and median age both 
24 years), gender (11 young men and nine young women), and visible 
ethnicity (three respondents were Black—from Africa or Haiti—and four 
others had middle-Eastern origins and traits). Moreover, because local 
contexts have some bearing on opportunities for associative participation 
and for the collective expression of dissident, we met young activists in 
Montreal, in smaller cities and in small towns in rural areas. More impor-
tantly, I was looking for young people whose political concerns covered a 
board range of issues, rather than those involved in (and recruited within) 
the same social movement.

Together with four graduate students, I identified these respondents 
through an innovative array of open recruitment techniques. The two 
principal methods were the ‘address book’ (Duchesne, 2000), whereby 
one asks people one knows to help identify other people who meet the 
research criteria, and ‘direct recruitment,’ which consists in hanging about 
in places where one believes one might see people who fit the research cri-
teria (in this project: protest rallies and peaceful demonstrations, pubs with 
an openly ideological stance, concerts from bands carrying a political mes-
sage, etc.), in order to present them with the research project. In smaller 
geographical locations, my research assistants and I also needed to use the 
more traditional approach of asking associations to refer people, but specif-
ically asking not to meet official representatives or the central figures in the 
organisation. All of these methods were complemented by so-called ‘snow-
ball sampling.’ The overall goal was to introduce a wide variety of entry 
points, so as not to study a specific, somewhat homogeneous subgroup of 
activists working together on the same issues. By moving away from the 
case-study approach, we are able to identify a cross section of diverse types 
of engagement or participation within the broad field of global activism.

During the interviews, we first asked what were the issues or concerns 
the respondents cared about. Then, we introduced the subject of actions, 
by asking ‘what do you do about these issues?’ This detour helped to go 
beyond the boundaries of what respondents might consider to be ‘political’ 
(or what they would think we as academics would count as political activity).
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Results: Making Sense of a Diverse Repertoire 
of Actions

Framing the Issues: Working for Justice … or Fighting 
Against Injustice?

The activists we met each had multiple issues which they considered sig-
nificant. Yet, at the core of these young people’s global action lays a coher-
ent narrative challenging neoliberal values and articulating a discourse on 
human solidarity. Depending on the individual, this narrative may take 
one of two overarching stances. When asked about the issues that they 
care about, some young people frame their responses mostly positively, 
stating they are working for or toward a cause (such as social justice, 
human rights, etc.). Yet, about the very same concerns, others take a more 
antagonistic stance: they state that they are fighting against a situation 
(such as inequality or discrimination). Some mingling of the two rhetori-
cal stances does occur (especially, several respondents say that they are 
‘fighting for’ something), and thus this variation in rhetoric should not be 
construed as a clear-cut analytical tool to characterise and distinguish types 
of individuals. Nonetheless, the next section shows how this difference in 
overall stance may be embodied in their political action repertoire, as it 
translates into somewhat different types of actions, or rather into differing 
overall political stances.

This core issue of human solidarity encompasses diverse scales. Some 
young people we interviewed focus their actions mostly on international 
solidarity. This is framed either in a discourse about fighting against capi-
talist globalisation, or about working toward ‘altermondialisme,’ an alter-
native world order very much inspired by the Porto Alegre Conference. 
Concretely, many of these young people get involved regarding spe-
cific local situations that embody those values, such as protesting at the 
2010 G20 summit in Toronto, Canada. In other cases, the focus may 
be on specific situations occurring at a micro level, either locally, or else-
where around the globe. They either emphasise working for the ‘rights’ 
of specific peoples who are deemed oppressed (Tibetans, Palestinians, 
or Aboriginals), or, conversely, call for the ‘fight against’ discrimination 
of specific subsets of the population (ethnic groups, women or homo-
sexuals). Some participants also focus their energy and contribution on 
the struggle against police brutality, especially since the death of Fredy 
Villanueva (an innocent young man killed by Montreal police in 2008). 
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Whatever their focus(es), all these young participants frame their discourse 
on these issues at a larger, more universal level of values of solidarity. They 
claim to devote their time either for social justice, equity and respect for 
human rights, or—depending on their overall stance—against racism, 
inequality and poverty.

Secondly, more than half our participants were involved in the student 
movement. This topic dovetails with part of the literature on political 
socialisation, which identifies post-secondary education—and the exposure 
to people from different backgrounds and diverse points of view it often 
provides—as a primary factor in interest for politics (Flanagan, 2009). The 
concern for the student movement in my sample is also relevant to the 
specific context that was to unfold a year later in Quebec, which deeply 
divided Québécois society. The prevalence of this issue in our sample also 
partially results from our sampling methods in rural areas, which relied in 
part on suggestions from student associations. Some respondents imbed 
the student issue as part of a more comprehensive, symbolic rhetoric 
regarding concerns such as (free) public access to knowledge and culture.

The third most often mentioned group of concerns are a range of issues 
relating to the environment. These first three topics each garnered the 
attention of more than half of the sample. Other themes were mentioned 
by more than a few respondents, such as defending Quebec’s autonomy 
and independence, or fighting for the preservation of the French language 
(as part of the defence of oppressed peoples).

Action Repertoires and Overarching Political Stance

The open-ended approach to grasping young people’s individual politi-
cal activity yielded data about a plethora of actions undertaken by our 
interviewees. To find some order within this diversity, the data was induc-
tively categorised through an iterative process, which yielded four types. 
This typology’s coherence was reiterated when we noticed that the types 
happened to also be articulated, not to the issues themselves, but to the 
rhetoric in which they are discussed by the participant (‘working for’ or 
‘fighting against,’ as outlined above).

The most prevalent mode of action that we observed in our non-
representative small sample (just over half the respondents) is a very 
straightforward and rather traditional one, in which action or participa-
tion is mediated through associations or organisations. Such associative 
action may hinge on political parties, but in the sample, it was mostly 
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structured by non-profit and non-governmental organisations: student 
associations or activist groups (such as Amnesty International or Solidarity 
for Palestinian Human Rights), or small social economy companies (for 
instance the ‘Reboiseurs du monde’). Most of the respondents who 
included the student movement among their primary concerns also chiefly 
engage through this organised, associative mode of action, especially with 
relation to this issue.

Most organisations in which our participants were involved were highly 
structured. In many cases, the participant was active in a local selection 
of larger (provincial or international) structures, which often seemed to 
have a centralised decision process. This mode of action is the type most 
often assessed in studies of political participation, which tend focus on 
traditional forms of action. Such organised actions are also somewhat easy 
to measure and quantify, and they are readily, openly discussed. Indeed, 
this is the ‘good’ form of participation in the eyes of established powers. 
In this mode, the individual works ‘with’ the institutional system, through 
a range of ‘positive’ actions. Discontent is thus channelled into forms of 
expression and interactions which are deemed legitimate by official institu-
tions: writing to elected officials and encouraging other people to do so; 
sending letters to the media; marching in a peaceful, announced demon-
stration, in cooperation with police of other security forces; starting or 
signing a petition—online or offline.

Conversely, some protest marches appear to be more spontaneous, and 
are clearly more antagonistic than others. This form of political expression 
is presented as the ‘bad’ one, often decried, criticised, ridiculed or demon-
ised by established powers and the media alike. Among the four partici-
pants who engaged in this type of activity, this organic form of political 
action is deeply rooted in engagement within what we may call an under-
ground sub-culture infused with a rhetoric of underground resistance. 
Depending on the person, it is entrenched in different cultural move-
ments: punk/skinheads, anarchists, or a combination thereof (i.e. RASH, 
red anarchist skin heads), as well as hip-hop.

Within these underground movements, participation seems to be more 
diffuse and less formalised than in formal organisations, but it is not less 
tangible in respondents’ everyday life. Quite the contrary, they seem con-
stantly and intensely steeped in both the cultural aspects and in the (local) 
community of people sharing their passion. Politics is intertwined with 
a coherent, overall outlook on life, in such a way that political action is 
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sometimes indistinguishable form more cultural activities (e.g. organising 
or attending concerts where the bands share a political message). But some 
actions are more clearly political. These actions are often antagonistic and 
seldom solitary. The collectivity seems based on a very close bond: when 
talking about actions, these respondents use first person plural pronouns 
‘we’ and ‘us,’ far more than respondents who are in more formal organ-
isations (and who either talk of the organisation in third person or about 
some specific actions in the first person singular, i.e. ‘I went to this march 
that they organised,’ rather than ‘we marched’). Moreover, they do not 
make clear distinctions between organising a protest event or participating 
in it. Several specify that the collectivity bases its activities on the principles 
of self-management. Although more organic than formal, there is a (loose 
and somewhat blurry) collective structure, made of multiple entangled 
informal networks (some of which are called ‘local chapters,’ making it 
fleetingly sound almost like a formal organised association).

But it is not because of its loose structure that this overall stance is 
perceived as the ‘bad’ one by authorities and the media. This perception 
is due both to the nature of the actions undertaken (disruptive and some-
times illegal) and the overall discourse, which emphasises resistance and 
protest. Thus, rather than participating in the social conversation about 
the greater good and about the best ways for the State to implement it, 
their stance challenges the very legitimacy of established powers.

But several more of our participants who were deeply involved in hip-
hop culture do not engage in such antagonistic action. They represent 
a third overall mode of action, which is more expressive or artistic, and 
which may be broadly defined as the production of activist artwork. Of 
course, many more of our participants infuse art—especially music and 
visual arts—within their political action (such as using songs in a street 
demonstration, or placing striking images or visual symbols on posters 
for events or on pamphlets for their organisation). In that way, they use 
art to further their causes. But for four respondents, the use of art rests 
at the core of their political action. Thus, when asked what they do with 
regards to the issues they hold dear, these young people immediately 
highlight art production (e.g. ‘Well, I do political graffiti’ or ‘I make 
activist artwork’ (‘art engagé’ in French)). This art production is not 
merely used to enhance another action by making it more resonant; it 
is, in itself, the political action. Examples of such art production in our 
sample include writing lyrics to a song and writing a blog or articles, as 
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well as making documentary videos and short films. Their overall out-
look can be participatory (e.g. a state funded documentary about the 
plight of aboriginal people), or more antagonistic (e.g. illegal graffiti 
with a political message).

Thus, with exceptions such as illegal graffiti (seldom performed by any 
of the four people we interviewed, including the one who is a celebrated 
graffiti artist), this artistic creativity and production is largely perceived as 
positive by State authorities, who may even subsidise some types of politi-
cal artwork (such as documentaries). But the State and mainstream media 
mostly seem to see this as an uncanny and somewhat pointless ‘new’ form 
of civic engagement of young people, i.e., as generally ‘useless.’

These participants are typically not affiliated to any network of activ-
ists, however informal. Although some among them do organise some 
forms of collective political activities, this is the only mode of action where 
we met people who never did. However, because activist art production 
is ultimately and intrinsically geared toward a collective audience whose 
worldviews it aims to influence, their solitary political work is oriented 
differently from the form best circumscribed in Quéniart’s (2008) seminal 
work on personal lifestyle choices.

Quéniart shows that one of the changing modes of political expres-
sion favoured by young people today revolves around personal lifestyle 
choices which embody their view of the collective good. This constitutes a 
fourth mode of action. The structure of our recruitment efforts could not 
have led us to meet young people whose only form of political activism 
would take this isolated form, but many among our participants—while 
also being active in one of the other three modes—did make sure that 
their lifestyle was in accordance with their political values. They cycle to 
work or buy local food; they make compost from their organic waste and 
carefully recycle the rest. One punk skinhead respondent is also vegan. 
Many others insisted that they would only take work that is in conformity 
with their worldview, or manage to transform their activism into a job, for 
instance by creating a not-for-profit organisation. Some of these actions 
are set in a slightly more dissenting fashion, for instance boycotting a par-
ticular product, store or event. Most of these activities are experienced not 
so much as contributions to the civic conversation about the collective 
good, but as an intrinsic contribution to the collective good itself. For 
example, being mindful of one’s own individual ‘ecological footprint’ is 
experienced as a direct contribution to diminishing the collective ecologi-
cal footprint of society.
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These personal lifestyle choices are partly encouraged by the explicit 
injunctions of Quebec’s broader youth policy (which promotes ‘environ-
mental responsibility,’ etc.). However, they are usually not interpreted as 
political actions, and, as such, would be broadly considered ‘good’ (or 
even ‘cute’), but ‘useless’ in terms of the value of their contribution to 
politics. My participants would probably partly agree. Although many do 
express that it is relevant to practice what you preach and thus to live in a 
way that implements one’s worldview, none of them are satisfied with only 
that. Several clearly articulate that these personal actions alone are not 
enough to progress toward the better world they seek; thus, they speak 
disapprovingly of those who think it might be. Therefore, their repertoire 
of action is broader than these personal lifestyle choices, as it seeks to bring 
about more substantial and collective changes in society.

The Dynamics Between Forms of Action

We have seen a wide range of actions undertaken by young activists which 
can be loosely grouped into four broad categories. These categories dis-
tinguish between overall modes of action, which are steeped in specific 
narratives about politics and the meaning of involvement. Although built 
inductively through analysis of respondents’ depiction of their actions and 
political beliefs, these broad categories remain abstract, in that they are not 
fully distinct, mutually-exclusive types. Indeed, several respondents com-
bine two or more modes together. Although each individual participant 
can be classified according to a dominant mode of entry into the political 
arena,4 this is not readily established in all cases. Especially, the distinc-
tion between underground protest and artistic production is not always 
clear, mostly because the people we met who were involved in under-
ground action did so in relation to a more or less artistic subculture (for 
instance the hip-hop movement), rather than primarily political ones (such 
as anarchism). They also made use of artwork in their political activity 
far more than the respondents whose political involvement was primarily 
associative and organisational. Despite these shortcomings—which merely 
suggest that the modes ought to be thought of as a continuum rather 
than as ideal-types—this analytical exercise does show that it is relevant to 
attempt to distinguish subtypes in the otherwise fuzzy mass of ‘new’ forms 
of political activity among young people.

By taking into account the discourse through which young people frame 
the issues they care about, the results show that young activists’ political 

  YOUNG PEOPLE’S POLITICAL ACTION REPERTOIRES IN QUEBEC 



88 

values and political action are infused with a narrative that is either meant 
to be constructive of the political order with established powers, or set 
against the current order and the (partisan) forces that keep it in place. 
Generally, organisational or associative work is more participatory. In such 
a mode, the person works ‘with’ the system, whereas underground pro-
test often intrinsically calls into question the established authorities them-
selves, not only their decisions. However, this cannot easily be deducted 
from the nature of the actions themselves. For instance, even a seemingly 
simple gesture such as cycling to work can be experienced as a physical act 
of ideological resistance and protest against the dominant use of common 
spaces in society. Similarly, in one single demonstration, some demonstra-
tors may believe they are contributing to a peaceful march hoping to influ-
ence policy, while others may think they are protesting the very legitimacy 
of the societal order on which authorities govern. Thus, analysis ought to 
take into account how the individuals perceive their own actions, rather 
than deductions based on behaviour alone.

Demonstrations and marches are one of the situations where the con-
tinuum between forms is most apparent. Indeed, such ‘social movement’ 
activism can move back and forth between participatory or protest modes. 
Sometimes, the very same person may change his/her mind in the course 
of a single demonstration. For example, when a peaceful protest march is 
met by a strong police force expecting violence, the situation can send a 
signal to the protestors that their action is considered illegitimate from the 
onset, suggesting that the message will be entirely disregarded. Like a self-
fulfilling prophecy, this anticipation can in return brace the demonstrators 
into a less participatory stance. It might not be so surprising, then, that 
some demonstrations become violent after having (sometimes repeatedly) 
been greeted by police arrogance and brutality, as well as disregard from 
the media and politicians.

This dynamic serves as a reminder that the overall mode of action 
of young individuals is largely relational. When participatory action is 
(repeatedly) met with disregard, this non-reciprocity can contribute to 
push away into protest mode. This is by no means a linear, chronologi-
cal process; nonetheless, if political powers do not wish young people to 
express their anger through illegal or spectacular action, they ought to 
consider responding more efficiently when the issues young people care 
about are being voiced through channels the State deems legitimate.5 This 
seems an important reminder, considering the current worldwide trend 
towards the ‘criminalisation of protest’ (Pickard, 2018).
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Discussion: Protesting the Neoliberal World Order

Traditional representations of political participation remain the social 
benchmark for assessing the political engagement of young people 
(Pickard, 2016). Therefore, some forms of political mobilisations tend 
to be systematically disregarded, criticised or even automatically associ-
ated with violence by both the media and public officials (Muncie, 2009; 
Newburn et al., 2016; Pickard, 2009; Roudet, 2012). This rejection of 
their efforts to express a political message can be a source of cynicism 
(Cockburn & Cleaver, 2012; Roudet, 2012) or frustration (Benedicto 
& Luz Morán, 2016; Boire, 2015). As we have seen, by not recognis-
ing the new forms of political expression as legitimate political contribu-
tions to the civic conversation, State authorities may push them further 
away, sometimes toward illegal action or violence. This leads to a vicious 
circle, whereby rejection tends to produce or increase types of political 
action which are in essence, and unsurprisingly, disregarded and repudi-
ated by established authorities. Similarly, Bertho (2016) analyses riots as 
a symptom of the failure of representative democracy to channel young 
people’s discontents. Such non-traditional forms of expression are bound 
to grow in the future, considering both the current economic context 
(especially high levels of unemployment among young people) and the 
Western world’s current tendency to respond with rampant austerity mea-
sures (including cuts in youth support programmes and increases in the 
individual costs of post-secondary education), while postponing (if not 
altogether denying) environmental concerns.

As there is also a widespread social perception that all political parties 
with a realistic chance of attaining power tend to favour similar measures, 
young people seem to increasingly feel powerless and angry (Van de Velde, 
2017). This is one of the factors explaining lower electoral turnout among 
young people, because they doubt the efficiency of democratic elections 
as a means of conceding decision-making powers to political parties per-
ceived as intrinsically flawed.

In this context, when, furthermore, political authorities use State insti-
tutions (such as police force) to counteract opposition and challenges 
arising from these looser, new forms of political expression, this increases 
the sense that the State itself (rather than just the existing government) 
embodies neoliberalism. It also reduces the impression that the State is 
meant to represent the people (rather than business interests). As a result, 
young people’s political actions attacking neoliberalism challenge not only 
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specific neoliberal policies, but may also defy neoliberalism as currently 
embodied in the State itself (a conundrum which may explain their some-
what counterintuitive emphasis on anarchism as a solution). In sum, if 
they perceive the State itself to almost intrinsically embody neoliberal-
ism instead of the will of the people or nation, young people are lead to 
alternative modes of political expression in part because they feel that it 
is impossible to communicate their message in more participatory ways 
(which, by definition, recognise the State as a legitimate interlocutor for 
the political conversation). The fact that many of my participants mobilise 
a rhetoric of ‘resistance’ seems to comfort this interpretation.

Conclusion

This chapter aimed to depict and establish the diversity of political behav-
iour emerging among some young people today as they struggle to express 
their voice and values against the selling of their world, often by the (neo-
liberal) State itself, to private interests. Such bottom-up, inductive analysis 
of young people’s modes of operation in times of crisis is required to 
deconstruct the notion that young people are inactive, by providing tools 
to assess levels of political action where it actually lays, rather than where 
established powers and classical North American political science have tra-
ditionally sought to find it.

In this perspective, I outlined three broad ways that people can relate to 
political power holders. The first, classic form—the ‘good’ one in the eyes 
of State institutions—, consists in participating in and with the ‘system.’ 
This includes voting, but also associative action aiming to bring a message 
to the State, recognised as a legitimate receiver. Secondly, some young peo-
ple express their political views in more indirect, often artistic or humoristic 
ways, both online and offline. This is the chief mode of action for some 
activists in my sample. This form of expression is not particularly criticised 
by established authorities, in part because it goes largely unnoticed except 
among young people.6 As such, it is often perceived as a ‘nice but useless’ 
form of political action, if it is regarded as political at all. Thirdly, political 
action can be structured around protest. Although not always violent or 
illegal (contrary to common media and social representations which pres-
ent it as the ‘bad’ forms of political expression), protest fundamentally 
differs from participatory stances in that it challenges the very legitimacy of 
the State to enact appropriate policy in the name of the people. In my small 
sample, such underground protest is very much collective, and happens to 
be steeped in diverse more or less political (sub)cultures.
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These three types are not fully distinct and do not constitute consistent 
packages that neatly structure everything else. They are neither mutually 
exclusive nor some sort of linear continuum ultimately building up to a 
‘good’ or ‘bad’ form of political action. Moreover, one person may change 
action mode over time, or hover between more than one type at any given 
moment, depending on the situation and context.

Instead of conceiving demonstrations or alternative projects and art 
production as something to be controlled and managed (especially in a 
surveillance perspective) as is increasingly the case, the State could make a 
greater effort to listen to young people’s less traditional types of actions, 
and ought perhaps to better understand that these represent a growing 
form of (legitimate) political expression for young people in Western 
democracies.

�N otes

	1.	 With a population of just over 8 million, Quebec is the core French-speaking 
part of Canada. As a province in the Canadian federation, it has its own 
parliament with governing powers on such matters as education, employ-
ment, health and immigration, among others. Commonly known as a “dis-
tinct society” (which is generally more left-leaning than the rest of Canada), 
Quebec periodically seeks independence. The result of the last referendum 
in 1995 was almost a tie, with 50.58% of votes against secession.

	2.	 Public policy in Quebec defines youth as covering the period from ages 15 
to 30.

	3.	 This data collection was supported financially by the Programme de soutien 
à la recherche en matière d’affaires intergouvernementales et d’identité québé-
coise of Quebec government’s Secrétariat aux affaires intergouvernementales 
canadiennes.

	4.	 This mode may not have been chronologically the first, but it was the most 
significant at the time of the interview.

	5.	 This situation calls to mind John Lennon’s comment that “When it gets 
down to having to use violence, then you are playing the system’s game. 
The Establishment will irritate you—pull your beard, flick your face—to 
make you fight! Because once they’ve got you violent, then they know 
how to handle you. The only thing they don’t know how to handle is non-
violence and humour” (1 June 1969, during the Bed-In for Peace in 
Montreal).

	6.	 Some civil servants in Quebec’s youth secretariat are a notable exception, as 
they are developing with researchers at the Observatoire Jeunes et Société 
(OJS) various experiments for bringing independent YouTubers’ messages 
into the governmental sight (see Balleys & Gallant, 2017).
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CHAPTER 6

The Crisis of Democracy in Hong Kong: 
Young People’s Online Politics 
and the Umbrella Movement

Rob Watts

Introduction

In 1997, Britain ceded sovereignty over its Hong Kong colony to the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC). China promised to leave Hong Kong’s 
democratic polity intact. With evidence everywhere seeming to support 
Fukuyama’s (1989) thesis about the triumph of democracy and capital-
ism, it was too easily assumed that China would abide by its promise and 
that Hong Kong would remain a democracy. Yet as Pepper argues, the 
Chinese Communist Party seemed determined “to confound assump-
tions about the inevitability of democracy’s inevitable advance” (Pepper, 
2007, p. 3). The evolution of a pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong 
that began 2013 as ‘Occupy Central’ (佔中), and morphed into the so-
called ‘Umbrella Movement,’ is a clear sign of the space of persistent cri-
sis that Hong Kong has become. As Serres reminds us, the word ‘crisis’ 
comes from the Greek κρίνω (krínō,) which means to “pick out, choose, 
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decide, judge” (2015, p. xi). In medical cases, a crisis is like a fork in the  
road, and as Serres insists, there is no going back from a crisis: “a crisis 
propels the body forward either towards death or to something new that 
it is forced to invent” (Serres, 2015, p. xii). That Hong Kong now faces 
such a crisis is due in no small measure to a political process driven largely 
by young people.

Though there was a long history prior to 2014 of pro-democratic activ-
ism in Hong Kong, I focus here on the pro-democracy movement that 
began with a strike by students from all major tertiary institutions in Hong 
Kong in September 2014 (Cai, 2017; Myan, 2014; Ortmann, 2015).1 
The strikes were in reaction to a decision taken by the PRC’s Standing 
Committee of the National People’s Congress on 31 August 2014 on 
electoral reform in Hong Kong that failed to guarantee universal suffrage 
for Hong Kong, and more importantly the right of Hong Kong voters to 
directly elect their own Chief Executive in 2017 (Martin, 2015).2

The leadership of Occupy Central had planned to start a process of 
civil disobedience involving occupation of streets and squares on China’s 
National Day (1 October). However, students pre-empted this on Friday 
26 September 2014, when up to 100 students occupied an area known 
as Civic Square and sat peacefully waiting to be arrested. Several key stu-
dent leaders were arrested and released on 28 September. By then, Benny 
Tai, the acknowledged ‘leader’ of ‘Occupy Central with Love and Peace’  
(和平佔) (2014) had no choice but to bring the formal start of protests 
forward. Thousands of protestors began to occupy key streets like Tim Mei 
Avenue, Connaught Road and Chater Road. That day also saw the police 
use CSR gas (‘tear’ gas or pepper spray) on protestors on Connaught 
Road, and as Myan (2014) reports, this led to the use of umbrellas as 
protection:

People on the ground began to yell up to us on the raised walkway. “有遮
俾遮!” (‘If you have an umbrella, give it to us!’). The protesters were using 
umbrellas as shields against pepper spray on the front lines. People around 
me began to open their umbrellas and toss them down, gently floating 
into the waiting hands below. Protesters at the front of the lines turned the 
umbrellas inside-out so that when they were sprayed, the residue wouldn’t 
hit or drip onto their neighbors but instead gather on the ground.

It was this action that prompted Adam Cotton in a Twitter post to call the 
pro-democracy movement the ‘Umbrella Revolution.’ Video images of 
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tens of thousands of mostly young people, occupying key roads in protests 
that began on 26 September 2014 and lasted for months, soon achieved 
the same kind of iconic status that images from other pro-democracy 
protests like Tiananmen Square in Beijing (1989), Occupy Wall Street in 
New York (2009), or Tahrir Square in Cairo in 2012–2013. The street-
based occupations lasted 80 days before police closed protests down, mak-
ing it the most significant political movement in Hong Kong since 1997 
(Cai, 2017, p. 1). Since then, the pro-democracy movement has adopted 
new tactics.

Two aspects of the Umbrella Revolution of 2014 intersect to provide 
the central problematic for this chapter. One is the ubiquitous presence 
of young people in the Hong Kong pro-democracy movement. The 
other is the role, still not properly understood or documented, played by 
online pro-democracy and free speech activists using sites like Hong Kong 
Golden and 4chan. The conjunction of these two aspects raises a question 
about how we are to make sense of young people’s political activism, espe-
cially when it involves online processes. I briefly outline the way political 
science has dealt with young people’s politics, and the way it has dealt with 
online activism. I then turn to the particular way political theory inspired 
by Habermas’s (1989) account of the ‘public sphere’ has understood the 
internet before turning to some aspects of online politics in Hong Kong in 
2014 to highlight the gap between ‘theory and practice’ and the prospects 
for (re)generating democracy in Hong Kong.

Online Politics in Hong Kong, 2014
The need to address what many call a ‘crisis in democracy’ is suggested 
by recent scholarly research and commentary. As is now acknowledged, 
research and commentary addressing young people’s political participa-
tion since the 1980s has led some to insist that young people are the most 
apolitical generation ever, while others emphasise how young people are 
engaging in new kinds of political engagement. As writers like Bessant 
(2004, 2014), Farthing (2010) and Pickard (2018) argue, the contradic-
tory stories about young people and politics point to important differ-
ences about how we conceptualise the political.

The point of this observation becomes even sharper when we turn to 
the online world and the role played by online activists using sites like 
Hong Kong Golden and 4chan. Though more will be said about 4chan 
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and Hong Kong Golden later, these websites and activist networks like 
Anonymous played a major role in the Occupy Central movement.

4chan itself was created by a 15-year-old New Yorker initially known 
only as ‘moot.’ 4chan has achieved a mix of fame and notoriety as much 
for its Manga-style porn as for its politics (Coleman, 2014, p. 51). Since 
2008, 4chan’s bulletin board (called ‘/b/’) has persistently hosted mass 
online interventions or ‘raids,’ orchestrated by ‘Anonymous,’ involving 
millions of online users flooding a targeted website effectively forcing it 
to close down. On 1 October 2014, Anonymous announced the start of 
‘Operation Hong Kong,’ when it posted a message on News2Share:

It has come to our attention that recent tactics used against peaceful protest-
ers here in the United States have found their way to Hong Kong. To the 
protesters in Hong Kong, we have heard your plea for help. Take heart and 
take to your streets. You are not alone in this fight. Anonymous members all 
over the world stand with you, and will help in your fight for democracy. To 
the Hong Kong police and any others that are called to the protests, we are 
watching you very closely and have already begun to wage war on you for 
your inhumane actions against your own citizens. If you continue to abuse, 
harass or harm protesters, we will continue to deface and take every web-
based asset of your government off line.

That is not a threat. It is a promise … Operation Hong Kong engaged. 
We are Anonymous. We are legion. We do not forgive. We do not forget. 
Government of Hong Kong, expect us. (Moyer, 2014)

Anonymous quickly instigated distributed denial of service actions, which 
targeted various official websites causing them to crash and left behind gar-
bled homepages complete with loud music, the group’s logo and a block of 
text which read: “We Are Sick And Tired Of your Bullshit! This is Operation 
Hong Kong. We Will Not Stop. We Will Not Give Up! You’ve Pissed All 
The Anons Off #SaveHongKong #OpHongKong #Anonymous #Hacked 
(4chan Archive, 2014).”

A local website called Hong Kong Golden played an even more con-
spicuous role in the evolution of the Umbrella Movement. Founded in 
1999, Hong Kong Golden has been aptly described as the Umbrella 
Movement’s “combative id,” a mix of “attack dogs,” and “merry prank-
sters” (Beam, 2014, p. 1). Like Anonymous, Hong Kong Golden relies 
on anonymity to mobilise large numbers of people (Beam, 2014, p. 1). 
For example, in the early evening of 11 October 2014, someone on Hong 
Kong Golden proposed that Occupy Central protesters ‘seize Lung Wo 
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Road’ running through Hong Kong’s central business district. The user 
suggested demonstrators could ‘coincidentally and accidentally walk onto 
the road.’ Soon after 9 pm, a group of protestors swarmed into the street, 
halting traffic in both directions and provoking violent clashes with police. 
After midnight, someone posted a photo on Facebook showing protes-
tors barricading a tunnel, with the title ‘Brave Golden Forum, Suddenly 
Attacking Lung Wo Road.’ Hong Kong Golden would play a role in sus-
taining the next two months of civil disobedience.

This brief description of mostly young people using 4chan and Hong 
Kong Golden to engage in digital politics, raises several important intel-
lectual and practical problems which I want to address here.

The first is an extremely puzzling feature of contemporary political sci-
ence. Mainstream political science has so far largely managed to avoid engag-
ing online activism. A survey of a sample of eleven major American, British 
and Australian political science journals (2010–2015), tells us that these 
academic journals have yet to publish one research paper addressing either 
4chan, Anonymous or related instances of digital activism.3 Shedd (2015, 
p. 1) suggests that sites like 4chan and Hong Kong Golden have attracted 
relatively little interest from political scientists “because of the widespread 
use of politically incorrect language and images, the ephemerality of its 
content and its generally negative reputation.” While these features may 
begin to explain the failure to engage with online activism, I suggest that 
political science sometimes, perhaps often, has trouble acknowledging the 
political. Other social sciences like sociology, media studies or anthropol-
ogy seem to have had no such trouble: apart from Coleman (2011, 2014) 
see Fuchs (2013); Goode (2015) and Pickard (2016, 2018).

Rather than asking what does political science have to say about Hong 
Kong Golden, 4chan and Anonymous (the answer is nothing), we need to 
ask what does 4chan and Anonymous have to say about political science. 
As we have seen, this question has already been raised in regard to the way 
conventional political science pursues ideas like the claim that democracy 
is in crisis or that young people are politically disengaged.

Political Science and the Political

Conventional political scientists are having trouble dealing with online 
activity involving 4chan, Hong Kong Golden and Anonymous because it 
does not conform with various constructive schemes that define ‘political 
science.’
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Constructive schemes are those ideas or beliefs without which it is not 
possible to do the science or the discipline in question. People working 
in disciplines like political science, criminology, sociology, psychology, 
economics and so forth, establish over time certain basic discipline-
defining narratives, ‘theoretical’ frames and ways of doing their discipline. 
Examining a discipline like political science suggests that far from being 
a simple ‘reflection’ of reality, we encounter as Sandywell (1996) has 
shown, a constructive process based on narrative schemes and constitutive 
metaphors that cohere into “constructive schemes.” As Danziger stresses, 
“constructive schemes” “are not just cognitive frameworks for the inter-
pretation of empirical data, but involve practical rules for the production of 
such data” (Danziger, 1990, p. 4).

If there is no single ‘operational definition of politics’ or constructive 
scheme shaping modern political science, there are certainly a number of 
leading traditions and approaches. Leftwich (2004, p.  4), for example, 
highlights the dominance of an ‘institutionalist’ approach, which focuses 
on formal political actors, institutions or government and implies that 
‘politics’ is only found in certain societies possessing certain institutions 
like governments, parliaments and so forth. Running alongside that tra-
dition has been a ‘behaviourist’ tradition which often privileges quanti-
tative methods and is committed to scientism. Arguably, enthusiasm for 
this positivist ‘science of politics’ peaked in the 1950s and 1960s with 
the emergence, especially in the United States, of a form of behaviour-
ist political analysis that led to institutionalism being marginalised during 
the 1960s and 1970s (Marsh & Stoker, 2010). From the 1980s, a ‘new 
institutionalism’ emerged. Political institutions were no longer equated 
with political organisations, which were treated instead as sets of ‘rules’ 
that guide or constrain the behaviour of individual actors. This under-
standing seems to underpin the idea that ‘real politics’ has nothing to do 
with what Srnicek and Williams (2015, p. 11) dismiss as ‘folk politics’ of 
the kind represented “by Occupy, Spain’s 15M, student occupations, […] 
Tiqqun and the Invisible Committee […] the Zapatistas and contempo-
rary anarchist-tinged politics”.

An implicit understanding of what is properly political is operating in 
each of these ‘traditions.’ For any action to be ‘political,’ political science 
assumes there needs to be motivations capable of being expressed in politi-
cal language, i.e., of being rationally articulated and of being expressed 
through legitimate, institutional means. As Akram (2014, p. 382) observes, 
the focus on rationality is especially telling because it points to the way a 
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discipline like political science only acknowledges certain forms of activity 
as ‘political,’ by relying on tacit premises like the idea that ‘rationality’ is 
coterminous with conventional forms of political action.

This may explain why any emphasis on the ‘non-rational’ evident in 
sites like 4chan or Hong Kong Golden simply serves to strengthen the 
refusal by conventional political science to engage with these interven-
tions. This point is if anything, reinforced when we turn to arguments that 
the internet has become a new kind of public sphere.

The Internet as New Public Sphere?
A good deal of the discussion about ‘new politics’ has relied heavily on 
links being drawn between Habermas’s (1989) much admired, if often 
criticised, account of the ‘public sphere,’ and the idea that the internet 
now provides a new platform for a new politics. Habermas belongs to a 
venerable European tradition that is recognisably ‘liberal.’ Western lib-
eralism has long insisted that constitutional norms undergird all politi-
cal decisions and that the rule-of-law provides the state with its ultimate 
legitimacy. While Habermas works in this tradition, he offers a two-track 
account of democracy by adding the deliberative public opinion forming 
role of the public sphere to the role played by institutionalised procedures 
of constitutional and parliamentary decision-making.

Habermas’s account of the ‘public sphere’ makes ‘publicity’ a source 
of reasoned consensus formation. This is plainly appealing to many liberal 
theorists like Tsekeris (2008, p. 12) who claims:

The conception of the public sphere is most commonly employed to signify 
the open realm of rational public discourse and debate, a realm which is con-
ceptually linked with the very democratic process and in which individuals 
can freely discuss everyday issues of common concern.

Even his severest critics like Fraser (1990, p. 77) have said that “some-
thing like Habermas’s idea of the public sphere is indispensable to critical 
social theory and to democratic political practice.”

Since the 1990s, Habermas’s work has provided an ‘obvious’ interpreta-
tive framework for commentators eager to make sense of the digital tech-
nologies and practices associated with the internet. Many commentators 
have argued that the internet has regenerated the ‘public sphere’ and rein-
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vigorated democratic politics. Deploying Habermas’s discursive rationality 
framework has encouraged many to treat the internet as a ‘new public 
sphere.’ Westling (2007, p. 12) is typical when he argues that sites like 
Facebook “have the potential to actually exceed Habermas’s expectations 
of a public sphere and become a major hub for political action among com-
munity members.”

All this relies on Habermas’s claim that all “communicative action” is 
oriented to understanding or agreement and is based on the “intersub-
jective redemption of validity claims” (Habermas, 1998, p.  12). At its 
most basic, this simply means mutual comprehension, i.e., that people are 
using the same words with the same meanings so as to achieve a degree of 
shared meanings and mutual comprehension. At its most elevated ‘under-
standing’ also means a shared consensus about the universal validity of 
claims people make to speak the truth or to know the good. This is why 
the characteristic discourse that constitutes the public sphere is austerely 
rational. This apparently means that collective rational deliberation cre-
ates a new space “where the authority of the better argument” can “be 
asserted against the established order,” which in turn “holds out the pos-
sibility of reforming the asymmetrical relations of force” (sic) (Tsekeris, 
2008, p. 13). Gimmler adds that “there is no plausible alternative model 
to rational and un-coerced discourse as the normative basis for democ-
racy” (Gimmler, 2001, p. 23).

There are several problems with this. Firstly, Habermas has been reluc-
tant to treat the internet as part of a ‘public sphere’ emphasising, e.g., the 
fragmenting effects of the internet:

The internet has certainly reactivated the grassroots of an egalitarian public 
of writers and readers […]. In the context of liberal regimes, the rise of mil-
lions of fragmented chat rooms across the world tend instead to lead to the 
fragmentation of large but politically focused mass audiences into a huge 
number of isolated issue publics. (Habermas, 2006, p. 424)

Equally, it is not surprising that claims that by reasoning alone we might 
subvert the ‘asymmetrical relations of force’ has led critics to say that 
Habermas’s public sphere treats politics as the kind of thing a professor 
running a seminar in logic does. The third problem is that there are simply 
too many discrepancies between sites like 4chan or Hong Kong Golden 
and Habermas’s conception of public deliberation. There are several fea-
tures which suggest that these websites transgress conventional concep-
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tions of civility and/or what counts as ‘proper,’ i.e., Habermasian political 
communication.

4chan and Hong Kong Golden, 2014
4chan has been and remains a digital-discursive space with global reach. A 
simple site, spartan by contemporary Web 2.0 standards, it was originally 
designed for conversation and image sharing and the site still provides the 
basic tools for those functions. Though it started only with ‘/b/,’ 4chan 
currently (November 2016) has 69 boards (with topics ranging from pho-
tography, papercraft, Pokémon the paranormal and pornography).4 While 
users across the site remain anonymous, conversations in the boards with 
a specific theme are focused and threads on-topic, barring the occasional 
incursion of spam from /b/ users. 4chan is a highly transient website. 
Threads generally 404 (die) typically after an hour, and there are approxi-
mately 700,000 posts a day.

The commitment to anonymity is ensured because 4chan users are 
not required to register to post and people are not required to identify 
themselves. Indeed, as 4chan’s Rule Number 4 says clearly “The posting 
of personal information […] is prohibited.” In this respect, 4chan rep-
resents a counter-movement to the current preoccupation with personal 
identity that has come to characterise websites like Facebook and Twitter. 
The result is an exuberantly open-minded website where almost any-
thing goes. The protection afforded by anonymity supporting freedom of 
expression is exemplified in ‘trolling.’ Trolling is a semiotically-rich term 
describing provocative posts on the internet. Trolling also referred to by 
‘Anonymous’ as ‘chemo,’ seems to aim at being maximally offensive. In 
October 2014, one Anonymous post simply proclaimed:

HK people don’t want to be Chinese. We want to be Hong Kong. Sure, HK 
people are ethnically (Han) Chinese majority. But we do not like to associate 
as being a China ‘country.’ At least as British Colony, we can be a western 
government. But now we belong to China, we do not like. Want indepen-
dent like Taiwan. You go up to any Hong Kong man and ask if they are 
from china, they say no and get angry. They say they are Hong Konger, not 
Chinese. We don’t want to be communism. (4chan Archive: Anonymous 
2014-10-02 12:47:37 Post No.36665280)

Among the replies came this:
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Don’t you know? It’s not cool to be Chinese. I’m assuming you are from 
Hong Kong, or a Hong Konger outside of Hong Kong, so I won’t say 
much. But considering how Mainland Chinese people literally shit on the 
streets and have bad manners, these are some of the reasons why HK peo-
ple don’t want to be categorized as ‘China Chinese’ people. In the eyes of 
China people, they think Hong Kong people want to suck British Dick. 
(4chan Archive Anonymous 2014-10-02 12:57:52 Post No.36665619)

The porousness of the internet has allowed not just new styles of ‘civic 
discourse,’ which are not all that civil, but it has also facilitated quite vigor-
ous forms of direct political action. 4chan through ‘/b/’ also hosts mass 
online interventions called raids or distributed denial of service actions, 
in which hundreds of thousands of internet-users flood a targeted web-
site causing it to crash. Anonymous has used the very accessibility of the 
internet to launch political attacks which do not respect the conventions 
of political action directed at organisations deemed to be subverting the 
principle of freedom of speech.

Hong Kong Golden has used this affordance liberally. It was origi-
nally created in 1999 as a website for personal computer users to check 
the prices of hardware sold at the Golden Shopping Center, an elec-
tronics market in Kowloon. Within a few months, a discussion forum 
had been added which enabled users to start to talk politics. By mid-
2014, there were more and more ‘Golden brothers’ using the site. (The 
users are referred to as ‘Golden brothers’ because the forum’s users are 
mostly male who like 4chan users are attracted by the mix of politics 
and pornography). Before 28 September, the current affairs chat room 
of the website was logging about 300,000 hits a day. That increased 
dramatically after police fired 87 canisters of tear gas at protesters in 
Admiralty on 28 September 2014. The site began to get 2.9 million 
page views a day (Sui, 2014). The chat room ceased to be just a site for 
exchanging pornography or political views. The ‘Golden brothers’ began 
to dig up personal information on people who opposed the Umbrella 
Movement. They posted photos of the anti-Occupy thugs who harassed 
peaceful protesters. They created memes including parody songs mock-
ing government figures, which protesters then posted on Facebook and 
WhatsApp. Given the fluid nature of the leadership structure of Occupy 
central leadership structure, the forum also become a staging ground 
where ‘keyboard fighters’ discussed strategy and floated plans to occupy 
key roads.
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The mobilising role played by Hong Kong Golden became increasingly 
visible in mid-October 2014. On 17 October, police officers tore down 
street barricades in Mong Kok Road. A message appeared on Hong Kong 
Golden:

Warriors on Lung Wo Road and Mong Kok, let’s stand united. The battle 
this time will be the turning point of the revolution … If we take back Mong 
Kok, this will enter a new stage. If we have to, we can block MTR stations 
and paralyse the MTR.

Soon after the message appeared on the forum, thousands of people 
flocked to Mong Kok, in case police tore down more barricades. Police 
used pepper spray and batons on the crowds to try to disperse the occupi-
ers who finally dispersed in November 2014.

There is one other less-noticed aspect of the way the online activists 
worked in Hong Kong that is worthy of discussion.

The Politics of Language

It should come as no surprise that there has been a politics of language 
at play in the struggle over Hong Kong’s future (Edwards, 2016). This 
again reminds us that Habermas’s account of rational deliberation misses 
important aspects of real politics.

As part of its emphasis on political and cultural unity, the PRC has 
long insisted that Mandarin be the official language of China, though 
reference to the use of ‘the Chinese language’ in Hong Kong’s Basic Law 
encouraged many in Hong Kong to think this protected the majority sta-
tus of Cantonese. It therefore came as something of a surprise when in 
February 2014, Hong Kong’s Education Bureau announced on its web-
page that Cantonese was not an official language of Hong Kong. This 
directly affected the 97 per cent of the population of Hong Kong who 
speak Cantonese. The Education Bureau’s e-learning portal also posted 
an anti-Cantonese video. To members of the Occupy Central movement 
both actions appeared to subvert the Basic Law and produced an imme-
diate response on Hong Kong Golden. Ng Kap-chuen a young graphic 
designer and illustrator saw the Education Bureau’s interventions as pro-
paganda. Already active on Hong Kong Golden under the nom de plume 
Ah To, and committed to the idea that ‘Cantonese make us “us”’ Ng 
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created the figures and text for a multi-media production he called Great 
Canton and Hong Kong Proverbs (Sin, 2014).

Soon there was evidence of a larger more intricate political contest at 
work in the way Mandarin and Cantonese (Yue) were put to work in the 
construction of Hong Kong identity that points to some of the less ‘obvi-
ous,’ less ‘rational’ ways political discourse works.

As Guilford (2014) shows us, the very name of the ‘Umbrella Movement’ 
provides a telling example of this. While members of the Hong Kong pro-
democracy movement frequently wrote ‘Umbrella Movement’ and used 
the Mandarin character for ‘umbrella’ (雨傘), they also frequently wrote 
it using the Cantonese character (遮). Doing this meant that the meaning 
of the Cantonese phrase (遮打) would be lost on a Mandarin-only speaker 
(The discussion here and in the next few paragraphs depends very heavily 
on Gwynne 2014).

When a Mandarin-reader reads the Cantonese words for ‘Umbrella 
Movement,’ and if read as Mandarin rather than Cantonese, the characters 
遮打 are pronounced (‘juh da’). Both are usually verbs. ‘Juh’ means ‘to 
obscure’ or ‘cover,’ while da means ‘to hit’ or ‘fight.’ The Cantonese phrase 
does not make much sense: it’s the ‘Cover-Hit Movement.’ The Mandarin-
reader will see a fairly innocuous, even somewhat nonsensical phrase. 
However, those same two characters in Hong Kong Cantonese, while pro-
nounced similarly to Mandarin (‘juh daa’) mean something quite different: 
among other things they are the Cantonese characters for ‘Chater Road’ 
one of the key Hong Kong roads occupied by the Umbrella Movement. 
Yet the second character, (打) also means ‘to fight’ in both Cantonese and 
Mandarin, and so it carries yet another layer of meaning given that the 
character ‘打’ to a Cantonese speaker means ‘to attack’ or ‘knock down.’ 
By implication, the target of such an attack would be C.Y. Leung, Hong 
Kong’s chief executive widely understood to be pro-Beijing. In short, a 
Cantonese-reader reads the characters as a play on words meaning both 
‘Chater Road Movement’ and, literally, ‘Umbrella Fight Movement,’ or, 
more abstractly, ‘Umbrella Fight-Against-CY Leung Movement.’

The frequent and deliberate use of characters like 遮 and other Cantonese 
phrases in Umbrella Movement slogans therefore served expressively to 
denominate not just Hong Kong’s resistance to the Communist Party’s 
political values, but to persistently instantiate the defence of its own distinct 
cultural and linguistic identity, as well as the history of the autonomy the 
members of the Hong Kong Umbrella Movement are fighting to defend.
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This has mattered given evidence of a strengthening of a Hong Kong 
identity, particularly among younger people. A recent poll on People’s 
Ethnic Identity conducted by Hong Kong University’s Public Opinion 
Programme in June 2015, for example, found that younger respondents  
(ages 18–29) were more likely to state they were ‘Hong Kongers’ (62.5%) 
and that this number had increased from 2014. In the 2015 poll, only 5.3% 
of this age group claimed a Chinese identity, a number that has been stead-
fastly decreasing over the last few years (People’s Ethnic Identity, 2015).

Conclusion

Habermas may well be proposing some entirely worthy prescriptive inten-
tions about how ‘good’ political speech should look and work. I have 
argued that framing 4chan and Anonymous as political requires a refram-
ing of what ‘the political’ is and how people engage in politics.

What we see in Anonymous and 4chan is a challenge to the liberal idea 
foundational to mainstream political science that the political relies on 
rational and un-coerced public discourse and practices of public reasoning 
oriented to consensus. Writers like Habermas, Gimmler and Tsekeris insist 
on the link between rational deliberation, the public sphere and the demo-
cratic order. These claims notwithstanding, no particular reasons, however, 
have been advanced to say why we can believe that rational arguments will 
transform asymmetrical power relations or that rational deliberation can 
challenge a status quo, nor are we shown why there is some inherent rela-
tionship between rational deliberation, the public sphere and democratic 
order. This is the point first made by Carl Schmitt (1996) in the 1920s.

What we see firstly in the Umbrella Movement is a mix of new and old 
forms of civil disobedience. 4chan and Hong Kong Golden also look very 
little like a Habermasian digital public sphere. On the one hand, much of 
the posts going up on these websites are rude, vulgar, impolite and often 
uncivil. These sites can also switch quickly over to political activism. In 
the Occupy Movement, we saw cyber-activism inform the evolution of 
civil disobedience that made use of the affordances of digital information 
and networks in support the pro-democracy movement (Baase, 2008). 
Cyber activists used their considerable technical skills to cause variously 
economic, social or political disruption to their targets by hacking web-
sites or to mobilise political support for more traditional forms of protest 
and civil disobedience.
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What is found on Hong Kong Golden or 4chan is vulgar, emotional, 
exuberant, energetically disrespectful and prone to ridicule, rather than 
seeking to rationally persuade in the kind of hushed and respectful 
tones Habermas would have us adopt. In each case, we see an example  
of what Ono and Sloop (1995) called “outlaw discourses,” which call 
into account dominant and conventional frames of judgment by appeal-
ing to powerful moral emotions tied up with identity, justice and free-
dom. As the discussion above of the politics of language also indicates, 
there are non-universal idiosyncratic and particularist aspects of lan-
guage use, which do not conform to Habermas’s universalising theory 
of discursive pragmatics. It also tends to edge into old/new forms of 
political activism including civil disobedience, carried out enthusiasti-
cally by young people.

Notes

	1.	 I have relied on a website set up by an American Fulbright scholar (Myan, 
2014), which provides daily eyewitness accounts and links to media report-
ing for each day after 26 September to the end of 2014. Cai (2017) provides 
a very good account of the Umbrella Movement in 2014.

	2.	 The Chief Executive is the head of the Government of Hong Kong, a role 
established by the Basic Law in 1997 to replace the colony’s Governor- 
General.

	3.	 I surveyed all journal articles published between January 2010 and the end 
of 2015 in the Journal of Political Science, Political Studies, Political Studies 
Review, the British Journal of Politics and International Relations, Political 
Science Quarterly, American Journal of Political Science, the American 
Political Science Review, the Australian Journal of Political Science, British 
Journal of Political Science, Journal of Politics, and Comparative Political 
Studies. This is not to overlook the work of political scientists like Vromen 
who in Marsh and Vromen (2012) briefly addresses Anonymous.

	4.	 This may explain the site’s user demographics which 4chan says is aged 
18–34, 70 per cent male and mostly college-educated (advertise@4chan.org).
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CHAPTER 7

Momentum and the Movementist 
‘Corbynistas’: Young People Regenerating 

the Labour Party in Britain

Sarah Pickard

Introduction

Young people’s rates of traditional or conventional political participation in 
Britain have been increasing in the twenty-first century, contrary to many 
developed democracies (see other chapters in this volume). The proportion 
of 18–24-year-olds voting in general elections (who were registered to vote) 
has been going up,1 and the proportion of young people being a member 
of a political party has grown. Indeed, the membership rates of young peo-
ple in political parties and their youth wings went up markedly before and 
especially after the 2015 general election. This was the case for all the main 
political parties across the political spectrum (Green Party, Labour Party, 
Scottish National Party—SNP, the Liberal Democrats, Conservative Party 
and United Kingdom Independence Party—UKIP) (Pickard, 2015, 2018b).

There are several explanations for this bucking of the trend regarding 
institutional political participation of young people in recent years. First, 
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young people in Britain have been particularly affected by the significant 
austerity policies introduced by the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coali-
tion government in power from 2010 to 2015 and continued since then 
by the Conservative Government, against the backdrop of the fallout from 
the global financial crisis and the British economic crisis. More specifi-
cally, young people from all socio-economic groups have been impacted 
by many recent governmental policies, which have resulted in a lack of 
affordable housing, high rates of youth employment, inadequate youth 
services, poor provision of mental health care for young people and sharp 
rises in university tuition fees. This crisis in youth policy and austerity are 
having a profoundly negative effect on the current generation of young 
people. As Seymour (2016, p. 78) says, “this generation is the one to suf-
fer the most from the consolidation of neoliberalism” (see also Howker & 
Malik, 2013; Jones, 2017). Second, the rise in the use of social media and 
new technologies in political communication has encouraged and enabled 
young people to participate in traditional politics. However, these fac-
tors have also been at play in other countries that have not experienced a 
hike in traditional political participation among young people (see Grasso, 
2016).

The Labour Party in Britain has been the main beneficiary of increased 
membership since 2015. Formed at the start of the twentieth century to 
represent the working-class in Parliament, at the end of 2016, its official 
membership was over half a million, making it the largest of any political 
party in Europe (Labour Party, 2016).2 Likewise, its two youth wings, 
Labour Students (for young people in further and higher education) and 
Young Labour (for young people aged 14–26) have experienced consider-
able growth in paid up members (Pickard, 2018b). Whilst the detrimental 
austerity policies and youth policies of the Conservative governments, as 
well as the proliferation of digital technologies go some way to explain 
the rejuvenation of the Labour Party’s membership and traditional poli-
tics, two other key factors have been influential. Namely, Jeremy Corbyn 
became the new leader of the Labour Party in September 2015, and 
immediately afterwards the organisation Momentum was founded to sup-
port his leadership. Young people have been very active in Momentum 
and this grassroots network has channelled their energy, enthusiasm and 
expertise in digital technologies, as part of its ambition for a leftist partici-
patory democracy.

This chapter explores the roles played by Momentum in the regen-
eration of interest in traditional politics among many young people and 
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the roles young supporters of Momentum have played in regenerat-
ing the Labour Party. It focuses on the important relationship between 
Momentum and young people. How have Momentum and young people 
regenerated traditional politics in Britain? In the chapter, I first outline the 
genesis, creation, organisation, ideology and goals of Momentum. I then 
examine Momentum’s supporters and members, before analysing its cam-
paigning methods and campaigns especially via social media. The chapter 
goes on to deal with some of the criticisms made of Momentum and con-
cludes by addressing its prospects.

Refounding Labour to Include Grassroots Support: 
‘A New Kind of Politics’

Soon after Ed Miliband became leader of the Labour Party and Leader of 
the Opposition in September 2010, he announced he wanted to funda-
mentally reorganise the party in a bid to modernise it (as did Tony Blair 
with the rewriting of Clause IV of the party’s constitution in the mid-
1990s). His reasoning was based on the notion that greater involvement 
of Labour sympathisers would “strengthen democratic participation in the 
Labour Party” (Dawson, 2016, p. 16). Ed Miliband’s pronouncement led 
to a consultation paper entitled Refounding Labour: A Party for the New 
Generation that formulated a series of recommendations, which were then 
outlined in Refounding Labour to Win (Labour Party, 2011). In particu-
lar, it introduced the concept of a ‘Registered Supporters Scheme’ with 
the reasoning that “these supporters can be mobilised to back local cam-
paigns and add to local party efforts at election time; be invited to local 
events and be consulted on local and national matters by email” (Labour 
Party, 2011, p. 5). It also considered allowing these non-members of the 
Labour Party to vote in leadership elections.

The recommendations were backed massively at the Labour Party 
annual conference in 2011. Subsequently, the Collins Review made fur-
ther recommendations on the reorganisation of the Labour Party (Collins, 
2014). Many of the original ambitions expressed on reshaping the party 
were largely watered down, but two changes were voted in with a big 
majority, at a special Labour Party conference held in March 2014: who 
could vote in a leadership election and how. There was thus a key shift 
away from the longstanding tripartite electoral college system, consisting 
of (1) Members of the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) (Westminster 
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Members of Parliament—MPs and Members of the European Parliament—
MEPs), (2) Trade unions and affiliated socialist societies, and (3) Labour 
Party members, where each group had a third of the votes (regardless of 
the number of people in that group). It was replaced by a One Member 
One Vote (OMOV) electoral system (with no multiple voting) for each of 
three groups (1) Labour Party members, (2) Affiliated supporters (includ-
ing trade union members), and (3) Non-member ‘registered supporters’ 
having paid the nominal sum of £3. This moved decisional power away 
from the National Executive Committee (NEC) of the Labour Party, 
Labour MPs and trade unions to ordinary members and supporters: the 
grassroots.

The Labour Party lost the 7 May 2015 general election and its leader 
Ed Miliband immediately resigned as party leader, triggering a leadership 
election within his party under the new rules. Four Labour MPs were 
nominated by fellow MPs to stand for election: three moderate or right-
wing candidates Andy Burnham, Yvette Cooper and Liz Kendall, as well as 
the radical Jeremy Corbyn who obtained enough support with 36 nomi-
nations from Labour MPs just before the deadline, on 31 July 2015 (to 
go forward candidates required nominations from 15% of the 232 Labour 
MPs, i.e. 35 MPs). The leadership electoral campaign took place over the 
summer with voting from 14 August to 10 September and the winner was 
announced on 12 September 2015, a few days before the Labour Party 
annual conference.

The number of people able to vote in the Labour leadership election 
was tripled by the surge in individuals (re)joining the Labour Party or 
becoming registered supporters online, including many young people.3 
Consequently, over half a million people were eligible to take part in the 
ballot for the Labour leader and deputy leader; 54% were full party mem-
bers, 26% were affiliated supporters (mostly trade union members) and 
20% were registered supporters who had paid £3. Three quarters of the 
eligible electorate voted (76.23%), and the vast majority of votes were cast 
online: 343,995 (81.3%) “making it the UK’s largest ever online ballot” 
(BBC, 2015). Strikingly, Jeremy Corbyn won decisively among all three 
groups, in a landslide victory, which he would have won even without the 
votes of the new registered supporters (see Table 7.1). The success of the 
outsider whose nomination by certain fellow MPs was only to ‘broaden 
the debate’ and ‘widen the field’ was not at all expected at the outset of the 
leadership election campaign. The new electoral system that shifted the 
power balance and enfranchised registered supporters explains much of 
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his success, but also the campaign methods employed to reach out to sym-
pathisers of Jeremy Corbyn, especially young people, which later would 
be used by Momentum.

#JezWeCan, #JezWeDid

As well as the fundamental changes to rules about who could vote in the 
Labour leadership election, the political ideology, policies and personal-
ity of Jeremy Corbyn also played an important role in his success, as did 
the campaigning methods used.4 As a traditional Socialist, Jeremy Corbyn 
filled the political vacuum left vacant when the Labour Party shifted to 
the centre-ground during the late 1980s and 1990s, especially the New 
Labour years under Tony Blair (1997–2010) considered by many tradi-
tionalists to be lacking in values and too moderate.5 Jeremy Corbyn’s tra-
ditional Labour left ideology centred on a pro-social justice, pro-economic 
equality and anti-austerity, anti-war platform appealed to both older tradi-
tional left-wing partisans who had felt adrift with New Labour and a new 
generation of young people enthused by a new Old Labour. Jon Lansman, 
who led Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour leadership campaign (and who would 
go on to found Momentum) explains:

Young people, a whole generation, more than one generation of young 
people, have been presented by some old people with some ideas that they 
have never come across before and actually they sound quite interesting. If 
an idea is good, bring it back. (Lansman, 2016a)

Part of the appeal of Jeremy Corbyn as an ideologue politician is that he 
is considered decent, humble and authentic in the eyes of his sympathis-
ers, but also his adversaries—be they Blairites or Conservatives—although 
many of the latter view him as ridiculous, deluded and dangerous too. 
Corbynites, supporters of Jeremy Corbyn, have been ascribed the nick-
name ‘Corbynistas,’ which is used pejoratively by both politicians and 
the media.6 Indeed, Jeremy Corbyn faced considerable hostility during 
the Labour leadership campaign from fellow Labour MPs and opposi-
tion MPs, as well as the traditional media, which may have worked in his 
favour, as Seymour suggests:

With little support from any of the traditional media, Corbyn’s cam-
paign turned to social media. […] Through these means he built his mass 
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meetings without recourse to the old media that were denying him due 
publicity, while the other candidates’ meetings struggled to attract a dozen 
or so stragglers despite ample coverage. (Seymour, 2016, p. 15)

Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership campaign was based on three intertwined ele-
ments aimed at spreading the message and the enthusiasm. First, by organ-
ising mass mobilisations including 99 rallies (alluding to Occupy’s ‘We are 
the 99%’), where Jeremy Corbyn spoke and enthused sympathetic crowds. 
Second, by encouraging grassroots supporters to set up and participate in 
physical events. Third, by using digital technologies to inform and mobil-
ise interest in these events and Jeremy Corbyn via the internet, emailing 
and social media, especially Twitter. The Twitter handle #JezWeCan was 
trending throughout the summer of 2015, and there were and have been 
many other accounts including #JC4PM, #VoteForCorbyn, #VoteCorbyn, 
#Vote4Corbyn. According to Seymour, “The campaign’s ability to sum-
mon enthusiastic participation was matched by its online reach, and indeed 
the two aspects of the campaign were mutually supporting” (Seymour, 
2016, p. 22).7 Young people—but not exclusively—played a fundamental 
role is this digital campaigning for Jeremy Corbyn.

A database of all the new registered supporters of the Labour Party 
proved essential to the success of ‘Jeremy Corbyn for Leader’ campaign. 
When registering, official supporters provided not only £3 that cumula-
tively supplied funds to the Labour Party, they also supplied contact details 
to keep in touch, i.e. an email address, a telephone number and a post-
code. This personal data was stored in a database created and owned by 
Jon Lansman who led Corbyn’s leadership campaign. It meant that all the 
new supporters could be contacted cheaply and efficiently.

In brief, during the 2015 Labour leadership campaign, Jeremy 
Corbyn seemed to sympathisers as the antidote to the New Labour years 
associated with Tony Blair when presentation, personality, soundbites 
and spin trumped substance and ideology. Jeremy Corbyn caught the 
political imagination of many young people in terms of authentic style 
and substance, offering a “coherent, inspiring and, crucially, a hope-
ful vision” (Jones, 2015 August). Jeremy Corbyn also benefitted from 
an effective leadership campaign centred on digital communication 
that generated much enthusiasm, which translated into votes for him. 
As activists and supporters of Jeremy Corbyn, young people were at 
the heart of his successful campaign that constituted the precursor to 
Momentum.
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Momentum: Old Is the New New

Momentum was launched as a Leftist political organisation in October 
2015, following the election of Jeremy Corbyn at the head of the 
Labour Party the previous month. Crucially, Momentum was founded by 
Jon(athan) Lansman (born 1957) who had been director of operations 
for Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour leadership campaign. It was not created by a 
young tech-savvy activist, but by a long-standing friend and political ally 
of Jeremy Corbyn. He capitalised on his access to the ‘Jeremy for Labour 
Leader’ campaign and notably the database of registered supporters who 
had given their contact details: a political communication goldmine.8

Momentum initially described itself as “a network of people and 
organisations that will continue the energy and enthusiasm of Jeremy’s 
campaign” (Momentum website, 2015 October). Momentum claims to 
uphold traditional Labour Party values that reflect the Socialist origins of 
the Labour Party and distances itself from the New Labour years of Tony 
Blair. Momentum is independent of the Labour Party, but declares it sup-
ports the Labour Party and Jeremy Corbyn as leader of it:

Momentum represents a politics fit for the twenty-first century, a member-
led democratic social movement, embedded in the Labour Party and the 
labour movement, that simultaneously builds popular power and electoral 
prospects. It has a politics and a purpose: to transform society so that wealth 
and power lodges in the many, not the few. We are at a point where politics 
and society shifts. The moment is open. Let’s take it. (Schneider, Rees & 
Klug, 2016 October)

At the start of 2017, Momentum declared on its website that it “works 
to increase participation and engagement in the party to enable it to win 
elections and enter Government” (Momentum, 2017).

Six months after its creation, in April 2016, Momentum claimed it had 
100,000 online registered supporters, at which point it launched a mem-
bership scheme that costs £10 a year for the waged and £5 a year for the 
unwaged. In January 2017, Momentum claimed on its website, to have 
over 20,000 members and 200,000 supporters. Momentum supporters 
can participate in Momentum events, but they cannot stand for office or 
vote in elections, which only members can do. Momentum also says it has 
over 150 local groups (https://groups.peoplesmomentum.com), which 
are “committed to electing a Labour Government and building a fair soci-
ety that leaves no one behind” (Momentum, 2017 January).
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The thousands of supporters who initially joined Momentum by regis-
tering online for free or who are now paid up members are by no means all 
young. Momentum can be divided largely (but not entirely) along genera-
tional lines. First, there are the older, veteran, traditional Leftists (includ-
ing many active trade unionists) who reflect the radical political views of 
Jeremy Corbyn (and John McDonnell his Shadow Chancellor). They had 
become disillusioned with the Third Way and Blairism. Second, there are 
the newly politicised young people, many of whom were not even born 
when Tony Blair became Prime Minister in 1997.9 According to Seymour 
(2016, p. 193) “Jeremy Corbyn’s supporters, the potential missionaries of 
twenty-first-century socialism, are disproportionately young and working 
class.”

Some of these young Momentum supporters are starting out on their 
political socialisation and political participation. Other young Momentum 
supporters became politically socialised during recent global, national 
and local social movements or networks: movementists. Indeed, since the 
Conservatives came to power in Britain, in 2010, the country has expe-
rienced a revival in youth-led protests that form part of a global anti-
neoliberal, anti-austerity conversation (see other chapters in this volume). 
In Britain, these include Occupy London (2011–2012), movements hos-
tile to austerity measures and the increase in university tuition fees, such 
as UK Uncut and the National Campaign against Fees and Cuts (NCFC), 
as well as climate camps and anti-fracking protests (see Pickard, 2014a, 
2014b, 2018a, 2018b). The radical agenda of ideological politics with the 
strong emphasis on traditional socialism that is at odds with more centrist 
politics of the past years is appealing to many young people and comes 
across as authentic and cool. Young people have found attractive the 
potential of this fledgling, grassroots political organisation to make a dem-
ocratic difference through direct democracy and its ethos of encouraging 
the grassroots to have a say and get involved. Momentum is removed 
from the shackles of rigid, top-down party structures. It is a less hierar-
chical, new way of doing politics that functions more like a traditional, 
horizontal social movement network familiar to young movementists. 
Moreover, there is a similar sense of belonging to a positive and con-
structive community. In this way, Momentum asserts that it has energised 
large numbers of the population who are disillusioned by mainstream poli-
tics, especially young people. For Owen Jones, a sympathiser (see Jones, 
2016b), “Momentum offers hope to young people who have long been 
demoralised by politics” (Jones, 2016a, December).
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The dynamic and interactive use of social media comes naturally to 
many in this age group, the so-called ‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 2001, see 
also Bessant, 2014). A young woman explains why she joined the Labour 
Party and then Momentum after the general election defeat of 2015 on 
Momentum’s YouTube channel, Momentum TV:

[There is] something that young people and that members can use to actu-
ally try and make a difference instead of feeling disenfranchised, which 
so many people do. […]. We do a lot of our politics on the internet and 
Momentum was a really good members-led, grassroots campaign, involving 
lots of young people, where we could actually stop talking and start doing 
things and that really appealed to me. (Momentum TV, 2016 September)

This multi-generational mass membership combined with active and 
reactive young people online are part of Momentum’s strength and they 
have been fundamental in the organisation’s campaigns and campaigning 
methods.

Spreading the Momentum Message 
#MomentumGrassroots

Momentum’s mass membership and registered supporter network 
enables the ‘Momentum message’ to be spread quickly and easily. For Jon 
Lansman, it is part of Momentum’s strategy:

I think that the mass membership of the party which has flooded in is actu-
ally the key to the electoral success that we hope for. We’ve got over half 
a million people. That is more people than in any other party in Europe. 
[…] That is half a million people who can have conversations with lots of 
people—and they want to talk about politics and issues that matter to people 
and not just knock on doors at election time. […] We can use very large 
numbers of people who are very motivated to talk to people about the issues 
that matter to them, to have conversations about policy issues, to persuade 
people. That is our strategy. (Lansman, 2016b)

Young people are at the heart of Momentum’s critical mass whose energy 
and enthusiasm have played a fundamental role in organising, participat-
ing in and informing about Momentum’s physical events. They have also 
been active in spreading the message digitally, by building on tactics used 
in the ‘Jeremy for Leader’ campaign.
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Physical and digital events are organised by individual supporters and 
members of Momentum, small local Momentum groups, larger regional 
umbrella Momentum groups and the Momentum national committee. 
Across Britain from Aberdeen to Penzance, Momentum has organised 
rallies, but also community centred activities, such as assemblies, group 
discussions, debates, forums, public meetings, seminars, informal gath-
erings, pop-up political education meetings, political literacy  events 
(‘People’s PPE’), meet ups and policy consultations. Large and small, 
these have taken place in the streets, in community centres, town halls, 
chapels, church halls and pubs, etc. Numerous local, national and interna-
tional subjects have been discussed, including the National Health Service 
(NHS), social care, ‘Corbynomics’ and Donald Trump. There have also 
been more informal Momentum social events, such as music concerts and 
gigs (#Dance for Corbyn, #Jam for Jez, #Keep Corbyn), film screenings 
(Ken Loach’s I, Daniel Blake), pub quizzes, meals (‘Curry for Corbyn,’ 
‘Curry and a few words’), picnics and football matches, etc. The emphasis 
is on community events with people coming together to share in grass-
roots activities.

Canvassing for Jeremy Corbyn and Labour Party candidates has taken 
the form of traditional knocking-on-doors and leafleting. But Momentum 
also initiated a project called ‘Calling for Corbyn’ using pop-up phone 
banks. Volunteers come together with their own or supplied laptop com-
puters or tablets and phones to access Momentum’s ‘Calling for Corbyn’ 
web-app to ring up and canvass potential supporters. The app can also 
be used by supporters to canvass other voters from home (https://call.
peoplesmomentum.com) and participants are encouraged to tweet or post 
a photo on Facebook of themselves using the phone canvassing web-app 
including the hashtag #MomentumGrassroots.

In short, pivotal to organising, canvassing, mobilising and informing 
has been the successful use of volunteer ‘Big Organising’ where volunteer 
activists are empowered and trusted with tasks usually “reserved for staff-
ers in other political campaigns” (Klug, Rees, & Schneider, 2016, p. 40) 
via digital technologies. This is done through Momentum’s official com-
munication organs, such as its official Facebook page, Twitter account and 
YouTube Channel, as well as emailing on a regular basis, etc., but also 
through member- and supporter-generated material primarily on Facebook, 
but also on Twitter, Tumblr, YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat, etc.

The use of social media has been fundamental to Momentum’s suc-
cess for several reasons. (1) Social media are a means to bypass traditional 
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media, especially the newspapers that are overwhelming right-wing in 
Britain and most are vociferously anti-Corbyn and anti-Momentum. (2) 
Social media provide a direct link between Momentum and grassroots 
supporters, thus bypassing or overriding formal Labour Party structures, 
which are generally against Jeremy Corbyn as party leader. (3) Social 
media gives a voice to the grassroots and allows them to generate content, 
which reflects the more participatory and direct democracy ambitions of 
Momentum. (4) Social media create a sense of community so essential 
to Momentum. (5) Social media is almost cost free in both financial and 
effort terms. (6) Social media is fast (for information and rebuttal) and has 
a large reach. (7) Social media is in the moment and of the moment, cap-
turing and encapsulating the zeitgeist of Momentum and the enthusiasm 
it engenders.

By harnessing social media thanks to the database, Momentum has 
been able to be in touch fast and wide to key segments of the population. 
Young people who generally have free time and energy to invest in cam-
paigning and more digital technology knowledge than older age group 
have been participating enthusiastically in these activities.

Campaigning for Corbyn and Labour

Momentum campaigns for Jeremy Corbyn played a fundamental role in 
his re-election as the Labour Party leader in September 2016, following 
the leadership challenge bid from within the Parliamentary Labour Party 
(PLP), which underlined the divisions within Labour. Momentum also 
campaigns to encourage people to join the Labour Party; it is involved 
in mobilising Labour Party members and supporters for Labour candi-
dates in elections (local elections, council elections, Mayoral elections and 
by-elections):

Momentum exists to channel the energy and enthusiasm from the Jeremy 
Corbyn for Labour Leader campaign, using the experiences and creativity of 
ordinary people to increase power and activity at a grassroots level, based on 
the principles of participatory democracy and solidarity. Through this pro-
cess, we aim to make people more powerful in society and build Labour into 
the transformative governing party of the twenty-first century. (Momentum 
website, ‘A New Kind of Politics,’ January 2017)
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During the 2016 Labour Party annual conference, in Liverpool, 
Momentum hosted ‘The World Transformed’ event (with music, arts, 
politics and culture), which it described “as part of the Labour Party con-
ference fringe.” It was condemned by opponents in the party as an alter-
native Labour conference event that snubbed the official Labour Party, 
adding to party disunity.

More generally, Momentum holds debates and discussions across 
the country on local, national and international issues (see above). The 
first specific Momentum campaign, ‘Democracy SOS,’ was launched in 
December 2015 to encourage people to register on the electoral roll in 
order to be able to vote in elections. This is due to changes made by 
the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government to voter regis-
tration from household registration to Individual Electoral Registration 
(IER), which disenfranchised thousands of potential voters, especially 
young students (see Pickard, 2015, 2018b).

Following an online survey of Momentum supporters, in March 2016, 
the priority campaign for Momentum became ‘Defending the NHS’ 
(National Health Service). ‘Momentum NHS’ is “a national campaign 
to stand up for the NHS against further Tory cuts and privatisation.” 
After another consultation of members, Momentum launched ‘Your 
Referendum’ to campaign in favour of remaining in the European Union 
prior to the ‘Brexit’ referendum (that took place on 23 June 2016), pro-
viding local Momentum groups with resources to facilitate campaigning 
across the country.

Lastly, Momentum launched its ‘Your Party’ campaign, in November 
2016, calling for Momentum members to have a greater say in the Labour 
Party, to transform Labour into a party led by its members, and a party 
capable of winning power. Part of this initiative is the ‘Grassroots Now’ 
campaign: “Change happens from the bottom up, and we can all be agents 
of that change. Get involved in #GrassrootsNow today” (Momentum, 
2017), which emphasises Momentum’s ideology.

Thus, while Momentum campaigns for Jeremy Corbyn, the Labour 
Party and very traditional Labour Party policies, it has been accused 
of dividing the Labour Party and being the root of its demise. Further 
criticisms have been made of Momentum as examined in the next 
section.
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Criticisms of Corbynistas: Militant Mark 2
Momentum has been vilified vigorously in the overwhelmingly right-wing 
British press, by the Left (especially moderate and centrist Labour sup-
porters, such as the Blairite group Progress), as well as Conservatives and 
Liberal Democrats. Criticism has focused on two connected issues.

First, there is speculation that Momentum is an extremist movement 
and that it has been infiltrated by members of extremist groups. These 
entryists would be seeking to influence the future direction of Labour 
Party without being members of it. More specifically, they would aim to 
take Momentum (and by extension the Labour Party) further left and 
to introduce mandatory reselection of MPs before elections (Diamond, 
2016, p.  22) as a way to deselect moderate, centrist or ‘conservative’ 
Labour MPs. Malevolent entryists would be from the TUSC (Trade 
Union and Socialist Coalition), the Socialist Party (formerly Militant), the 
Socialist Workers Party (SWP), the Alliance of Workers Liberty, and the 
Green Party among others. There are very distinct echoes here of the 
Militant Tendency (Trotskyist) faction that penetrated the Labour Party 
during the 1970s and 1980s (see Crick, 1984). Importantly, Militant was 
particularly “successful among the young” (Crick, 1984, p. 244)10 and the 
current allegation is that Momentum is a ‘Militant Tendency 2.’

Second, there is conjecture that members of Momentum are aggres-
sively harassing moderate Labour MPs. Abuse would include “online bully-
ing, often of a misogynistic, sometimes threatening nature” (Prince, 2015, 
p. 371). For example, Momentum activists have been accused of cyberbul-
lying, i.e. sending “threatening” emails (from the same email addresses 
used by Momentum supporters) and intimidating social media messages 
to Labour MPs (notably to Stella Creasy) who voted in favour of airstrikes 
against Syria in Parliament during the autumn of 2015. Moreover, “recipi-
ents of such abuse complain that the occasional statements from Corbyn 
and the Momentum leadership calling on supporters to be respectful are 
both insufficient and often tardy” (Prince, 2015, p. 378). When Jeremy 
Corbyn was asked by Labour MP Chuka Umunna during a Home Affairs 
Committee meeting whether Momentum should be shut down, in reac-
tion to these accusations, the Labour leader replied evasively:

Momentum is a place where many people who have come into political 
activity for the first time, or returned to political activity, are activating 
themselves on housing issues, on transport issues, on wage issues, and many, 
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many other issues. Surely that degree of engagement in political activity is a 
good thing? (Corbyn, 2016 July 4)

Momentum launched a national initiative ‘Momentum Kids,’ in September 
2016, “to provide childcare for those with caring responsibilities who 
want to be politically active.” It was dubbed “Tiny Trots” (a term used 
by Liberal Democrats leader Tim Farron)11 and lambasted in much of the 
media, being described, for example, as “the creepiest thing I’ve ever heard 
of,” by Anna Rhodes, in The Independent (Rhodes, 2016). Tom Watson, 
Deputy Leader of the Labour Party also claimed that Momentum meet-
ings were infiltrated by Trotskyists and he commented: “I’m not a mem-
ber of Momentum, they look like a bit of a rabble to me” (Watson, 2015 
December 4). Significantly, Watson evoked the need for Momentum to 
have a code of conduct about how people should behave on social media.

Momentum initially denied claims about infiltration, intimidation and 
bullying within its ranks and aims to deselect moderate Labour MPs. 
However, it took measures at the start of 2017 to address these issues, as 
it moved on to the next stage of its existence.

Moving Momentum Forward

Momentum’s over 20,000 supporters were asked in December 2016 via 
email and social media to participate in an online survey about how it 
should be organised and run in the future. According to the organisa-
tion, a substantial majority took part in the consultation (for results see 
Momentum, 2016). On the basis of their views, Momentum’s founder 
Jon Lansman dissolved the existing governing structures, including the 
National Coordinating Group (NCG) and established a new steering com-
mittee in January 2017, consisting of three permanent staff members—
a National Organiser (Groups and Organising) Emma Rees, a National 
Organiser (Communication, Campaigns and Digital) Adam Klug, and a 
Group Development and Volunteer Coordinator Santiago Bell-Bradford. 
They approved a new constitution and a Code of Ethics that came into 
force on 10 January 2017 (Momentum, ‘constitution,’ 2017). At the 
same time, Jon Lansman resigned as director of Momentum (though he 
retains access to the database of contact details) and he was replaced by 
Christine Shawcroft. Furthermore, decision-making in Momentum will 
no longer based on delegate votes, but by a One Member One Vote 
(OMOV) system.
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Moreover, Momentum underlined its will to affiliate with the Labour 
Party. It announced that existing members of Momentum would have to 
be/become members of the Labour Party before July 2017 and all new 
members of Momentum will have to be members of the Labour Party. 
Thus, to join Momentum, three criteria must be met: “I am a mem-
ber of the Labour party and no other political party. I also support the 
aims of Momentum and agree to abide by its constitution, including the 
code of ethics and equal opportunities policy. I am 14 years old or over” 
(Momentum website, ‘join,’ 2017 January).

These important changes to Momentum perform multiple roles. 
Officially they have been carried out to democratise the organisation, 
although they have garnered complaints centred on the exact opposite 
because there was no official vote by delegates or members, only a consul-
tation of members and supporters. The modifications were carried out no 
doubt in an effort to settle disputes and divisions within Momentum, and 
to prepare its future. They also distance Momentum from elements who 
have been expelled or suspended from the Labour Party. It is an attempt 
for Momentum to distance itself from extremist entryism and stop entry-
ists taking decisional roles within the organisation. It is also an attempt to 
dampen speculation that Momentum is trying to bring about the deselec-
tion of non-Corbynite MPs before the next general election and it enables 
Jeremy Corbyn to disassociate himself from extremist factions. The offi-
cial move of Momentum towards the Labour Party opens the prospect 
of its official affiliation. All these changes may well change the nature of 
Momentum and reduce its appeal among young people (Avril, 2018).

Political parties are diversifying the channels through which individu-
als can engage with them (Scarrow, 2015) and there is a blurring of “the 
boundaries between formal dues paying and looser modes of affiliation” 
(Chadwick & Stromer-Galley, 2016), as well as “multi-speed” party mem-
bership (Margetts, 2006). The Labour Party in Britain, like other tra-
ditional political parties around the world is being renewed “from the 
outside in,” largely due to young people “as digitally enabled citizens 
breathe new life into an old form by partly remaking it in their own par-
ticipatory image” (Chadwick & Stromer-Galley, 2016, p. 3). The transi-
tion to being affiliated with the Labour Party is uncertain (Avril, 2018). It 
is not clear whether such a shift from the more informal and community 
based Momentum towards the more staid and rigid Labour Party will 
appeal to young people, or whether the Labour Party will reach out to 
young members of Momentum.12
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Conclusion

Momentum was created to harness the energy and enthusiasm released 
when Jeremy Corbyn became a candidate in the Labour Party leadership 
election, which he won convincingly in September 2015, a victory con-
firmed by his re-election in October 2016. His landslide wins were made 
possible due to many intertwined factors, including changes to the Labour 
leadership electoral system, the use of digital technologies as a means of 
political communication and the dynamism of his numerous young sup-
porters as political activists.

Momentum rejuvenated the Labour Party, participating in the substantial 
growth in membership and supporters. Many of these are young people who 
are drawn to Momentum because they are drawn towards Jeremy Corbyn 
as an ideological leader,  his traditional Socialist policies  and his hopeful 
message. This echoes or parallels the popularity among young people of 
Bernie Sanders as a Democrat presidential candidate presidential campaign 
in 2016, in the United States. At the same time, the hitherto more infor-
mal nature of Momentum that functions outside the rigid Labour structure 
appeals to young people in the way horizontal, less hierarchical social move-
ments often do. The effective use of digital technologies, as well as the com-
munity spirit that drives it have played to Momentum’s strengths and made it 
attractive among young people. Young people have found politics energising, 
inspirational and cool due to both the medium and message of Momentum.

At the start of 2017, Momentum is entering a new stage of its exis-
tence. After months of internal divisions, the organisation has introduced 
structural and constitutional reforms that will be decisive in its future 
capacity to mobilise and enthuse its members and supporters of all ages. 
Tribalism has always existed in the Leftist politics, and Momentum has 
been divided and has divided the Labour Party, whilst generating interest 
in left-wing politics. Momentum cannot be everything to everyone on the 
Left. It galvanises the left of the party—especially young members and 
supporters—but it disgruntles more moderate and centrist members, espe-
cially the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP), i.e. Labour MPs who con-
sider Momentum to be a source of extremism leading to the un-electability 
of the party. Jeremy Corbyn also repels many in the voting public at large 
who have been exposed to substantial media negativity surrounding both 
him and  Momentum. Moreover, Momentum is indelibly linked to the 
fortunes of Jeremy Corbyn, which raises the question of what will happen 
when he is no longer leader of the Labour Party.
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Momentum has been the political awakening for many young people 
and young people have been the life-blood of Momentum. A new genera-
tion of hopeful and positive young people has been drawn to the funda-
mentals of traditional politics—being a member of a political party and 
voting in elections—at a time when a crisis of populism and anti-politics 
sentiment is abound. Young people and the youth vote will be crucial to 
the fortunes of Jeremy Corbyn and the Labour Party, as part of the regen-
eration of politics in Britain.13

�N otes

	 1.	 According to the British Election Study (BES) based on surveys after 
general election, the turnout rate of 18–24-year-olds went up from 
62.5 in 1979, to 63.9% in 1983, to 66.6% in 1987, to 67.3% in 1992, 
down to 40.4% in 2001 and to 38.2% in 2005, then up to 51.8% in 2010 
and to 58.0% in 2015. However, turnout of young people remains lower 
than the average for the British population: 59.4% in 2001, 61.3% in 
2005, 65.0% in 2010, 66.1% in 2015. Ipsos MORI electoral turnout sta-
tistics are estimates based on voting-intention surveys conducted in the 
run-up to general elections and their statistics are lower for 18–24-year-
olds: 39% in 2001, 37% in 2005, 44% in 2010 and 43% in 2015 (Ipsos 
MORI, 2010, 2015). See Pickard (2015) and (2018b) for further 
discussion.

	 2.	 In May 2015, the day before the general election, the Labour Party had 
201,000 members; by the end of the year it had 400,000 members, which 
went up to 515,000 by July 2016. At the end of December 2016, the 
Labour Party claimed it had a membership of 550,000.

	 3.	 According to a YouGov survey of new full members joining the Labour 
Party after May 2015 the average age was 51 years of which 10% were 
members of Momentum (Bale, 2016). Registered supporters of the Labour 
Party, as well as Momentum supporters and members do not pay full mem-
bership fees and so may be younger than full paid up members, and they 
might be using the registered supporters scheme as a cheap ‘taster.’

	 4.	 Jeremy Corbyn was a backbencher MP for 32 years from 1983 to 2015. 
During this time, he was an especially ‘rebellious’ Labour MP who defied 
the Labour Party whip more than 400 times in the House of Commons, 
i.e. he voted against his own party when it was in and out of government 
(see Cowley, 2016).

	 5.	 Tony Blair stated in a speech at an event hosted by Progress (a pro-New 
Labour group) on 22 July 2015 that “I would not want to win on an 
old-fashioned Leftist platform.” And during an interview afterwards, he 
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commented about anyone contemplating voting for Jeremy Corbyn as 
Labour leader because “my heart says I should really be with that poli-
tics—well get a transplant because that’s just dumb.”

	 6.	 ‘Corbynistas’ is used in a derogatory way by some of Corbyn’s critics. It 
alludes to the ‘Sandinistas,’ members of the Sandinista National Liberation 
Front (Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional) in Nicaragua named after 
Augusto César Sandino who led the country’s resistance against its occupa-
tion by the United States, during the 1930s. Jeremy Corbyn was one of 28 
signatories of an early day motion in Parliament in 1990 that “congratulates 
the Sandinistas on their many achievements” (House of Commons, 1990).

	 7.	 According to Ben Sellers (cited in Seymour, 2016, pp. 22–23) who coor-
dinated Jeremy Corbyn’s social media team “There were three strands to 
the social media campaign. There were the official [social media] accounts 
which consisted mainly of standard fare, official statements and so on. 
They grew huge, naturally. But there were also a number of semi-official 
accounts which we ran, where we had contact with press offices and people 
working on the ground in the offices in London, with whom we could 
discuss rebuttal strategies informally. We also had a slight distance from 
them. […] Then there was a huge volume of people doing smaller projects 
that were nothing to do with us or even necessarily the Labour Party—
pages like ‘Kittens 4 Corbyn’, and so on. We had some tangible contact 
with these pages, and we could discuss things with them now and again, 
but they actually did a lot of the rebuttal work off their own back.” See also 
Sellers (2015).

	 8.	 Jeremy Corbyn Campaign (Supporters) Ltd. was registered at Companies 
House on 24 June 2015. Its name was changed to Momentum Campaign 
Ltd. on 23 October 2015. Its name was changed again on 8 July 2016 to 
Jeremy for Labour Limited (Companies House, 2017).

	 9.	 According to Klug, Rees and Schneider (2016, p.  37): “Momentum 
reflects the diverse coalition of people who supported Jeremy for leader. 
Within this group, we can pick out four main tendencies, with the caveat 
that these overlap and are not comprehensive: (1) Extra-parliamentary, 
social movement activism—particularly post-financial crisis movements 
along the lines of UK Uncut and Occupy. (2) More traditional left-wing 
protest coalitions, such as the People’s Assembly; and Stop the War 
Coalition. (3) The existing Labour left—its remaining MPs, its organisations 
such as the Labour Representation Committee, and others who “kept the 
flame alive” in the party. (4) The left of the trade union movement, includ-
ing both unions that have been affiliated to Labour all along, and those 
such as the Fire Brigade Union that are now reaffiliating.”

	10.	 For excellent analysis of the popularity of Militant among young people, 
see Crick (1984).

  MOMENTUM AND THE MOVEMENTIST ‘CORBYNISTAS’ 



134 

	11.	 Tim Farron at the Liberal Party annual conference, Brighton, 20 September 
2016: “One thing you cannot accuse Jeremy Corbyn of is short-term 
thinking. His lot have waited over a hundred years for this. Finally, they 
have taken over the Labour Party. Like all good Marxists, they have seized 
the means of production. They have even seized the nurseries too, opening 
branches of ‘Momentum Kids.’ Otherwise known as ‘Child Labour,’ or my 
particular favourite ‘Tiny Trots.’”

	12.	 In January 2017, there was no weblink to the Momentum website from 
the Labour Party, Labour Students or Young Labour websites, but web-
links to Labour Party websites from the Momentum website.

	13.	 I would like to thank Emmanuelle Avril for her helpful comments on this 
chapter.
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CHAPTER 8

Right-Wing Populism and Young ‘Stormers’: 
Conflict in Democratic Politics

Judith Bessant

Introduction

The political landscape of contemporary global politics is being redefined 
by the rise of right-wing populist parties and movements that are proving 
to have a powerful appeal to many young people. The shift rightwards is 
generally evident in political successes enjoyed by ultra-right populists in 
2016 including Nigel Farage’s role as then leader of the United Kingdom 
Independence Party’s (UKIP) in the Brexit referendum campaign, in the 
election of President Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines, and the elec-
tion of Donald Trump in Presidential election in the United States. While 
these instances of electoral support for the right are new, the rise of right-
wing populism is not. Right-wing populist political movements and par-
ties have persistently attracted support over the last century, not least of 
all from young people.1

Although populist far-right movements waned immediately after the 
Second World War, they began resurfacing in the 1960s.2 Contemporary 
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support for right-wing populism was galvanised by the 2008 Great Recession 
(and austerity policies) creating a series of global socio-economic crises. 
Added to this was the refugee and humanitarian crisis triggered by war in 
Syria after 2011, and sporadic Islamist terrorist attacks in England, France 
and Germany and Spain (Fielitz & Laloire, 2017; Goodwin, 2010). From 
that time, most European states witnessed the rise of right-wing populist 
parties which began attracting substantial electoral support in  local and 
national elections.3 Since 2015, electoral support has also grown signifi-
cantly for right-wing populist and ultra-nationalist political parties.4

While many of these contemporary parties and movements rely on 
mobilising anti-Muslim, immigrant sentiment and nationalist politics, their 
interests are broader (Meleagrou-Hitchens & Brun, 2013; Wodak, 2015). 
Like earlier populist movements, contemporary populists rely on narra-
tives about threats to a homogenous ‘national community’ (gemeinschaft) 
or ‘people’ by ‘Others’ who can be Jews, Muslims, African-Americans, 
refugees, gays, or women who are represented as minorities whose inter-
ests are allegedly being promoted at the expense of ‘the people’s’ interests 
by corrupt elites, i.e., professional politicians and media conglomerates 
(Fritzsche, 1990). The populist party positions itself as the authentic voice 
of ‘the people’ (Wodak, 2015; Wodak, Mral, & Khosravinik, 2013).

These features of ultra-right politics may help explain why populists 
prefer direct democracy models including the extensive use of social media 
to inform, mobilise support and circumvent mainstream media (Greven, 
2016, p. 1). They loathe mainstream or status quo parties and rely on 
truculent styles of political communication and conspiratorial narratives 
portraying a world as dominated by powerful minorities and elites who 
use political correctness to deny them and ‘the people’ their viewpoints 
and the legitimacy of their position. The rhetorical styles of ultra-right 
populists is one that oversteps conventional modes of respectful discourse, 
and are contemptuous of norms that define civility and rely on emo-
tional appeals, personal insult, trolling and invented or ‘alternative facts’ 
or ‘post-truth politics.’5 Conspiracy theories and biological or generative 
violent metaphors are used to reduce the diversity of the world to race, 
gender and eugenics style ‘facts’ about genetic supremacy and rehearsals 
of ‘master race’ propaganda.6

While most chapters in this book document various democratic and 
progressive political traditions, it is important to acknowledge that some 
young people are also drawn to right-wing populist politics. Here I ask 
what role do young people play in the growth of right-wing populist 
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politics? As I show in this chapter, we have considerable evidence of sig-
nificant levels of support by some young people for right-wing populist 
politics. Moreover, some of the same motives and rationales that move 
young people toward democratic and leftist politics identified in other 
chapters are evident among young right-wing populists. In both cases, we 
see the transformation of powerful emotions into action (Castells, 2012, 
p. 29). Many young right-wing populists like those I focus on this this 
chapter, who are ‘members’ of The Daily Stormer, express hope and con-
fidence they can make changes toward what they see as a good life through 
their politics.

Young People and Right-Wing Populism

Based on their extensive survey work, Mierina and Korojeva point to a 
recent and notable rise in support for ultra-right populism among young 
Europeans (2015, pp.  183–205). Many others confirm that increasing 
numbers of young people are attracted to far-right politics (Koronaiou, 
Lagos, Sakellariou, Kymionis, & Chiotaki-Poulou, 2015, pp.  231–249; 
Pilkington, 2014b). The establishment of the French Identitarian move-
ment (Génération Identitaire), likewise affirms this finding (Virchow, 
2015). Génération Identitaire was established in 2002 by the youth wing 
of Bloc Identitaire to oppose non-European migration into Europe and to 
organise anti-Islamic ‘defence groups.’ The Identitarian movement now has 
active chapters not only in France, but also in Austria, Denmark, Germany, 
Italy, Lithuania, Poland and Slovenia. Likewise, researchers investigating 
the English Defence League (EDL) found young people provide much 
of the leadership and the rank-and-file membership (Pilkington, 2014a, 
2014b). A Demos study of the English Defence League estimated the 
number of active members to be ‘at least’ 25,000–30,000 of whom 72% 
were under 30 (Bartlett & Littler, 2011, p. 5).

The popularity of right-wing populism is producing electoral effects. 
The National Front in France and the Freedom Party (Freiheitliche Partei 
Österreichs) in Austria are examples of far-right nationalist parties getting 
increasing support from younger voters. Although the National Front 
did not win the regional elections in 2015, it did pick up 35% of votes 
from 18-to-34-year-olds in the first round. In state parliamentary elec-
tions in Austria’s Vienna district, the Freedom Party gained 24% of the 
vote among under-30-year-olds in 2015. By May 2016, a poll taken by 
the Institut français d’opinion publique (Ifop) found that between 27% 
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and 31% of young French (aged 18–25) supported Marine Le Pen and 
the right-wing populist Front National (Sibum, 2016). In Germany, 
support by young people for the right-wing populist (Alternative für 
Deutschland) grows. According to the Berlin political research institute 
Infratest dimap, Alternative for Germany was the first choice of 26% of 
voters aged 18–24 in the regional Saxony-Anhalt elections held in March 
2016, compared with 16% for Angela Merkel’s Christian Democratic 
Union (Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands) and only 11% for 
The German Greens (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen) and Social Democratic 
Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands).

While researchers agree we are seeing a significant rise in ultra-right 
populism among young people, they disagree about the reasons for this 
development and the appeal of right-wing populism to younger people. 
Some like Grasso, Farrall, Gray, Hay & Jennings (2017) argue it is the 
product of long-term ‘political socialisation.’ People growing-up under 
Margaret Thatcher’s and John Major’s governments (1979–1997) (now 
41–58 years-old) and under Tony Blair’s and Gordon Brown’s New 
Labour governments (1997–2010) (now aged 27–40) have more right-
authoritarian political values about issues like income redistribution, wel-
fare and crime (Grasso et al., 2017). Others point to the combination 
of the post-2008 crash, subsequent widespread youth unemployment, 
austerity measures and the reaction to large numbers of immigrants and 
fear of Islamic terrorism (Jackson & Feldman, 2011). Bartlett and Littler 
(2011) and Pilkington (2014a) point to high rates of unemployment 
estimated to affect half of the young members of the English Defence 
League (EDL). Others refer to the positive endorsement of themes 
like anti-Islamic sentiment promoted in mainstream media (Goodwin 
& Ford, 2014). According to Goodwin and Ford (2014), the press are 
more sympathetic to the Islamophobia of the English Defence League 
(EDL) than they were to the anti-Semitism of the National Front in the 
1970s.

While much of this research presupposes structural explanations, oth-
ers like Pilkington are interested in how young people themselves under-
stand their own preferences and motivations (2014a, p. 13). According to 
Pilkington, we can better understand the political preferences and senti-
ments of young people by listening to what they say. Her interviews with 
young EDL activists support Castells’s (2012) claim that social move-
ments start with “the transformation of emotion into action.” She points 
to the role of anxiety and fear of ‘external’ threats over which people 
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say they feel little or no control. Such anxiety can be mitigated through 
expressions of anger, outrage and by a sense of togetherness experienced 
through their action. The experience of activism for members of the EDL, 
shares many of the emotional dimensions with those from quite different 
movements (Castells, 2012).

What follows is a case study of a far-right populist website based in the 
United States, The Daily Stormer, and its founder Andrew Anglin (born 
1985). Anglin and his colleagues use the website for significant political 
interventions. His political style draws on the practices and ethos of sites 
like 4chan generally understood to be a platform for democratic-left poli-
tics organised by Anonymous (Coleman, 2014). I use The Daily Stormer 
case because it helps in understanding why some young people engage 
with right-wing populist ideas typically expressed in anti-immigration sen-
timent, white racism, xenophobic nationalism, and opposition to liberal 
democracy.

This is not intended to be representative of young people’s involvement 
in right-wing populist politics, but to provide an evocative account that 
gives some insight into the lives of young people, what moves them to act 
and how they engage. While it adheres to an ethnographic imagination, 
it is not an ethnographic study based on intensive face-to-face interviews 
(like Pilkington, 2014a). It is closer to studies like Bartlett and Littler 
(2011), which used online resources to survey members of the English 
Defence League to better understand the motivations of members of the 
EDL, and how they interpreted their own actions.

The Daily Stormer

The Daily Stormer is a website based in the United States that promotes far 
right-wing populist communitarian racist politics. It is used to post doz-
ens of daily news items on various local and international events. Authors 
declare it is a 100% non-profit organization whose aims include ‘attempt-
ing to preserve Western Civilization.’ It is anti-black, anti-Semitic, anti-
Muslim, anti-liberal, anti-gay and misogynistic. As its founder and editor 
Anglin explained, he created the website because:

The present situation is so unsettling that it’s necessary to have an extreme 
response … [and] I believe strongly that European people have a right to a 
continued existence as an independent culture and ethnic group’. (Anglin, 
cited in Kavanaugh, 2014)
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It is also an exercise in mobilising new forms of political intervention 
like trolling, street protest, hacktivism and denial of service action. The 
Southern Poverty Law Center’s (SPLC) annual Year in Hate report 
describes the Daily Stormer as the “top hate site in America” (Potok, 
2017), a claim paralleling the Daily Stormer’s own boast to be “the world’s 
most visited Alt-right website.”

Anglin grew up in Worthington, Ohio, US, in a family that did not 
share his Nazi sympathies (Hankes, 2017).7 It was his engagement with 
the internet and 4chan in particular that seems to have catalysed Anglin’s 
political views while providing a platform for propagating ultra-right poli-
tics. As he explained: “I had always been into 4chan as I am at heart a 
troll”:

This is about the time […] [a particular 4chan board] was going full Nazi, 
and so I got into Hitler, and realized that through this type of nationalist 
system, alienation could be replaced by community in a real sense, while 
authoritarianism would allow for technology to develop in a direction that 
was beneficial rather than destructive to the people. (cited in Hankes, 2017a)

He developed an interest in contemporary Nazism, creating a short-lived 
website called Total Fascism, on which he posted essays on fascism, race 
and alleged Jewish conspiracies against America.

On 4 July 2013, Anglin launched The Daily Stormer website. His 
choice of name channels the Nazi magazine Der Stürmer, an anti-Semitic 
pornographic magazine started by prominent Nazi party member, Julius 
Streicher, in 1923. By 2015, The Daily Stormer had over 300,000 regis-
tered users, and was in the top 14,000 of the most visited websites globally 
and in the top 4000 sites in the US (Hankes, 2017a).

Anglin believes that ‘the American people,’ that is, white Christian 
Americans are victims of an all-out attack by Jewish, Muslim, gay, femi-
nist, liberal and black cultural antagonists, all of whom are morally per-
verse and subverting normal family life throughout America and Europe. 
All these groups are said to be supported by mainstream media and even 
by the Republican Party (Anglin, cited in Kavanaugh, 2014). Such views 
underscore his claim the mainstream media cannot be trusted to deliver 
such truth, while the Republican Party is too weak to stand up for white 
America.

Hence Anglin’s strong support for Trump who he says is the ‘great 
leader’ America needs. During the 2016 American Presidential election 
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campaign, Anglin’s claimed that “Jews, Blacks and lesbians will be leaving 
America if Trump gets elected […] This alone is enough reason to put your 
entire heart and soul into supporting this man” (2016e). Celebrations at 
The Daily Stormer began with the presidential election:

We’ve won, brothers. All of our hard work this year has paid off. And make 
no mistake—every meme you posted, every comments section you trolled—
all of that is what made this happen. Kek sent us Trump. Sent the crazy old 
bastard right down an elevator into our laps. Take a bow, brothers. This 
is a small step for memes. But it is a giant leap for our agenda to secure a 
homeland for our people and a future for White children. (Anglin, 2016a)

In one post-election headline, he wrote “Female Hajis Fear to Wear 
the Headtowel in Public After Trump Win—You Should Yell at Them” 
(Anglin, 2016b). He later continued: “[…] We want these people to feel 
unwanted. We want them to feel that everything around them is against 
them. And we want them to be afraid” (Anglin, cited Hankes, 2017). He 
added: “This was not a presidential Election […] It was a referendum on 
the international Jewish agenda. And the biggest part of that agenda is 
multiculturalism” (ibid).

The Daily Stormer message is that ‘white people’ are being disadvan-
taged by the privileging of ‘other groups’ and by crimes committed by 
‘black’ and ‘Jewish people.’ Much of the material posted is white rac-
ist and anti-Semitic. Anglin and others who post on the site are apolo-
gists for Hitler, claiming he was the most lied about man of all time. Like 
Streicher’s ‘Der Stürmer,’ the Daily Stormer is deeply anti-Semitic. Anglin 
claims, e.g., that “Jews and Moslems have long been friendly with one 
another. Now Jews are helping Moslems invade every white country” 
(Anglin, 2017d). He argues that the ‘hoax’ Holocaust memorial in Berlin 
should be replaced “with a statue of Hitler 1000 feet tall” (Anglin, cited 
SPLC, n.d.). He also claims ‘they’ are persecuting him (Anglin, 2017b). 
Standard white racist claims about African-Americans are also always on 
full display (Anglin, 2015a), and his misogyny is florid. (Anglin, 2015b).

New Media and Politics

Like many political movements and parties shaped and populated by 
younger people, they draw on older ideas, practices and arrangements to 
reproduce the old and to create the new. In The Daily Stormer case, older 
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ultra-right politics is channelled through new technology and the culture 
of young people who play World of Warcraft or troll antagonists in bulle-
tin boards. While young people draw directly on their own experience, as 
well as research and reading, many also rely more directly on older politi-
cal actors, and in this sense politics of all persuasions typically involves 
some intergenerational collaboration.8

The Daily Stormer production team are prolific and highly competent 
social media producers dedicated to creating a new generation of ultra-
right devotees using new communication technology. According to Don 
Black (born 1953) Daily Stormer’s webmaster, the website has modernised 
how the ultra-right organize and communicates with a new generation of 
tech-savvy advocates. As he explains, the older style of membership-based 
organization has become redundant: “There’s really not a lot out there as 
far as membership organizations” (Black, cited in Wines & Saul, 2015). 
According to Black, the internet provides a new platform that super-
sedes older style ultra-right member-based organisations and allows white 
supremacists to expand their influence:

But there is a huge number, I think more than ever, as far as people actively 
working in some way to promote our cause. Because they don’t have to join 
an organization now that we have this newfangled internet. (Black, cited in 
Wines & Saul, 2015)

New media has been used to extend their reach and enlarged their capac-
ity for political communication enormously enabling contact with anyone 
with access to the internet and with an interest in their trappings or curios-
ity about ultra-right politics. In this way, digital communication media has 
augmented their ability to communicate with many more people across 
the globe and particularly with young people given their propensity to 
engage with digital media. In doing so, it has also enabled new forms of 
recruitment and new forms of participation.

Like all movements or parties using websites and related media, the 
people behind the Daily Stormer uses digital technology to extend their 
reach, to inform and mobilise millions of young people in ways hitherto 
unimaginable. Websites in conjunction with blogs, Twitter, Facebook, 
YouTube, etc., allows those interested in promoting ultra-right politics 
to go ‘to air’ immediately with images, videos, commentaries and their 
own eyewitness accounts and in doing so, invite an immediate interac-
tive response. In short, digital media in the hands of ultra-right groups 
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allows for direct, and importantly, uncensored communication with young 
people and others. It is technology that allows for the sidestepping of 
gatekeepers thereby enabling unmediated communication.

Digital communication technology also facilitates interactive relation-
ships between participants themselves and between instigators and partici-
pants without having to be physically present in real time or space. It is 
interaction that invites participation in ways opens up discussion on any 
issue. It provides opportunities to access information and to develop sto-
ries from a variety of locations, which would be unlikely to make its way 
on to the agenda in more traditional forums. In this way, digital media 
allows participants to voice their views. In doing so, they get a sense that 
they matter and feel they can directly shape conversation about issues they 
consider important. Whether their voice is in fact heard and has a real 
effect, or whether they are simply persuaded that is the case and believe it, 
is another question.

Traditional media technology in the context of the corporate media 
model also saw a clear division between the creators of content, who 
tended to be employed in the mainstream industry, and the ‘audience’ 
who used or consumed media. Digital media has helped dissolve that pro-
ducer and consumer distinction. This is due in part to reductions in the 
cost of digital technology, its ease of access and an increase in the tech-
nological literacy of many young people. This has enabled and encour-
aged users to generate their own content. Moreover, the open-networked 
nature of the technology has seen more ‘non-experts’ producing and dis-
seminating content to broader and specific audiences off their own bat 
and without the services of industrial and technical complex operations of 
traditional media corporations. Digital technologies have thus enabled the 
proliferation of low-cost communication that can target particular groups 
and individual and world-wide audiences. It has enabled many young 
people to access low-cost production technologies and the affordances 
inherent in those technologies to create a wider variety of content and to 
disseminate it to whom they wish.

‘Users’ can now not only simply respond to what is said by writing 
commentary, they can produce content themselves drawing interviews, 
by recordings of their own events (e.g., rallies) or by creating remixes of 
news, or by generating political skits or satire in the form of images and 
videos. That material is then uploaded onto YouTube and/or their own 
website, thereby allowing them to actively participate in debates, while at 
the same time broadening the medium for ‘discussion’ and by opening 
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new or expanding existing sites for information exchange. (e.g. https://
www.youtube.com/user/DailyStormer). In these ways, supporters of the 
Daily Stormer, and any others using digital media in such ways, bypass 
conventional media practices and thus build new and expand existing net-
work cultures (see Pickard in this volume). These strategies and oppor-
tunities to communicate are not unique to the Daily Stormer, or indeed 
the ultra-right, but are shared broadly by a variety of political interests 
(Bessant, 2014, 2016b).

Given the demographic or generational appeal of digital technology it is 
unsurprising that their communication with and solicitation of young peo-
ple has been so effective (Bessant, 2014). The Daily Stormer uses new forms 
of recruitment that are radically different to conventional modes of drafting 
young new comers and political socialisation into political movements that 
tended to rely on actual networks, pamphleteering and organised events to 
canvas material and to further their causes (clubs, camps, etc.).

The recourse to victimhood and freedom-of-speech platform is a sig-
nificant part of the material found on Daily Stormer. In response to one 
Twitter ban of its posts, Anglin declared: “[…] today, our revolution 
against Twitter begins. We shall have our revenge. […] And we shall bring 
the entire system to its knees.” His plan borrows heavily from Anonymous:

[…] my trolls have on-hand approximately 1000 fake black person accounts, 
which are going live in the biggest trollstorm Twitter has ever seen. […] 
Today they will begin the operation to bring down #blacktwitter. And we 
need your help. The primary goal is revenge on Twitter for having launched 
this attack on free speech, and specifically on the Alt-Right. (Anglin, 2016c)

Anglin also attacks other far-right groups using trolling and hacktivism 
because, he claims, they are not sufficiently far-right. In November 2015, 
for example, he encouraged ‘members’ to troll his Alt-right enemies as 
part of ‘Operation: Kikebart.’ It was an attack on the right-wing news 
outlet Breitbart News after it opened a bureau in Jerusalem. Daily Stormer 
trolls, also referred to as the ‘Stormer Troll Army,’ flooded the Breitbart 
site with denunciations demanding it close its Israel office and accusing it 
of participating in Jewish conspiracies. The plan was to fill the site with 
neo-Nazi propaganda to the point “where they just give up on trying 
to ban people, and then we guide their readership toward Jew-hatred 
by informing them of the truths we possess” (Anglin, cited in Hankes, 
2017a). It was a targeted campaign, involving young people, using what is 
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now a well-known practice ‘Distributed Denial of Service (DDoS) action,’ 
designed to make a computer or network of computers temporarily or 
indefinitely unavailable. It typically involves mobilising numerous com-
puters to target a website at specified time so the target site is inundated 
with traffic to the point where it floods, crashes or otherwise becomes 
dysfunctional. DDoS are the digital counterpart to older styles of protest 
like sit-ins that work to flood a site, create bottlenecks and disrupt or deny 
access to it. It is a popular and effective strategy used by many leftist and 
anarchist groups to engage in protests, by broad social movements, by 
government and corporates (Bessant, 2016a, pp. 921–937; see also Watts 
in this volume).

The Daily Stormer was also deploying a closely related strategy known 
as ‘DNS Zone transfers’, which saw hackers intercept client-server com-
munication and redirected traffic away from the Breitbart News website 
to other sites or servers. Readers would then be provided with ‘alternative 
news.’ As Anglin explained, the plan was to guide Breitbart News reader-
ship towards sites populated with the ‘truths’ they possess.

Similar strategies included “Operation: Jew Wife,” where Stormer sym-
pathisers were similarly directed to flood the website of Alt-right conspira-
cist Alex Jones, who was considered insufficiently anti-Semitic. Another 
campaign targeted Julia Ioffe, an American journalist, subjecting her to 
a barrage of vicious electronic attacks after Donald Trump criticized her 
for reporting on his daughter Ivanka Trump who in 2010 converted to 
Judaism after marrying Jared Kushner an Orthodox Jew (and now a key 
adviser to Donald Trump). Such tactics were also deployed in 2016, when 
neo-Nazi Andrew Auernheimer, a computer hacker working with Anglin, 
developed a code that caused thousands of printers around the country, 
mostly in universities, to spontaneously print. They printed a pamphlet 
reading: “White man are you sick and tired of the Jews destroying your 
country through mass immigration and degeneracy? Join us in the strug-
gle for global white supremacy at the Daily Stormer” (SPLC, n.d.). Such 
outrageous actions are part of a deliberate attention seeking strategy. The 
intention is to be as transgressive, as shocking and outrageous as pos-
sible to attract attention and to amplify information. That will encourage 
people to talk and share whatever was said or whatever scandalous action 
was taken until the shock value diminishes and it ceases to be so extreme 
and newsworthy.

Besides the constant internet commentary and trolling, the Daily 
Stormer organised other forms of hacktivism. Anglin promotes trolling on 
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Twitter encouraging followers to open Twitter accounts pretending to be 
black users and to spread fear and confusion among African-Americans. 
“Chaos is the name of the game. So basically, you just want to cause blacks 
to freak out and argue with each other nonstop. Here are some basic 
suggestions of how to accomplish that.” To aid this strategy he provided 
‘notes’ based on his ‘research into black twitter’ (Anglin, 2016c). They 
included:

•	 Most of them use twitter on their phones, so spelling is often 
autocorrected.

•	 […] homophones are often used (“no” instead of “know”) as well as 
abbreviations and texting slang recognized by phone spell-checkers 
(‘u’ instead of ‘you,’ ‘n’ instead of ‘and’).

•	 They use a lot of emoticons […] [and] not use much punctuation.
•	 They mainly follow whichever hashtag is trending, and there is always 

a black or black-related hashtag to jump on.
•	 The basic concept is to start arguments (Anglin, 2016c).

He added: “As always, we also want to have a lot of fun. As I always say: 
it’s not our revolution if we can’t lol” (Anglin, 2016c). The website also 
promotes anti-Islamic rallies, and much of that activity is documented, 
filmed and distributed online.

Ultra-right sites like the Daily Stormer offer a kind of virtual solidarity, 
an opportunity to belong and it builds a sense of community. They are 
micro-communities that cluster around particular commentators or events 
or around wider ‘alt-right’ or Daily Stormer groupings or community. One 
reason such communities form is because participants feel strongly about 
matters discussed; they love, like or hate it. In this way, discussions can 
quickly become polarised and with that the quality of commentary and 
discussion typically declines into abusive tirades. This nonetheless clearly 
energizes discussion, increases participation and attracts further attention 
to the Daily Stormer website.

The Daily Stormer includes forums for commentary, information 
updates, a book club, general discussion, a meme machine and Facebook. 
Users can respond with ‘likes’ and ‘love’ and share material by re-tweeting 
and-or through Facebook. In these ways, those who visit or use the web-
site can cease being simply part of an audience can become part of a group 
and importantly part of communication processes. This can be seen when 
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a political action ‘goes viral’ when content is shared to others in their net-
works and spread to others through different social media outside the field 
of the Daily Stormer. It is a development that attracts attention to spe-
cific issues, to a part of the website, and to the ultra-right politics thereby 
increasing participation in it. There are also options to purchase Daily 
Stormer paraphernalia like T-shirts, and space for merchandise feedback-
promotion. Thus, the Daily Stormer offers a sense of camaraderie, a sense 
of purpose and of being part of bigger project something replicated in 
many similar websites.

There are also opportunities to ‘surrender to the cause.’ On 23 August 
2016, Anglin called supporters to ‘Register Now for the IRL [In Real 
Life] Troll Army AKA The Stormer Book Club.’ He described the club as 
‘groups to prepare for the coming race war,’ a place to ‘form cells, build 
bonds, develop brotherhood. You will become stronger, better men. It’s a 
bit like Fight Club’ (Anglin, 2016d). The call produced results. According 
to Southern Poverty Law Center, by late 2016, the Daily Stormer pro-
duced 31 distinct active chapters in Anglin’s Troll Army. Soon after, he 
urged followers to ‘BUY GUNS!’ in case Clinton won the presidential 
contest. “The race war is coming …and it is coming quickly” (Anglin, 
cited in Hankes, 2017c).

Interpreting Young People’s Ultra-Right Politics

The messages promoted by the Daily Stormer are disturbing and objec-
tionable. They are worrying given the history of political violence pro-
duced by ultra-nationalist populism over the last century. As Arendt 
observes himself, Hitler’s national socialism began as a populist movement 
(Arendt, 1958).

Yet as offensive as they are, it is a mistake not to take young people’s 
participation in ultra-right politics seriously, or to dismiss figures like 
Anglin simply as rabble-rouser hooligans mobilising people displaying a 
nasty socio-pathological bent. To do this not only ignores the dangers of 
this kind of politics, it disregards its appeal, and represses the ‘uncomfort-
able knowledge’ that members are often moved by moral emotions like 
patriotism, loyalty, a sense of communal belonging and righteous anger 
(Flyvbjerg, 2013). That ‘uncomfortable knowledge’ is that what moves 
many young people to participate in ultra-right political action, including 
the same values and political emotions many mainstream liberals valorise, 
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like injustice, loyalty, love of country or patriotism, a sense of heroism or 
need to protect kin and kind, all moral and political emotions found in 
respectable liberal communities.

The activities exhibited by ‘groups’ like those who read and respond 
to the Daily Stormer reveal serious commitments to politics in a context 
where many young people feel distrustful of and disillusioned with power 
elites not just in government, but with many religious, community lead-
ers and the corporate sector to the point where they seek alternatives. It 
is a context, however, where viable political alternatives are thin on the 
ground and where ultra-right groups provide what seem (for some) viable 
options. They also present opportunities to vent righteous anger, a sense 
of abandonment concomitant with unemployment, feelings disenfran-
chised and little confidence in future they seem to have little real capacity 
to control or shape.

That said, the more significant problem posed by the rise of right-wing 
populism amongst young people is how to interpret and respond to it. 
Given the often objectionable and threatening nature of right-wing popu-
list rhetoric and actions how should a liberal democratic polity respond? 
The need to address this question is indicated by the way many modern 
liberal political cultures generally tend to be intolerant of dissent or dif-
ference. Nonetheless, the increased popularity of the ultra-right amongst 
young people does raise questions about what is acceptable social action 
and what is not. It is an issue considered by Mouffe when she asked how 
should democratic politics deal with conflict?

For Mouffe, antagonism is inherent in all human societies. Drawing on 
Schmitt’s (1997) account of the political as the relation between friends 
and enemies, Mouffe argues that the political refers to antagonism which 
can take many forms and that always emerges in diverse social relations. 
Antagonism is something that can never be eradicated (Mouffe, 2016, 
p. 1). Politics, however as distinct from the political, refers to all the prac-
tices, discourses and institutions that seek to establish civil order and to 
organise human coexistence.

As she argues, while the typical liberal gesture is to deny and wish antag-
onism away, what democratic politics requires is that ‘others’ (however 
defined) are not regarded “as enemies to be destroyed, but as adversaries 
whose ideas would be fought, even fiercely, but whose right to defend 
those ideas will never be put into question” (Mouffe, 2016, p. 1). As she 
explains:
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[…] what is important is that conflict does not take the form of an ‘antago-
nism’ (struggle between enemies), but the form of an ‘agonism’ (struggle 
between adversaries). We could say that the aim of democratic politics is to 
transform potential antagonism into an agonism. (Mouffe, 2016, p. 2)

Mouffe has raised an important question about how we might recognise 
the legitimacy and value of the type of opposition to democratic pro-
cesses presented in movements like the Daily Stormer. Is there capacity 
in a democratic polity to transform antagonism (enemies) into agonism 
(adversaries)? Can democratic politics be used to transform the antagonis-
tic politics of ultra-right groups into an agonistic relationship? These are 
questions we may begin addressing while considering the extent to which 
many of the motivations identified above that attract many young people 
to far right politics are the same and very similar to moral and political 
emotions found in respectable liberal communities. They include a sense 
of belonging, love of country, the desire to protect, righteous anger and 
sense of justice and so forth. They manifest in deeply objectionable ways, 
but they are political and moral emotions that mark a common ground 
and thus some opportunity transforming antagonists (enemies) into ago-
nists (adversaries) following democratic principles of processes.

Conclusion

This chapter provided a case study of ultra-right populism that high-
lights the diversity of young people’s politics. It also considered how 
digital media is used to recruit, to extend the reach of ultra-right groups. 
Attention was also given to the interactive nature of this technology and to 
how it allows for collaborative practices, as well as direct action and direct 
communication in ways that bypass traditional media gate-keepers. It is 
this technology that has enabled young people to create content them-
selves in a variety of forms, to disseminate it and in doing so enhance their 
sense of empowerment, engagement and feeling of belonging.

The chapter also considered the appeal of ultra-right populist groups 
and recognised that while many of their themes and arguments are abhor-
rent, what attracts many young people are on the same emotions, fears 
and values that many of “us” recognize: loyalty, love of county and kind, a 
sense of altruism, and self-sacrifice for a higher good. It is in this way that 
the centrality of political emotions and ethical impulses become apparent; 
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outrage, hatred, fear, or a yearning for justice are what Critchley says play 
a major role in motivating us to become particular kinds of political beings 
or to engage in specific political activity (2007).

As Mouffe intimates, urgent attention needs to be given to what actions 
might be taken to help transform antagonistic politics of the kind repre-
sented by those ultra-right groups into an agonistic relationship. How 
this might be achieved be structural and relate to issues like increased 
employment opportunities and access to resources that provide a basis for 
a decent life. It may also rely on the availability of more viable political 
alternatives that young people can turn to, can create and build and in so 
doing fill a void that is being now being filled by populists and fascistic 
style politics. The task of transforming antagonistic politics into agonists 
politics also rests on a capacity to recognise the moral and political emo-
tions that attract young people to an ultra-right worldview, and to consider 
what provisions and opportunities can be created to allow young people 
to express and enact those political emotions in ways that are guided by a 
democratic ethos.

Notes

	1.	 Contemporary right-wing populist and ultra-nationalist political groups 
have a long history of left-wing and right-wing populism through the twen-
tieth century (Canovan, 1981; Mueller, 2016).

	2.	 In Europe, this was often a reaction against renewed immigration and the 
evolution of pan-Europeanism signified by the establishment of the 
European Union in 1992. The British National Party (BNP) e.g., formed in 
1960, to promote anti-immigrant policies later joined forces (1967) with 
the remnants of the League of Empire Loyalists to form the National Front 
(Tournier-Sol, 2015). While they failed to win enough electoral support, 
National Front rallies were regular in British political landscape throughout 
the 1970s. In France, Jean-Marie Le Pen created the Front National in the 
1980s to promote economic protectionism, a tough law and order agenda, 
alongside fierce opposition to immigration and to prevent France from join-
ing the European Union (Davies, 1999). In Germany, many small move-
ments and parties appeared and disappeared without making the same mark 
as right-wing populism in the UK or France (Betz, 1993; Fritzsche, 1990) 
The Free German Workers’ Party (Deutsche Arbeiterpartei) founded in 
1979 was outlawed in 1995. The Nationalist Front (Nationale Front des 
Demokratischen) was active during the 1980s, while the German People’s 
Union (Deutsche Volksunion) (founded in 1987), and the German Alternative 
(founded in 1989) are more durable.
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	3.	 For example, The Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland), 
the National Front (Front National) in France, Lega Nord (Lega Nord per 
l’Indipendenza della Padania) in Italy, Geert Wilders’s Party for Freedom 
(Partij voor de Vrijheid) in the Netherlands, and the Law and Justice Party 
(Prawo i Sprawiedliwość) and the Congress of the New Right (Kongres Nowej 
Prawicy) in Poland.

	4.	 The Freedom Party (Freiheitliche Partei Österreich) in Austria (Jörg Haider) 
won 26% of the vote in 2015, while the Swiss People’s Party won 24% of the 
vote also in 2015. The same year in France, Le Pen’s National Front won 
over 40% of the vote in regional elections and Marine Le Pen is making a 
serious bid for power in the April-May 2017 Presidential elections. Across 
the Atlantic, right-wing populism signified by the Tea Party became increas-
ingly significant as it contested the Obama Administration by drawing on 
older networks of American conservatives and ‘Alt-right’ groups including 
white supremacists, anti-Semites, anti-immigrants, religious conservatives 
and anti-liberals (Hochschild, 2016). In 1997, in Australia, Pauline Hanson 
founded the One Nation party based on an anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim 
agenda. One Nation won four out of 76 Senate positions in 2016 and are 
influential in state and national elections.

	5.	 These refer to right-wing populist beliefs promoted across the past century, 
e.g., the Jewish conspiracy to dominate the world, claims the Holocaust 
never happened, that the 9/11 attacks were fabricated by the Bush presi-
dency, that climate change is a hoax, that former President Obama is a 
Muslim and not American, and that Islam, or Islamist terrorism, constitutes 
an existential treat to the West (Blake, 2017; Keyes, 2004).

	6.	 In line with the anti-pluralism of its monistic conception of ‘the people,’ 
right-wing populists see parliamentary political compromise as evidence of 
weakness and promote radical solutions to what they describe central issues 
like crime epidemics by certain minority groups, or too many immigrants in 
their country (Greven, 2016, p. 2). Most right-wing populists also combine 
cultural conservatism with ‘left-wing’ policies hostile to neoliberal and glo-
balisation provoked by the 2008 economic crisis. Poland’s Law and Justice 
Party (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość), for example, is campaigning for a lower 
retirement age and state aid to Poland’s coalmines. In France, the National 
Front wants a lower retirement age and more protectionist agricultural poli-
cies. In the Netherlands, Wilders’ Party for Freedom argues that money now 
spent on housing refugees should be used for the cancer treatment for 
Dutch citizens.

	7.	 According to Anglin, as a young person he was spoon-fed America’s ‘liberal 
brand of politics.’ In high school, he read Noam Chomsky and dabbled in 
‘all that Communist, Jewish stuff.’ He claims to have studied Islam, 
Buddhism and major twentieth century French philosophers, like Jean 
Baudrillard and Jacques Ellul. Ellul’s critique of technology seems to have 
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resonated with Anglin. He decided, for example, that Ted Kaczynski, the 
anti-technology terrorist known as the Unabomber, was “right with regards 
to a coming apocalypse” (cited in Hankes, 2017).

	8.	 One stand out example of such cross generational alliance within the pro-
gressive left political domain was evident in the partnership between two 
founding editors of the Canadian Adbuster magazine. It was 69-year-old 
Kalle Lasn and 29-year-old Micah White who have been identified as respon-
sible for launching and orchestrating the NY Occupy Wall Street protests 
(Gerbaudo, 2012).
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CHAPTER 9

‘How Not to Be a Terrorist’: Radicalisation 
and Young Western Muslims’ Digital 

Discourses

Andrew Hope and Julie Matthews

Introduction

Such is the perceived danger of terrorism that some politicians claim 
“Europe is in crisis” (Verhofstadt, 2017, p. 1), while elements of the media 
report similarly that there is a “surveillance and security crisis” (Jalalzai, 
2017). Partly this can be seen as a response to terrorist attacks and plots 
in European countries including France, Belgium, Germany, the United 
Kingdom and Spain. Though not dismissing the impact of deaths from 
terrorist activities, it is important to note that the resultant perpetual feel-
ings of risk and unease among the general public allow for normalisation 
of “illiberal practices of liberal regimes” (Bigo & Tsoukala, 2008). Thus, 
in the name of combating terrorism certain groups become labelled as 
‘suspect communities’ by governments, the media and the security indus-
try. They are then subjected to state policies and practices that promote 
invasive surveillance, racist interventions and media scapegoating. In con-
temporary Western societies, suspicion has overwhelmingly fallen upon 
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young Muslims who are labelled as being ‘at risk’ of radicalisation and 
becoming violent extremist by governments, the mass media and associ-
ated elements of the security industry. Key to understanding how counter-
terrorism strategies can result in the harassment of these minorities is the 
contemporary conceptualisation of radicalisation.

Since 2004, the notion of radicalisation has become central to the study 
of terrorism and counter-terrorist policy, functioning as “the master signi-
fier of the late war on terror” (Kundnani, 2012, p. 3), and “the dominant 
trope for Western discussion of counterterrorism” (Monaghan & Molnar, 
2016, p. 393). This partly reflects the exponential growth of a billion-
dollar government-funded industry within which “professionals of the 
management of unease” (Monaghan, 2013, p. 5), including advisors, ana-
lysts, academics, entrepreneurs and ‘community facilitators,’ purport to 
offer insights into the ‘radicalisation process.’ Indeed, so developed in this 
approach that within academia there has emerged a sub-discipline of ‘radi-
calisation studies’ seeking to assist both state and private organisations in 
addressing perceived issues of terrorism and (in)security. The resultant 
conceptualisation of radicalisation allows governments and security indus-
tries to avoid focusing on possible ‘root causes’ of terrorism, such as mili-
tary conflict, political unrest and economic exploitation. Rather the risk of 
terrorism is pathologised, as it becomes regarded as a psycho-social abnor-
mality that can be treated through intervention programs. Individuals are 
blamed for becoming ‘radicalised’ and risk ‘indicators’ are constructed 
drawing upon anecdotal interpretations seen through the prism of various 
psychological, behavioural and theological models.

Despite claims of scientific objectivity, the focus in the West falls over-
whelmingly upon young Muslims as a ‘suspect community,’ who become 
labelled as at-risk of radicalisation and prone to violent extremism. As a 
consequence, “normal teenage behaviour becomes scrutinised and suspi-
cious” (Akbarzadeh, 2016, p. 329). Although terrorism is an important 
security issue, talk of crisis should not dwell solely on this threat. Rather it 
should also include consideration of the consequences of counter-terrorist 
strategies that alienate, isolate and victimise sections of society.

In exploring these negative policy impacts, this chapter addresses two 
main issues. First, the use of radicalisation to socially construct young 
Muslims as a ‘suspect community’ will be explored. Thus, the semantic 
drift of the concept of radicalisation and the ‘anticipatory logic’ of indica-
tors that seemingly problematise young Muslims will be critically exam-
ined. Second, the online responses of young Muslims to anti-radicalisation 
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policies and practices will be considered. In exploring these Muslim digital 
discourses, it will be argued that the vast majority of online content is 
mundane in nature and that humour plays an important role in online 
resistance to negative media stereo-types. This latter point will be elabo-
rated through a discussion of responses to the British right-wing Daily 
Telegraph newspaper article “How to spot a terrorist living in your neigh-
bourhood” (Judd, 2013). In conclusion, ways in which young Muslims’ 
respond to the complex interplay of notions of radicalisation, violent 
extremism and terrorism will be considered, as their discursive resistance 
through humour is highlighted.

The Semantic Drift of Radicalisation

As Neumann (2013) notes, the meaning of radicalisation is ambiguous, 
with no universally accepted definition. Nevertheless, prior to the terror-
ist attacks of September 11th 2001, in the United States, the term was 
predominantly used to indicate a movement towards more radical poli-
tics, which sought to alter social structures in a revolutionary manner and 
change value systems in fundamental ways. Emerging from the political 
rumblings of the late eighteenth century, this conceptualisation of radical-
ism became associated with political support for a host of reforms, such as 
extensions of the franchise (the right to vote), the curbing of monarchical 
power, the provision of social welfare, freedom of the press and the civil 
rights movement. In some of the policy literature focusing on terrorism 
and radicalisation, this earlier usage of the term radicalisation is not com-
pletely absent. Thus, in a guide to radicalisation issued by the Canadian 
police (RCMP, 2009) ‘radical figures’ such as Martin Luther King and 
Gloria Steinem are used to illustrate the argument that radical ideas do not 
necessitate violence. Although the publication still draws the conclusion 
that political violence is the result of radical ideas (Monaghan & Molnar, 
2016, p. 398). Nevertheless, such limited examples are best seen as excep-
tions to current policies and media discourses that overwhelmingly reject 
the positive potential of political radicalisation, instead associating it with 
violent extremism and terror. Consequently, in contemporary society, the 
concept of radicalisation is utilised in a largely negative, adversarial manner 
to signify terrorist crimes.

At the heart of this current hostility towards processes of radicalisation 
is the semantic drift that has seemingly disconnected it from notions of 
social and political reform, instead associating it with terrorism. Thus, as 
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Miller (2013, p. 189) notes, there is a tendency to treat words such as 
radicalisation, extremism, terrorism and ‘fundamentalist’ as if they were 
synonyms, when clearly they are not. For example, terrorism involves 
intentionally indiscriminate violence to achieve political, religious or ideo-
logical objectives. It is a criminal activity outlawed by anti-terror legisla-
tion in all western jurisdictions. Radicalisation itself is rarely defined as a 
crime, with its status in the criminal justice system heavily dependent on 
its perceived associations with acts labelled as terrorist. Even words that 
might appear closer in meaning, such as extremism, are misused. Thus, 
whereas the etymology of radical from the Latin radix meaning root, sug-
gests that it is something that lies at the very foundation of civil society, 
extremism, derived from the Latin extremus, suggests a thing situated at 
the edge, on the periphery of a community.

Furthermore, it is not just that words with dissimilar meanings are sub-
stituted for one another; slippage means that extremism is ‘understood’ 
as violent extremism, while anti-terrorism and counter-terrorism become 
conflated as terms. As Miller (2013, p. 191) observes, this last distinc-
tion is particularly problematic insofar as anti-terrorism historically meant 
what might be done legally to address the problem of terrorism, whereas 
counter-terrorism suggests the adoption of terrorist methods. Confusion 
such as this inevitably raises concerns about the attrition of civil rights.

In addition to the use of fallacious synonyms and slippage, it is also 
worth noting that in policy documents there is often an indistinct use 
of these concepts, which “allow for the re-construction, re-interpretation 
and re-articulation of what constitutes radicalisation” (Coppock, 2014, 
p. 119). Nevertheless, common to most articulations is the idea that radi-
calisation is harmful to the individual and broader society through poten-
tially undermining the values of ‘mainstream society’ and resulting in acts 
of violence. Consequently, if a young person ends up with radical ideas, 
then this is to be understood as a failure of educational processes, which 
should have socialised individuals into conformity (Sukarieh & Tannock, 
2016, p.  31). Indeed, the extent to which radicalisation has become a 
problematic concept is starkly illustrated in the Australian Government’s 
(2015) anti-radicalisation kit that, in an attempt to make its indicators 
more agnostic, used a fictional case study to link green activism and alter-
native music to terrorism.

Ultimately, contentious synonyms, the slippage of meanings and the 
re-interpretation of what constitutes radicalisation matters. This is because 
the resulting conceptualisations are used in anti-terrorist policies and 
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practices. Consequently, risk indicators are generated using flawed defini-
tions and skewed information that precipitate the injudicious labelling of 
young Muslims as members of a ‘suspect community.’ Such processes will 
now be considered in more detail.

Operationalising Radicalisation: Risk Indicators 
and the ‘Usual Suspects’

The semantic drift of radicalisation is best understood with reference to 
the booming political economy of securitisation. Indeed, the contempo-
rary conceptualisation of the term has been heavily promoted in the last 
fifteen years by the United States and European security industries, at least 
partly in response to governmental desire to avoid focusing on the ‘root 
causes’ of terrorism (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2016, p. 28). Western govern-
ments labelled attention to these root causes as tantamount to justify-
ing terrorism, a discursive feint that allowed them to avoid addressing 
the underlying political, economic and military conflicts that might have 
resulted in terrorist responses. Radicalisation became deeply embedded in 
counter-terrorism policy, with Kundnani’s (2012, p. 7) asserting that “by 
2004 the term [signified] a psychological or theological process by which 
Muslims move towards extremist views.” This highlights two key elements 
of policy focusing upon (de)radicalisation, its tendency to seek to ‘objec-
tively’ pathologise and its focus upon Muslims. Each of these issues will 
be examined in turn.

Much of the academic research on radicalisation has focused upon 
the pathways taken by individuals into terrorism. It is assumed that if 
key indicators of engagement with ‘violent radicalisation’ can be iden-
tified then these can be used to isolate future threats. Consequently, a 
number of radicalisation theories have been proposed that draw upon 
cognitive psychology, behavioural approaches and theological processes. 
All of these approaches claim to have predictive powers. Yet as Coppock 
(2014, p. 121) notes “most research in this area is based on retrospec-
tive case studies of ‘extremists,’ most of which are highly personal, inevi-
tably subjective and lack the level of scientific rigour that would render 
them reliable as predictors of potential future behaviour.” Furthermore, 
not only are such approaches empirically flawed, they also lack explana-
tory power. Rather, vague references to cognitive radicalisation or behav-
ioural radicalisation help to pathologise the term, recasting “social and 
cultural problems as psychological ones” (Furedi, 2003, p. 27). This hints 
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that individuals are to blame for the acquisition of a ‘terrorist mindset.’ 
Significantly such “radicalisation models […] have encouraged national 
security establishments to believe that they can pre-empt future terrorist 
attacks through intensive surveillance of the spiritual and mental lives of 
Muslims” (Kundnani, 2012, p. 21).

Media narratives have long constructed Muslims as ‘folk devils’ (Cohen, 
1973) associating them with problems of domestic violence, urban unrest, 
immigration and social welfare (Morgan & Poynting, 2012; Saeed, 2007). 
Moreover, research on representations of Islam in the British media 
between 2000 and 2008 highlights that the dominant representations 
include associations with terrorism and extremism (Moore, Mason, & 
Lewis, 2008). Indeed, in the forty times that former Australian Prime 
Minister Tony Abbott talked publicly about Muslims between September 
2013 and November 2014, upon each occasion they were mentioned in 
relation to terrorism (Lentini, 2015). Consequently, the use of risk indica-
tors that associate ‘radicalisation’ with young Muslims could be seen as 
the latest iteration of an inherent prejudice. Yet, users of these ‘predic-
tive’ models seek to avoid the label of racism or religious prejudice by 
differentiating the use of indicators from the maligned practice of profil-
ing. It is claimed that risk indicators are agnostic and non-discriminatory 
tools. Despite such assertions, the discourses of fear and the anticipatory 
logics of the counter-terrorist imagination result in a fixation upon the 
perceived threat posed by young Muslims. Thus, the activities of security 
agencies continue to promote and reinforce the stereotype that problems 
of ‘radicalisation’ and terrorism are primarily located within Muslim com-
munities, being deeply rooted in Islamic cultural and religious practices 
(Coppock, 2014; Hickman et al., 2011). Accordingly, “the broad array of 
indicators posited as drivers of radicalisation have furthered discriminatory 
practices targeting the Muslim community as usual suspects” (Monaghan 
& Molnar, 2016). Such problems are conflated as the counter-terrorist 
gaze extends far beyond terrorist crime, into the broader realm of per-
ceived ideological threats to the state (Richards, 2015). Hence the British 
Government changed its focus from violent extremism to “views which 
fall short of supporting violence and are within the law, but which reject 
and undermine our shared values and jeopardise community cohesion” 
(HMG, 2009, p.  87). Policy creep occurs as the problem is redefined, 
not as terrorism but as extremism, not as ideological motivated violence 
but as cultural religious difference at odds with ‘mainstream values.’ 
Thus, de-radicalisation policy and practice create a ‘suspect community.’ 
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Rather than focusing solely on questionable behaviour, young Muslims 
are labelled as ‘at risk’ and dangerous as a consequence of racial, ethnic 
and religious indicators. Consequently “respectful and law-abiding peo-
ple are put through a process of risk subjectification through which they 
become defined as dangerous by virtue of sharing some or other of the 
characteristics of the typical terrorist” (Mythen, Walklate, & Khan, 2013, 
p. 390). From this perspective, risk can be interpreted as moral technology 
(Castel, 1991) that acts as a rhetorical disciplinary tool (Dean, 1999). This 
is not to deny the existence of terrorist violence, but rather to highlight 
the questionable capacity to calculate and ameliorate ‘danger’ through 
technological processes such as indicators. Blame is mobilised as risk labels 
are used unscientifically and highly subjectively to stigmatise and mistreat 
young Muslims.

Having considered how the notion of radicalisation is used to impru-
dently label young Muslims as members of a ‘suspect community,’ the 
focus will now turn in the next section to the subsequent responses of 
these individuals to such processes.

Responses to Anti-radicalisation Policies 
and Practices

Although young Muslims are not socially, economically, politically or even 
religiously homogenous, contemporary notions of radicalisation and rac-
ist risk indicators result in them being collectively constructed as ‘sus-
pect communities.’ As Lynch (2015, p. 173) notes “the attention to the 
Muslim young people potential for radicalisation and terrorism masks not 
only the reality of life for these youth but also serves to shroud the every-
day experiences of youth in a veil of suspicion.” Alongside the increase 
in racism directed at Muslims (Hopkins, 2007), they are also subjected 
to far more routine surveillance and scrutiny. Research undertaken by 
Mythen, Walklate & Khan (2009, p.  745) suggests that young British 
Muslims respond to such victimisation in three main ways, namely infu-
riation, disenchantment and responsibilisation. Infuriation arose from 
the sense of injustice and resentment at the discriminatory treatment 
received. Disenchantment grew from feelings of bewilderment and res-
ignation to the impact of racist policies and practices. Beyond infuriation 
and disenchantment, some young Muslims engaged in responsibilisation, 
wherein “victimization had generated the desire to challenge ignorance 
and misunderstandings about Islamic faith and traditions … [they] saw 
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themselves as having an important social role as educators on history, cul-
ture, faith and politics” (Mythen et al., 2009, p. 746). Yet, such desire 
to clarify issues and educate others is only one element of responsibilisa-
tion. Grounded in Foucault’s (1978) work on governmentality, responsi-
bilisation describes strategies that attempt to shift certain liabilities away 
from the state through encouraging individuals to see social risks such as 
ill health, poverty and crime as issues of self-care, rather than purely the 
responsibility of the state. In this context, problems related to radicalisa-
tion and fear of violent extremism are partly divested by the state and 
thrust upon those who are members of the ‘suspect communities.’ From 
this perspective, it becomes the responsibility of young Muslims to moni-
tor and adjust their own behaviour in an attempt to manage ‘risk percep-
tions.’ This can result in a ‘dramaturgical safety push.’ Thus, as Hopkins 
(2007, p. 197) notes, to reduce notions of ‘riskiness’ some young people 
play down their ‘Muslimness,’ at least in terms of appearance, performing 
‘safeness’ through avoiding wearing ‘religious clothing’ or using objects 
such as backpacks. Within this category fall such practices as hushing, 
embodied in the public moderation of religious and political views, and 
checking, which include the selective use of dialect, normalising of dress 
and limiting certain behaviours in public (Mythen et al., 2013, p. 391).

Nonetheless, another response is also possible. Humour can be uti-
lised to challenge stereotypes, engaging in playful, skilled performance 
that seeks to expose the limitations of oppressive discourses. Beyond per-
formance, Gournelos and Greene (2011, p. xxvii) argue that humour 
has an important role to play in challenging terrorist related discourse 
in politics and the media. They maintain that it can be used to contest 
simplified notions of good and evil, while constructing a counter-narra-
tive that challenges mainstream news media and official state narratives. 
Consequently, humour can serve as an instrument of resistance to domi-
nant ideologies and associated norms (James, 2015). In so doing, it can 
attack racist truth claims and points of ambivalence, while nurturing a 
shared sense of identity (Weaver, 2010). Thus, humour can function not 
only as politically charged, nuanced action, intended to expose the limi-
tations of mainstream interpretations, but also as a way to foster shared 
vocabularies of resistance and motivation. This suggests that such satirical 
practices are soundly collective, thoroughly cultural and inherently bound 
up with identity. Such issues will be further explored in the next section as 
the threat of radicalisation through social media and young Muslims’ use 
of online materials to politically engage with such ideas are considered.
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Young Muslims and ‘Radical’ Online Media

The online environment offers fertile ground for the circulation of stereo-
typical and racialising discourses, as well as their contestation. Like others 
of their generation, young Muslims are “youth of the digital age” (Collins 
et al., 2011). They make extensive use of the online environment to com-
municate with friends on social networking sites (such as Facebook). 
Sixty-seven per cent of the respondents in Collins et al. (2011) study of 
Australian Muslims between the ages of 15–25 used the internet socially, 
with 49% utilising it for leisure and entertainment. Only 11% used it for 
religious information or to access news.

The risks posed by Muslim online engagement with radical, political and 
religious views are a common narrative in media debates, policy discourse 
and academic research. Such preoccupation reflects that social media has 
proven to be a seductive medium through which terrorist organisations 
seek to disseminate information. Sophisticated, production-quality images, 
slick promos mimicking Hollywood action films and hip music videos are 
distributed through social media such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube 
to target the so-called ‘Millennial generation’ (Blaker, 2015). Yet, studies 
and accounts of the relationship between online media and radicalisation 
are often informed by crude assumptions about the overwhelming power 
and influence of media discourse to mesmerise, captivate, and convince. 
This moral panic about the capacity of social media to radicalise young 
Muslims is hardly surprising given racist stereotypes and dominant dis-
courses labelling them as part of a ‘risky’ minority. Nevertheless, despite 
the availability of online extremist posts most young people do not use 
the media to access ‘radical’ political and religious views but rather to 
communicate with friends (Collins et  al., 2011). Consequently, social 
media can be a productive and creative political space for young people 
to undertake the work necessary to manage potentially ‘risky’ identities. 
Furthermore, while respondents in Collins et al. (2011) study identified 
those producing and circulating political messages online as engaging in 
political action, individuals who read or watched such material were not 
labelled as participating in political action. This is not the assumption 
held by those state organisations undertaking surveillance, which have an 
apparent propensity to conclude that observing ‘radicalisation’ media is 
inherently political and the first step on route to terrorism. Such stereo-
typical judgements are often given pseudo-legitimacy when they become 
embodied in ‘objective indicators.’
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The internet provides social science research with new and challenging 
sites of research and data. Blogs are a rich and accessible source of quali-
tative ‘user-generated data’ and are widely read but they raise method-
ological challenges including data sampling, data collection and analysis. 
Furthermore, the dynamic and colossal nature of the internet makes it 
difficult to undertake a detailed content analysis of the online media activi-
ties of young Muslims. Consequently, any study focusing on this topic 
will provide little more than a momentary glimpse into an almost limitless 
networked mediascape. Yet, even limited glances have value.

As is the case with many small scale qualitative research studies, the 
purpose of study is not to generate overarching generalisations, but to 
discern the subtle details and generate insights that may be otherwise 
be missed in larger positivist approaches. Thus, this research should be 
seen as exploratory in nature, offering initial insights into some of the 
discursive activities of young Muslim’s online, rather than as an attempt to 
develop a framework detailing their political responses to (de)radicalisa-
tion discourses.

Websites were selected via opportunity sampling, following Boolean 
searches using key words and phrases. Initial searches were conducted in 
late 2016 using the term ‘Muslim youth.’ This generated a list of online 
groups such as MuslimYouth.net (2017), Muslim Youth Helpline (2013) 
and Muslim Youth Facebook (2012). A second search using the term 
‘Muslim youth blogs’ generated UK and USA information sites. Finally, a 
third search utilising the blog metrics website Blog Rank (2013) revealed 
a list entitled the Top 50 blogs in Islam Category, which provided numer-
ous sources for analysis. It should be noted that access to some of the 
blogs uncovered by these searches proved problematic, specifically where 
password protection was used and registration was required. Due to the 
ethical constraints of using social media data not publicly available, such 
sites were not included in the final study.

The searches uncovered blogs, Facebook sites and other social media 
posts associated with young Muslims. It is worth noting that the nature 
of the internet makes it problematic to ascertain identity beyond the 
claims made. Hence judgements regarding whether online commentators 
are young Muslims were of necessity taken at face value. Furthermore, 
judgements about what constitutes Muslim websites are also potentially 
problematic. For as Begum (2009) observes in her study of young peo-
ples’ internet use in Singapore, young Muslims inject variety into Muslim 
identities. Hence, some young people describe their personal, club or  
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organisational sites as Islamic, while others avoided this designation. 
Discussion will focus on those sites that self-identify as Muslim.

Many of the blogs found were concerned with promoting religious 
teachings, addressing matters of health, challenging stereotypes, com-
batting bullying and promoting social cohesion. Some sites referenced 
proverbs, sermons and the work of Islamic scholars. Varisco’s (2010) 
study of Muslim authored blogs found a similar range of topics. Some 
blogs were archives of materials from Muslim scholars, including video 
sermons, while others were resumes, commercial sites or presented art 
(Varisco, 2010). Though most sites listed on the Blog Rank (2013) Top 
50 blogs in Islam Category were visually appealing and accessible, only 
www.MuslimMatters.org (2017) offered blogs designed to engage young 
Muslims. Yet the site had no posts for 2016 and featured one blog in 2015 
about what young Muslims should do after the Charlie Hebdo massacre in 
Paris (January 2015). This was a post that generated only two responses.

Sites, like the official Muslim Youth League Facebook (2017) page (over 
12,000 members) and Muslim Youth Union Power Facebook (2017) page 
(over 19,000 members), were dominated by images of older men and mate-
rial that did not engage directly in political debate. Based in the Republic 
of Ireland, #Jihad on the site the Journal.ie (2017) explains the meaning 
of the term Jihad, while seeking to discourage young Muslims from joining 
radical militant groups. This site lacks high engagement and received less 
than 5,000 total views in 2015 and just over 800 Facebook likes. By way of 
comparison, Maniac Muslim (2015) a satirical site established in 2005 has 
25,000 followers and over 38,000 likes as of 31 October 2016.

What is notable from the online searches is the difficulty of finding web-
sites that might be labelled as ‘radical.’ Furthermore, the extent to which 
humour played a major role in young Muslims resistance to labels such as 
‘extremists’ and ‘violent radicals’ is also noteworthy. To illustrate this latter 
point in more detail the focus will now shift to the Muslim Medicine web-
site, which humorously responded to the British Daily Telegraph newspaper 
story “how to spot a terrorist living in your neighbourhood” (Judd, 2013).

‘10 Things You Can Do to Not Be a Terrorist’: 
Radicalisation and Humour Online

Muslim Medicine is a site established in 2011, which had 10,000 follow-
ers in 2014 and over 19,000 likes. Nowhere does the Muslim Medicine 
website state its authors or its target audience. Indeed, the website meets 
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every question of authorship with ambiguous and spoof responses. 
Nevertheless, the cartoons, images, photos, the style of language suggest 
that the target audience is ‘Muslim youth.’ The site features both serious 
newspaper reports as well as satirical commentary on the absurdity of sto-
ries such as “How to spot a terrorist living in your neighbourhood.” The 
original Daily Telegraph story starts with the author calling for individuals, 
and “Muslim communities in particular,” to inform on neighbours they 
suspect of extremism, a term which is viewed unproblematically as “we 
already know all we need to know about radicalisation” (Judd, 2013). 
The article then offers ‘insights’ into how to identify those becoming radi-
calised, warning against those adopting traditional Arab dress (or aban-
doning it to avoid suspicion!), collecting Jihadi material or withdrawing 
from contact with non-Muslims.

The spoof response of the young Muslim’s entitled ‘10 things you can 
do to NOT be a Terrorist’ begins by poking fun at the image posted as 
part of the Daily Telegraph story, “of a random white guy using binocu-
lars to spy on what I can only assume must be Muslims up to no good” 
(Muslim Medicine, 2013). The author then responds to the ten ‘identifi-
ers’ covered in the original article before concluding that in order to avoid 
becoming a terrorist Muslims need to ensure that they are:

A fat, lazy, clean shaven doctor who never bathes, brushes his teeth, or both-
ers to change his clothes, but is a big-time social party-animal and is a ladies’ 
man as well (despite already being married)—he also dresses as Sailor Moon 
on Fridays, collects Pokémon cards for a hobby, and is an avid Rebecca Black 
fan. (Muslim Medicine, 2013)

As ludicrous as this image might be, the author of this spoof is merely 
responding to Judd’s (2013) ‘identifiers’ by suggesting opposites and in 
doing so, using humour to reveal the ridiculous nature of the original sug-
gestions. In the comments section, Fatima A notes the crude ignorance of 
the initial report and the inability of the authors to comprehend it as such, 
stating “I think you did an awesome job of destroying the telegraphs’ 
article through your humour and satire. I can imagine the people at the 
telegraph reading through this post and not getting it though because 
they clearly thought their piece was journalistically credible.” Similarly, 
another commentator responds to the satire, posting the comment “You 
guys are the bomb! You’re killing me!”
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It could be argued that some young Muslims are more likely to be 
attracted to informative blogs able to develop sharp, engaging and humor-
ous modes of information delivery, than those sites produced with explicit 
intention of presenting point by point rebuttals to the radicalisation dis-
course. This illustrates that young people are not uncritical consumers of 
mainstream media, but active political agents able to develop content and 
engage in deliberative practice in various forums. One way in which they 
address the semantic drift of the notion of radicalisation and the misappli-
cation of flawed risk indicators is through humour. After all, “joking is one 
way of resolving the semantic side-effects” (Weaver, 2010, p. 35). Satire 
can be used to challenge misguided ideas of truth, as tropes are utilised to 
manipulate meaning, expose racist practices and challenge dominant ide-
ology (Back, 1996). Young Muslims’ use of political satire is particularly 
important insofar as a lack of humour is seen in the West to denote social 
exclusion. For as Kuipers (2011, p.  76) maintains “[h]umour encom-
passes many traits central to modern personhood: being a free, reflexive, 
self-controlled, socially flexible individual. Therefore, accusing people of 
not having a sense of humour indicates not only their social exclusion, 
but their unsuitability for modernity.” In this context, not only is humor-
ous engagement with radicalisation and its operationalisation a form of 
resistance and an assertion of collective identity for young Muslims, but 
it also starkly challenges the misguided perception that this group is not 
integrated into mainstream society.

Conclusion

Following appropriation by Western governments and the security sector, 
the notion of radicalisation has been used to create disciplinary regimes 
that seek to reconstruct maligned Muslim subjectivities in a coercive and 
punitive manner. Prejudices are given form through the ‘anticipatory logic’ 
of indicators and related practices. Given this interplay of (de)radicalisa-
tion practices and risk discourses, the manner in which young Muslims 
choose to engage in political and religious discussion online is inevita-
bly complex and multi-faceted. Yet where they have engaged in dialogue 
about ‘radicalisation’ their responses have moved beyond infuriation, 
disenchantment or responsibilisation to engage with racist stereotypes 
through the creative use of humour. As Orwell (1968, p. 284) observed 
“A thing is funny when it upsets the established order. Every joke is a tiny 
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revolution”. Thus, young Muslims simultaneously confirm their sense of 
belonging and revolt against prejudicial practices through the use of satire. 
Future research needs to start to map how such humorous resistance fits 
into the broader political discourse of young Muslims online.

In conclusion, some young Muslims use humour online to combat 
the ill-considered de-radicalisation and counter-terrorist strategies that 
threaten to alienate large sections of society. Not only does such prac-
tice politically empower those involved, but also, as Kuipers (2011) notes, 
such discussions serve to challenge the racist stereotype that Muslims are 
humourless.
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CHAPTER 10

Young People’s Political Participation 
in Europe in Times of Crisis

Maria Grasso

Introduction

In the 1990s, authors started discussing the idea of an ‘anti-political’ 
zeitgeist marked by growing apathy and widespread cynicism about poli-
tics. Stoker (2011) identified the features of an ‘anti-political’ culture in 
Britain: alienation from the mainstream political parties, a growing disdain 
for formal politics and an increasing disengagement from all modes of con-
ventional political participation. This chapter examines young people and 
the regeneration of politics through new forms of political participation 
across Europe in times of crisis. To speak to these theoretical debates from 
a comparative perspective, this chapter analyses survey data from across 
Europe collected in 2015, in the context of a collaborative European 
project, which aimed to analyse how citizens experienced and responded 
to the economic crisis that started in 2007–2008. The data comes from 
France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Poland, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and 
the United Kingdom (UK) (see Grasso & Giugni, 2016a). The chapter 
outlines some of the key theoretical debates in the study of youth politics 
and political participation, before analysing differences between young 
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and older people in their modes of political participation. In so doing, the 
chapter sheds light on the spheres where young people are most likely to 
be regenerating politics.

Young People in the Current Context

To analyse political action, I examine a variety of repertoires. For some 
authors, young people today are apolitical and their civic disengagement 
threatens the legitimacy of democratic political systems (Grasso, 2011a), 
whereas others have argued that young people are not disinterested, 
but rather simply interested in a different type of politics to their elders 
(Marsh, O’Toole, & Jones, 2007). Moreover, it should be noted that 
political action takes on a new meaning in the current context marked by 
the legacy of the 2008 global financial crisis (Giugni & Grasso, 2015a), 
by the adoption of neoliberal policy frames (Temple et al., 2016), by high 
unemployment and unprecedented levels of debt, and by major changes 
brought about by technology.

While the last century has brought forth great strides in the devel-
opment and the rise in living standards, it has also witnessed deepening 
economic crises, leading to austerity policies, which have particularly 
impacted on the most vulnerable sections of society, i.e. young people, 
old people and those in poverty, or in receipt of government benefits 
(Giugni & Grasso, 2015a). In particular, young people have been under-
stood as one of the most affected groups by the recent economic crisis 
that emerged out of the 2008 global financial crisis (Grasso & Giugni, 
2016b). Given that the crisis has occurred while young people are in their 
“impressionable years” and currently entering the labour market it is likely 
to have a disproportionate effect on their lives relative to other age groups 
(Grasso, 2016a). In Understanding Youth in the Global Economic Crisis, 
France (2016), examines policies directed at youth in Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand and the UK. He notes how youth is currently viewed as 
an inherently problematic life-stage and how increasingly governmental 
agendas have acted to anticipate young people’s responsibility for their 
own welfare to hasten the transition to adulthood, i.e. productivity and 
responsibility. Trends identified include: lengthening of educational path-
ways and an increasingly individualised understanding of ‘human capital’; 
a strengthening of the imperative to work, while work is becoming more 
precarious; an increasing tendency for young people to have to invest in 
their long term financial welfare, resulting in parents being responsible for 
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children longer and generating inter-generational inequalities. Moreover, 
in the current context, international mobility has become a key compo-
nent of young people’s mode of developing their human capital in pre-
carious employment contexts—with this opportunity in turn patterned 
by inequalities. Given these developments, the current period can be 
understood as fundamentally recasting youth citizenship. This situation is 
further problematised since the current context is characterised by grow-
ing economic uncertainty and insecurities (finding employment, afford-
able housing, pensions and welfare), economic precariousness and social 
exclusion. The austerity policies enacted by many countries across Europe 
have recently sparked a series of protests bringing to the fore questions of 
inequality and the redistribution of resources and a number of scholars 
have begun re-examining these questions in light of recent events (Giugni 
& Grasso, 2016; Grasso & Giugni, 2013).

Repertoires of Political Action

Political participation is made up of all those political activities that citizen 
can become involved in as they to attempt to influence political decision-
making (Pattie, Seyd, & Whiteley, 2004). Political participation is typically 
understood as essential for democratic government, since it allows citizens 
to promote their individual and collective interests. Political participation 
can be understood as made up for more mainstream, conventional types 
of actions, such as voting or being members of political parties—or more 
confrontational or unconventional modes of actions, such as protesting 
on a march or occupying a square (Grasso, 2011a, 2016b). Participation 
is understood as a fundamental feature of democracy for effective repre-
sentation. Despite the key importance of political participation, several 
scholars have argued that young citizens in particular are increasingly 
withdrawing from politics, particularly through formal means (e.g. voting 
and party membership) (Grasso, 2016a). While scholars have argued that 
we have witnessed ‘the normalisation of protest’ (Van Aelst & Walgrave, 
2001) and the proliferation of ‘new social movements,’ including more 
recent incarnations such as Occupy London (Giugni & Grasso, 2015b), 
we also know there still exist large inequalities in participation based on 
socio-demographics and political attitudes (Grasso & Giugni, 2016a; Inan 
& Grasso, 2017).

In this section, I analyse differences in the repertoires of political 
action between age groups. While recent events, such as major protests 

  YOUNG PEOPLE’S POLITICAL PARTICIPATION IN EUROPE IN TIMES... 



182 

against austerity might suggest a rise of youth activism, examination of 
the data across repertoires of activism will allow for testing this assump-
tion. Most discussions of political participation posit a key distinction 
between ‘conventional,’ e.g. voting and joining political parties, and 
‘unconventional’ participation, e.g. protesting and participating in social 
movements. While this distinction is rather basic, it is a useful starting 
point for any analysis of participation, since the key argument tends to 
be that young people are less active than older people in conventional 
means and more active in the non-institutional modes. While voting is 
still the most common form of political participation, the argument is 
that it is becoming increasingly less important to citizens today than at 
any time since the franchise was extended to women in 1918 (Franklin, 
2004; Hay, 2007; Mair, 2006). Studies have shown that the major-
ity of young citizens have little or no contact with political bodies or 
organisations and that most forms of political participation are on the 
decline if we take into account generational differences (Grasso, 2016a). 
Declining party membership is also taken to show the extent to which 
citizens—and young ones in particular—have grown increasingly disen-
chanted with formal politics (Dalton & Wattenberg, 2000; Van Biezen, 
Mair, & Poguntke, 2012). Additionally, in recent times, online activism 
has come to be conceived as an increasingly important dimension of 
participation (Pickard, 2018).

The results presented in Table 10.1 show that people aged under 35 
tend to be less likely than the older age groups to engage in conventional 
activities, such as voting in both national and European elections or con-
tacting a politician. However, they are more likely to be party members 
and there are no significant differences between age groups for volun-
teering for a party, attending meetings, donating money or wearing cam-
paign symbols. Under 35 s were, in general, more likely to be involved in 
unconventional activities, though there were no age group differences for 
the more mainstream means: signing a petition and boycotting products. 
Under 35 s were generally more likely than the older age group to engage 
in online activism. As such, overall, this suggests that while young people 
are less likely to engage in some conventional activities, they are more 
likely to be involved in extra-institutional modes of political engagement 
and online activism.

Table 10.1 also shows that only voting is consistently practiced by a 
majority. The next most frequent activity, searching for political informa-
tion online, barely featured. Even signing a petition (whether online or 
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offline) an unconventional activity that can be done simply and without 
cost, and visiting political websites, the next two most popular activities, 
were only carried out by about a third of respondents. Despite the emer-
gence of a number of online petitioning platforms, such as 38 Degrees and 
Change.org, it is compelling that on average, only one third of citizens 
say they have ever signed a petition. Contacting a Member of Parliament 

Table 10.1  Age group differences in political activism (last 12 months)

Type of political activism 18–34 35+ Sig.

Conventional
Voted at last national election 67 84 ***
Voted at last European election 57 68 ***
Party member 14 12 **
Volunteered for a party 5 5 ns
Contacted or visited a politician or government official (online or 
offline)

10 14 ***

Donated money to a political organisation/party or action group 
(online or offline)

8 9 ns

Displayed/worn a political or campaign logo/badge/sticker  
(online or offline)

9 8 ns

Attended a meeting of a political organisation/party or action  
group

9 10 ns

Unconventional
Signed a petition/public letter/campaign appeal (online or offline) 33 33 ns
Boycotted products for political/ethical/environment reasons 
(online or offline)

26 25 ns

Deliberately bought products for political/ethical/env’t reasons 
(online or offline)

24 21 **

Attended a demonstration, march or rally 12 10 **
Joined a strike 7 5 ***
Joined an occupation, sit-in, or blockade 4 2 ***
Damaged things like breaking windows, removing roads signs, etc. 2 1 ***
Used personal violence like fighting with the police 2 1 ***
Online activism
Searched for information about politics online 52 46 ***
Visited the website of a political party or a politician 34 30 ***
Discussed or shared opinion on politics on a social network site  
e.g. Facebook

28 25 ***

Joined or started a political group on Facebook/followed a 
politician or party

16 11 ***

Data: LIVEWHAT project survey 2015 (see Grasso & Giugni, 2016a)
Cells are %; Significance *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 from two-tailed tests; ns means not signifi-
cant at p < 0.05
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(MP) even in the age of e-mail is practiced by only around 1  in 10 of 
citizens. Despite the numerous free trade and ‘green living’ campaigns, 
fewer than 1 in 5 of citizens said that they practiced some form of ethical 
consumerism. From Table 10.1, it is clear that the more demanding the 
activity in terms of effort, time and other resources, the lower the pro-
portion practicing it. The more challenging activities, such as joining an 
occupation, damaging property or fighting with the police are reported 
by only a tiny fraction of the population (though under-reporting due to 
social desirability might also be at play here).

Young people’s disengagement from formal politics has been an 
increasing worry particularly in some countries. This is since their non-
participation threatens the legitimacy of the political system. Some have 
argued that young people are active in non-mainstream types of politics, 
but others argue they are simply apathetic (Marsh et al., 2007). Low voter 
turnout is generally used to evidence these claims. In the UK, for example, 
this has led to the development of groups such as Bite the Ballot (Pickard, 
2015) and campaigns to raise awareness of National Voter Registration 
Day (#NVRD) for over 16 s. Bodies like the British Youth Council are also 
active in trying to raise youth political participation particularly through 
Youth Parliaments (Pickard, 2018). As such, while voting is still the most 
common mode of participation, small groups of young people also partici-
pate in alternative modes of engagement, such as occupations, sit-ins, pro-
tests and boycotts. These unconventional modes tend to be associated with 
social movements and other forms of identity or lifestyle politics (Saunders 
et al., 2012). Moreover, the rising prominence of social media has contrib-
uted to ‘clicktivism.’ The rise of digital technology has had wide-ranging 
repercussions for the way young people express themselves and partici-
pate politically. While the results presented above examined age group 
differences in participation for the entire sample available from the nine 
European democracies analysed, we might wonder whether these countries 
exhibit interesting differences among themselves in terms of the age group 
differences in participation. I turn to this question in the next section.

Cross-national Differences in Patterns of Youth 
Participation

Table 10.2 presents the results by country. As we can see, there is a consid-
erable degree of congruence between countries. Across countries, young 
people’s lower propensity to turnout to vote is confirmed. Young people 
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are also less likely to contact politicians on the whole. The differences in 
the other modes of conventional political action are less marked, also since 
these tend to be practiced by smaller proportions of citizens. There is an 
interesting exception in Italy, where young people are more likely to be 
involved with political parties than older citizens, perhaps owing to the 
emergence of the Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five Star movement—the new 
populist party in Italy) in this period, which garnered much support from 
younger citizens. As for the differences in unconventional participation, 
we find little evidence of major age group differences. On the whole, there 
are small or no differences in the more mainstream activities, such as peti-
tioning and consumer politics. There are more marked age differences in 
the more confrontational modes of unconventional activism, though here 
the absolute proportions practicing these activities also tend to be lower. 
These findings thus confirm the insights from theories of biographical 
availability, the idea that younger citizens tend to have more spare time to 
engage in this sort of high risk activism (Saunders et al., 2012). Also, con-
firming insights from the literature, particularly in in Italy, Poland, Spain, 
and the UK, young people tend to be more active in online activism. All 
in all, results suggest that other than voting, young people tend to slightly 
more active in more confrontational political actions, though it should be 
borne in mind that these tend to be practiced by smaller proportions of 
citizens.

Age Groups and Generations

While the previous sections have examined age group differences in par-
ticipation, we need to be wary not to extrapolate all too readily from 
these patterns any ‘generational’ differences. This is because we need to 
leave intact the possibility that young people may become more politi-
cally active as they grow up. Mannheim (1928) spoke of the impression-
ability of young people:  the idea that the events of an epoch leave the 
greatest imprint on those undergoing socialisation. Despite the expansion 
of education and rising technological developments, turnout and other 
modes of participation, such as party membership, have been shown to be 
declining across Europe. This suggests underlying changes in the political 
choices that new generations are faced with (Grasso, 2016a). While in the 
past communities would have been clearly divided along political lines and 
Left and Right had real resonance in the daily lives of people, today social 
democratic parties are in crisis and the axes of political allegiances are 
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shifting to encompass other attitudinal dimensions such as values of open-
ness and tolerance versus cultural protectionism.

Table 10.3 shows levels of participation by generation (only for the UK 
with the necessary long-term longitudinal data available from the British 
Social Attitudes surveys collated from 1983 to 2012, see Jennings, Gray, 
Hay, & Farrall, 2015 and Grasso, Farrall, Gray, Hay, & Jennings, 2017 for 
details on the dataset). The data is pooled from all the different surveys 
so we can actually compare generations in their patterns of participation 
using data from when they were in different life stages. In this way, we can 
avoid the pitfall of assuming that age group differences examined only in 
one cross-section of time—e.g. a survey year—are real generational differ-
ences. To deal with this issue, pooling data from the 1983–2012 surveys 
allows us to examine members of different generations in different life 
stages. Table 10.3 shows that the youngest generation, ‘Blair’s Babies,’ 

Table 10.3  Levels of political activism by generations (%)

 Formative period 1930–1944 1945–1964 1965–1978 1979–1996 1997–2010

Years of birth 1910–1924 1925–1944 1945–1958 1959–1976 1977–1990

Contacting
Contacted your 
MP

14 20 21 14 6

Contacted a 
government 
department

3 5 6 4 2

Contacted radio, 
TV or newspaper

3 6 8 5 2

Contacted an 
influential person

3 6 7 4 3

Group activism
Raised an issue 
with group you 
belong to

4 6 7 4 2

Formed a group 
of likeminded 
people

1 2 3 1 1

Protest activism
Gone on a 
demonstration

3 7 15 12 9

Signed a petition 27 39 48 46 39

Data: British Social Attitudes 1983–2012 (see Jennings et al., 2015)
Cells are %
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are less likely than older generations to be involved in political activities 
including protest. This evidence presented in Table 10.3 and supported by 
other studies of political participation across generations (Grasso, 2014, 
2016a) challenges the idea that the youngest generations are just as active 
as the older ones, just acting through unconventional avenues (Dalton, 
2009; Marsh et al., 2007; Sloam, 2007). This evidence suggests that it 
is not quite a simple story of younger generations being more likely than 
older ones to engage in unconventional activism such as sign petitions, 
join boycotts, or demonstrations (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005).

Earlier it was shown how younger people seem slightly more likely 
to engage in the more confrontational modes of participation, but these 
activities tend to attract very small proportions. Others have argued that 
young people’s political involvement is increasingly mediated through new 
technologies and social media linked to the idea of ‘clicktivism’ (Castells, 
2000; Pickard, 2018). For some, the rise of lifestyle politics twinned with 
the popularity of social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter 
has encouraged young people to construct their own sense of community 
through the internet often based around identity politics and campaigning 
around issues surrounding the politics of recognition (Castells, 2000). In 
this respect, one of the key processes impacting on the changing nature of 
participation is individualisation and for young citizens in particular this 
means that political action tends to be conducted on the basis of personal 
interests and single-issues rather than as expression of group solidarity, 
such as a shared class interest or identity (Furlong, 2009; Marsh et  al., 
2007). Scholars have suggested that young people prefer single issue cam-
paigns that deal with practical issues in concrete and personal ways (Marsh 
et al., 2007).

Related to these trends is also the emergence of the New Politics and 
the rise of post-material values. Post-materialism is understood as a shift 
in values emerging from the 1970s linked to the transition from indus-
trial to post-industrial societies and increasing affluence of the post-war 
period as charted in Inglehart and Welzel (2005). Inglehart and Welzel 
(2005) show that between 1970 and 1999 each new birth cohort is more 
post-materialist than the previous one and this produces an inter-gener-
ational a shift toward post-materialist values as younger cohorts replace 
older ones in society. This shift has also been linked to the rise of organ-
isations championing what are seen as post-material concerns including 
nature protection (Giugni & Grasso, 2015b). The rise in support for the 
Greens, the environmental and anti-war movements are often linked to 
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the growth of post-materialist values. Yet, while the narrative on post-
materialism emphasises the importance of ‘new’ values for drawing young 
people to unconventional political action, the economic crisis of 2008 
might be linked to the rise of material concerns (Giugni & Grasso, 2016; 
Grasso & Giugni, 2013, 2016a, 2016b). The crisis can be seen to have 
acted as a catalyst spurring the young to political action against political 
elites. Young people in Europe can be understood to have many griev-
ances: precarious employment; diminishing prospects of home owner-
ship; soaring rents in cities; all suggest young people may come to be 
worse off than their parents for the first time since the Second World War 
(Sloam, 2007). The crisis has seen a growth in protest movements against 
austerity and spending cuts to social services including movements such 
as Occupy. Yet, these movements tend to attract only relatively small pro-
portions of participants. Moreover, these types of participation are often 
ignored by mainstream political parties since young people are the least 
likely to turnout to vote. While young people active in social movements 
have contested austerity, there remains no widely identified alternative.

Class-Based Inequalities in Political Participation

The importance of generational differences, however, should not lead us 
to overlook other inequalities in political participation. Arguably these, 
too, are on the rise. In this context, a crucial variable is social class, which 
can be measured through type of occupation of the chief wage earner in 
the household (Dunn et al., 2014). As Table 10.4 shows, there is a clear 
and consistent difference in participation levels between individuals with 
manual and non-manual occupations. Individuals in non-manual occu-
pations are more active in all but the very demanding, confrontational 
unconventional activities attracting very small numbers. This evidence 
supports claims that while unconventional participation does not attenu-
ate age based inequalities in participation (as we have seen demonstrations 
only attract very small numbers), it also does not rectify socioeconomic 
inequalities. Participation is demanding of resources and as such more 
likely to be practiced by highly educated, wealthy citizens. This suggests 
a feedback effect, in which only the already well-off and highly educated 
are the only ones who have the time and resources to defend their inter-
ests. Thus, based on this data, social movements do not look likely to 
improve existent problems of voice and equality in political action (Verba, 
Schlozman, & Brady, 1995).
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Table 10.4  Class differences in political activism (last 12 months)

Conventional Manual % Non 
manual %

Sig.

Voted at last national election 75 80 ***
Voted at last European election 61 66 ***
Party member 10 13 ***
Volunteered for a party 3 5 ***
Contacted or visited a politician or government official 
(online or offline)

11 14 ***

Donated money to a political organisation/party or 
action group (online or offline)

6 9 ***

Displayed/worn a political or campaign logo/badge/
sticker (online or offline)

7 9 **

Attended a meeting of a political organisation/party or 
action group

8 10 ***

Unconventional
Signed a petition/public letter/campaign appeal (online 
or offline)

30 34 ***

Boycotted products for political/ethical/environment 
reasons (online or offline)

21 27 ***

Deliberately bought products for political/ethical/env’t 
reasons (online or offline)

16 23 ***

Attended a demonstration, march or rally 10 11 **
Joined a strike 5 6 **
Joined an occupation, sit-in, or blockade 2 2 ns
Damaged things like breaking windows, removing roads 
signs, etc.

1 1 ns

Used personal violence like fighting with the police 1 1 ns
Online activism
Searched for information about politics online 42 50 ***
Visited the website of a political party or a politician 27 32 ***
Discussed or shared opinion on politics on a social 
network site e.g. Facebook

24 26 *

Joined or started a political group on Facebook/followed 
a politician or party

12 12 ns

Data: LIVEWHAT project survey 2015 (see Grasso & Giugni, 2016a)
Cells are %; Significance *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 from two-tailed tests; ns means not signifi-
cant at p < 0.05
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Other than class and age, gender and education have also tradition-
ally been identified as important socio-economic predictors of political 
participation (Almond & Verba, 1963). As politics has historically been 
the domain of ‘public man,’ the ‘private woman’ has traditionally been 
excluded from politics (Verba, Nie, & Kim, 1978). However, the growing 
liberalisation of gender roles has been argued should diminish the gender 
gap and more so amongst the young (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). Since 
Almond and Verba (1963), education level also has been linked to a citi-
zen’s level of political knowledge, interest and sophistication and the bet-
ter educated have been found to be more likely to have the time, money, 
access to political information, knowledge and ability to become politically 
active (Dalton, 2008; Grasso, 2013).

Moreover, party attachment has been found to influence participation 
(Dalton, 2008). This could lead to growing inequalities in participa-
tion between those that support parties and those instead that feel like 
they have been left behind. Also, membership in voluntary organisations 
offers the opportunity to develop skills prompting more overtly politi-
cal participation (Verba et al., 1995). Individuals with greater resources 
will have more time and money to be involved in organisations in turn 
leading to growing inequalities in participation between members and 
non-members. Additionally, ideological identification, satisfaction with 
the way democracy works and other political values may help explain 
variations in levels of political involvement. Dissatisfaction with the 
way democracy works in one’s country could influence participation 
but some argue that satisfaction increases support for the political pro-
cess whereas others suggest that it might stimulate efforts for change 
(Dalton, 2008). Finally, the literature also discusses the role of ideology 
and political values; if participation influences the law-making processes, 
whether activists are drawn equally from different political camps has 
implications for democracy.

Conclusions: The Future of Youth Participation 
in Europe

As we have seen, a number of authors have spoken of a crisis of citizenship 
(Stoker, 2006) and of our hate for politics (Hay, 2007). This crisis has 
been linked to declining civic life and associational participation (Putnam, 
2000), low trust in institutions (Norris, 2011; Pharr & Putnam, 2000), 
an increasingly individualist culture and the rise of post-material values 
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(Inglehart & Welzel, 2005), the depoliticisation of the public sphere and 
the rise of technocratic managerialism (Hay, 2007; Mair, 2006), as well 
as growing cynicism (Grasso, 2011b; Stoker, 2006). Mair (2006) in par-
ticular emphasised how the transformation of political parties and in par-
ticular their withdrawal from civil society and decreased mediation and 
representation of group-based interests in favour of a form of centralised 
managerialism (Whiteley & Seyd, 2002) has been a major shift breaking 
down the trust that existed between constituents and their representatives.

This chapter has presented evidence on young people’s political par-
ticipation in a range of conventional, unconventional and online political 
activities showing differences with older people. It also examined differ-
ences cross-nationally from a comparative perspective and considered the 
issues of generation and class. It was shown that there are interesting cross-
national differences though on the whole patterns for youth participation 
are relatively similar across Europe. The younger generations coming of 
age since the more radical 1960–1970s were shown to be less participa-
tory than this generation. Class was also shown to have an effect with 
individuals in manual occupations being generally less politically active so 
that important inequalities remain in political action based on resources 
in society. These are important issues for political equality that will need 
to be addressed if societies want to be truly democratic. Moreover, the 
results from this chapter confirm the argument that younger generations 
tend to be detached from conventional politics. Against this picture, some 
have argued that while young people vote and participate in conventional 
politics less than older people, they may be more active in unconventional 
forms of participation. Yet, evidence shows these activities only attract 
small numbers. The results presented show that young people are active 
in online ‘clicktivism,’ which attracts more participants, so youth regen-
eration of politics is likely to come either from social change enacted by 
social movement activists or by increased mobilisation through social 
media and other forms of technological advances for the practice of politi-
cal engagement.
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CHAPTER 11

The Gezi Resistance of Turkey as Young 
People’s Counter-Conduct

Nilay Çabuk Kaya and Haktan Ural

Introduction

In 2013, an initially small protest against the construction of a shopping 
mall in central Istanbul, Turkey, turned into a countrywide uprising that 
became known as the Gezi Resistance. It brought together unusually 
diverse groups of people including feminists, Alevis, LGBTQ (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender and queer) communities, football club fans, 
environmentalists and Sunni Islamist groups such as Anti-Capitalist 
Muslims, among others.1 The resistance movement was unprecedented 
in the country’s political history; the display of popular discontent 
against the ruling party had never reached such a level and, indeed, 
Turkey witnessed the emergence of a distinct type of political dissent. 
According to Navaro-Yashin (2013), diverse groups of people came 
onto the streets for the purpose of “crying out all their issues with the 
AKP [JDP]2 government” in a carnivalesque way. The resistance was 
an expression of what is described as “spoiling memorization” (ibid.), 
a Turkish idiom meaning to remake the taken-for-granted.
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The development of such widespread resistance, bringing together so 
many different social groups in terms of gender, class, sexuality, ethnicity 
and religion, attracted immense scholarly attention. The growing body 
of literature provides two interrelated accounts of the rise of the resis-
tance. Firstly, the socio-economic and socio-political background that 
engendered this political mobilisation is widely debated and it is argued 
that the Gezi Resistance can best be interpreted as the rise of discontent 
against JDP’s political hegemony (Gürcan & Peker, 2014; Öncü, 2014; 
Tuǧal, 2013; Yörük, 2014). Secondly, the ‘who’ question predominates 
in major debates on the Gezi movement. The social composition of pro-
testers has been widely debated. In these debates, particular attention has 
been paid to the class of protesters (see Keyder, 2013; Tuǧal, 2013; Yörük 
& Yüksel, 2015); however, many other dimensions that characterise pro-
testers remain under-examined.3

The role played by young people is one such dimension that deserves 
particular attention. Our focus in this chapter is to examine the Gezi 
Resistance as an example of young people’s practices of protest. We dem-
onstrate that young people have played a pivotal role in these protest 
waves and, by that means, they construct an alternative political subjectiv-
ity, which concurrently transforms their depictions as individualist, con-
sumerist and cynical subjects.

The study is framed by “the analytics of protest” (Death, 2010), 
which is inspired by Foucault’s (2007) concepts of conduct and counter-
conduct, developed in his lectures at the Collège de France, in Paris, in 
1978. In Foucault’s (2007, p. 96) view, government is the conduct of 
people’s actions, mobilities, thinking and feeling through cultivating a 
milieu of possible actions. Furthermore, diverse practices of government 
themselves entail certain modes of counter-conduct, struggling “not to 
be governed thusly, like that, by these people, at this price” (Foucault, 
2007, p. 75).

Death (2010, pp.  240–242) reworks Foucault’s conceptual tools of 
conduct and counter-conduct to create a heuristic for analysing protest. 
He suggests that protests are a form of counter-conduct, which works as 
a political rationality and relies on a particular regime of knowledge. This 
leads to the performative character of protests; protesters construct a par-
ticular political rationality, while performing their acts of defiance. These 
acts are also concatenated to the performative construction of resistant 
subjectivities. Thus, we discern that viewing the Gezi Resistance through 
the lens of counter-conduct helps us to go beyond static approaches that 
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see resistant identities through protesters’ pre-existing social positions. 
Instead, this approach provides a deeper insight into what is constructed 
and performed by young protesters.

We then argue that the Gezi Resistance is young people’s counter-
conduct directed against the ruling party’s political reason that imposes its 
own image of ideal society and political order upon the country. The resis-
tance movement counteracts the promotion of consumerist lifestyles, con-
servative and family-based social policies, and the silencing of the media by 
the JDP. The spaces associated with the movement comprise a creative and 
innovative site, where an alterity in the name of “Gezi Spirit” is invented 
and performed. The performance of political subjectivity known as “the 
Gezi Spirit” thus strives to put openness, inclusiveness, autonomy and 
freedom into practice.

In what follows, we first demonstrate the role played by young people 
in the Gezi Resistance and show the forms of knowledge they constitute 
that run counter to the neoliberal, conservative and authoritarian rule 
of JDP. Following this, we reveal that these young protesters create and 
perform a certain mode of alterity, in the name of the ‘Gezi Spirit,’ in 
order to act against the JDP’s rule and construct a novel way of being 
and doing.

Gezi Resistance as Young People’s Dissent

Young people have played a pivotal role in the Gezi Resistance move-
ment. Research investigating the social composition of the protest-
ers who occupied Gezi Park in early June 2013 reported that 52.8% 
of the occupiers were 25-years-old or younger. Of this group, 64.4% 
were students, 28.4% were employed and the remaining 7.2% were 
unemployed (Konda, 2014). Although the social composition of the 
group of protesters was heterogeneous, it can be discerned that Gezi 
Resistance was predominantly a youthful political mobilisation, mostly 
led by student activists.

Young protesters acquired a pioneering and iconic stance in the Gezi 
Resistance and a couple of young people became the figureheads of the 
movement, due to the striking images of them that were widely circulated 
through local and international media. The most prominent example was 
‘the woman in red dress.’ On the very first day of events, a graduate stu-
dent activist was photographed in Gezi Park; she was standing in front of 
armed police forces and turning her head to avoid the pepper spray that 
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was blasted directly into her face by them. Shortly after the circulation of 
this image in national and international media, the activist became known 
as the woman in the red dress and the image was reproduced in graffiti and 
on banners. Another example was the ‘activist reading a book.’ During 
another encounter with police forces in Gezi Park, a young protester was 
photographed reading a book out loud to police officers. Following the 
publication of this photograph in the mainstream media, the protester’s 
image gained an iconic stance by means of its hasty circulation through 
social media.

Both images (of non-violent resistance) have been powerful tools in 
constituting the visual repertoires of the movement. They have been 
graphic accounts of the movement’s character. They revealed the decisive 
peacefulness and creativity that characterised the resistance movement. 
Furthermore, they illustrated how young people of the movement were 
determined, courageous, confident and ready to play a pioneering role in 
the Gezi Resistance.

It is widely debated that young people in Turkey are dramatically dis-
interested in traditional/conventional politics, as they do not trust politi-
cal institutions (see Demir, 2012). Besides, as Neyzi (2001) states, youth 
subjectivities are constructed through the consumption-based and indi-
vidualist cultures of the post-1980 period.4 These ideas lead to the rep-
resentations of youth in Turkey as apathetic and cynical about politics. 
However, the Gezi outburst of resistance was a turning point for young 
people in Turkey. The rise of this political mobilisation subverted the 
image of apathetic and cynical youth (Alemdaroğlu, 2013). It has been 
a transformative moment for young people, allowing them to re-imagine 
themselves as active citizens of Turkey who are seeking to re-establish a 
democratic society (Bee & Kaya, 2016). The Gezi Resistance indicates a 
determined desire of young people to actively construct more engaged 
and participatory political subjectivities.

Young protesters construct their political subjectivities by employing 
certain regimes of knowledge. As Death (2010, p. 241) suggests, protests 
are based on certain styles of thinking and feeling, and on rationalities 
which are directed against dominant political rationalities. In the case of 
the Gezi Resistance, as the movement has grown markedly in size and 
diverse groups have participated, it is not possible to identify the move-
ment’s political rationality through a single pattern of thinking. We instead 
examine three forms of regimes of knowledge that come to constitute the 
forms of thinking in the Gezi Resistance.
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Defending Mobile Urban Subject

The first dimension of political opposition was a consideration of the 
mobilities in urban public spaces, which was central especially at the initial 
stage. The Gezi Resistance started as an occupation of Gezi Park, in May 
2013, by a few dozen protesters acting against the construction of a shop-
ping mall on the site. Protesters aimed at preventing the park’s demolition 
for business interests. In that regard, as Kuymulu (2013) states, the claim-
ing of an open, inclusive and non-commercial use of space was central to 
the resistance movement.

Since the beginning of the century, Istanbul’s urban government 
regimes steadily aimed to transform the urban economy into one based 
on service economies (Aksoy, 2012). To that end, the long-desired goal 
of attracting flows of financial and commercial capital to Istanbul has 
become more manifest in recent years. With the advent of new legislative 
frameworks requiring local governments to promote, initiate and regulate 
neoliberal urban government, municipal actors—who are also ruled by 
the JDP—have presented a fervent desire to undertake entrepreneurial-
ist projects (Türkün, 2011). Authorities have embarked upon numerous 
initiatives, ranging from ‘mega-projects’ to urban renewal or regeneration 
projects in squatter settlements and inner cities.

The demolition of Gezi Park to construct a shopping mall was a direc-
tive of the municipal government that is committed to such a neoliberal 
worldview. The project was driven by a desire for profit; the objective was 
to remake urban space into a site for consumerism. However, the demoli-
tion of the park mattered greatly to the activists. The park was located at 
the very centre of Beyoglu, the social and cultural hub of Istanbul. More 
importantly, it was one of the few public spaces in the inner city. From this 
perspective, the park was occupied as a fight against the priority of profit-
ability and private interests over open and non-commercial uses of space.

In a similar way to the Occupy movements across the world (see Bulley, 
2016, p.  244), members of the Gezi Resistance claimed an alternative 
use of public space. In this alterity, young protesters employed a particu-
lar knowledge that embraces the free mobility and circulation of urban 
subjects across urban spaces. Indeed, there lies a denial of consumerism 
in this embrace of the mobile urban subject. The resistance movement 
counteracted the construction of the shopping mall because in this project 
the freely mobile urban subject was to be replaced by the freely mobile 
consumer subject.
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Concerns over Conservative Regimes of Government

Insofar as the resistance movement has grown and deepened since its 
inception, protesters have become more variegated, coming to include 
those concerned with the JDP’s conservative regime of government. 
Young people’s voices against restrictions on alcohol consumption, pro-
natalist discourses and practices, as well as against proposals to ban abor-
tion, among other issues, clearly reflected popular discontent with the 
JDP’s imposition of conservative values and norms.

Consolidating massive support by combining populist and conserva-
tive political discourses and practices in recent years (Öncü, 2014; Yörük, 
2014), the JDP has constituted a political rationality that imposes a con-
servative image of society onto the Turkish population. Such a conserva-
tive political rationality puts forward the ideal of moral and family values. 
As Kaya (2015, p. 60) suggests, within this political rationality lies a call 
for the “strong family” as the best model of living.5 In this way of think-
ing, women’s bodies and practices were regarded as the markers of soci-
etal order. Consequently, a series of policy changes—or attempts to make 
changes—directly targeting women’s bodily practices came to the fore 
(Acar & Altunok, 2013). These most prominently included policies pro-
moting/favouring the three-child family, discourses against pre-marital and 
queer sexualities, restrictions on caesarean deliveries and the submission of 
a bill to parliament on the prohibition of abortion, among many others.

Certain regulations concerning alcohol consumption are also linked to 
the will to establish moral order. The JDP has made serious changes in this 
area, such as prohibition of the late-night purchase of alcoholic beverages 
from shops, restrictions on alcoholic drinks appearing in public (including 
in advertisements), and substantial increases in tax levies on alcohol con-
sumption (Evered & Evered, 2016).

The Gezi Resistance was a struggle against such conservative policies. 
Young people showed their concerns about such governmental interven-
tions regarding their own bodies and practices. They made claims for 
a different conduct from the government, or more accurately, for their 
lives not to be directed or controlled to such an extent. Public utter-
ances in slogans, graffiti and tweets all reflected demands for increased 
autonomy, creativity and pleasure. The utterances were wildly diverse 
in content, yet they commonly defied the government’s imposition of 
a strict moral order. They were nothing short of an outcry over a drift 
towards a “socially impoverished” and “monotonous” life, in Tug ̆al’s 
(2013, pp. 167–169) words.
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Struggling Against Silenced Media

Another factor that stirred discontent was the JDP’s authoritarian rule 
as manifested in its silencing of mainstream-traditional media. Many 
media companies remained quiet about the dissent, especially in the 
initial stages of the Gezi Resistance. The biased and inaccurate cover-
age or silence of the media when it came to reporting on the protests 
and on the disproportionate use of police violence triggered concerns 
over freedom of expression being repressed by the state authority. The 
protesters discerned that these omissions and limitations revealed the 
extent to which the flow of information through the media was con-
trolled by the political elites.

The prominent media companies in Turkey have been amalgamated 
into the hands of a few business elites in recent decades. This process 
has gone hand in hand with the reinforcement of political parallelism and 
with decreasing journalistic autonomy (Kaya & Çakmur, 2010). Akser 
and Baybars-Hawks (2012) identify the key mechanisms used by the JDP 
to repress media criticisms. They note that the media critique is blocked 
in numerous ways that include the imposition of economic pressures 
on media investors, and discouragement of journalists or other content 
producers/providers to report openly (through to prosecution and the 
regulation of the internet, the surveillance of particular individuals, and 
accreditation regimes). In addition, almost half of the media companies 
in Turkey are owned by investors who have close relationships with the 
ruling party (Kurban & Sözeri, 2012).

The JDP’s sovereignty over media companies became apparent during 
the resistance movement. In the initial stage of the protests, with reference 
to a news channel’s choice to air a documentary about penguins rather than 
covering the dissent on the streets, young protesters called the silenced 
media the “Penguin Media.” The broadcast was a decisive moment for 
reinforcing rising concerns that the JDP has increasingly been exercising 
sovereign power to silence the domestic media. Thus, many people who 
were informed about the demonstrations through social media joined the 
protests in order to show their discontent with the silenced media (Buğra, 
2013; Tunç, 2013).

All things considered, the JDP’s policies regarding urban space, family 
life and flows of information are designed to promote particular subjectivi-
ties that chime with consumerism, morality, pro-family policies and silence. 
However, young people of the Gezi Resistance invoked an alternative to 
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this. The protesters contested government policies directed towards the 
privatisation of public space, hyper-consumerism, family-based morality, 
and the silencing of critique.

The Performance of “Gezi Spirit”
In Death’s (2010, p. 245) account, the analytics of protests draws atten-
tion to acts of defiance. Accordingly, resistance subjectivities are perfor-
matively constructed through diverse acts of defiance. Considering the 
resistance movement in this way, we examine the ways that the famous 
“Gezi Spirit” was constructed and performed across virtual and physi-
cal places of the Gezi Resistance. It incorporated a diversity of practices, 
involving all sorts of protests, such as online activism, barricades, street 
marches, graffiti, public forums, video streaming, and more. Many of 
these practices served the purpose of communicating and spreading 
young people’s words across virtual or physical places (see Juris, 2012). 
In the same way, the use of social media had an especially strategic role 
in movements struggling against authoritarian rule, such as the Arab 
Spring (Khondker, 2011). Demirhan (2014) argues that these dynamics 
were enormously influential in the use of social media during the Gezi 
movement.

Furthermore, Malmvig (2014, 2016) suggests paying close attention to 
the creative and subtle practices that avoided overtly political expression. 
Following this, we discern that the motionless stance of a performance 
artist that spontaneously turned into a collective performance of passive 
resistance is a good example of creative and subtle practices.6 Likewise, 
the humour and carnivalesque style of young people were also important 
dimensions of the protests (Dag ̆taş, 2013). As Arda (2015, p. 90) states, 
this humorous and carnivalesque tone reflects the preponderance of youth-
ful subjectivities and its capacity to introduce a new political language 
into public life through extended use of social media. For instance, young 
people’s strategic action to subvert the image of themselves as ‘spoilers’ 
(capulcu), an ostensibly critical epithet given to them by Turkish Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan during the events, sets a good example. 
This derogatory term and its derivations (such as chapuller, chapulling and 
so forth) have been re-appropriated as an honourable and reputable label 
in texts and images circulated in social media.

It is not possible to fully portray and examine every individual defiant 
practice here. Instead, we probe the way that a particular mode of resistant 
subjectivity is created and performed. As Malmvig (2016, pp. 264–265) 
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contends, the concept of counter-conduct points out the will to be gov-
erned differently as it seeks to cultivate an ethos of novelty. It implies one’s 
individual and collective involvement in inventive, critical and bold prac-
tices to create a new conduct of life. In that sense, according to Davidson 
(2011, p. 29), the ethical dimension of counter-conduct resides in this 
disposition. Counter-conduct is conceived as an attitude of aspiring a new 
way of being and acting.

In order to invent this new conduct of life, a whole new way of being 
and acting is not deemed to be an individual activity. Davidson (2011, 
p. 34) suggests that friendships are auspicious for cultivating these new 
ways, as follows:

The kinds of counter-conduct made possible by these friendships [that 
involve affective relations] both changed the force relations between indi-
viduals and modified one’s relation to oneself. One conducts oneself in 
another way with friends, fabricating new ethical and political possibilities. 
(Davidson, 2011, p. 34)

We suggest that the Gezi Resistance was a practice of counter-conduct 
to invent a new way of being and acting; it was committed to creating 
(Karakayalı & Yaka, 2014, p.  128). Furthermore, it facilitated a social 
space where experiences of encounters and mutual recognition were trans-
lated into a novel way of being and acting by means of new or reinforced 
friendships. The “Gezi Spirit” derived from the development of affective 
ties through which young protesters were individually and collectively 
bound to another. Yet it is not only shaped by openness and inclusiveness, 
but also by othering discourses constantly negotiated by the protesters 
themselves.

New or Reinforced Friendships

The spontaneity of the resistance movement gave rise to a self-organising 
political defiance across online and offline spaces. The interactions 
between young people, during which they exchanged and circulated 
information and ideas, allowed for network formation and the develop-
ment of an alternative mode of sociality based on emotional ties. The 
idea of a “Gezi Spirit” bears the marks of these emotional registers that 
emerged from encountering differences and the blurring of boundar-
ies. Such processes effectively triggered the establishment of friendly ties 
among diverse individuals and collectives.
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A stunning example of creating or reinforcing friendships concerns 
the remarkable presence and visibility of LGBTQ communities within 
the movement. Zengin (2013) aptly attributes the heightened visibility 
of LGBTQ communities to the fact that “queers painted seized bulldoz-
ers pink, waved the rainbow flag on top of barricades, pitched the ‘LGBT 
Blok’ tent at the center of the park, and organised frequent drag-queen 
dances and small-group parades with slogans and songs.” As Pearce (2014) 
observes, a remarkable crowd of young LGBTQ activists were seen in the 
front lines, especially in Istanbul’s Beyoglu.

Such commitment from LGBTQ young people helped them build 
solidarity with other protesters. This could best be seen in the substan-
tial increase in numbers of demonstrators taking part in Istanbul’s Pride 
Parade in the same month. The Pride Parade dates back to 2003, when it 
attracted 30 marchers. In the course of time, attendance has increased, but 
the parade in 2013 was unprecedented in terms of size. The number of 
demonstrators was estimated at 10,000 and, indeed, it was announced as 
the largest Pride Parade taking place in a Muslim-majority society.

Pearce (2014) observes that LGBTQ young people’s active involve-
ment in diverse acts of defiance paved the way for encounters between 
LGBTQ individuals and other protesters. These encounters were suitable 
for creating greater sympathy and solidarity. Substantially increased interest 
in the Pride Parade clearly revealed how these affective ties led to increased 
solidarity. The embrace of openness and inclusiveness in the movement’s 
regimes of knowledge, as illustrated above, has been translated into reality 
by virtue of that strengthened solidarity. Larger attendance at the Pride 
Parade is linked to the movement’s rationality that favours the will not to 
be governed too much.

Another example is an Islamist group’s participation in the resistance 
movement. A couple of weeks after the Gezi protests, the Anti-Capitalist 
Muslims group organised “Communal Meals” (Yeryüzü Sofraları) 
events in which people sat on the ground for iftar (fast-breaking) dur-
ing Ramadan. These events, as part of the Islamic ritual of breaking fast, 
were a meeting spot for resistance groups. Thousands gathered at a single 
(one-kilometre-long) table in Istanbul streets. Damar (2016) notes that 
LGBTQ communities, leftists, feminists, and football fans were among the 
participants of these “Communal Meals.”

In this way, the “Communal Meals” opened up a space for encoun-
ters between religious and secular communities of Turkey. According 
to Damar (2016), these activities enabled the formation of an alliance 
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between religious and secular political groups, creating the potential to 
transgress existing boundaries and participate in a collective struggle (see 
also Karakayalı & Yaka, 2014). These activities also bear the marks of “pub-
licness” with freely mobile urban subjects favoured over consumerism and 
entrepreneurialism. Defiance through “Communal Meals” creatively put 
the “Gezi Spirit” into practice. Shared dinner tables welcoming a diversity 
of people have been the marker of “Gezi Spirit,” advocating for openness 
and inclusiveness instead of consumerism, exclusion and profit-seeking.

In all these examples, it is crucial to emphasise that we do not intend 
merely to point out mutual recognition of different identities and estab-
lishment of solidarities between diverse groups when speaking of the “Gezi 
Spirit.” We argue that a new political subjectivity has been constructed 
and performed in conformity with young protesters’ regimes of knowl-
edge, namely defending the mobile urban subject over the consumer sub-
ject, individual autonomy against family-based social order, and freedom 
of expression against silenced media. The performance of this political 
subjectivity, namely the “Gezi Spirit”, refers to this novel way of being 
and acting. That mode of being and acting is directly linked to a political 
rationality of resistance that favours publicness, autonomy and freedom, 
as has been illustrated above. In that sense, it is directed against the JDP’s 
government as its forms of thinking and feeling starkly contrast with its 
neoliberal, conservative and authoritarian rationality.

Negotiating Friendships

We consider counter-conduct to be a force that is vested in what it coun-
teracts. Thus, it may have a polyvalent character that vibrantly takes on the 
meanings of resistance and compliance at the same time (Bulley, 2016, 
p. 243). In that regard, we avoid providing an enthusiastic account of the 
“Gezi Spirit” that portrays only its open and inclusive facets. Rather, we 
claim that the “Gezi Spirit” contemporaneously accommodates othering 
discourses that have been questioned, negotiated and transformed during 
the protests.

Homophobic, transphobic and sexist discourses that were to some 
extent fostered by the humorous and carnivalesque style of young protest-
ers set the precedent. Although the “Gezi Spirit” gave rise to inclusiveness 
and openness embracing queer communities, these tenets were not always 
easily maintained. Moments that undermined this inclusiveness and open-
ness (such as the slogans and graffiti including derogatory terms about sex 
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workers or LGBTQ individuals) could be challenged and transformed by 
various means. As Zengin (2013) observes:

By painting over offensive graffiti, altering some swearword letters with 
the female symbol, and organizing an alternative “Swearword Workshop” 
(Küfür Atölyesi) to dispute the humiliation of women, gays, and sex work-
ers, queers, together with feminists, challenged the misogynist, homopho-
bic, and transphobic language of the resistance.

All these factors reveal that while the Gezi Resistance was comprised of 
plural existences, the “Gezi Spirit” illustrated above was also highly vul-
nerable and ambivalent; it could be easily disrupted and undermined, 
although its discourses were constantly negotiated during the protests. 
In regard to the Occupy movements, Bulley (2016, p. 254) discerns that 
emotional ties could be fleeting and momentary; similarly, the perfor-
mance of the “Gezi Spirit” could in fact be transitory.

Conclusion

Gezi Resistance can be considered as young people’s counter-conduct 
directed against the JDP’s political project to establish neoliberal, conser-
vative and authoritarian forms of government. We argue that the young 
people of resistance have created a regime of knowledge revolving around 
openness, inclusiveness, individual autonomy and creativity, intended to 
reverse the consumerist, profit-oriented, pro-family and repressive rule 
of the JDP. The “Gezi Spirit” acts upon this regime of knowledge; and 
its performance, which is marked by a carnivalesque style, translates that 
political rationality into reality. By this means, given that young people in 
Turkey are represented through the terms of individualism, consumerism 
and cynicism (Neyzi, 2001, p. 423), the protesters subvert this imposed 
image of youth and come to construct an alternative political subjectivity.

However, we state that the “Gezi Spirit,” while being mostly charac-
terised by openness and inclusiveness was also vulnerable and could easily 
be disrupted. Its ambivalent relationship with queer communities is a clear 
revelation of this aspect. On the one hand, the “Gezi Spirit” helped to 
establish or reinforce political alliances between queer communities and 
other components of the resistance moment; on the other hand, the 
humorous and carnivalesque style of “Gezi Spirit” chime with homopho-
bia, transphobia and sexism, and have called its openness and inclusiveness 
into question.

  N. ÇABUK KAYA AND H. URAL



  211

The creative energy of the movement was boosted by Turkish young 
people displaying discontent with the JDP’s conduct. They struggle to be 
governed differently, or not to be governed that much. Yet, in point of 
fact, the JDP maintains its electoral support and rule. The resistance seem-
ingly could not entail an immediate transformation in electoral politics. 
The question of whether the practice of the “Gezi Spirit” will constitute a 
different way of being and acting may be resolved in the course of time, as 
Özel (2014) states. At this stage, we can say that such an experience con-
vincingly reveals how young people of Turkey are determined to construct 
a brand new world. However, we insist on the importance of understand-
ing the limits of what it promises to construct.

�N otes

	1.	 The protests started on 27 May 2013 as an occupation of Gezi Park to 
oppose its demolition. Yet, on 29 May 2013, after brutal police violence 
directed against the occupiers, the protests dramatically increased in 
both size and scale. On 30 May, the police attacked once again. This was 
a turning point. The protests turned into a countrywide uprising, recruit-
ing hundreds of thousands of people. From then on, the Gezi Resistance 
was transformed into a movement which was about more than Gezi  
Park alone.

	2.	 JDP [AKP] stands for Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve 
Kalkınma Partisi). The party has continuously won legislative elections 
and ruled the government since 2002. Its political tradition is rooted in 
political Islam. The party was derived from the Islamist Virtue Party after 
its closure. During its rule in the 2000s, the JDP has been aligned with 
pro-Western, pro-market and conservative politics. The party’s political 
rationality is built on neoliberal ideas blended with conservatism, particu-
larly in social and moral issues.

	3.	 Yörük’s (2014) study would count as an exception. He rightly shows that 
diverse social groups such as women, LGBTQ communities and Alevis 
(a religious minority group) had remarkable visibility and a pioneering role 
in the movement.

	4.	 The emphasis on the post-1980 period in identifying the emergence of 
youth subjectivities relies on the fact that 1980s became a very important 
watershed in the social, economic, political and cultural history of Turkey. 
In this period, Turkey was incorporated into the flow of global capital and 
its economy was increasingly transformed into a free market economy. 
In  this way, youth cultures and identities have been constructed through 
consumption-based practices (see Neyzi, 2001).
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	5.	 The government’s family-based discourses can best be observed in the 
employment and social care regimes. Bug ̆ra (2012) demonstrates that the 
advent of flexible employment and the replacement of institutional care with 
cash transfer systems in the JDP period resulted in an intensified role for 
informal networks. That is to say, establishing such welfare provisions rein-
forces the normative principle that sees women as the principal care provid-
ers. Indeed, such pro-family social policy framework works in harmony with 
neoliberal rationality advocating financial austerity, budget cuts, privatiza-
tion and market rule.

	6.	 On 17 June 2013, a young man started to stand, unmoving, in Taksim 
Square. Shortly after, others joined in and his solo performance turned into 
a collective one. This action, known as Duran Adam [Standing Man], was 
a very effective form of passive resistance, attracting local and international 
media coverage. It became a symbolic marker of the protesters’ peaceful 
attitude (see Baydar, 2015).
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Alemdaroğlu, A. (2013). From cynicism to protest: Reflections on youth and pol-

itics in Turkey. Jadaliyya, 18 July. Retrieved January 2, 2017, from http://
www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/13048/from-cynicism-to-protest_reflec-
tions-on-youth-and-

Arda, B. (2015). The construction of a new sociality through social media: The 
case of the Gezi uprising in Turkey. Conjunctions, 2(1), 75–99.

Baydar, G. (2015). Embodied spaces of resistance. Women’s Studies International 
Forum, 50, 11–19.

Bee, C., & Kaya, A. (2016). Youth and active citizenship in Turkey: Engagement, 
participation and emancipation. Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, 1–15.

Bug ̆ra, A. (2013). Turkey: What lies behind the nationwide protests? 6 August. 
Retrieved October 28, 2016, from https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/
ayse-bugra/turkey-what-lies-behind-nationwide-protests

Bug ̆ra, A. (2012). The changing welfare regime of Turkey: Neoliberalism, cultural 
conservatism and social solidarity redefined. In S. Dedeoğlu & A. Y. Elveren 
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CHAPTER 12

Off the Radar Democracy: Young People’s 
Alternative Acts of Citizenship in Australia

Lucas Walsh and Rosalyn Black

Introduction

At the time of writing of this chapter, Australia was in an election year. In 
the lead up to the federal election in July 2016, the media noted that around 
half of Australia’s 18-year-olds were not on the electoral roll. This was seen 
to be particularly significant in light of Australia’s compulsory system of 
voting (Australian Broadcasting Commission, 2016). While there are many 
reasons why so many young people were not registered to vote (Collin 
& Walsh, 2016), this type of media coverage reflects an ongoing concern 
about young people’s participation in Australian democracy. This concern 
has particular resonance in the wake of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) 
and the austerity measures, which have followed it across various countries.

Compared to many other countries, Australia’s young population was 
shielded from the worst effects of the Global Financial Crisis: while youth 
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unemployment remains an issue here, the impact of the Global Financial 
Crisis has been lower by comparison with the catastrophic effects on 
young people in parts of Europe and the United Kingdom. This is not to 
suggest that young people in Australia are not feeling the effects of auster-
ity policy, however. Many austerity measures have been proposed in recent 
years in relation to young people. These include Work for the Dole; Youth 
Jobs PaTH (Prepare, Trial, Hire), an youth internship program that pays 
young interns at a rate lower than the poverty line; the defunding of vari-
ous youth support networks and agencies, and the deregulation of higher 
education.

These measures mimic those of recent United Kingdom Conservative 
governments (since 2010), both in their form and justification in terms 
of austerity (Walsh, 2016b, 2017a, 2017b). Measures such as Youth Jobs 
PaTH also serve to shift the responsibility of an insecure labour market 
onto young people as part of a wider policy movement away from a com-
mitment to full employment and towards low-paid, piecemeal or volun-
tary work. While some of these measures have failed to win legislative 
support, and some are still in a nascent state, they have contributed to a 
wider cultural and policy climate in Australia, which evokes the language 
of austerity: scarcity, market competition and entitlement.

The Global Financial Crisis also affected young people in tangible ways. 
In the years immediately following the Global Financial Crisis, the propor-
tion of Australian young people not learning or earning full-time increased 
by the highest level since the recession of the early 1990s (from 13.4 per 
cent to 16 per cent). Unemployment for those aged 15–19 and not in full-
time education increased by over six per cent, one of the largest annual 
increases for this age group in two decades. In 2009, one quarter of young 
people aged 20–24 were not engaged in full-time work or full-time educa-
tion (Robinson & Lamb, 2009): one journalist estimated that all but 400 
of the 30,600 jobs shed between January and July 2009 had been lost 
by “teenagers” (Martin, 2009). Insecure, part-time work also increased, 
much of it undertaken on an involuntary basis (Walsh, 2016a).

Conditions for young people have improved since that time, but 
Australia, like other nations, is still characterised by a persistently nega-
tive discourse of youth politics in crisis, which portrays young people as 
civically and politically alienated or apathetic (see Walsh & Black, 2011). 
On the one hand, this discourse positions young people as democratically 
precarious because they are seen to be retreating from conventional demo-
cratic institutions and processes (Williamson, 2014). On the other, when 
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they engage in what may be seen as alternative acts of citizenship, such 
as protest or social unrest, it portrays them as democratically deviant and 
dangerous. In so doing, it contributes to the demonisation and, in fact, to 
the criminalisation of increasingly large groups of young people as well as 
the acts or sites of citizenship which they choose to use or create (Bessant, 
2016; Bessant, Farthing, & Watts, 2016; Pickard, 2014b). It positions 
them as a threat to the social and political order even while it cements their 
tenuous or marginalised relationship to that order (Bradford & Cullen, 
2014; Cooper, 2012). As Pickard notes, in the age of austerity, “youth 
remains a problem” (2014a, p. 58).

The studies mentioned above are part of a still emerging body of schol-
arship which argues that most young people are not in fact democrati-
cally disengaged, but are engaging as citizens in ways that are ‘off the 
radar’ of conventional institutions and processes (also see Mansouri & 
Kirpitchenko, 2016; Percy-Smith, 2016; Peterson & Bentley, 2016). In 
Australia, the widespread youth protests and unrest in recent years have 
been less dramatic than in Europe or the Middle East. Many young people 
are, nevertheless, choosing alternative ways of expressing or enacting their 
citizenship. Some of these include conventional modes and sites such as 
the frequently informal and everyday spaces of youth volunteering. There 
are also newer modes and sites, such as the socially dynamic spaces of 
social enterprise, in which young people work interstitially between the 
government, business and not-for-profit sectors while drawing on tools 
and resources from each or all of them (Walsh & Black, 2011; Walsh & 
Owen, 2015).

This shift in young people’s citizenship is indicative of something wider: 
an established but apparently escalating shift away from representative 
bodies (e.g. mainstream political parties) and institutions of the twentieth 
century towards more cause- or issue-based politics and a greater engage-
ment with the ‘small p’ politics of the local (Kallio, Mills, & Skelton, 2016; 
Staeheli, Attoh, & Mitchell, 2013; Wood, 2016). Yet despite the scope of 
this shift, there has been insufficient analysis of the ways in which young 
people in countries such as Australia are seeking to influence change in 
an era of austerity. Young people’s changing acts of citizenship are only 
poorly recognised through the conventional lenses or blunt measures of 
political participation, which still tend to emphasise traditional political 
institutions, channels and affiliations.

This chapter seeks to address this lack of analysis by exploring the 
growth of youth volunteering and social enterprise as alternate spaces for 
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youth citizenship in the austerity era. It is divided into three parts. The 
first part of our discussion critically examines the patterns of young peo-
ple’s volunteering in Australia, drawing on an evidence review conducted 
by the authors for the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth 
(Walsh & Black, 2015). We consider the paucity of data that is available 
to describe young people’s volunteering and the problems with how that 
volunteering is defined. Drawing on direct field research conducted by the 
authors with young social entrepreneurs,1 the second part of our discus-
sion considers young people’s engagement in social enterprise, the dispute 
regarding what constitutes a social enterprise and the lack of data about 
the scope and scale of young people’s involvement in this area. Finally, we 
build on our discussion to consider the implications of these interstitial or 
‘off the radar’ acts of citizenship for conventional notions and practices of 
citizenship and the political, and for ways of moving beyond the trope of 
youth politics in crisis.

Why Young People Volunteer in the  
Age of Austerity

According to conventional definitions of volunteering, around one in 
three young Australians volunteer, but the proportion of young people 
who volunteer regularly is much lower than this. Those most likely to 
volunteer are young women, those in education or paid work, those who 
have completed the final year of schooling, those who live outside of major 
cities, those who speak English at home, and those who give money to 
charity (Muir et al., 2009).

The question remains as to why such young people give their time. 
Young people’s perceptions of what constitutes volunteering, and their 
motivations for volunteering, are as diverse as most other aspects of the 
volunteering landscape. The limited government data available suggest 
that young people volunteer to help others or the community, to gain 
personal satisfaction, to do something worthwhile, and for personal or 
family reasons (Muir et al., 2009). These motivations are worth unpacking 
in further detail.

Moffatt’s typology of motivations for volunteering outlines three 
potential sets of motivations or ‘asks’ which young people seek from their 
volunteering. Firstly, there are the “You’s,” which comprise community 
based asks; “i.e. those who want to use this particular role to contribute to 
their community, ‘make a difference,’ or for social interaction.” Secondly 
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there are the “Me’s,” consisting of “solely personally based asks—i.e. 
those who want to use this particular role for personal reasons, such as to 
develop their skills, to enhance their career prospects, or to pursue a per-
sonal interest.” Thirdly, there are the “Us’s—Mixed asks—i.e. those who 
want to use this particular role partly for community reasons and partly for 
their own personal reasons” (Moffatt, 2011b, p. 68).

The first and most altruistic set of these motivations appears to be a 
powerful driver of volunteering for many young people in Australia. Many 
appear to see volunteering as an expression of good or active citizenship 
(Australian Youth Forum, 2012) and an opportunity to make a differ-
ence (Ferrier, Roos, & Long, 2004; Moffatt, 2011a). This is echoed by a 
national United Kingdom study, which found that the chief reason given 
by 16–24-year-olds for volunteering was to help people (Hill, Russell, & 
Brewis, 2009).

Other appeals of volunteering include the social benefits of being with 
friends, strengthening relationships and working collaboratively with 
others (Moffatt, 2011a). In particular, young people look for volunteer-
ing opportunities that link them to other young people (Ferrier et  al., 
2004; Volunteering ACT, 2013). There is also evidence that volunteering 
delivers the social benefits and outcomes that it promises: in a number 
of studies, young volunteers describe experiences of acknowledgement, 
appreciation and a sense of being socially engaged (Ferrier et al., 2004; 
McBride, Johnson, Olate, & O’Hara, 2011).

The second, more personal set of motivations proposed by Moffat is 
also a factor in many young people’s choice to volunteer in Australia. The 
opportunity to learn or exercise new skills, especially skills that may be 
useful in progressing or obtaining work and career opportunities, is a key 
motivation for many young volunteers (Australian Youth Forum, 2012). 
It is also one that has particular resonance in the era of austerity, when 
many young people offer their unpaid work as volunteers and interns in 
the hope that it will position them more competitively in insecure and 
highly contested labour markets. This is where the rhetoric of citizenship 
may be misleading increasingly large numbers of young people. The “cult 
of experience” (Holdsworth, 2015, p. 1) has the potential to exacerbate 
existing inequalities between young people as voluntary internships and 
work placements displace or replace paid employment and, as Holdsworth 
observes, “create new cleavages of distinction and advantage” (2015, p. 6). 
More systemically, as Mills notes, these “new geographies of voluntarism” 
(2015, p. 532) provide a rationale for further cuts to public services and 
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supports, including those services and supports needed by young people 
trying to cope with the vicissitudes of austerity, as well as the proposal of 
new policy measures (e.g. Work for the Dole) as mentioned above.

The third set of motivations in Moffat’s typology involves a mixture of 
reasons that can shift over time. Some studies note that while altruism—
the desire to contribute to the community and make a difference—may be 
what leads young people to volunteer in the first instance, they continue 
volunteering because they regard it as a way of accessing the more per-
sonal benefits mentioned above (Cornelis, Van Hiel, & De Cremer, 2013; 
Harris, 2013). Others suggest that young people may initially volunteer 
for shorter-term reasons of personal or professional gain, but that this 
frequently converts to a lifelong commitment to voluntary work (Nicol, 
2012). What this commitment looks like in a precarious and increasing 
competitive labour market remains to be seen, as young people navi-
gate and try to balance competing demands of insecure work, study and 
training.

Measuring Young People’s Volunteering

It is difficult to ascertain the true nature of young people’s volunteering in 
Australia because the data on youth volunteering is generalised from very 
limited information and its accuracy is often questionable. One reason for 
this lies in how volunteering is defined.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) defines volunteering as “the 
provision of unpaid help willingly undertaken in the form of time, ser-
vice or skills, to an organisation or group” (ABS, 2007). This definition 
excludes what it calls “direct volunteering”; that is, direct help that is 
not mediated through a formal organisation (ABS, 2012, p. 2). It also 
excludes what is commonly called ‘informal’ volunteering: volunteering 
that occurs outside not-for-profit organisations and without a position 
description (Volunteering Australia, 2006).

These exclusions foster an ambiguity about young people’s volunteer-
ing, in relation to whether youth volunteering is in fact voluntary. While 
it is a key principle of volunteering that it is a freely chosen activity that 
takes place without compulsion, there are numerous contexts in which 
young people’s choice to volunteer is not entirely free. As we have already 
discussed, the need to compete within the fluid labour markets of the 
austerity era is one of these contexts. Another relates to schooling, where 
volunteering in the form of service learning may be part of the compulsory 
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curriculum or where students are given academic credit for it. Such con-
texts conflate the voluntary nature of young people’s acts of citizenship 
with other, more instrumental goals. A blurring of purposes is also likely to 
occur in mutual obligation programs (Bessant, 2000) and where schemes 
are implemented that allow young people to reduce their university-fee 
debt through community volunteering, a proposal that has been circulat-
ing for some years in Australia (Left Right Think-Tank, 2011).

Young people’s own understandings of volunteering are subject to 
a similar blurriness. One Australian House of Representatives Standing 
Committee Report into volunteering found that some young people 
failed to recognise their own activities as such (House of Representatives, 
2008). Other studies have found that some young people dislike and 
do not identify with the term ‘volunteer’ (Geale, Creyton, Tindoy, & 
Radovic, 2010). Harris suggests that a crucial element in Australian 
school students’ understanding of volunteering is intent: “if the intent 
was to do something for the greater good, rather than because one was 
compelled to through policy or for money, then it was viewed as volun-
teering” (Harris, 2013, p. 4). Our earlier observations raise the question 
of whether such distinctions remain valid in an era when the lines between 
paid and unpaid work, and between personal and public goods, are being 
increasingly blurred.

Much of the literature discussed earlier suggests an orientation of 
young people towards a ‘politics of choice’ (see Vromen & Collin, 2010). 
It documents the desire of many young people to make an active contribu-
tion and to have their voices and actions taken seriously by institutions of 
power. The evidence is, however, that this desire is largely being treated 
tokenistically at best, or—at worse—dismissed. The literature on youth 
volunteering suggests that negative discourses about young people’s civic 
disengagement are devaluing the scope of their contribution. Civic and 
political institutions need to take a more positive view of young people’s 
citizenship and social participation if they are to draw on their enthusi-
asm and energy, but the contributions of young people through volun-
teering remain largely off the radar because they are not recognised by 
the predominant (adult) gaze(s) of those institutions. This is despite evi-
dence that volunteering matters to young people in Australia. In Mission 
Australia’s 2015 survey of young Australians aged 15–19, volunteering 
was reported as one of the three top activities in which young people were 
involved (Cave, Fildes, Luckett, & Wearring, 2015). This follows the pat-
tern of previous surveys (e.g. Buckley et al., 2012).
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This evidence tends to slip through the gaps in the formal ABS data col-
lection, which only reports on the volunteering activities of people between 
the ages of 18–24. Defining what constitutes young people’s volunteer-
ing and who defines this are both important here. For example, informal 
volunteering by young people is less likely to be recorded because it is not 
necessarily seen as volunteering, especially within culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse communities where young people’s contribution is viewed as 
a community or family obligation. As Kerr and her colleagues note, this 
contribution often occurs outside the commonly acknowledged definitions 
and purposes of volunteering (2001). This means that it may also be insuffi-
ciently recognised, supported or valued (House of Representatives, 2008).

Some young volunteers are also involved in ‘hidden’ voluntary activities 
that are not included in public measures or assessments of volunteering. A 
2007–2008 survey of young people in the United Kingdom, for example, 
found that 16–24 year olds are more likely to volunteer informally than 
any other age group (41 per cent compared to an average of 35 per cent) 
but also less likely than any other age group to volunteer formally (Hill 
et  al., 2009). In Australia, this informal volunteering is not monitored 
or measured by the ABS. There is also a paucity of empirical informa-
tion about non-traditional volunteering roles such as online social action, 
e-volunteering, time-banks, and young people’s engagement in volunteer 
tourism during their gap year.

This lack of data and consistency means that many policy proposals 
with regards to youth volunteering are made without real knowledge or 
substantial research into young volunteers’ values, activities and attitudes 
(Bassett, Troy, Scarce, & McLaren, 2011). Traditional definitions of vol-
unteering also provide few insights into the organisational contexts or 
locations in which young people volunteer. While these are often not-
for-profit organisations, the growth in non-traditional volunteering roles, 
which we note earlier presents an increasing challenge to the notion that 
youth volunteering is necessarily mediated by a formal organisation at all. 
This leads us to the issue of how young people’s increasing engagement in 
youth-led social enterprises is recognised and understood.

The Emergence of the Social Enterprise

In recent years, young people have become part of a new wave of volun-
tary activity that seeks entrepreneurial responses to contemporary social 
and political challenges. Through what are often called social enterprises, 
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young people operate at the intersection of the government, business and 
not-for-profit sectors (Black, Walsh, & Taylor, 2011).

Social enterprises are exclusively voluntary, yet they are not measured 
according to the conventional ABS definition of volunteering. The emer-
gence of youth-driven social enterprises is widely feted—young social 
entrepreneurs are almost breathlessly valorised within the not-for-profit 
sector (Walsh, Black, & Berman, 2013)—yet there is virtually no official 
recognition of this activity by standard measurements of citizenship par-
ticipation and no systematic data exists on the scope and scale of youth 
social enterprise in Australia. This means that it represents one of the ‘hid-
den’ voluntary activities we discuss above.

This is not helped by blurry definitions of the field. Like volunteering 
more broadly, the notion of what constitutes a social enterprise is itself 
debated. Broadly defined, a social enterprise targets perceived unmet areas 
of need or gaps in service delivery, pursuing a social or political purpose 
while engaging in commercial activities such as the sale of products and/or 
services (Battilana, Sengul, Pache, & Model, 2015). According to Crawford-
Spencer and Cantatore (2016, p. 48), a social enterprise is characterised by:

(a) a social purpose that prevails over the aim of delivering profit to share-
holders; (b) an organizational culture, structure, management, processes, 
and resources that are less centralized than those of strictly commercial 
enterprises; (c) imperatives to collaboratively prevail over market com-
petition; and (d) greater complexity in the involvement and interests of 
stakeholders/customers.

These themes certainly emerged from our conversations with 18 young 
social entrepreneurs, in which many expressed frustration with the slow-
ness of government responses to issues of key concern to young people 
such as education, the environment, health and human rights. These 
young people have chosen to engage in social enterprises out of a need for 
more dynamic, responsive and efficient forms of change-making (Walsh & 
Owen, 2015). They draw from business, government, and not-for-profit 
sector resources and approaches, working between the spaces typically 
occupied by these sectors.

At the same time, they are keenly aware of how they and other young 
people seeking to drive social change are negatively portrayed by some 
of those sectors and by the traditional discourses of politics and power. 
Despite their commitment, these young people suffer from the effects of 
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the stereotypes that are still used to characterise young people as a collec-
tive. As one young social entrepreneur observed, “as a society we prob-
lematise young people, so young people are a problem to solve.”

This problematisation of youth was seen by some young entrepreneurs 
as a systemic issue. As another observed, “society doesn’t put young peo-
ple in the top job and we see that in the government, we see that with big 
organisations … taking responsibility off young people.” This same young 
person spoke with some bitterness about the cultural and institutional 
blindness that infantilises contemporary young people:

[…] you go way back to the 1400’s and Joan of Arc led an entire country 
to victory at the age of sixteen. We now treat our sixteen year olds like they 
can’t wipe their own arse and they need to be, like, managed or they need 
to be sorted out.

As with volunteering, the value and recognition of youth-led social 
enterprise is arguably delimited by adult discourses. In a previous study 
of young social entrepreneurs, we found a related and potential significant 
divergence in how some young people characterised their participation. 
One example was Jack, who was involved in a social enterprise seeking 
to address homophobia in a regional Australian setting. Though passion-
ate about social justice, Jack did not consider his enterprise to be ‘politi-
cal,’ despite the fact that its success depended on a shift in social norms, 
attitudes and power relations in determining who could be included and 
excluded based on sexual orientation (Walsh & Black, 2011).

There is one final but important question to arise in relation to social 
enterprises. This is whether they reflect the neoliberal responsibilisation of 
young people to address the complex social problems of our time rather 
than conventional institutions, such as the state. Given the pervasiveness 
of neoliberalism, young entrepreneurs may themselves be the subjects of 
neoliberal discourses valorising the “entrepreneurial self” as a means of 
governance (Kelly, 2006, p. 18). But to reduce their entrepreneurialism 
to some kind of by-product of neoliberalism underplays their reflexive 
understandings, struggles and capacities to influence their worlds (for 
more about this, see France & Threadgold, 2015). It could be argued that 
social enterprises function interstitially between sectors because young 
people and the conventional avenues of influence have been relegated to 
the margins. Young people might be attempting to adopt this model in 
the absence of other means of influence.
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Conclusion

Andersson has argued that “young people, when given the opportunity, 
have the capacity to create their own political spaces and places as political 
actors” (2015, p. 14). Our main contention here is that a lack of recogni-
tion and misrecognition of these key aspects of young people’s citizen-
ship limits our capacity to understand how they are seeking to shape their 
worlds in the austerity era.

The forms of youth volunteering and social enterprise described in this 
chapter appear to be largely invisible to researchers and commentators, 
suggesting a need for more nuanced ways of mapping and measuring 
the scope and impact of young people’s citizenship activities (Walsh & 
Black, 2015). This has important implications not only for youth stud-
ies scholars but also for organisations and political institutions seeking to 
engage young people as citizens. At the very least, better recognition, 
measurement and acknowledgement of the ways in which young peo-
ple are choosing to enact their citizenship could create more meaning-
ful and more positive opportunities for other young people. At the time 
of writing, a more inclusive definition of volunteering was developed by 
Volunteering Australia (2016), according to which “volunteering is time 
willingly given for the common good and without financial gain.” This 
definition is promising because it takes into account activities such as activ-
ism, more nuanced forms of volunteerism and, potentially, some forms of 
social enterprise.

It could also help to focus policy attention on the key question of who 
is included and who is excluded in the ‘off the radar’ acts of citizenship 
considered in this chapter. Educated young people, young people from 
higher socioeconomic groups and young people who are already confi-
dent, already civically engaged and who already possess the skills required 
to volunteer are also the most likely to choose to volunteer (Hardy, Pratt, 
Pancer, Olsen, & Lawford, 2010). Such young people demonstrate higher 
membership of cultural associations, participation in politics and other 
organisations than those who do not volunteer (Hill et al., 2009). They 
are also more likely to report positive beliefs about the importance of 
volunteering (Jahromi, Crocetti, & Buchanan, 2012) and to sustain their 
civic and citizenship participation (Walsh & Black, 2015). A similar pat-
tern emerges within the social enterprise area.

This has the potential to set up new patterns of inequality amongst 
young people, as well as to reinforce and exacerbate existing inequalities. 
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The austerity era is cementing the neoliberal expectation that young peo-
ple foster their own life opportunities as well as the discourse that holds 
them responsible for any failure to secure those opportunities (Walsh, 
2017b; Walsh & Black, 2011). Without a clearer analysis and understand-
ing of young people’s preferred acts of citizenship, the dominant and 
institutional constructions of what constitutes citizenship will continue to 
foster limited understandings of youth politics in crisis that either devalue 
the ways that young people are participating and seeking to shape their 
worlds, or overlook them entirely. It will also perpetuate cruel patterns of 
exclusion for rapidly growing numbers of young people.

�N ote

	1.	 In 2013, the authors conducted a focus group with young people who were 
seeking to make social or political change. The focus group involved 18 
participants from the ‘Foundation for Young Australians’ Young Social 
Pioneers’, a program designed to develop social enterprises. Our discussions 
explored the extent to which those young people believe they have the 
power to influence society; the ways in which they seek to influence; the 
barriers to that; and what they believed would enable them to have greater 
influence.
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CHAPTER 13

(Re)Politicising Young People: 
From Scotland’s Indyref to Hong  

Kong’s Umbrella Movement

Susan Batchelor, Alistair Fraser, Leona Li Ngai Ling, 
and Lisa Whittaker

Introduction

In the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis, young people across 
the world have experienced increased precariousness of work, housing, 
stability and confidence in the future. In some contexts, this has led to 
alienation and apathy; in others, it has led to increased politicisation and 
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protest. In particular, a backlash against globalisation and disillusion-
ment with political elites has contributed to the rise of nationalist move-
ments, commonly associated with right-wing populism and opposition 
to immigration. Yet nationalism can take many forms, as evidenced by 
the recent campaigns for self-determination in both Scotland and Hong 
Kong.

In Scotland, the 2014 referendum on independence (locally referred to 
as IndyRef) from the United Kingdom (UK) saw young people mobilised 
as never before: campaigning on behalf of non-partisan political groups, 
participating in rallies and debates, engaging in online discussions, and 
turning out to vote in high numbers (Electoral Commission, 2014; 
McLaverty et al., 2015). While the outcome of the referendum was a vote 
against independence, young people—especially those living in margin-
alised communities—were amongst those most likely to vote for indepen-
dence, motivated by concerns about social inequality and a desire to have 
their voices and their interests reflected in public life (Breeze, Gorringe, 
Jamieson, & Rosie, 2015). Rather than focusing on the perceived nega-
tive consequences of immigration, frustration in Scotland was targeted at 
a UK Westminster government led by right-wing politics and an agenda 
of austerity.

This emphasis on self-determination from a larger territorial government 
was also the driving force behind the youth-led pro-democracy movement 
in Hong Kong. The 2014 ‘Umbrella Movement’ lasted three months and 
at its peak brought over 100,000 people to the streets to campaign to 
elect the Chief Executive without interference from Beijing (see Watts in 
this volume). In doing so, it ‘reaffirmed the civic character of the people 
to resist political and economic integration with China by attempting to 
reassert the values of universal suffrage and self-determination’ (Kwan, 
2016, p. 965). Protesters occupied three major road junctions, transform-
ing them from spaghetti-style intersections choked with traffic to spaces 
of quiet defiance. At the largest of these protest sites, in Admiralty, the 
civic nature of the occupiers drew global attention: a social ecology built 
around interdependence and recycling, makeshift study groups and free 
exchange of goods and services.

Drawing on a wider study of youth leisure in Scotland and Hong 
Kong, this chapter compares the participation of young people in these 
two independence movements, highlighting the similarities and differ-
ences that emerge. In doing so, it challenges static representations of  
both nationalism and youth politics, and points to the ways in which the 
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narratives underpinning the activities of young people in each setting 
reflected their distinctive political heritages. The chapter is set out in four 
sections. The first engages with sociological debates about the nature and 
form of contemporary youth politics, in particular those focused on ques-
tions of apathy, disengagement and disorder. The second introduces the 
research project, the two case study locations and the focus group sample 
characteristics. The subsequent sections draw out analytical insights from 
the study, examining themes of self-determination and social justice. The 
conclusion offers some brief observations relating to the implications of 
these findings for youth politics in Scotland and Hong Kong.

The Character of Contemporary Youth Politics

Young people’s political engagement, or perceived lack thereof, has been 
a major focus for academic research in recent years (Brooks & Hodkinson, 
2008; Henn & Foard, 2012; Marsh, O’Toole, & Jones, 2007). Studies 
have repeatedly shown that many young people are dissatisfied with and 
alienated from traditional institutional political participation. Compared 
to older generations, young people have lower levels of electoral turn 
out (Phelps, 2005; Wattenberg, 2003), lower levels of party membership 
(Sloam, 2007; Van Biezen, Mair, & Poguntke, 2012), and lower levels 
of knowledge about and interest in formal political processes (Henn, 
Weinstein, & Forrest, 2005; Kimberlee, 2002). These patterns have led 
some commentators to conclude that young people  in the twenty-first 
century are apolitical:

Today’s young people say they are not interested in politics and do not 
regard political activity as worthwhile. They know little about the institu-
tions of government at various levels, and feel little loyalty to the communi-
ties of which they are a part. (Pirie & Worcester, 2000, p. 35)

This rather bleak picture of contemporary youth politics is often linked 
to the breakdown of traditional identities and practices (Beck, 1999; 
Giddens, 1991), alongside the depoliticising effects of consumerism and 
mass media. As Furlong and Cartmel note:

In the context of late modernity, young people may increasingly find it 
difficult to make connections between their own life circumstances and 
those of others occupying similar positions or sharing core experiences. 
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As a consequence, identification with a broader collectivity in the shape of 
a social class or a community of interests, and hence the political orienta-
tions and values associated with class positions, is seen as having weakened. 
(Furlong & Cartmel, 2012, p. 14)

Yet, whilst many may lack interest and involvement in electoral politics, 
a number of studies demonstrate that young people participate in other, 
more unorthodox forms of political activity (Henn & Foard, 2014). A 
key finding to emerge is that young people may have a particular pro-
pensity towards issue-based or ‘cause-oriented’ politics, which focus on 
specific concerns and ‘non-traditional’ methods of political activity, such 
as boycotts, petitioning, demonstrations, and direct action (Loader, 2007; 
Marsh et al., 2007), as well as local forms of social action, for example 
membership of informal community networks or volunteering (Brooks, 
2007; Eden & Roker, 2002; Roker, Player, & Coleman, 1999; Vromen, 
2003). Some social theorists characterise these activities as evidence of a 
shift towards individualised ‘life politics’ (Giddens, 1991), concerned with 
post-materialist values like autonomy, belonging, and self-actualisation. 
(Inglehart, 1997)

In recent years, however, narratives of fragmentation and post-
material politics have been tempered by evidence of the continuing 
salience of materialist, economic concerns amongst young people. As 
a number of contemporary studies have indicated, there is continuity 
as well as change in young people’s political engagements, with place-
based structural inequalities and political traditions continuing to play an 
important role in shaping attitudes and practices. Furlong and Cartmel 
(2012), for example, found that young people’s political views varied 
from, and were similar to, those of older generations. In particular, there 
was shared concern across the generations about the state of the econ-
omy, as well as a shared distrust of conventional politics and political 
institutions. In their analysis of survey data from Australia, the UK and 
the United States (US), Vromen, Xenos and Loader (2015) also found 
that the economy was ranked as a key issue of political importance for 
young people, together with other materialist concerns relating to work 
and education. Focus group data from the same three countries dem-
onstrated that young people’s understanding of these issues was often 
framed by neoliberal ideas of choice and responsibility, but these were 
tempered by differing lived experiences rooted in particular places. This 
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merging of materialist and post-materialist concerns is also highlighted 
by Rheingans and Hollands’s (2013) in their case study of the 2010 UK 
university student occupation movement (following the rise in tuition 
fees). Participants in their research located their actions in relation to an 
established tradition of student activism, but also made connections with 
other collective actions and entities (e.g. the trade union movement) and 
wider concerns (the banking crisis and public sector cuts).

Most recently, these economic concerns have merged with a new col-
lectivist politics of nationalism and the ‘rise of the right’ across Europe 
(see Bessant in this volume). In England, young people in insecure labour 
market positions have increasingly been involved in new forms of street 
politics, including organised demonstrations against immigration and 
more spontaneous forms of violent disorder (McDowell, Rootham, & 
Hardgrove, 2014; Treadwell, Briggs, Winlow, & Hall, 2013). The rise 
of a new English nationalism, evidenced by the growth of support for 
the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) and groups like the 
English Defence League (EDL), has been attributed to the failure of 
established political parties to adequately defend working-class interests 
(Winlow, Hall, & Treadwell, 2016). It is important to note, however, that 
there is a degree of cultural and social heterogeneity to young people’s 
political responses to economic crisis. As will be discussed, independence 
movements in Scotland and Hong Kong were characterised by strains of a 
more ‘civic’ nationalism, which combined materialist and post-materialist 
concerns, and focused less on narrow, inward-looking identity politics and 
more on self-determination and opportunities to address broader issues 
of inequality.

(Re)Imagining Youth in Glasgow and Hong Kong

The research reported on here was originally designed as part of a wider, 
comparative study of youth leisure in Glasgow and Hong Kong.1 We set 
out to explore the values, attitudes and habits of young people in two 
geographically disparate cities, in order to interrogate contemporary 
debates relating to youth, globalisation and social change (Batchelor, 
Whittaker, Fraser, & Ling, 2017; Fraser, Batchelor, Ling, & Whittaker, 
2017). The Scottish fieldsite, Dennistoun, is a residential neighbour-
hood located in the East End of the city. Typical of many post-indus-
trial areas in the UK, Glasgow’s East End is known largely for its high 
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rates of poverty and unemployment, poor health and low mortality, and 
is often stigmatised as a breeding ground for welfare dependency and 
violent gang culture (Fraser, 2015a; Gray & Mooney, 2011; Mooney, 
McCall, & Paton, 2015). Much of the district falls within the 15% ‘most 
deprived’ data zones in Scotland (Scottish Government, 2012), though 
there is also a growing population of middle-class students and artists, 
attracted to the relatively affordable housing market and proximity to 
Glasgow city centre. Yat Tung, the Hong Kong fieldsite, is a large pub-
lic housing estate located on Lantau Island, exhibiting similar demo-
graphics to Dennistoun: predominantly lower-income, with a mixture 
of social housing and owner-occupied leases, coupled with high youth 
populations and perceived ‘problem’ youth (Hong Kong Sheng Kung 
Hui Tung Chung Integrated Services, 2010). Unlike Dennistoun, how-
ever, it is relatively isolated from the rest of the city, built to service a 
new airport.

We used a qualitative case study approach, involving concurrent 
data collection in these two locations, including ethnographic obser-
vations (six months in each site, from October 2013 to March 2014), 
interviews with local community representatives (n = 8 in Glasgow and  
n = 7 in Hong Kong), focus groups with young people (n = 9 and n = 6  
respectively) and interviews with young people (n = 22 and n = 20). 
The empirical material presented in this chapter is principally drawn 
from Phases 1 and 2 of the study, alongside a small proportion from 
Phase 3. Phases 1 and 2 comprised structured observations and 15 focus 
groups with 68 young people across the two research sites, accessed via 
local youth organisations, schools and colleges, as well as via employers 
and employment agencies, criminal justice agencies and social work, 
while Phase 3 consisted of 42 interviews with young people across both 
fieldsites. The characteristics of the focus group samples are indicated in 
Tables 13.1 and 13.2.

Although the study was initially designed to compare young people’s 
leisure in these two sites, this focus was superseded by the emergent pol-
itics of the independence referendum and Umbrella Movement. These 
two major instances of political mobilisation happened at almost exactly 
the same time across our two field sites and were raised as a significant 
issue by research participants, particularly in the Glasgow setting. In this 
sense, the study was very much in the right place at the right time, and as 
events unfolded, we decided to explore the opinions and experiences of 
the young people involved.
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In the sections that follow, young people’s views and experiences 
are brought into dialogue with the debates mentioned above regarding 
young people and politics. In Glasgow, research participants expressed 
an overwhelming support for Scottish independence from the UK, with 
an emphasis on self-determination and social justice. It was particularly 
notable that young people were reluctant to identify themselves explic-
itly as ‘nationalist,’ but the language of class—specifically working-class 
politics—featured heavily in their accounts. By contrast, while Hong Kong 
participants were also animated by a desire for self-determination, political 
freedom and universal suffrage formed the foreground of their narratives. 
These differences suggest the need to explore the role of place, history and 
political heritage in understanding contemporary configurations of youth-
ful politics (Pilkington & Pollock, 2016).

(Re)Politicising Youth? Indyref and  
the Umbrella Movement

On 18 September 2014, the population of Scotland were presented 
with a single question: ‘Should Scotland be an independent country?’ 
With the vote extended to 16- and 17-year-olds, it was the first time 

Table 13.1  Focus group sample,/Glasgow (N = 42)

Age Total

15 and under 16–19 20–25 26 and over

Female 4 9 1 – 14
Male 2 18 7 1 28
Total 6 27 8 1 42

Table 13.2  Focus group sample, Hong Kong (N = 26)

Age Total

15 and under 16–19 20–25 26 and over

Female 2 3 3 – 8
Male 3 9 2 – 14 (4 data missing)
Total 5 12 5 – 26
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that under-18s in the UK had the franchise on a major matter of state 
(see Pickard, 2018). In the weeks leading up to the referendum, debate 
was energised by the involvement of a new cohort of voters who par-
ticipated in a range of online and offline forms of engagement, and 
who were widely reported in the media as likely to tip the balance 
towards independence. Student activism played an important role on 
both sides of the campaign, with organised debates taking place in 
schools, colleges and universities up and down the country, alongside 
spontaneous grassroots gatherings in major city centres. On the day, 
an estimated 75% of 16–17 year olds turned out to vote, compared to 
54% of those aged 18–24 (and 85% of eligible voters overall) (Electoral 
Commission, 2014). The outcome was a vote against independence, 
with 55% returning No and 45% returning Yes. Following the result, 
however, the pro-independence Scottish National Party (SNP) expe-
rienced a huge surge in membership (from approximately 26,000 to 
over 120,000—around 2% of the Scottish population) and went on 
to make historic gains in the 2015 UK General Election, winning 56 
out of 59 Scottish seats.2 Though there was some variability in polling 
data, several exit surveys found that young adults and those living in 
socio-economically disadvantaged areas were most likely to vote Yes to 
independence (Curtice, 2014).

Just two weeks after the Scottish referendum, on 28 September 2014, 
the youth-led Umbrella Movement brought the world’s media spotlight 
to Hong Kong. While organised protest and occupations are not entirely 
new to the city (Chiu & Lui, 2000; Lam, 2004), the scale and intensity 
of the Umbrella Movement was unprecedented. Several major roads in 
three different neighbourhoods were blocked, with people from diverse 
backgrounds camping out overnight, some for several weeks, after finding 
out about the action via social media (Cheng and Chan, 2017). Forms of 
involvement varied—from occupiers to online translators, contributors to 
logistical coordinators—but young people were unified under a common 
concern to promote the democratic autonomy of Hong Kong (Ortmann, 
2015). The movement lasted until 15 December 2014, at which point 
protesters were forcibly removed by police. Although unsuccessful in 
obtaining universal suffrage, the protest had ‘reverberating effects on 
society which fundamentally changed Hong Kong’s political atmosphere 
[…] result[ing] in the rapid rise of localism and the new political awaken-
ing among a generation of youth to defend their home’ (Kwan, 2016, 
p. 949).
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During our fieldwork, participants in both sites were swept up in 
the excitement and fervour of political conversation. In Glasgow, par-
ticipants valued the fact that the referendum allowed their voices to be 
heard and highlighted the role of social media in creating shared spaces 
for engagement and interaction. The following excerpt is drawn from a 
group of young people discussing the referendum in the weeks leading up 
to the vote. Echoing the later survey polls, the group discuss both their 
engagement in debate and their feelings in relation to the age-based pat-
terning of voting preferences:

LW: Has there been a lot going on in school about the referendum?
Alex: Everyone is talking, arguing, fighting.
Nicola: Our Modern Studies teacher is taking two periods out tomorrow to 

talk about it because everyone was just going on about it.
LW: Is there quite a mixed view in the school?
Nicola: No, mainly Yes [voters].
Mairi: We went to a referendum debate last week at the Hydro [enter-

tainment venue] and our teacher was finding it really hard to find No 
voters.

Alex: A lot of the No voters are, like, old people.

These comments reflect a general sentiment in favour of independence 
among the young people we engaged. However, our participants were 
often careful to distinguish this support for independence from support 
for the SNP, focusing instead on the possibility of democratic and social 
reform. As one young woman commented, “independence isn’t a vote 
for the SNP, it’s a vote for independence” (Young woman, Glasgow 
focus group 1). This pre-referendum disavowal of the SNP was often 
linked to young people’s desire to distance themselves from the negative 
connotations of nationalism, portrayed as “exclusionary” and “inward-
looking.” Against a backdrop of a decline in support for the Labour Party 
in Scotland,3 independence was regarded as vehicle for a more progressive 
politics:

I’m not saying that being a Nationalist is right, I’m not saying that their 
policies are right, but they’re a step in the right direction. See as soon as 
you’ve got Independence, you’ll vote for Joe Bloggs … It’s not about being 
British or being Scottish, it’s nothing to do with that. It’s the power. It’s 
the Westminster Government that’s the problem and needs to be sorted. 
(Young man, Glasgow focus group 8)
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Amongst our Glasgow participants there was a general of lack of enthusi-
asm for conventional political parties and, more specifically, a lack of trust 
in Westminster politicians sitting in the House of Commons in London. 
This was articulated in their frustrations about the handling by the 
Westminster government of the 2008 banking crisis and the parliamentary 
expenses scandal (see Pickard, 2013). It was also evident in their criticisms 
of Scottish Labour’s lack of political autonomy from Westminster and the 
party’s decision to campaign alongside the Conservatives as part of the 
Better Together (i.e. vote No) campaign. Voting for independence, for 
many of our Glasgow-based research participants, was thus motivated less 
by nationalist sentiment and more by a desire for influence, which they 
felt could best be achieved at a national level (see also Breeze et al., 2015).

In Hong Kong, participants became similarly more engaged in political 
discussions during the Umbrella Movement, though levels and forms of 
involvement varied. Some participants had visited the main Admiralty site, 
which was principally associated with student-led activism and deliberate 
efforts to create a self-sustaining protest camp. Others visited the Mong 
Kok site, which was more associated with grassroots politics and diversity. 
Mirroring the separatist politics of the Scottish independence referendum, 
young people who visited the camps were animated by a desire for politi-
cal self-determination and protection of basic freedoms from the perceived 
threat of mainland China. As one participant noted, young people felt 
that they had no choice but to take to the streets in a way that marked out 
a different form of political engagement from their parents’ generation 
(DeGolyer, 2010):

LL: You’ve been to Admiralty. Why did you go there?
Ng: There’re times you’ll be moved, and you’ll want to go. For example, the 

scenes you saw on TV. At that moment, you’ll have that impulsion to go.
LL: Can you talk about your opinion on the movement as a whole? So far, 

it’s been two months.
Ng: I personally think that the biggest starter of the whole thing is the 

government. Sometimes, they may want to hold things off for a while. 
They hope that it’ll lead to citizens fighting against citizens. The real root 
of the problem is the government. But the older generation—Like, my 
mother—I often talk about this with my mum—she’ll scold the people 
when it’s shown on TV. Actually, it’s not the students who are to blame, 
who’re causing the troubles. They’re forced to do so.

LL: The situation now, what do you think about this?
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Ng: I feel helpless. Because the protest is a tied match. There won’t be 
a side who can win. The police and citizens are like on the opposite 
sides, students are beaten by the police, the reputation of the police 
goes bad as they beat the citizens. No-one in the society can win. 
Everyone loses. Students have lost their time to prepare themselves, 
to strengthen themselves. The atmosphere in the society is tense. The 
government does not care about you. They’re ok with this. Everyone 
loses in this thing.

While the movement energised many students, and drew them into action 
(Fraser, 2015b), the housing estate where our research participants lived 
was quite distant from the protest sites, and so some of the young people 
we spoke to said that they felt like the protest was going on elsewhere. 
For these young people, there was not optimism but pessimism about the 
potential for political enfranchisement:

Ying: We just do not have any influence on anything.
LL: Why don’t you think you can have influence on anything?
Ah Yat: We just have 7 million people … Is it possible we can choose our 

own governor?
LL: So you are quite pessimistic about Hong Kong politics and future?
Ah Yat: Yes.

In both Glasgow and Hong Kong, therefore, young people were ani-
mated by a political sentiment of self-determination, expressed as a desire 
for independence. Though articulated differently, there were striking 
parallels in the political context and animus for both movements, involv-
ing a desire for fuller control of a smaller geographical territory from a 
larger, more powerful, neighbour. Indeed, this similarity drew the atten-
tion of Scotland’s First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon, who on a visit to Hong 
Kong pointed to Scotland’s independence referendum as a potential les-
son in ‘political engagement’ (Fraser, 2015c). In both cases, too, there 
was intense disappointment in the aftermath of events. As the following 
excerpt from Glasgow demonstrates, young people felt let down by “the 
older generation,” and frustrated that the opportunity to enact change 
had been missed:

Mary: I stayed up all night.
Carol: I stayed up all night too, I didn’t mean to—I just wasn’t tired!
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LW: What do you think about the result?
Keir: It was rigged.
Robert: It wasn’t rigged, it was just people bottled it and there was too many 

old people involved in it.
Nicola: I don’t see why they even got the vote.
Keir: I would agree with that.

A further similarity between the two movements was the shift from non-
partisan campaign groups to political parties as vehicles of engagement. 
In Hong Kong, Joshua Wong, the prominent student activist and pub-
lic face of the Umbrella Movement, sought to stand for election after 
co-founding Demosisto, a new political party advocating the ‘democratic 
self-determination’ of Hong Kong (Phillips, 2016). Other post-Umbrella 
Movement political parties include Hong Kong Indigenous, Youngspiration 
and the Hong Kong Nationalist Party. These latter groups are more local-
ist and radical in orientation, advocating ‘national self-determination’ via 
‘whatever effective means’ available (Lam, 2016). Research into young 
people’s post-referendum political activity in Scotland points to a similar 
upsurge in youth membership of political parties (McLaverty et al., 2015), 
especially the SNP, the Scottish Green Party (SGP) and RISE (a new left-
wing, pro-independence political alliance). These developments not only 
challenge dominant representations of young people’s lack of interest in 
party politics, but also complicate the picture of their predilection for nar-
row, inward-looking identity politics over material and/or class-based 
concerns. Growth in SNP support, for example, can be explained in part 
by their resistance to Westminster rule, but also their success in position-
ing themselves (rhetorically) as more left wing than Labour. SNP policies 
that were popular with participants included their scrapping of medical 
prescription charges and student tuition fees in Scotland, and their long-
standing commitment to nuclear disarmament.

Youth Politics, Austerity and Place

One of the main points of difference between young people’s orientations 
towards Scotland’s independence referendum and Hong Kong’s Umbrella 
Movement relates to the issue of austerity. While in Glasgow young people 
articulated a clear vision of material concerns over jobs, housing and secu-
rity, in Hong Kong these issues featured less prominently. In our Glasgow 
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data, traditional notions of collective services and state responsibility 
were recurrent themes and, as indicated above, young people reported 
that their support for independence was primarily motivated by a sense of 
democratic deficit and a desire to have more control over issues such as 
education and employment:

I’d love nothing more than a working-class man to work his way up and 
say, ‘Right well I’m here for the working-class people and the majority.’ 
’Cause as soon as you start working for the majority of your country, the 
country is behind you, and not divided. And although we are united in 
terms of the United Kingdom, we’re a divided nation—I don’t care what 
anybody says … And that leads back to unemployment and the state of the 
country. That’s the reason we’re having an Independence referendum, it’s 
because the country is absolutely broken … so many young people wanted 
change. They’d been let down badly. Every time I see adverts for jobs, its 
jobs the average Joe can’t go for. You come out of college or university 
and there’s no support there. It’s a disgrace. (Young man, Glasgow focus 
group 8)

These findings are in some ways unsurprising, if one considers that 
Glasgow has the highest rate of youth unemployment in Scotland, and 
one of the highest figures in the UK (Hudson, Liddell, & Nicol, 2012). 
For the young people who were unemployed at the time of interview, the 
search for work dominated discussions:

Tony: A lot of colleges tell you, ‘If you do voluntary work like that’ll usually 
lead you into a job.’ But I’ve done over 100 hours of voluntary work and 
none of its led me into a job. Like it’s basically rubbish.

Rylan: It’s a zero hours contract. Honestly, a zero hours contract!
Dylan: They’re cutting far too many jobs. They’re cutting too many cor-

ners. They’re like, ‘We’ll pay off 50 people and just overload them with 
work.’

Tony: I went for an interview yesterday and there was another guy there 
wi’ us, and I was talking away to him in the job centre. He’d been 
there for a year and they’re saying, ‘Why can’t you get work?’ and he 
was saying, ‘Well, I’m on the wrong side of 50.’ He was just com-
ing up for retirement too and the job centre’s making him feel bad 
because-….

Rylan: Television and the media and stuff all tar all the young peo-
ple in the country with ‘They’re just layabouts that don’t want to  
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work.’ Every single person sitting round this table wants to better 
their life. Every single person. Everybody’s got skills, everybody 
wants to better their life.

Tony: There’s no jobs.

As intimated in this excerpt, young people were able to make connec-
tions between their own life circumstances and those occupying simi-
lar positions—but this generally did not translate into support for the 
party traditionally associated with the Scottish urban working class (i.e. 
Labour).

By contrast, while work and employment came to the fore in conversa-
tion with young people in Hong Kong, these were not connected with dis-
cussions relating to the Umbrella Movement. Unlike the broader, global 
‘Occupy’ movement—which had its own imprint in Hong Kong—the 
direct action of the Umbrella Movement was focused on political democ-
racy and self-determination as an end in itself. The quest for political inde-
pendence from mainland China, in fact, coloured the view of participants 
towards the Scottish independence referendum. In the following excerpt, 
a group of students draw connections between the separatist politics in 
Scotland and Hong Kong, seen clearly through a lens of territorial rather 
than economic concerns:

LL: Oh, by the way, people in Scotland are going to have a referendum on 
the independence issue….

Ying: What?
LL: They have the vote to determine the future of Scotland and whether 

they will be separated from the UK….
Ah Yat: That’s good!
Ying: But there will be wars? Or they should turn to China? Hahaha!

In this context, it is important to note the different economic and 
political situations in Hong Kong and Glasgow. While the Glasgow 
economy has experienced long-term cycles of unemployment and under-
employment, brought to crisis point in the context by recent austerity 
measures, Hong Kong is often considered to be the ‘jewel in the crown’ 
of the rising economic strength of China. Even so and as in Glasgow, a 
great many young people in Hong Kong have been left behind by this 
economic transformation—relative inequality, as measured by the Gini-
coefficient, is among the highest in the world. However, there is one clear 
difference between the politics of Hong Kong and Glasgow. As a result of 
a colonial political administration, a system of ‘utilitarian familialism,’ and 
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laissez-faire economic policy, Hong Kong has traditionally been defined 
by a non-adversarial political ethos (Lam, 2004). With a number of nota-
ble exceptions (Chiu & Lui, 2000), society at large, and young people in 
particular, have been denied full suffrage, and the opportunity to fully par-
ticipate in political life. Though the Umbrella Movement represents clear 
evidence of a generational shift in youthful politicisation, this is nonethe-
less a very different political heritage to that of Glasgow, with its tradition 
of radical politics and resistance to elitism and oppression.4

Conclusion

This chapter contributes to ongoing debates about young people and pol-
itics in a global context, by drawing on emerging data from a comparative 
study of young people in Glasgow and Hong Kong. Against the master-
narratives of political apathy and disengagement, both the Scottish inde-
pendence referendum and the Umbrella protest represented significant 
instances of youth activism and political mobilisation. Further parallels 
included support for democratic self-determination from a larger territo-
rial government regarded as resistant to change, involving the formation 
and sustaining of new spaces for dialogue and discussion including: organ-
ised debates in schools and universities, spontaneous gatherings in city 
centres, and creative engagements with digital social media. Beyond the 
lifespan of the two movements, young people in each setting shifted their 
activities from issue-based campaigns to membership of non-traditional 
political parties (which often had young people as figureheads).

That said, there were also some significant differences between the two 
sites, specifically regarding the ways in which young people constructed 
these moves toward independence. In Glasgow, participants’ desire for 
self-determination was informed by a keen sense of social (in)justice and 
the promise of a more progressive politics in an independent Scotland. 
Against a backdrop of labour market restructuring and state funding 
cuts, the politics of austerity, unemployment and working-class identity 
remained significant for young people in Glasgow. In Hong Kong, a city 
with a generational reputation for political disengagement, discussion was 
focused more squarely on changing the discourse and terms of engage-
ment for political conversation. The political priorities of our Hong Kong 
participants revolved around voting rights, participatory democracy, and 
fundamental political freedoms. While both sets of participants were 
actively engaged in debate, and some in action, by the magnetism of both 
movements, their concerns were thus patterned by the political context 
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and cultural history of their respective environments. These arguments 
suggest the need to examine the role of place, history and political heri-
tage when considering young people’s engagement—or lack thereof—in 
mainstream politics.

�N otes

	1.	 Funded jointly by the Economic and Social Research Council and Research 
Grants Council of Hong Kong, ESRC Project Code: ES/K010409/1. A 
detailed description of the research is available on the (Re)Imagining Youth 
website: https://reimaginingyouth.wordpress.com

	2.	 The Scottish National Party (SNP) is a left of centre, social democratic and 
progressive party. It explicitly promotes civic nationalism, claiming that 
membership in the Scottish nation is to be defined not by ethnic origin but 
by voluntary attachment to Scotland and participation in its civic life.

	3.	 In previous UK elections, Scotland has overwhelming voted for Labour, a 
centre-left political party that grew out of the Trade Union and socialist 
movements of the nineteenth century. Despite this, the centre-right 
Conservative and Unionist Party has frequently been elected as Westminster 
government, based on the English vote.

	4.	 The repeated invocation of ‘Red Clydeside’ during the campaign for Scottish 
independence indicates the cultural significance of this heritage for working-
class people across the city, and indeed the nation more broadly (Griffin, 
2015).
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CHAPTER 14

New Forms of Solidarity and Young  
People: An Ethnography of Youth 

Participation in Italy

Nicola De Luigi, Alessandro Martelli, and Ilaria Pitti

Introduction

The global financial crisis, which began in 2008, is having an impact on 
a range of socio-political actions of Italian young people. Amongst other 
things, this is evident in the changes emerging in the nature of their civic 
and political engagement.

This chapter proposes an analysis of three solidarity projects that started 
between 2010 and 2015 by leftist youth groups in the city of Bologna, 
Italy, looking at the re-actualisation of mutualistic practices of help as a 
means of political action. These practices are particularly relevant because 
they shed light on the influences of the crisis on civic and political engage-
ment. We consider two elements frequently underlined by the literature 
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on youth participation and on social movements: the recent increase of 
young people’s involvement in unconventional forms of engagement 
(Sloam, 2013), and the return of certain forms of participation, inspired 
by mutualistic experiences of the past, as a possible answer to the effects of 
the crisis (della Porta, 2015).

We start by depicting the living conditions of young Italian people dur-
ing the years of the global financial crisis, discussing their main influences on 
young Italians’ current relationship with politics. After presenting the back-
ground, context and methodology of the study, this chapter provides an 
in-depth analysis of the three socio-political youth projects, aimed at point-
ing out how the repertories and goals of youth involvement are shaped in 
reaction to the crisis. The last section is dedicated to discussing the results 
and their broader implications for the study of youth engagement.

Youth, the Crisis and (New) Mutualistic Experiences

Even before the global financial crisis, Italy1 could be depicted as ‘no 
country for young people’ (Barbieri, 2011).2 Since the beginning of 
the twenty-first century, many studies have pointed to significant and 
persistent social and economic disadvantage in young people’s life expe-
riences, in Italy. These studies also highlight the increase in subjective 
insecurity evident in young people’s attitudes and feelings about their 
future. One crucial topic at the turn of the twenty-first century in Italy 
was the issue of labour market deregulation and its effect on young 
Italians. Italy, like many other European countries, embraced the neo-
liberal orthodoxy, which holds that labour laws are the main reason 
for the persistence of unemployment and promoted the deregulation 
of its labour market from the mid-1990s onwards (Barbieri & Scherer, 
2009). Esping-Andersen and Regini (2000) argue that the Italian reac-
tion to globalised competition involving ‘partial’ and ‘targeted’ labour 
market deregulation and increasingly non-standard forms of employ-
ment for labour market entrants, while leaving the regulation of exist-
ing employment relations largely unchanged, had a major impact on 
young job-seekers. Although deregulation did contribute to reducing 
the youth unemployment rate,3 primarily by lessening the search time 
for first jobs, it also increased the likelihood of only finding temporary 
positions for new entrants. Given the characteristics of the Italian wel-
fare system, this affected the capacity of young people to access social 
welfare entitlements (Berton, Richiardi, & Sacchi, 2012). It has proved 
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difficult to realign the social protection system with changed labour 
market conditions, therefore access to social entitlements is essentially 
granted only to workers having steady employment. Moreover, labour 
market deregulation has raised young people’s sense of job insecurity 
and reinforced their dependence on their families. Thus, families who 
are able and willing to provide support have come to play an increasing 
role in young people’s chances of success. In this new context, families 
are expected to provide financial and housing support, not only for as 
long as their children experience difficulties in entering the labour mar-
ket, but also until they find some form of employment stability, which 
is even more unlikely.

Scholars have pointed out that young people’s job insecurity trans-
lates into growing uncertainties over their life course (Mills, Blossfeld, 
& Klijzing, 2005) and reduced agency in planning their lives (Standing, 
2011). For instance, young people’s employment difficulties have con-
tributed to the postponement of leaving the parental home, affecting 
long-term decisions such as setting up home independently or starting 
a family.

Undoubtedly, the worsening of economic conditions triggered by the 
2008 global financial crisis has exacerbated unresolved long-term prob-
lems affecting young Italians. Many analysts warn of the risk of a ‘lost gen-
eration,’ indicating not only the sharp rise in rates of youth unemployment 
and young people not in education, employment or training (NEET), but 
also a change in subjective perceptions concerning the lack of opportuni-
ties and hopes for a positive and meaningful future (Argentin, 2015; De 
Luigi, Rizza, & Santangelo, 2012).

For a long time, social science research pointed out that Italian soci-
ety is characterised by a low level of intergenerational mobility. However, 
more recent analyses have highlighted that new generations will likely 
experience a decline in opportunities in comparison to those of their par-
ents (Schizzerotto, Trivellato, & Sartor, 2011). In many public discourses, 
young people are presented as the first generation since the Second World 
War who will struggle to achieve the same standard of living as their par-
ents (Sgritta, 2014). The adoption of austerity policies, in the name of 
controlling the rise of sovereign-debt and only partly caused by the crisis, 
has negatively affected the already weak capacities of the Italian welfare 
state to alleviate social risks related to employment, thus increasing young 
people’s structural dependency on their families’ socio-economic status. 
How did the pressing feeling of an impending breakdown in the socio-
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economic system affect young people’s relationship with politics, which 
was already marked by mistrust and a distancing from conventional forms 
of engagement?

Many young people—not only in Italy—tend to display a low level 
of interest in the formal political process and democratic institutions, as 
suggested by declining voter turnout and a marked reduction in mem-
bership numbers of political parties (Quaranta, 2016; Sloam, 2013). 
Consequently, they are frequently described as “disaffected” and “disil-
lusioned” in many public discourses (Farthing, 2010). However, young 
people’s current relationship with politics appears much more complex 
than the one suggested by these labels (Harris, Wyn, & Younes, 2010; 
Pickard, 2018). The individualised and ambivalent behaviour many young 
people (and adults) adopt towards social and political engagement was 
defined, before the global financial crisis, as “conditional participation” 
(Martuccelli, 2015). With this concept, Martuccelli highlights a peculiar, 
apparently contradictory orientation towards politics in which activism 
and disaffection exist simultaneously. Ekman and Amnå (2014) propose 
the concept of “stand-by citizens,” indicating the existence of a significant 
number of young people who adopt a passive role, but are waiting for a 
chance to be heard and included in decisional processes at a collective 
level.

The global financial crisis exerts different effects on the various forms 
of youth political engagement (Quaranta, 2013; Vassallo & Ding, 2016). 
Recent research reveals that in many European countries, and particularly 
in Italy, young people’s disaffection and aversion towards formal politics 
are deeper today than they were before the outbreak of the crisis (Alteri 
& Raffini, 2014; Sloam, 2013). This growth in disaffection is generally 
explained as a reasonable reaction not only to political elites who claim 
there is no viable alternative to austerity measures, but also to institutions 
that seem able to offer only a few and often ineffective answers to the chal-
lenges and social risks young people are experiencing. Likewise, declining 
support for mainstream political parties by young people who do vote—
mainly expressed through their increasing support for political organisa-
tions promoting populist messages or extreme positions (e.g. in relation 
to contemporary migration processes)—can be considered as additional 
evidence of this aversion to formal, professional politics (Roberts, 2015).

However, young people’s alienation from political institutions and their 
evident detachment from conventional national elections have not merely 
turned into a passive attitude. On the contrary, scholars have shown that 
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young people’s forms of civic and political engagement have become 
progressively multifaceted, with a marked increase in less-conventional 
practices. Specifically, in recent decades, research has focused on the rising 
participation of young people in volunteering and non-profit initiatives 
active in aid and caring, service provisions, leisure-time activities, advo-
cacy, and global issues (Biorcio & Vitale, 2016; Cuzzocrea & Collins, 
2015). Despite being frequently framed in a discourse of non-partisan 
benevolence, which impedes the possibility of understanding its connec-
tions with the sphere of political struggle (Henriksen & Svedberg, 2010), 
young people’s volunteering testifies that the younger generation is far 
from being indifferent or apathetic when faced with many social problems.

The global financial crisis and the consequent austerity policies adopted 
by European countries—beside increasing frustration and resignation—
have also triggered social discontent, anti-(formal) political feelings and 
stimulating young people’s engagement in anti-austerity movements. 
Furthermore, particularly at a local level, pessimism and difficulties have 
fuelled innovative revisions of the political language used, its style, spaces 
and goals, as well as various attempts at building new forms of solidarity-
based exchanges and networks of collective action (della Porta, 2015). 
Even if these attempts tend to be less visible than protest action, they are 
contributing to enlarging the forms of political engagement among young 
people in times of economic hardship, also responding to their material 
and immaterial needs with concrete, self-managed activities. These include 
such things as urban gardening, new consumer-producer networks and 
cooperatives, local saving groups, free legal advice and medical services. 
Other features involve urban squatting, housing occupation, as well as 
self-management of abandoned public and private buildings, factories, 
cinemas, theatres and other spaces of cultural and artistic production 
(Alteri & Raffini, 2014; D’Alisa, Forno, & Maurano, 2015).

To further understand these various experiences of youth, civic and 
political participation, the concept of ‘mutualism’—intended as an 
updated version of a type of collective action embedded in the nineteenth 
century cooperative and workers’ movements (Ferraris, 2011)—may be 
useful. In a similar way to what voluntary associations have always done, 
mutualistic forms of participation aim to respond to increasing demand 
for material and immaterial needs (e.g. food, housing and health) and for 
free-market spaces where it is possible to meet other people and take part 
in cultural events. However, what distinguishes mutualistic experiences 
of engagement from volunteering is the political potential. Indeed, the 
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concept of mutualism contains the aim of expressing a political vision and 
challenging the current socio-economic system, which is increasingly per-
ceived as unfair. In other words, these forms of participation try to build 
what they claim to be right through the participants’ own contributions 
and resources.

Specifically, there are four important potentialities that can be found 
in the mutualistic experiences, which the contemporary networks of 
solidarity among and for young people are developing:

	1.	 The re-introduction of the self-management model, activating 
people’s capacity to be agents of their own destiny;

	2.	 The building of a real alternative for the same participants, namely 
an experience which is recognisable as a genuine opportunity for 
emancipation;

	3.	 The centrality of the beneficiaries and of their professional and social 
skills and experience in handling life problems and needs, as opposed 
to the model of external assistance;

	4.	 The affirmation of an interpretation of solidarity that is different 
from paternalistic, charitable or altruistic visions. This interpretation 
does not intend to simply compensate for the retrenchment of the 
welfare state caused by austerity policies, but aims at making lost 
rights eligible again and at promoting new ones (Ferraris, 2011; 
de Leonardis, 2011).

Background, Focus, and Methodology

The materials considered in this analysis have been mainly collected 
within the European research project ‘Partispace—Spaces and Styles of 
Participation.’4 Sponsored by the European Commission, Partispace seeks 
to understand the different ways in which young people in European 
countries5 participate in decisions concerning them and, in general, the 
life of their communities. In so doing, the project explores young people’s 
political and civic engagement in eight cities, adopting a qualitative meth-
odological perspective aimed at giving voice to young people’s views and 
practices of politics and social engagement. Specifically, the present contri-
bution is based on the data collected in the city of Bologna, Italy, between 
April and December 2016.

Located in the North-East of Italy, Bologna is a university city with 
400,000 inhabitants that presents a particularly rich case study when it 
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comes to analysing young people’s engagement in non-institutional 
politics. Bologna’s population has always shown pronounced higher levels 
of political and civic interest compared to the Italian average, and a marked 
loyalty to the left-wing political tradition. Furthermore, the vivacity of the 
local youth movements has contributed at strengthening Bologna’s repu-
tation as a highly politicised city (Cento Bull & Giorgio, 2006). During 
the 1960s and the 1970s, grassroots movements of students—in combi-
nation with feminist, workerist, and gay rights groups—transformed the 
city into a hotbed of non-institutional politics and counter-culture. In 
the following decades, young people’s political activism meant Bologna 
remains the beating heart of autonomous and antagonistic politics in Italy, 
enabling it to occupy a primary role in the national political scenario for 
what concerns the development and consolidation of leftist movements 
(Hejek, 2012). Within this context, a central role has been played by the 
numerous experiences of self-management of social spaces (centri sociali) 
started by left-wing political groups since the 1980s—with the “Isola nel 
Kantiere” experience—and especially in the 1990s (Mudu, 2012). Over 
the years, the centri sociali have become places of political reflection, but 
also meeting spots where recreational and cultural activities are proposed 
(Montagna, 2006).

The centri sociali have consistently promoted awareness campaigns 
concerning different types of social problems affecting disadvantaged or 
stigmatised social groups. However, the years of financial and economic 
crisis have changed the ways of young people’s engagement in some of 
these political spaces. In particular, an array of solidarity-based projects 
aimed at providing a direct and practical answer to increased needs (e.g. 
food, housing, health services) of specific underserved segments of the 
population (e.g. migrants and homeless) have emerged.

In this chapter, we consider three of these civic and political initiatives 
of young people’s engagement, started by different leftist groups within 
Bologna’s main self-managed social centres. Within each of these projects, 
we conducted six months of participant observations for a total of about 
150 hours, as well as carrying out 10 in-depth interviews where the young 
activists were asked to describe how these projects emerged and how they 
have developed (also in relation to the services offered by public institu-
tions), and their personal paths within these initiatives.

In the following section, we analyse and describe these practices of 
young people’s engagement by focusing our attention on their intentions 
and on the ways their goals are pursued.
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Unheeded Needs: Youth Politics and 
Solidarity in Front of the Crisis

The three initiatives considered in this chapter consist of solidarity-based 
projects carried out by youth leftist groups. These experiences reside out-
side the perimeter of institutional political participation and express a 
pragmatic vision of political action aimed at creating what they claim to be 
right with the participants’ own forces.

The first project is a help-desk for migrants who receive free profes-
sional legal support, as well as orientation concerning access to public 
health and housing services. The project was started in 2010 by six law 
students interested in making their expertise available to those in need. 
The second case involves a larger group of about 50 young people who, 
within the premises of an occupied former barracks located in the cen-
tre of Bologna, opened a shelter hosting 20 homeless persons (largely 
migrants and asylum seekers). The project started in 2015 and, since then, 
has witnessed an increasing participation of young people who keep the 
shelter open around-the-clock. Some spaces in the barracks serve as hous-
ing for many of the young activists, and who also organise activities for 
self-training on issues related to the reception of the homeless, migrants, 
and refugees. Lastly, in 2013, within the premises of a third autonomous 
space, a group of about 15 young people started a ‘popular canteen’ aimed 
at selling good quality, organic food at affordable prices to the whole pop-
ulation, and good quality food for free to people in need. In so doing, 
the project also intends to foster political reflection on access to food and 
practices of self-production. The canteen is open three times a week and is 
based on the ‘self-managed price’ model, by which everyone may decide 
to pay as much as he or she wants and can for the food.

Older activists are also involved in the centri sociali that hosts these 
projects, though the three initiatives mentioned have been started and are 
managed by groups of young people aged between 18 and 30. The vast 
majority of young activists are university students or recent graduates, con-
firming the significant role the student population has in the city’s political 
scene. Both male and female activists are engaged in these groups, but the 
project implying a more assiduous and demanding activity of care—the 
homeless shelter—is mainly run by young women.

The projects do not receive funds from external bodies. While the pop-
ular canteen raises funds through the payments received for the meals, the 
help-desk often organises fundraising dinners, and the homeless shelter 
group both promotes food drives and has created a second-hand shop for 
additional self-funding.
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The young people involved in these projects were energised by prob-
lems generated by the recession and by the desire to critique claims that 
the crisis is a fleeting difficulty. The projects began in the aftermath of the 
global financial crisis with the objective of mitigating the increased prob-
lems experienced by homeless people, migrants, and people in need, and 
of going beyond the ‘emergency’ by proposing alternative, practical, and 
enduring answers to long-standing social issues:

Our economy sucks, and it has done since we were born. Migrants are con-
sidered an emergency since the 1990s. Rather than something new, “crisis” 
is the name we have given to problems that were already here, problems that 
have just worsened because we haven’t really tried to solve them. (Informal 
conversation with Gaia, activists at help-desk for migrants—Fieldnotes, 
June 2016)6

Moving from a strong scepticism concerning the possibility of find-
ing the right answers to these problems in private actors’ services, the 
projects also criticise the solutions offered by public institutions. The 
solidarity experiences started by these young people seek to avert what 
the activists describe as the ‘logic of the service,’ namely the distinction 
between providers and users, which is the basis of public services’ mode 
of functioning:

The popular canteen seeks to overcome the logic of the service […], the 
canteen seeks to share a “tool box” to hold out against the crisis, to promote 
a proliferation of the practices and knowledge on the self-production of 
food. (Popular canteen, Leaflet)

From the activists’ perspective, the distinction between ‘the one who 
gives’ and ‘the one who receives’ necessarily creates a hierarchy between 
the two and confines the latter in a position of marginality and depen-
dence. According to the activists, instead of helping people find a solution 
to their own problems together with other people sharing similar difficul-
ties, public services generate a vicious circle of passivity and solitude where 
each person becomes an isolated user:

The classic welfare state’s major limitation is that it does not think about the 
autonomy of the person who wants to help. The person is always passive, 
he/she is someone who must have a service he/she needs, whereas what we 
try to spread is the idea that doing things collectively can solve everybody’s 
problems. (Tiziano, activists at homeless shelter)
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The three projects considered in this chapter attempt to cancel or mini-
mise the differences between the positions and roles of the activists and 
those being helped by promoting the active engagement of the latter in 
the same solidarity activities:

The general framework of welfare related to food is mere assistance, it is 
a service, there is no real relationship between those who use charitable 
canteens and those who open them up. What we try to do with the popular 
canteen is to make people conscious, waking them up a little in relation to 
some issues and also involve them in the organisation of lunches. (Simone, 
activist at popular canteen)

However, the possibilities of reaching this objective are different from 
project to project, depending on the targeted social issues. When it is not 
possible to cancel or minimise the difference,7 attention is given to provid-
ing help in ‘a more humane way,’ that is, treating those being helped as 
people, rather than merely clients or users:

Each room has just two beds. We did not add other beds because we want 
to make the shelter a human and fair place. We believe that this is the way a 
person should be able to live, not in overcrowded dorms. (Martina, activists 
at homeless shelter)

This particular way of providing help to people is guided by the idea 
of fostering a process of self-activation, whereby assistance is replaced 
by individual and collective empowerment, and individuals’ personal, 
social and professional skills in dealing with life problems are valued 
and cherished. In fact, the main political intention that all these proj-
ects have in common is to open spaces where is the potential for peo-
ple to have the power to shape their own way of living and the world 
around them. The relevance that the issues of self-determination and 
self-empowerment acquire in these youth projects highlights how cen-
tral these categories are in the involved young people’s representation 
of a ‘fair way of living.’

The need to provide those who approach these initiatives with the 
ability to adopt actives roles in their lives echoes young people’s need to 
regain control and power on their own lives. Looking at the objectives 
that members of these projects seek to achieve, the analysis of the research 
materials reveals that two different goals—both connected to the crisis—
guide their practices. The first goal refers to the willingness to help vulner-
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able groups, while the second has to do with the need for autonomy and 
independence of the same youth population.

On a primary level, the analysed projects are, in fact, all tailored to 
target the needs of groups living in particularly difficult conditions—the 
homeless, migrants, and people experiencing financial hardship. These 
projects are motivated through the intent to address the damage caused 
by the crisis, as well as the local services’ and public structures’ increasing 
difficulties concerning the management of social vulnerabilities:

We claim everyone’s right to be free to choose where to move and settle, 
regardless of origin and without discrimination. We reject that immigration 
is treated as a public order problem, or restricted by the economic needs of 
a country in crisis. (Help-desk for migrants, Leaflet)

Both in young people’s accounts of these practices of engagement and in 
the groups’ public statements and documentation, the need to intervene 
in order to face the consequences the crisis is having on vulnerable popu-
lations represents a central argumentation for getting politically involved 
and for behaving in a particular political way:

We are ready. One month ago, we announced our idea to open a homeless 
shelter free from approaches based on the logics of emergency and assistance 
[…] and now we are ready to start. On Sunday, we will cut the ribbon and 
we are inviting [to this event] the part of Bologna’s population that, faced 
with crisis, doesn’t surrender to racism, war among the needy, and terror. 
(Homeless shelter, Facebook event)

The global financial crisis influences young activist’s participation by 
encouraging them toward actions that are aimed at mitigating the direct 
and indirect damages caused by the economic downturn to particular 
vulnerable groups. At the same time, the analysed socio-political experi-
ences also appear to emerge in connection with the young people’ own 
difficulties and personal needs. Young people’s reconstructions of their 
civic and political participation points to a link between the experience 
of personal problems and the use of political activism as a means to solve 
these difficulties.

Antonio explains that he has always been interested in studying and working 
in the field of migration law, but finding a law firm where receiving field train-
ing on this is practically impossible and thus he decided to join the help-desk 

  AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF YOUTH PARTICIPATION IN ITALY 



264 

as a side activity. He tells that, since the beginning of the crisis, many law firms 
have stopped hiring young trainees because they cost too much and also, if 
you get hired, you don’t get training since they just use you for ‘doing pho-
tocopies.’ […] According to Antonio, “if nobody helps us become who we 
want to be, we must find our own way and here we are finding our own way 
together”. (Fieldnotes, August 2016—Help desk for migrants)

The aforementioned problems refer to a series of ‘generational needs’ per-
taining to the lives of young people during the years of the crisis. In their 
accounts, these individual fears and difficulties are presented relative to 
collective ones and, later, to the need to find new solutions through their 
political activism:

Before gaining experience in the popular canteen, Michele worked in several 
restaurants as a sous-chef, but his contracts were no longer than 3–6 months 
and he often did not know where to find money to eat […]; the popular 
canteen and the idea of the self-managed price, he says, comes also from 
this personal experience of uncertainty, shared with other young people in 
the group who have the same problems. This experience has stimulated the 
creation of something that allows them and others to have the certainty that 
“there is a place where I can go and have lunch, paying what I can, which 
necessarily changes whether or not I have a job”. (Fieldnotes, June 2016—
Popular canteen)

While offering help to migrants, starving or homeless people, these 
projects also provided answers for young people helping them to 
address some of the difficulties, fears, and doubts they experienced liv-
ing and growing up in the context of the global financial crisis. These 
difficulties include  accessing food, housing, work, training and social 
spaces. Considered as a whole, they all mirror young people’s needs and 
willingness to take back space, visibility and power, both as individuals 
and as a generational group:

Our generation has been stopped; it has to deal with limits, limits, and limits 
[…]; it is clear that we have been stopped, that we cannot reach any goal 
[…] We started the occupation saying that we are the ‘no future generation’ 
that takes back its future. (Cristian, activist at homeless shelter)

In so doing, young activists’ participation not only addresses other people’ 
needs and difficulties, but it also becomes a means of self-help within the 
context of a long-lasting economic and occupational crisis affecting their 
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living conditions and limiting their possibilities for self-determination. In 
all these practices of social and political activism, young people have taken 
on a primary role in finding the solution to a personal and collective prob-
lem, becoming ‘agents of change’ for themselves and for others, trying to 
shape a world where nobody feels excluded from the opportunity to have 
a say and to be recognised (Honneth, 1995):

The project includes many people who are coordinated through collective 
meetings where everyone can express their ideas, while the others listen and 
comment. The great thing is that all these people do not think the same way. 
They don’t all have similar ideas, ideals, lifestyles, studies, interests, etc. It 
is a mix, a group of very different people that, with this system, works well. 
(Michele, activists at popular canteen)

Sharing a critical perspective on the current socio-economic order, these 
experiences seek to expand the domain of political and democratic deci-
sion-making, moving from private territory to public, from individual 
needs to collective action. In so doing, practices that can be considered 
typical of voluntary activities (i.e. providing food to homeless people) are 
embedded in codes that transform them into a means of political action.

This is not just a homeless shelter; it is the place where people have found 
dignity again, begun or started again on a path towards autonomy, reac-
quired confidence in themselves. […] What we have done this year goes 
beyond what is commonly called “volunteering”. Here we do solidarity, 
social activism, mutualism to meet needs that are neglected by the insti-
tutions, needs that are addressed through emergency policies. (Homeless 
shelter’s public communication—December, 2016)

By promoting this reconfiguration of solidarity in a way that fosters the 
dynamics of individual and collective self-empowerment and self-help, 
young activists also revise their way of being politically active, placing at 
the centre of their engagement a new understanding of the role of non-
institutional activism in society. A conflictual relationship with the institu-
tions remains, but in line with the idea of finding collective solutions to 
collective problems, they assume more open positions in relation to the 
surrounding community:

[Politics means] feeling good together […] I think it is crucial, especially in 
times of misery and individualism to feel good together in the very moment 
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of the political discussion and action […]; in the last year and a half we have 
changed our way of doing politics in order to gain recognition from more 
people, to be recognised more, to be attractive to the people […] we have 
created moments when people can feel good. (Cristian, activist at homeless 
shelter)

The significance and implications of these findings in relation to the ana-
lytical framework previously proposed will be discussed in our conclusion.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we described some changing relationships between young 
Italian people’s political engagement facing the global financial crisis of 
2008 and its aftermath. In particular, we focused on three solidarity ini-
tiatives promoted by political youth groups in Bologna, highlighting the 
emerging connections between these forms of engagement, their objec-
tives and practices, and the difficulties—in terms of access to material and 
immaterial resources—the young activists are experiencing in the current 
period of recession and austerity.

The account has shown that young people’s political activism is fos-
tered by a mix of collective goals in support of disadvantaged groups as 
well as meeting a number of needs of young people involved in these proj-
ects. New connections for collective action are experienced within these 
projects, turning them into ‘laboratories of civic and political resistance’ in 
the face of specific dynamics of socio-economic and social transformation.

These findings align with those of other researchers who have inter-
preted contemporary youth practices of social engagement in terms of 
“collaborative individualization,” highlighting “how some young people, 
faced with significant economic uncertainties, concurrently sow the seeds 
of more equitable and resilient socio-economic systems and do so specifi-
cally through collaboration among peers” (Cuzzocrea & Collins, 2015, 
p. 136).

These initiatives, constitute young people’s active attempts to collec-
tively reclaim their own power as social actors in response to generational 
inequalities that are limiting their access to the rights and services long 
associated with citizenship (Percy-Smith, 2015; Rossi, 2009). When the 
willingness and the possibility of participation combine, engagement takes 
the form of active citizenship (Martelli, 2013), understood as that condi-
tion where the distance between ‘being a citizen’—that is, enjoying the 
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rights of citizenship necessary for social and political participation—, and 
‘acting as a citizen’—that is, actively fulfilling those rights—(Lister, 2008) 
tends to disappear. In this dialectical and unstable relationship between 
the two elements of citizenship, participation becomes a means of social 
change, which demands or proposes a revision of the traditional patterns 
of social solidarity and citizenship. This takes place when the existing set 
of shared values and rules comprising the status quo about things like the 
division of labour or the distribution of economic resources appears no 
longer to be adequate or legitimate.

In this perspective, the projects described here question the conven-
tional idea that the crisis is just a transitory difficulty and create new and 
sustainable answers to some long-lasting difficulties Italians have had in 
accessing social entitlements. These initiatives suggest a pragmatic vision 
of participation, by adopting a logic of action aimed at autonomously gen-
erating solutions to these problems.

Self-determination, self-empowerment, and self-management are thus 
placed at the centre of initiatives where the relevance of beneficiaries’ skills, 
know-how and capabilities is emphasised in order to de-construct both 
the neoliberal narrative and the ineffective forms of solidarity typical of 
the more traditional paternalistic and bureaucratic approaches to policy-
making. The actions aim to open up “spaces—physical, virtual, social, 
political—to fuller participation from a wider citizenry, and, through the 
diversity which necessarily accompanies such a move, build communities, 
cities, nations—and individuals—with greater resilience” (Cuzzocrea & 
Collins, 2015, p. 149).

The projects we explored aligned with the model generated by the 
traditional grassroots mutualistic experiences, inasmuch as they express 
young people’s capacity to be agents of their own destiny, promote a new 
approach to solidarity, and foster the consolidation of mutual help prac-
tices where individuals’ capacities and competences are both valued and 
cultivated. Due to their only recent launch, these projects are still largely 
undergoing a process of consolidation, in terms of both the human and 
economic resources they can mobilise, and of their impact on the social 
problems they want to tackle. Nevertheless, they also demonstrate an 
interesting potential in terms of building actual opportunities for eman-
cipation both for the individuals being helped and also young people in 
general, offering them a possibility to have a say in their own lives and in 
the world around them.
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This chapter has shed light on some of the significant traits of young 
people’s current forms of political participation. Further analyses of these 
and similar initiatives should focus also on the relationships with the insti-
tutions and the neighbourhood, as well as look at young people’s relation 
with the adult generation (Martelli & Pitti, 2014; Percy-Smith, 2015). 
Young people, in fact, always act (or are resigned to act) with respect to a 
specific space and to the other generations around them.

�N otes

	1.	 Despite being the third largest national economy in the Eurozone, Italy suf-
fers from several structural economic problems (such as low levels of GDP 
growth, high public debt, and economic stagnation), which have been exac-
erbated by the global financial crisis and the austerity policies requested by 
the European Union. Concerning the political sphere, since the end of the 
last centre-right government in 2011, following the worsening of the eco-
nomic national condition and the rapid escalation of the sovereign debt 
crisis, a series of unelected and rather unstable technical and coalition gov-
ernments have administered the country. Populist parties increased their 
electoral support among the Italian population that, despite remaining 
highly engaged in non-profit organisations and civic associations, appears 
less and less involved in trade unions and professional associations (For a 
more complete analysis, refer to Mammone, Giap Parini, & Veltri, 2015).

	2.	 The American movie No Country for Old Men was released in 2007. It is a 
bitter, cruel thriller directed by Joel and Ethan Coen, based on Cormac 
McCarthy’s homonymous 2005 novel.

	3.	 In Italy, labour market deregulation began in the second half of the 1990s. 
In 1995, the unemployment rate among young people (15–29 years old) 
was 25.2%. During the following decade, it decreased more than 10 per-
centage points, reaching 14.5% in 2007, on the eve of the global financial 
crisis.

	4.	 This project receives funding from the European Commission’s Horizon 
2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement No 
649416.

	5.	 The countries involved in the study are: Bulgaria, France, Germany, Italy, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, and the United Kingdom.

	6.	 All names have been changed.
	7.	 We refer, in particular, to the case of the help-desk for migrants where the 

distance between the role of young activists and the role of the people in 
need of legal help is impossible to remove when it comes to defend the 
migrant’s rights in a legal action, but also to the case of the homeless shelter 
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where the young activists need sometimes to assume a coordinating role in 
relation to the hosted homeless.
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CHAPTER 15

Youth Heteropolitics in Crisis-Ridden  
Greece

Alexandros Kioupkiolis and Yannis Pechtelidis

Introduction

Since the global financial crisis hit Greece in 2009, the country has seen 
the emergence of an authoritarian political regime characterised by harsh 
austerity, massive precarity, collective disempowerment and atomisation, 
which has affected the majority of the population and particularly young 
people. However, collective resistances have also arisen. Young people in 
particular have looked for other political practices regarding their direct 
participation in public life and social self-reconstruction. They engage in 
community building on a footing of equality and self-governance, and 
they seek to open knowledge, education and politics to all social actors. 
This embodies a widespread search for another politics. We call this hetero-
politics (hetero means other in Greek), featuring various strategies of col-
lective problem-solving in response to exclusion, youth unemployment 
and underemployment, state violence, the crisis of politics and democracy.
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In this chapter, we shed light on certain aspects of ‘alternative’ politi-
cal engagements pursued by young people in times of crisis. We draw on 
several case studies, to indicate the presence of various modes of youth 
politics that escape the radar of more conventional frames of political 
analysis. We start by offering some background information on the on-
going crisis in Greece, focusing on young people, their precarisation and 
retreat from formal politics. This helps to situate our discussion of youth 
heteropolitics within the wider debate about young people’s politics in 
times of crisis, in order to challenge dominant ideas about young people’s 
political ability and to bring out less visible forms of political participation 
by young people today. In our subsequent analysis of the case studies, we 
make the following claims: many young people are politically engaged 
and they belong thus to a politicised generational unit. Although they are 
active in different social and political spaces, they share a common set of 
affects, attitudes and embodied practices, or a common (hetero)political 
generational habitus towards the crisis. Furthermore, although this politi-
cised youth express deep disappointment and concern over the increasing 
depoliticisation of a majority of young people, they still believe in the 
importance of politics and collective life. They desire to engage directly in 
the construction of social reality, in autonomous life in collective groups, 
in collaborative creativity and new collective initiatives.

Methodological Framework

In 2016, we undertook several case studies that revealed particular kinds of 
political activism among young people in crisis-ridden Greece. We carried 
out ethnographic interviews (Legard, Keegan, & Ward, 2003; Spradley, 
1979), tracing out young people’s experiences, ideas and emotions about 
their involvement in hetero-political settings, located outside the political 
mainstream. The interviews were semi-structured and lasted 60–90 min-
utes each. We chose this approach to encourage the interviewees to freely 
express their thoughts, feelings, and emotions.

More specifically, we conducted interviews with 11 young people 
(22–30 years old) and we identified certain general attitudes and ques-
tions regarding politics and political participation. For this chapter, we 
selected six male and five female interviewees. Their names have not 
been changed. They were all young university students living in Volos, a 
middle-sized town in central Greece, and Thessaloniki, the second largest 
Greek city. They were all actively involved in collective groups, alternative 
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social, political and educational groups and non-governmental organisa-
tions. They are all Greek, white, middle or working class, and come from 
urban areas. One participant comes from the Muslim minority in Thrace 
(Northern-East Greece).

All interviewees were involved in substantive forms of participatory 
democracy, autonomy and solidarity, ‘here’ and ‘now.’ On the whole, by 
engaging with their discourse, we set out to we explore processes of sub-
jectification. We did not read their statements as representations of under-
lying identities, but as a frame and a way of establishing their political 
identities. The analysis of the interviews is organised around the following 
three themes:

	1.	 The crisis. How did interviewees experience and responded to it?
	2.	 Hetero-political actions and creative resistances. Which new modes 

of interaction, social relation and organisation have arisen in young 
people’s heteropolitics? How do they look on conventional poli-
tics—the political system—and their own activity?

	3.	 Subjectivity. Which forms of individual thought, action and feeling 
have emerged under critical conditions? Which figures of individual 
and collective subjects have been active, and which new modes of 
resistant subjectivity have come into being?

The Critical Context

Young people’s political activity in present-day Greece should be situated 
in the specific contemporary context of crisis. First, democratic politics has 
been gravely undermined, giving rise to a deep-cutting and widespread 
disaffection with the political system in Greece. Moreover, the economic 
crisis since 2009 has brought about extensive impoverishment, insecu-
rity, precarity and indebtedness, which are particularly acute among young 
people.1 Precarity and exclusion are predominantly experienced through 
a certain individualism, which often engenders individual and collective 
impotence, if not paralysis and resigned submission.

In the 1990s and at the dawn of the twenty-first century, a post-
democratic consensus was consolidated in Greece, reflecting similar shifts 
in liberal democracies in France, Germany, the United Kingdom and 
across the world. These involved the diffusion of a consumerist, apolitical 
individualism among citizens that went hand-in-hand with the attachment 
of ruling parties to the neoliberal doctrine as the sole reasonable option 
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for a developed and prospering economy. The treatment of political issues 
as technical questions, the increasing authority of experts in governance, 
the eclipse of real alternative choices within the political system are trade-
marks of an impoverished form of post-democracy dominated by elites 
(Crouch, 2004; Kioupkiolis, 2006; Mouffe, 2005).

However, oligarchic post-democracy took a further, authoritarian turn 
from 2010 onwards. Under the ‘state of emergency’ engendered by the 
debt crisis and the threat of a total economic collapse, the ruling parties 
enforced recession policies and harsh austerity measures in line with the 
monetarist and neoliberal policies of European Union (EU) elites and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) that dictated the terms of the Greek 
bailout. Since 2010, the conduct of government in Greece has enacted thus 
Agamben’s idea of the state of exception (Agamben, 2005).2 Harsh, unpop-
ular laws and measures dictated by Greece’s foreign lenders were imposed 
apparently by ‘the necessities’ of the situation itself, while excessive police 
brutality was mobilised in crucial moments of popular unrest and protest 
(in 2011 against the Indignados Movement etc.), to discipline and repress 
large swathes of the population who did not assent to the brutal ruin of 
their socio-economic condition (Kioupkiolis, 2014, pp.  143–158). This 
political mutation bore heavily on individual and collective subjectivity. 
Under the state of exception, individuals tend to become “homines sacri,” 
people fully exposed to the arbitrary discretion of power and extreme mis-
fortunes (Agamben, 1998, p. 171). Likewise, since 2010, Greek citizens 
have lost numerous social rights (social benefits, welfare and labour rights) 
and their political liberties have been effectively trumped as majoritarian 
collective choices were systematically disregarded by their governments 
(Mouriki, Balourdos, Papaliou, Spyropoulou, & Fayadaki, 2012).3

Under these circumstances, the “fabrication of the indebted man” 
(Lazzarato, 2011) was a catalyst for the production of self-disciplined, 
disconnected and subdued individuals. The indebted subject is filled with 
permanent fear due to his/her constant job insecurity, the high risk of 
insolvency and the menace of an imminent and cataclysmic state ‘bank-
ruptcy.’ The individual self in debt strives, moreover, to cope with poverty 
and the lack of social benefits, to manage his/her accumulating debts and 
to assure his/her employability in the face of job insecurity (Lazzarato, 
2011, pp. 28, 41–43, 74, 97). This condition intensifies the tendencies 
of neoliberalism to produce atomised ‘responsible individuals’ who take 
charge of their lives without relying on collective security nets, collabora-
tion and social guarantees (Rose, 1999).
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Recasting the Political

Our case studies explore how diverse groups of young people responded 
critically and creatively to these conditions of material and political disem-
powerment, the alienation from mainstream politics, the hollowing out of 
democracy, and atomisation. The turn towards new modes of collective 
self-organisation, the attempt to construct new social bonds and to forge 
socially empowered forms of subjectivity should be understood in relation 
to the foregoing critical context.

However, before embarking on our account of alternative youth poli-
tics in such circumstances, it is necessary to engage with the concept of the 
political itself. As Bessant (2014) notes, a significant predicament when 
looking into youth politics today is the conventional understanding of 
the relationship between young people and the political. McCaffrie and 
Marsh (2013, p. 116) claim: “a pervasive problem with the mainstream 
participation literature [is that] a restrictive conception of politics forces a 
restrictive understanding of participation” (our emphasis). A narrow 
understanding of politics and participation locates them only in the formal 
political system: the government, parties, elections and voters. But when, 
as in the case of contemporary Greece, the political system is perceived 
as hostile or irrelevant, young people’s political activity is likely to take 
place at a distance from it. Hence, if the political is seen through stan-
dard, systemic lenses, much of what can count as young people’s political 
engagement will be either missed altogether or dismissed as irrelevant. 
And focusing our study of political engagement on conventional forms of 
activity and organisation (voting, party membership, etc.) would tend to 
confirm the thesis of young people’s apathy or apoliticism. Consequently, 
the debate over youth politics cannot advance without reconsidering our 
conception(s) of ‘the political’ (see Pickard, 2018).

Traditionally, politics has been identified with the art of government, 
which in modern times is primarily the government of a nation-state. 
Hence, politics has been centred on the machinery of national government 
and the apparatus of the state: the cabinet, the parliament, political par-
ties, public administration, etc. (Heywood, 2013, pp. 3–5; Schmitt, 2007, 
pp. 19–25). This conception of politics has been increasingly contested in 
the twentieth century, starting with Schmitt’s seminal The Concept of the 
Political (2007).

Schmitt argues that the equation politics = state “becomes erroneous 
and deceptive at exactly the moment when state and society penetrate each 
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other” (Schmitt, 2007, p. 2). For him, “The specific political distinction 
to which political actions and motives can be reduced is that between 
friend and enemy […] which denotes the utmost degree of intensity of a 
union or separation” (Schmitt, 2007, p. 26).

Reasoning from a widely different—liberal and democratic—perspec-
tive, Lefort (1986, pp. 280–281) likewise displaced the political from the 
state and government and has identified it with the “generative principles” 
of society, its particular mode of instituting and defining society. Mouffe 
(2005, p. 9), among others, has likewise construed the political as “the 
very way in which society is instituted.” Furthermore, she introduced a dis-
tinction between the political in the foregoing sense and “politics” imply-
ing the “manifold practices of conventional politics” (Mouffe, 2005, p. 8).

Other strands of contemporary political theory (Connolly, 1995; 
Day, 2005; Rancière, 2010), sociology (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991) 
and anthropology (Papataxiarchis, 2014; Scott, 1990) have pushed the 
‘decentering’ of the political further away from its concentration on the 
state. First, they have removed the emphasis on “institution.” Second, 
they have located the political in every act and process that struggles over 
established social forms and structures, seeking to contest them, to trans-
form or to uphold them. Third, they have blurred the distinction between 
ordinary and extraordinary politics, conventional and unconventional, vis-
ible and invisible.

Taking our cues from such diverse and heterodox conceptions of the 
political, in this chapter, we broach the political engagement of young 
people in Greece in the times of crisis by construing ‘the political’ as 
social activity which deliberately intervenes in actual social relations, struc-
tures and embedded subjectivities—i.e. conventional modes of thought, 
understanding, evaluation, motivation, feeling, action and interaction—by 
resisting, challenging, transfiguring or striving to preserve them.

We introduce the term ‘heteropolitics’ to highlight (1) that such politi-
cal activity is not primarily focussed on the formal political system; (2) 
it is not confined to revolutionary events or hegemonic acts of institu-
tion. ‘The political’ as deliberate collective action on social structures and 
subjectivities can be also part of ordinary, face-to-face interactions and 
attempts at coping with everyday problems; (3) ‘the political’ can occur 
on any (micro- or macro-) level in social life, in more or less institution-
alised and visible social spaces across any social field. Hence, it can take 
place in informal and often obscure movements, exchanges, performances 
and differences of everyday life (Papataxiarchis, 2014, pp. 18–31). Finally, 
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(4) we place power relations, struggles and difference at the heart of the 
‘political,’ but this involves strife and action in concert, plurality and con-
fluence, antagonism and consensus-seeking, disruptions of normality and 
the crafting of ‘alternative normalities.’

Analysis: Young People and Political Participation

Participants in our research were all politically engaged. They identi-
fied their university studies as key to their politicisation. They belong to 
a politicised generational unit (Edmunds & Turner, 2005; Mannheim, 
2001). As we see, although they were active in different social spaces, 
they evinced a common set of affects, attitudes and embodied practices 
or, otherwise put, a common habitus (Bourdieu, 1977) towards politics 
and the crisis.

Young Subjects in Crisis

Kostas is 25 years old, studying social anthropology and attending an MA 
programme (visual cultural studies) in Norway. Kostas has been a member 
of various heteropolitical groups in Volos, where creative resistances and 
new modes of interaction and organisation are being crafted, such as the 
‘Aftonomi Fititiki Syllogikotita tou Panepistimipiou Thessalias’ [Students’ 
Autonomous Collectivity of University of Thessaly] (Pechtelidis, 2016), 
the ‘Anarmonikes Ekfili’ [Unharmonic Perverts], the Students’ Film Club, 
etc. He stresses that inequality and isolation have increased during the cri-
sis. He adds that young people under 30 years live in dire conditions, they 
cannot find employment and they feel hopeless.

Kostas’s account of the position of young people in crisis conveys to 
some extent the complexities of youth involvement with or alienation 
from politics:

Kostas: On the one hand, some people were involved even with political 
parties in order to shape things together, while, on the other hand, 
some young people felt an aversion towards what they were perceiv-
ing in the crisis, and they did not hit back by participating politically 
against the crisis but by taking leave, as they saw that all this was due to 
political situations. […] In the crisis, the aversion towards the parties 
intensified, but some new groups were formed, such as the groups in 
which I participate.
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Stelios, Sophia and Selatin are unemployed teachers. They each teach 
Greek language courses to immigrants as volunteers in the Odysseas 
Solidarity School in Thessaloniki. They also participate as volunteers in 
the NGO Diepafi [Intercourse], which engages with issues of multicultur-
alism and multilingualism. Moreover, they work in the non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) Arsis, where they organise informal educational 
programmes for immigrant, refugee, homeless and marginalised chil-
dren. Finally, they are radio producers on a national internet radio station 
where they host a radio show discussing social and educational issues. 
They voice a deep pessimism over political affairs, and the political system 
in particular:

Stelios: We are concerned about politics and we don’t know what to do.
Selatin: Some politicians who do not represent the interests of the people 

should resign.
Sophia: It is not a question of politicians, but of the coalescence of the work-

ing class, of the people.
Selatin: Yes, but how can we organise collectively?
Stelios: I am pessimistic, I have lost my hope.
Selatin: Most of those who enter the political arena are corrupt.

Katerina and Iason were involved in institutional politics as members of 
SYRIZA’s youth wing, while they are now employed as journalists and 
radio producers in the radio station Sto Kokkino, which is connected with 
the SYRIZA (Συνασπισμός Ριζοσπαστικής Αριστεράς) party.4 Katerina 
is also a former, founding member of alterthess.gr, a journalism website 
based in Thessaloniki, and Iason is a current member of alterthess.gr. They 
stressed the emergence of a new wave of depoliticisation among young 
people over the last years of the crisis, in the aftermath of SYRIZA’s elec-
toral victory and the formation of the “first leftist government” in Greece 
in January 2015:

Katerina: I think that the process [of politicisation] which started in 2008 
came to an abrupt end in 2015, and our own generation has started 
now to distance itself from politics, saying that apparently it does not 
work, it does not make sense; and we are under conditions of crisis, so 
let’s try to get a degree in case we can find a job in some months. So, 
there was what everybody was saying—hope—and this abruptly ceased, 
and it has not been explained how and why this happened … there is a  
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gap … given the expectations generated by the referendum and 
the result of the referendum … I think that for the first time since 
December 2008 there has been such a big mobilisation of our 
age group, either for or against, either for No or for Yes [to the ques-
tion of the referendum], friends broke up, boyfriends and girlfriends 
broke up [laughter], although the vast majority of youth mobilised 
around the No vote.5

Iason: And the retreat [from politics] into privacy seems more marked par-
ticularly among young people who defended the ‘No’ vote at that time, 
because everyone who did that had to engage in fights with their social 
milieu […] and the next day was a huge blow. Hence the automatic 
retreat and resignation, and, since we are talking about the younger gen-
eration, there has been a second wave of migration. While the former 
was about postgraduate and PhD students, who hoped to return home 
[in Greece] to work, now there is a deliberate choice to leave and stay 
abroad […].

The words of Katerina and Iason prompt us to consider the following 
three events which marked an intense period of political mobilisation of a 
great part of the young generation:

	1.	 The youth revolt in December 2008, triggered by the murder of 
15-year-old Alexis Grigoropoulos by the police;

	2.	 The encampments in central squares in several cities across the 
country in 2011;

	3.	 The massive youth participation in the July 2015 referendum in 
support of the ‘No’ vote, and the immediate reversal of its result by 
the government, which perpetuated austerity policies and increased 
the alienation of young people from the political system and official 
political representation.

The decision of the government took a heavy political toll, causing frus-
tration and political disappointment among young voters who took part 
in the referendum. A generational split arose, which brought about politi-
cal disorganisation and a sense of meaninglessness. From 2015 onwards, 
many young people distanced themselves again from social movements, 
mass youth political organisations, parties etc. and shifted towards an 
exclusive “life politics” with concerns about “lifestyle,” “choice” and 
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“self-actualization” (Furlong & Cartmel, 2007). They retreated into the 
apolitical tendencies of the neoliberal self which we outlined above. The 
following quotes are telling:

Katerina: I think that what is occurring now is a retreat, and because some 
people were accustomed to collective life, they may turn up at some kind 
of solidarity initiative in favour of refugees, some kind of small-scale par-
ticipation of this kind.

Iason: And in political groupings that have been created since September 
2015, participation is very different, because it has no outreach to a mas-
sive community, not even in the universities […].

Katerina: Whereas there were massive youth organisations, I think it was 
the first time that SYRIZA’s youth organisation had attracted so many 
people…

In these quotes, Katerina and Iason express their disappointment over the 
steady decrease of young people’s participation in large-scale politics (e.g. 
party politics and social movements) after the referendum, and the retreat 
into individualism. They manifest thus their embarrassment over the cur-
rent political impasse.

Divergent Attitudes Towards Party Politics and the Formal 
Political System

Katerina and Iason are deeply concerned about the young people’s 
recent sense of alienation from the political system. However, they 
had, and to some extent they still maintain, some ties with institutional 
politics and parties. Moreover, they had, in the period 2008–2015, a 
very positive attitude towards the prospect of collaboration between 
leftist parties and social movements until “hope proved to be false” (in 
2015):

Katerina: I believed strongly in the narrative of a combination of street action 
and parliamentary force which could change things, that is, that we would 
clash on the streets and social movements … and this would propel an 
actor who was then small (SYRIZA). People who had no relation with the 
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movements would turn to the party, which could press for certain things  
and reach out to a broader audience and achieve certain concrete 
victories.

Iason: I had more or less the same view as Katerina who claimed that the 
movement puts forward political projects, which a political actor (party) 
can introduce in the central political system. There was a time when this 
issue was a lot in play, there were intense mobilisations, and particu-
larly the squares [the social mobilisation in 2011 organising assemblies 
in public squares] set an agenda for the central political system and there 
was a connection. It was not merely a movement, there was a connection 
between the two [the mobilisations and a party], which helped us psy-
chologically to entertain the view that a powerful movement can produce 
also political change.

We identify however, considerable discrepancies within this group, 
which bear mainly on their attitude towards conventional politics and 
the parties, and the prospect of a synergy between the two. Sophia, 
Stelios and Selatin occupy an intermediate position and display a mixed 
attitude. They recognise the “dogmatism of the parties” and the impos-
sibility of directly participating in them, however they do not dismiss 
them completely:

Selatin: We are interested [in party politics], but not in embracing ideas 
stemming from political parties.

Sophia: What Selatin means to say is that we don’t like dogmatism. […].
Selatin: If you cannot judge for yourself, how is this any different from reli-

gion? With political parties, the problem is that ideology does not trans-
late into action […] Parties in Greece have a hierarchical organisational 
structure, with a leadership on top, and all others are soldiers. That’s why 
we don’t take part […] I don’t think that there can be a party which will 
change things.

Sophia: From the existing ones … […] Without a party, perhaps it is not 
possible to attain anything.

Stelios: It is not our aim to establish a party […]
Sophia: How else can you bring people together? […]
Selatin: On the one hand, I agree with Stelios, on the other hand, I agree 

with Sophia. How can everyone rally under a single umbrella without a 
party?
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Among the young people in our study, are those who rejected political 
parties:

Kostas: The combination [of parties and movements] is not a solution, 
because when you hold certain things against the parties, regarding 
e.g. their mode of organisation, representation, and when you believe 
and you say that they should be broken up into smaller parts of col-
lective groups and self-management, this cannot work in combination 
because you are against the criteria of party activity. It is not only the 
question of representation; it is also the question of undesirable [for 
parties] plurivocity and fluidity in time. A party is slower in the circula-
tion of ideas, whereas for us fluidity is something normal, there is no 
burden that ties you down from the top, and something can change in 
a short time.

Kostas stresses, on the one hand, how many young people distanced 
themselves from conventional politics, and, on the other, how a politicised 
young generational unit is interested in collective life:

Kostas: Youth participation has been on the wane since 2011, and many 
young people no longer participate politically. Those who are politi-
cally concerned join collectives rather than parties. What was self- evi-
dent before the crisis—that I will vote in the elections and will take part 
in the assemblies of political parties [their youth organisations] even in 
the general meetings of departments—is minimised through the par-
ticipation in the assemblies of other collectives. Collectives alleviate 
inequality […].

Kostas is a member of the groups Aftonomi and Anarmonikes, which 
are close to the libertarian movement. Anarmonikes is concerned with 
gender issues, sexuality, but also with broader political issues, such as 
equality and autonomy, etc. It  functions without an elected board of 
directors and other hierarchies. The group holds a weekly assembly. 
At the beginning, only few people took part, whereas now there is 
a regular participation of 15–20 individuals. In a similar vein, a core 
group of around 15 students are fully engaged in the Aftonomi Fititiki 
Syllogikotita [Students Autonomous Collectivity], and approximately 
another 20–30 students are partly involved in the everyday life of 
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this cultural space. Their customary rite was a gathering on univer-
sity premises almost every Wednesday evening, where they organised 
‘alternative lessons.’ Those meetings were focussed on the search for 
an effective form of participatory democracy, autonomy and solidarity 
(Pechtelidis, 2016):

Kostas: We encourage horizontality and critique even towards the move-
ment itself, whether anarchist or leftist […] There are affinities with 
other spaces and collectives, but no adhesion to them. They (the mem-
bers of the group) will voice criticisms […] They will uphold their 
autonomy. […] Difference is recognised, but also our community 
against sexism, fascism, capitalism etc. and the fact that we are building 
another world.

Heteropolitics in Action and the Remaking of Subjectivities

Transformations of subjectivity and the crafting of a heteropolitical hab-
itus have been traced in the narratives of all the subjects in our study, 
despite the fact they are involved in social sites with different political log-
ics, modes of action and forms of organisation:

Kostas: A form of self-education takes place by way of participating in the 
assemblies of the collective Anarmonikes Ekfili and, more generally, 
in its actions. […] In all these spaces, another subjectivity is being 
created; they are spaces of encounter, opinion-formation and vindica-
tion. Hence, participating in these groups without any repression of 
action from the top engenders pluralism in knowledge and informa-
tion and speech. There is a freedom of speech, which gives rise to 
diversity and difference […] emphasis is placed on both autonomy 
and collectivity.

Kostas dwells on the importance of this space for the cultivation of a het-
eropolitical habitus:

Upon starting university, I felt a drive and a power to participate, and upon 
graduating, I wanted to convey this outside the university. You have the 
feeling that you want to talk, and you do it with others. Hence, you carry 
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it outside the university […] Many people keep acting in the same way, 
they establish structures for various issues. A habitus is thereby engendered. 
Those of us who have lived this experience, we do not discard it despite all 
the problems, despite all the criticisms we make, after having lost the secu-
rity of the university.

Sophia, Stelios and Selatin expressed the same sentiment:

Sophia: In Odysseas, we offer lessons (in the Greek language) to immigrants 
aged 18–65 years. Beyond the lessons, what is also important is the 
broader ambiance, we hold weekly assemblies to make decisions, I have 
never experienced this in such a way.

Stelios: We decide collectively, everybody takes part, voting is open, the set-
up is very democratic, it bears no relation to what we know. […] There 
are no hierarchies, nor differences between the old and the new [mem-
bers]. It functions horizontally; everybody can express himself or herself 
freely.

Sophia, Selatin and Stelios state that they do not identify with any politi-
cal party, and their strongest involvement with institutional politics is that 
they vote in national elections. However, they see what they are doing 
as political. As Stelios puts it succinctly: “the aim of all three of us is to 
change society, to improve it.” It is not politics that repels them, it is the 
form it takes on through political parties:

Stelios: What we are doing is something of our own, we have made it, we 
are making it, we are reshaping it over time. This is our ideology; we 
think that it is completely unrelated to existing political groups and 
parties.

What Stelios asserted is crucial: “with our actions we can affect some 
others and become many [a growing popular mobilisation], collective 
groups….”

In light of this, we can glimpse how a heteropolitical habitus can 
emerge from relatively different political trajectories and modes of politi-
cal organisation:
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Iason: My political engagement began with the 2008 events […] I was 
14, and for five years and more the events in 2008 were decisive, 
which introduced us as a generation in a process, at least those young 
people who have a critical outlook and stance in any way […] it was 
a violent event on a social level, which affected all of us socially and 
psychologically as students throughout the country, it was a much-
debated issue, there were people from school who took part for the 
first time in a demonstration, an assembly, it was thus something 
novel. […] Although my family is left-leaning, until then, we had 
never had any such social ferment.

Katerina: In high school in 2006–2007, with the school occupations, 
I had my first significant contact with things political. […] I remem-
ber when we first started the occupations and then formulated the 
demands; I remember how impressed I was by the first students’ 
assembly in the courtyard of the school, how embarrassed I was and 
how I  could not speak, how to speak. […] That was the first con-
tact […] then I was in the Faculty of Philosophy, and I think that 
my entire engagement with politics was determined by the days of 
December [2008] and the event made me develop a much more 
active political life and, what is more, not in the classic party-political 
fashion, because those events demonstrated spontaneity, spontaneous 
politics and the problems of the parties […] and those days gave rise, 
as it were, to the first thoughts about the creation of AlterThess. […] 
This group operated through the assembly […].
We did not operate in terms of majority/minority, that is, we did not vote, 
we would discuss things until we reached an agreement […] AlterThess used 
to have what we see now on Twitter, that is, you would have the immediate 
posting of a photo from the demonstration in Thessaloniki, it would provide 
live updates, it used to go to events where nobody else would go, it provided 
live coverage of the anti-racist festival when nobody else would go […] The 
first talks started then. […] For our generation, those days were key. […] I 
have been shaped by all this, I was there for many years, from when I was 
20½ until when I was 26. […] This taught me to improvise and to look for 
solutions that are not self-evident, it taught me to voice my opinion, it is 
very important and you don’t find it necessarily, it taught to me to conduct 
enquiries with clean hands and a clear conscience. I felt independent and 
it gave me employment, it made me a professional, and today I have a job 
from which I make a living.
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Iason: This experience changed me because I could compare the alterna-
tive journalism of AlterThess, which deconstructed the dominant one, 
with my experience as a student in the IEK [professional school] where 
we had professors who own and manage right-wing/far right-wing 
media.

The heteropolitical habitus, configured by participating in these collective 
groups, evinces also a generational dimension:

Kostas: There is also the fact that we are young, students, and we under-
stand that we are introduced into a new logic. Older people have tried 
to join these groups but they failed, they tried to impose specific ideas 
our ways of action. Many times they have felt embarrassed, that they 
do not belong here, they are a different generation, e.g. the way the 
assembly was run was not comprehensible to them. Young people in 
Greece see what happens now and do not know what used to happen 
in the past, they think ahead and they act with what they have now in 
their hands.

Also, this generational dimension is evident in Katerina’s interview:

Katerina: When we were younger, we were all under 30, and what 
impressed me was the disappointment of older journalists, they used 
to tell us ‘don’t do it.’ We described in essence the creation of a blog, 
initially, and later on a website that would cover what others seek to 
hide […] they told us, then, don’t dare it, it won’t work, it will have 
no future in financial terms, such ventures cannot hold up. In the end, 
we did it. I passed from an active collective life to this space, in essence 
it was a group of young people who tried to utter a political discourse 
but addressing mainly things they themselves did, and their friends 
and acquaintances, either because they were not covered or they were 
covered in a distorted way.

This heteropolitical generational habitus has  some features that we 
found  in all the young people in  our study, such as the desire to par-
ticipate directly in the construction of social reality, in the autonomy  
of  collective groups, in collective creativity and in new collective initia-
tives. What transpires is that the young people of the study are very much 
aware of the political and social situation, they reflect upon it and react 
accordingly. Our study shows that a part, at least, of Greek youth is not 
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withdrawn from politics and action, but resists in various ways. Young 
people demand more participation in society. They belong to a politi-
cised generational unit and they develop a common heteropolitical habitus 
through their participation in various alternative social and cultural sites. 
They are informed thus by a quite common political and social dynamic, 
despite their differences. However, ‘the political’ should not be perceived 
through conventional, systemic political lenses, because much of what can 
count as young people’s political engagement will be either missed alto-
gether or dismissed as irrelevant.

Youth identity and politics tend to be naturalised and preordained, as 
they are usually grasped through adult grids of understanding and con-
ventional, standard preconceptions about ‘youth’ and its politics. Young 
people tend to be either rebuked as apolitical, and thus as a serious threat 
to contemporary liberal democracy (Bauerlein, 2009), or hailed as radi-
cal, revolutionary, and progressive. Such polar thinking of youth politics 
reveals underlying differences in how ‘the political’ is conceptualised 
(Bessant, 2014). Young people’s political activity in present-day Greece 
should be understood and evaluated in the precise context, in which social 
bonds and collective identities are being dismantled, while insecurity, pre-
carity and indebtedness are experienced through a certain individualism 
which often engenders both individual and collective impotence, if not 
paralysis and resigned submission. The subjects of the study have shifted 
away from formal politics towards collective action on social structures 
and subjectivities. They have located the political in ordinary, face-to-face 
interactions and in attempts to deal with everyday problems. Therefore, 
they have blurred the distinction between conventional and unconven-
tional politics. Such low politics and micro-political actions may have an 
impact only on certain social practices and relations, or they may coalesce 
with others to prepare and engender large-scale antagonisms and systemic 
macro-changes.

Conclusion

Our explorations of youth heteropolitics in crisis delved into the everyday 
underground of political activities, which are ongoing—rather than lim-
ited to spectacular moments of insurrection—, diffuse and heterogeneous.

What transpired from our research is that young people today are very 
much aware of the political and social situation, and they reflect upon it 
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and respond accordingly. Many young Greeks do not just retreat from 
action, but resist in various ways and demand more political participation 
in society. They seek to become socially useful and they search for effec-
tive means of action. Despite the deterioration of the current situation, 
young people try to maintain an optimistic attitude in a world without 
anchors, as independent social beings. They work out strategies to access 
educational and professional opportunities in a spirit of cooperation. They 
experiment, and they constantly improvise. Furthermore, they are not 
narcissistic, selfish, politically disengaged and apathetic and unskilled, etc. 
We claim that they belong to a politicised generational unit, which devel-
ops a common heteropolitical habitus through its participation in various 
alternative social and cultural sites, displaying thus a common political and 
social dynamic despite several differences within it.

It is crucial to investigate how young people themselves approach poli-
tics and which activities they themselves understand as political (Bessant, 
2014; Pleyers & Karbach, 2014). Hence, it is important to deploy an 
enlarged conception of the political, looking into heteropolitical activities 
of young people.

�N otes

	1.	 Official unemployment rates rose to 24% in 2016, up from 7.76% in 2008 
(OECD, 2016). Youth unemployment reached 49.8% in 2015 (OECD, 
2015). Material deprivation rose to 22.2% of the population in 2015, com-
pared to 11% in 2009. The rate peaks among the young (ages 0–17): 25.7%. 
Those risking poverty amount to 35% of the entire population (Hellenic 
Statistical Authority, 2016). Child poverty rose to 40.5%, increasing by 
17.5% between 2008 and 2012 (UNICEF, 2014, p. 8).

	2.	 The onset of the Greek financial crisis was handled by the PASOK (social 
democratic) government of Giorgos Papandreou (PM), who lost the 2013 
elections to Antonis Samaras, the leader of New Democracy (centre-right) 
party. Samaras remained in office until January 2015, supported by other 
parties in parliament (including PASOK in the first year). Then, led by Alexis 
Tsipras, the leftist coalition party SYRIZA won the general elections in 
January 2015, and again in September 2015, following a dramatic defeat of 
its anti-austerity agenda in the new negotiations held with the EU leaders 
during the summer of 2015.

	3.	 The July 2015 referendum, whose anti-austerity result was ignored by the 
EU and the new Greek government alike, was only the last dramatic episode 
in a long chain of political events. See below.
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	4.	 Τhe title means ‘Coalition of the Radical Left,’ as it consisted originally of 
one large and several small leftist groups.

	5.	 The referendum was called by the new, leftist SYRIZA government in June 
2015, when negotiations with the ‘Troika’ (the European Commission, the 
European Central Bank and IMF) reached an impasse. Since January 2015, 
when it was first elected, the government had been trying to negotiate a way 
out of the austerity policies imposed by the EU and IMF in return for new 
loans to the nearly bankrupt Greek state. By June 2015, the Troika offered 
the draft of a new loan agreement, which would perpetuate austerity poli-
cies, demanding further cuts in welfare state expenses etc. The government 
decided to resort to a popular referendum on the agreement, asking citizens 
to reject (by voting “No”) the proposed EU offer or to approve it (by vot-
ing “Yes”). The referendum would be the first after 1974 when democracy 
was restored in Greece and a referendum took place to decide the type of 
the constitution (constitutional monarchy or republic). The referendum, 
held on 5 July 2015, caused unprecedented political divisions and tensions 
in Greek society, as it was considered to put into risk the very membership 
of Greece in the EU. The result was a resounding “No” to the proposed 
agreement: 61.3%. However, few days later the government, led by PM 
Aléxis Tsipras, gave in to the demands of the Troika and concluded a new 
agreement, which enforced further austerity measures. This ‘capitulation’ 
caused a deep crisis in the ruling party of SYRIZA, splits, and an exodus 
from the party and the government, particularly of young people mobilised 
in the youth organisation of SYRIZA.
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CHAPTER 16

Youth-Led Struggles Against Racialized 
Crime Control in the United States

Tim Goddard and Randolph R. Myers

Introduction

Beginning in 2013, widespread protests against criminal justice policy and 
practice in the United States erupted across many cities, revealing a crisis 
in the relationship between law enforcement and urban communities of 
color. From Ferguson to Baltimore, from Los Angeles to New York, from 
Baton Rouge to Cleveland, people living in heavily-policed neighbor-
hoods took to the streets demanding changes to a criminal justice system 
that has, for the last 40 years, penetrated ever-deeper into the communi-
ties, families and lives of poor people, particularly marginalized people of 
color (Clear, 2007). While specific acts of police violence were the imme-
diate catalyst for these protests, decades of deepening social and economic 
inequalities provided the broader backdrop for this protest against crimi-
nal justice practice (Young, 2007). The American criminal justice system 
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has displaced a functioning social welfare system. It has been used to con-
tain communities locked out of the labor market and increasingly cut-
off from basic social goods like education and state-based family supports 
(Currie, 2013a). The collateral consequences of this approach are increas-
ingly clear, both to the academic criminologists who chart the effects of 
mass incarceration and to the people living in marginalized communities 
in the US where the police officer and the parole agent have become the 
face of the State (Wacquant, 2009).

Mainstream news outlets often represented these protests as being 
‘sudden’ in nature. However, the chants, signs and political demands of 
young people on the streets in Baltimore, Ferguson, Minneapolis and 
elsewhere resonated with the philosophies and demands of social justice 
organizations that had been working in earnest for years to bring these 
issues to light, often organizing young people for criminal justice reform 
in the process. While they have largely escaped the attention of criminolo-
gists (and the social sciences generally), a number of youth-led grassroots 
organizations have mobilized against the carceral state and innumerable 
non-custodial forms of punishment such as fines, proactive police stops, 
registries of suspected gang members, and civil injunctions. For some 
time now, young people in these organizations have politically engaged 
with, among other issues, the criminalization of school discipline, racial-
ized policing practices and the devastating effects that mass incarceration 
has had on poor communities of color. Such social justice organizations 
exemplify a re-generation of youth-led political action, thus providing a 
counterpoint to claims that young people are increasingly apolitical and 
civically disengaged.

This chapter draws on interviews conducted during site visits at 12 
social justice organizations working in major cities across the US. These 
organizations all saw crime as the product of social injustice; and many of 
them mobilized young people to make changes to an unjust social order, 
while often envisioning participation in protest as a catalyst for personal 
change in young people. Drawing on interviews with staff members at 
these organizations, this chapter details the contestations of three key 
injustices that affect the lives of marginalized young people in the US: the 
criminalization of school discipline, racialized policing practices, and mass 
incarceration.

All of the organizations had a social justice focus and were young peo-
ple-led, young people-run, or shaped by the concern of young people. 
However, there were differences in the practices of the 12 organizations. 
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One type works primarily, but not exclusively, on social movements 
against ‘law and order’ policies and practices, often while trying to “har-
ness the energies and anger that many young people feel toward the US 
criminal legal system” (Goddard, Myers, & Robison, 2015, p. 81). For 
example, these activist-oriented organizations routinely campaign against 
the presence of police in schools, the absence of due process protections 
for people placed on gang registries, and the construction of new jails and 
prisons. While some of these organizations partner with the State or phi-
lanthropies to fund some service-oriented work, advocacy and activism is 
at the core of what they do.

Another variety of social justice organization is more service focused, 
delivering youth crime prevention, intervention, and reintegration pro-
grams to young offenders, or those ‘at-risk’ of crime. Organizations of this 
type are often also involved in advocacy work, but their main efforts are 
to partner with state or philanthropic bodies to deliver services. Their pro-
grams are often focused on raising the social consciousness of young peo-
ple, or as criminologist Currie writes (2013b, p. 6), helping young people 
to understand “that their troubles and frustrations have causes outside 
themselves—that they are rooted in the systemic injustices and depriva-
tions that are inflicted on them by the society around them.” Importantly, 
the programs are usually designed and revised in tandem with the young 
people (or at least are subject to their input) and thus they integrate the 
knowledge of young people into justice reform and progressive crime 
policy (Cunneen & Rowe, 2014). As these service-oriented groups often 
accept state money through public–private partnerships, they provide an 
interesting example of how one aspect of the neoliberal project (privati-
zation) can provide the space to counter other aspects of the neoliberal 
project, a point we return to in the discussion.

As we describe the work of youth-led grassroots organizations, we also 
outline the basic contours of three interrelated injustices that organiza-
tions routinely contested, providing basic statistics in each of the areas. 
Finally, in the discussion, drawing again on interviews with staff members 
who work to mobilize young people for criminal justice reform in the 
US, we discuss how consumerist youth culture works against organizing 
young people for social justice and how youth organizers navigate this 
new reality.

We believe these organizations are important; however, we do not wish 
to romanticize them; nor do we want to overstate their importance, either 
in recent protests of mass incarceration, or in the potential struggles that 

  YOUTH-LED STRUGGLES AGAINST RACIALIZED CRIME CONTROL IN THE US 



300 

still lay ahead. At the same time, we believe that paying attention to them 
provides an important counterpoint to what many critical scholars have 
characterized as a ‘post-political’ era. We also believe that they are impor-
tant because the ideas and demands of youth-led grassroots organizations 
challenge the technocratic solutions put forward by our discipline, crimi-
nology, which tends to limit its policy suggestions to small changes con-
strained by the assumptions and limits of evaluation work.

To help understand the struggles experienced by the social justice 
organizations, we must understand how crime control in the US affects 
the activists and advocates we interviewed and the young people and 
communities they work with. As we detail the work of youth-focused 
organizations fighting against punitive policies in schools, policing and 
incarceration practices, we also outline the broad contours of the carceral 
state in these three areas.

Criminalization of School Discipline

Referred to as the ‘school-to-prison pipeline,’ school discipline and safety 
practices in the US increasingly emulate criminal justice logics (Simon, 
2007). Many schools since the 1990s have installed metal detectors and sur-
veillance cameras, outlawed lockers, instituted drug sweeps, and employed 
school resource officers or on-site police officers (Hirschfield, 2008; Sykes, 
Piquero, Gioviano, & Pittman, 2015). Schools look more and more like 
detention centers and daily contact with security measures has become 
routine for young people (Hirschfield, 2008; see also Mejia Mesinas, in this 
volume). Moreover, zero-tolerance policies have led to increases in manda-
tory suspensions and expulsions: between 1974 and 2000, school suspen-
sions increased by over 80 percent (Wald & Losen, 2003).

Racial disparities are prevalent in this school-to-prison pipeline. 
Mirroring observed patterns in the criminal justice system, minority youth, 
especially Black youth, are over-represented in school punishment and disci-
plinary statistics, particularly suspensions (Cregor & Hewitt, 2011; Fabelo 
et al., 2011). According to the US Department of Education Office for 
Civil Rights (2014), young people of color are suspended and expelled 
at a much higher rate than Whites. Specifically, African American males 
are three times more likely, and African American females are six times 
more likely, to receive an out-of-school suspension than white youth of 
the same gender (Goff, 2016). The emergence of zero-tolerance policies 
and a more punitive orientation to students sets up young people of color 
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to fail academically; it also means that they experience disproportional 
criminal justice contact, which will disadvantage them in myriad social 
institutions in the future. In this way: “the school-to-prison pipeline may 
solidify systems of inequality by insuring the creation of a caste through 
the alteration of life chances” (Sykes et al., 2015, p. 9).

Since they were mainly young people of color from poor neighbor-
hoods, the young people involved in the organizations we visited were dis-
proportionately affected by the criminalization of school discipline. With 
their activism, they mobilized in a number of ways to chip away at these 
policies. The organizations we visited were typically led by a collaborative 
group of young people, who had been with the organization for some 
time, working alongside adults from the local area who sought solutions 
that were rooted in a tradition of social justice, community empowerment, 
and emancipation (and who often had gone through the organization 
themselves). Thus, when we speak about the actions of an organization, 
we are primarily referring to actions of young people, usually between the 
ages of 14 and 24. Moreover, even though all of the organizations had an 
adult director and staff (albeit often in their mid to late twenties), those 
staff members were almost always from the same or similar neighborhoods 
as the young people they now worked with. This meant that, oftentimes, 
they too had experience with the justice system. Or as a young adult who 
now directed an organization that he founded put it:

The original young people who started the organization, we were either all 
gang members or affiliated with gangs. So, it’s always interesting to tell that 
story ‘cause, I mean, for us, we all understand like the reason we did that, 
or most young people do that, is to have like a sense of community because 
awkwardly enough, in our community, there’s no sense of community.

This shared background helped attract young people disconnected from, 
and distrustful of, mainstream institutions. In addition to their grassroots 
origins, many of the organizations had a democratic component that gave 
young people control over what the programs and activities entailed. A 
respondent at an organization in the San Francisco Bay Area outlines the 
philosophy behind the youth-driven nature of her organization:

We believe that if decisions are going to be made about services for, or 
activities for, or laws in place for young people, that young people need to 
be there to have their voice heard about it.
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The school-to-prison pipeline was a significant concern for members of 
the organizations we visited. Moreover, many of them sought to trans-
form the school system, or rejected mainstream school systems altogether. 
At many organizations, youth-led campaigns demanded physical improve-
ments to school buildings and changes to how funding was allocated. 
One organization we visited went directly to state congress to demand 
budget changes to improve basic school infrastructure. Young people also 
campaigned to change the disciplinary codes in local school districts, and 
fought against having school resource officers (i.e. sworn law enforcement 
officers who are responsible for providing security and crime prevention 
services) permanently stationed in schools. In their place, like many orga-
nizations working across the country, they wanted to replace school police 
and probation officers with intervention specialists and peace workers (see 
Justice for Families, 2013).

The strategies employed by these social justice organizations were 
often highly creative. For instance, one organization attempted to educate 
teachers about the social ecology of their school’s neighborhood by hav-
ing young people involved in the organization give local teachers neigh-
borhood tours. Many teachers lived out in the suburbs, far away from the 
urban schools where they taught. During the tours, young people from 
the social justice organization showed teachers the environment that their 
students were exposed on a daily basis, including “what [low] employ-
ment rates look like, and what [impoverished] households look like, and 
what are the services available for the students and their families they’re 
working with.” Such tours, said the organization’s director, helped teach-
ers understand why the young people in their classes might sometimes 
appear troubled, hostile, or “checked out” during class.

Some youth-led organizations secured state funding to open their 
own schools (Goddard & Myers, 2011). These were not necessarily well-
funded schools with modern up-to-date classrooms. Rather, these schools 
were opened in spaces like a derelict storefront, an abandoned business, or 
an old elementary school building. One respondent described the physi-
cal state of the building where his organization opened a social justice-
focused high school:

We started realizing that the building had no internet, there was no gym 
for—well, there was a gym, but it wasn’t fit for high school students ‘cause 
it’s really small, ‘cause it’s for elementary school students. There was no 
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science lab. High school students, they have to take, they have to be in 
a science lab. So [the young people in our organization] started organiz-
ing around those issues. So, laptops, internet, getting a science lab, getting 
books for a library, getting, college support.

Another similar organization in Los Angeles, California, established a 
school that operated under the charter school system in the US (Goddard 
& Myers, 2011). But unlike mainstream charter schools designed for 
remedial education, where students are taught a traditional trade like 
plumbing or cosmetology, students learn the vocation of activism. For 
example, one course, entitled ‘Troublemakers,’ reconsidered historical 
figures denounced as ‘agitators’ or ‘criminals.’ The course was a part of a 
larger curriculum called ‘Street University,’ “which introduces students to 
US and international movement history, as well as past critical education 
efforts, through readings, music, films, guest, speakers and discussion” 
(Goddard & Myers, 2011, p. 661).

The organizations we studied took action in response to issues and 
injustices that participants struggled with in their daily lives. The organiza-
tions sought to prevent “school push out” (i.e. expulsion), not mainly by 
changing young people, but by reforming or eliminating punitive school 
policies and practices. Although these small battles and the establishment 
of small social justice oriented schools do not make national headlines, 
they are crucially important. Small-scale protest victories chip away at 
youth criminalization without the need for large amounts of funding and 
without attracting political backlash. And the relatively small schools that 
some organizations founded usually go somewhat undetected in the neo-
liberal enterprise (because of its reverence for privatization).

Young People Mobilizing Against Police Misconduct

Youth-led organizations also mobilized action against police misconduct. 
For some time now, young people in the US (particularly young people 
of color) have been differentially monitored, stopped, arrested, punished, 
and harmed by the police (Alexander, 2010). Studies show that police dis-
proportionately stop people of color while driving (Warren, Tomaskovic-
Devey, Smith, Zingraff, & Mason, 2006). For instance, a recent study by 
the Bureau of Justice Statistics found that “black drivers were three times 
as likely to be searched during a stop as white drivers and twice as likely 
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as Hispanic drivers” (Sentencing Project, 2013, p. 5). On sidewalks and 
streets, police stop, question, and frisk Black males at higher rates than 
Whites (Tonry, 2011). In these stops, however, the police are no more suc-
cessful at finding weapons or drugs than in their stops of Whites (Center 
for Constitutional Rights [CCR], 2009). In New York City, for example, 
80% of the people stopped were black and Hispanic young men, and 85% 
were frisked, but the New York Police Department (NYPD) rarely found 
illegal drugs or weapons. Only 10% of the time was there an arrest or sum-
mons to court. Although rare, when the NYPD did stop, question, and 
frisk a white person, only 8% were frisked and yet Whites were 70% more 
likely to be in possession of a weapon (CCR, 2009). Police dispropor-
tionately arrest people of color as well. Black young people, for example, 
are 2.3 times more likely to be arrested for all delinquent offenses than 
white young people (Sentencing Project, 2013) and black young people 
have the highest probability of being charged with a crime, regardless of 
self-reported offending (Stevens & Morash, 2015). Black young people 
are also over 2.5 times more likely to be arrested for violating curfew laws 
than white young people (Sentencing Project, 2013).

The social justice organizations help young people recognize why con-
flict with the police is so common in their neighborhood, and why it has 
been this way for a long time. As one director of an organization explained:

It’s kind of interesting ‘cause we talk about the Black Panther party, we talk 
about the Young Lords. So, you know, you talk about what was there that 
made—what are the main issues that they had? It was police brutality, and 
all police brutality in that community.

We heard this theme repeatedly. A director at another organization in a 
different city put it this way: “There’s been an adversarial relationship 
throughout the history of law enforcement in the African American com-
munity and other communities of color, in this country. Nothin’s been 
done to shift that.” And as a staff member at a third organization in 
another city explained, the history of police violence in neighborhoods 
often intersects with traditions of youth activism and organizing:

I think part of what we try to be really intentional about is to talk about 
the history around [police violence]. And, the history of police violence in 
this [neighborhood]. And we talk about Fred Hampton, Fred Hampton 
being murdered by the Chicago police, which is actually a story a lot of 
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them know, even if they don’t know (laughter) any other social movement 
history. Fred Hampton, he was like 22 when he was killed. He became the 
chairman of the Black Panthers when he was like 19. So, it’s also a story of 
like youth activism. So, we talk about the history of it to help give them 
some context for what sometimes can feel so individual or like they’re the 
only person struggling—that’s not quite right, ‘cause they know that they’re 
not the only person struggling. They know that it’s their community. But I 
think that his story actually gives them a sense of power around that a little 
bit, to know that their communities have been pushing back against police 
violence for a long time.

Adults in the organizations also taught younger members about the 
historical roots of poverty, low wage work, racial isolation, and how 
oppressed people of the past resisted against these forces. One organiza-
tion connected their curriculum to Midnight Schools (i.e. illicit gatherings 
in the middle of the night during the nineteenth century) that, as one 
respondent put it, “slaves did in the woods to teach themselves how to 
read.” These lessons aim to help young people situate their lives and those 
of their families within a broader political and economic system, and to 
decide on their own what actions to take.

Energized by a social consciousness grounded in past popular strug-
gles, young people in the organizations we visited mobilized to take on 
several police-related issues. For example, these youth-led organizations 
work to end intrusive and discriminatory stop-and-frisk tactics by police 
in low-income communities of color and limit arrests for drug possession 
and low-level misconduct. Members of the organizations also participated 
in the recent protests against the police killings of (often unarmed) people 
of color. While they are now making the national news, protests, die-ins (a 
form of protest in which participants simulate being dead, i.e. murdered 
by the police), and marches against police violence have been going on for 
at least a decade, and many of the youth-led organizations we visited were 
involved in those smaller-scale protests.

Although recent groups such as Black Lives Matter have articulated 
steps needed to reform police violence, the organizations we studied 
worked to end several less overt policy practices. Their advocacy and pro-
test efforts included advocating prohibiting the questioning of young 
people by police prior to parent or guardian notification and consultation. 
They also worked to eliminate the ticketing of youth for riding a bicycle on 
a sidewalk and worked to end ‘police special orders’ that give police broad 
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powers to fight suspected terrorists, but end up criminalizing innocuous 
behaviors such as taking pictures near public buildings. One Los Angeles-
based organization mobilized in a number of ways to push a bill through 
the California Legislature that would curb the practice of racial and iden-
tity profiling and increase transparency and accountability of law enforce-
ment agencies making arrests and seizing property. Using telephone calls 
to government officials, visits with legislators and the Governor’s Office, 
media interviews and storytelling, rallies, marches, signature gathering, 
and (along with other groups such as Black Lives Matter) shutting down 
the State Governor’s office for a time, the bill was successfully written into 
California law in 2015. These smaller scale protests shine light on the sorts 
of everyday criminalizations that young people of color have to negotiate. 
One such everyday punishment was described by a staff member at an 
organization in California:

For eight years, Los Angeles Unified School District issued truancy tickets. 
So, basically, the way it worked in practice is, literally, police officers would 
be waiting at the bus stop for the kids who are late to school. Not the 
kids who are not in school (laughter), but the kids who are arriving late to 
school, and ticket ‘em on the way in, and the tickets were 250 dollar tickets. 
That’s obscene (laughter).

Actions taken by youth-led organizations included not only marches and 
sit-ins, but a host of direct actions, such as filling a court with supporters 
of those identified as ‘suspects’ and charged with crimes. Young people 
would also give passionate testimonies at public hearings, petition and 
Tweet local and state legislators and Governors, and even hold press con-
ferences with the media. Another tactic was to attempt to organize dia-
logue sessions between police officers and young people for the purpose 
of improving police–community relations. In some of the organizations, 
young people also learned about their constitutional rights when stopped 
by the police and what they were obligated by law to do and not do. 
In sum, the youth-led groups organized dozens of campaigns in protest 
over the problems described above. We believe that, as with the mobiliza-
tion against the criminalization of school discipline in impoverished com-
munities, the somewhat piecemeal victories that are achieved should not 
be overlooked. Moreover, these struggles also help bring young people 
mobilizing for change together, introducing them to the world of politics 
and collective action.
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Incarceration: Direct and Collateral Consequences

The US incarcerates at a higher rate than any other major country, 
using prisons and jails at a rate that dwarfs Western European countries 
(Currie, 2013a). As with policing, significant race and class disparities 
exist in determining who is incarcerated in the US (Alexander, 2010). It 
is not only the size of the prison system that sets the US apart from other 
penal systems: prisons in the US are also notoriously harsh, stingy on 
providing rehabilitative and transitional services to prisoners, and many 
partner with corporations seeking nearly-free prison labor (Gottschalk, 
2015).

The carceral system in the US inflicts numerous collateral consequences 
on the communities where mass incarceration hits hardest and deepest 
(Mauer & Chesney-Lind, 2002). Having a felony conviction record, for 
instance, significantly lowers an individual’s odds of finding a secure, 
well-paid job (Pager, 2007). In isolation, this is bad enough. But when 
numerous people living in the same (isolated) areas experience this dis-
proportionate contact with the criminal justice system, the social capital 
of each and every community member decreases, as their personal and 
professional ties are often with folks whose life chances have been dimmed 
by mass incarceration (Clear, 2007). The concentrated nature of incar-
ceration in the US—the fact that the prison extracts and returns people 
to only a few neighborhoods—means that these places are filled with a 
high proportion of people experiencing some degree of civil death (Mauer 
& Chesney-Lind, 2002). What emerges is a multi-generational pattern 
of employment inequality, income inequality, and educational inequality, 
maintained in no insignificant way by the classed and racialized use of the 
prison (Wakefield & Uggen, 2010).

Youth-led organizations around the country have worked to highlight 
the problem of mass incarceration, and the protests of incarceration poli-
cies that we heard about in our study were varied and numerous. In one 
of the organizations, young members marched on to the site of a newly 
proposed women’s prison. Another organization successfully passed a ‘Bill 
of Rights’ for young mothers in a juvenile justice system. Another group 
marched on a state capital to protest the use of public funds to build pris-
ons at a time of austerity. In the organizations we visited, the young people 
involved in agitating for criminal justice reform often had intimate knowl-
edge about incarceration, its exploitative conditions, and the direct and 
collateral consequences of a stint in jail or prison. One respondent reflected 
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on how her personal experience with mass incarceration motivated her 
initial involvement in youth-led protest of the state prison system a few 
years back:

And, this movement was definitely not just a movement of, you know, what 
we sometimes [call] high achieving young people. It was like young people 
who were like, “You’re not gonna continue to incarcerate our people.” Like 
really learning about what the prison industrial complex has done to us. I 
mean, we were doing trainings on like the 13th amendment inside of deten-
tion, organizing walkouts around like [prison labor] … And, we’d sit there 
and be like, “Those are our parents who are making 30 cents an hour.” 
These are our parents that they’re exploiting inside prison. Like this is like 
new age slavery. And, so I think that, we used to always say, “You don’t need 
to agitate us. We’re already agitated!” (laughter). So let’s skip that part and 
get right to the tools [needed to organize].

While the criminalization of poor communities is not a new problem—its 
now massive scale means that young people have grown up in a society 
where mass incarceration has always been a reality. And indeed, it is a regu-
lar and growing presence in many of their lives, and that of their family 
members, friends, and neighbors.

Youth-Led Organizing in Neoliberal Times

The organizations we studied provide an example of young people engag-
ing in civic and political actions to generate social change. Our research 
into the work of youth-led grassroots organizations’ campaigns against the 
criminalization of school discipline, racialized policing, and mass incarcer-
ation revealed that young people are exercising their political autonomy. 
To claim otherwise, would be a misstep. In the area of grassroots mobi-
lizing against the large-scale carceral system in the US, there exists a siz-
able and highly motivated group of young people exercising their political 
autonomy.

However, a good deal of work in a number of disciplines has demon-
strated how social, economic and cultural shifts coinciding with neolib-
eralism have worked to depoliticize the subjectivities of young people. 
This too should not be overlooked, even if some of the conclusions in 
this research work may go too far. Although the youth-led actions that 
we described challenge the claim that we are now in a post-political age 
(Treadwell, Briggs, Winlow, & Hall, 2013), we do need to recognize how 
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broader neoliberal cultural shifts, and especially the ascent of consumer 
culture, affects the practice of organizing young people for justice sys-
tem reform. We recognize, as did our respondents, how consumer cul-
ture mitigates against organizing young people’s social justice campaigns. 
Understanding the spread of consumer culture is important not only for 
theorizing criminal behavior (Anderson, 1999; Bourgois, 2003; Hall, 
Winlow, & Ancrum, 2008), but also for thinking through prospects for 
progressive social change in a post-industrial US.

In their ethnographic research into the lives of young people involved 
in the English Riots of 2011, Treadwell et al. (2013) make a persuasive 
case that the protest and discontent expressed on the riotous streets of 
England was driven by a consumerist logic. Those young people, they 
argue, came of age in communities where collective decision-making and 
political consciousness spurred by unionized labor—and the relatively 
stable communities that it created—was in serious decline (see also Hall 
et al., 2008). With no clear political framework to guide their understand-
ing of the personal and material problems they faced—and surrounded by 
a hyper-competitive consumerist logic—especially in their less-rehearsed 
moments, it appeared that all that was left was to “go shopping”:

[…] in the post-political present, it seems almost impossible for a potential 
collective of marginalized subjects to construct a universal political narra-
tive that makes causal and contextual sense of their own shared suffering 
and offers a feasible solution to it. No unifying and readily communicable 
political symbolism is at hand to provide a means of grasping the reality of 
common stresses and dissatisfactions, or the enduring sense of precarious-
ness and lack that frames the marginalized subject’s sense of being-in-the-
world. Instead, subjects are forced to stew over the bleak reality of their 
material conditions and their durable but objectless sense of exploitation, 
irrelevance and anxiety in isolation. Unable to divest themselves of tor-
ment and nagging doubt, perpetually marginalized youth populations have 
become moody and vaguely ‘pissed off’ without ever fully understanding 
why. (Treadwell et al., 2013, p. 3)

We see these organizations—and the broader ‘model’ they represent—as 
an important, albeit partial, antidote to this sort of depoliticized lashing 
out. With the option of waged work having largely disappeared in many 
of the communities we visited, along with the decimation of labor unions 
and the casualization of work in service industries, community organizing 
may be one of the only spaces left to begin constructing more ‘complete’ 
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political narratives. Moreover, members in many of the organizations were 
keenly aware of the new challenges that consumer culture presented. Some 
staff members described elements of their program that tried to show 
young people how neoliberal capitalism and the consumer culture that 
flows from it shaped their biographies, subjectivities and communities. For 
example, a respondent at one organization explained how their summer 
workshops tried to give young people an understanding of consumer cul-
tures, but in ways that respected how symbolically powerful and instru-
mentally important conspicuous consumption was to the young people in 
this post-industrial US city:

We talk about consumerism a lot here. And, I would say most of the young 
people we work with are very caught up in like what shoes they have, and 
what hair they have, and what … and absolutely—it’s like a huge thing in 
their lives […].

The same respondent continues:

They’re also like young folks tryin’ to like survive, and to have a certain pair 
of Jordan’s will give them status in their school, and allows them to navigate 
their reality in a way. And, that’s their experience. So, they, ultimately, they 
know how to survive, and they will survive with us or without us, right? So, 
we’re just there to be able to give tools and allow them to question them-
selves, question other people, question us, right? We don’t work to create 
shame, but we do work to develop an analysis.

Conclusion

By working to raise the social consciousness of young people living in 
marginalized and criminalized communities, social justice organizations 
like those we visited are working to create the psychic and social space 
needed regenerate youth-led politics. This alone, may not be enough 
to avert the crisis of democracy that some scholars claim is unfolding. 
Nevertheless, we believe there is a condition of opportunity, in part due to 
the peculiarities of neoliberal governance. Given the preference in the US 
for ‘community’ and the private sector over government support, commu-
nity-based organizations of all political stripes are relied upon to carry out 
much of the social programs and day-to-day responsibilities of governing. 
Many of the organizations that we visited funded their work with young 
people using state monies, framing their activities as crime prevention, 
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youth development or intervention services with ‘at-risk’ young people. 
The agendas of community based organizations and what they provide to 
young people in the way of guidance and support suggests that when the 
state outsources community-based organizations with the task of carry-
ing out crime control and crime prevention activities, the solutions those 
agencies offer can counter aspects of neoliberalism.

In this way, our research demonstrates how one aspect of neoliberal-
ism (privatization) can work as a catalyst for organizing against certain 
negative features of neoliberal policy that disrupt the daily lives of young 
people most acutely. In short, the organizations communities create may 
provoke political opposition directed against troubling aspects of neolib-
eralism, like the criminalization of young people and the metastasizing 
consumer culture. The fact that such protests are possible suggests that 
communities can exploit the relative autonomy encouraged by neoliberal 
governance—in this case, by using the gray area of privatization to mobi-
lize young people for social and political change in these uncertain and 
increasingly unequal times.
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CHAPTER 17

Youth Work, Agonistic Democracy 
and Transgressive Enjoyment in England

Graham Bright, Carole Pugh, and Matthew Clarke

Introduction

Debates regarding the supposed crises in young people’s democratic and 
political participation have, as other authors in this book argue, been 
ubiquitous in recent years. Indeed, democracy, it would seem, is in crisis 
(della Porta, 2013), with widespread and growing scepticism regarding 
the political accountability of states, coupled with a deep distrust of demo-
cratic processes on the part of many of its citizens—developments that 
have been exacerbated by neoliberalism’s hegemony and the resultant rise 
of the popular right in many global contexts.

While, in the United Kingdom (UK), concerns have been voiced about 
overall political participation, young people are said to be particularly 
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disillusioned (Briggs, 2017) about traditional, conventional and electoral 
forms of political participation (see Pickard, 2018). At the last national 
general election in 2015, only 76% of 18–19 year olds were registered to 
vote, and of those, only 43% did so (Electoral Commission, 2015; Ipsos 
Mori, 2015). Young people’s participation in the referendum on whether 
the UK should remain or leave the European Union (EU) in June 2016 
contradicts this trend with an estimated turnout of 64% for 18–24 year 
olds (Bruter and Harrison, 2016), compared to 72.2% for all groups 
(Electoral Commission, 2016). However, 71% of those young people who 
did participate in the referendum voted to remain in the European Union 
(Electoral Commission, 2016), highlighting the effect of demographic 
change in undermining the “un-written rule” of democracy—that those 
whose lives will be affected longest have the greatest power at elections 
(Berry, 2014, p. 14).

Concerns about young people’s presumed political apathy have led 
to research and government policy interventions (Youth Citizenship 
Commission, 2009), resulting in the introduction of ‘Citizenship Studies’ in 
the National Curriculum, the establishment of the UK Youth Parliament 
in 1999, and the  creation of the National Citizenship Service (NCS) 
in 2010. This emphasis on participatory citizenship is also reflected in 
policy discourses, examples of which include Positive for Youth (HM 
Government, 2011) and You’re Welcome (Department of Health [DoH], 
2011), which rhetoricise the importance of young people’s voices.

However, these responses recycle increasingly narrow definitions of 
democracy (Pykett, 2007), which are more about compliance, than ques-
tioning the validity or desirability of the existing, or indeed any other, sys-
tem. By individualising and responsibilising young people, policy makers 
ignore the realities of increasing disenfranchisement and marginalisation 
arising from the daunting array of discriminatory policies, including elec-
toral reform that presents barriers for youth voter registration, age-based 
discrimination in housing rights and minimum wage entitlements, and, 
substantial increases in university tuition fees. Another is the large-scale 
closure of state-funded youth provision, which is the focus of this chapter. 
Taken together, these developments demonstrate a fundamental disregard 
for young people on the part of the government and corrode the sub-
stance of their democratic citizenship (Briggs, 2017; Jones, 2017).

Much youth service1 provision is founded upon principles of demo-
cratic participation, association and collectivity (Batsleer, 2008; Jeffs & Smith, 
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1999; Ord, 2016), and while tensions exist between agendas of eman-
cipation and control, a commitment to dissensual critical pedagogical 
praxis, grounded in contestation, critique and critical action (see Freire, 
1972), remains discernible (Taylor, 2008). Its current ambiguous status 
represents a neoliberal paradox: youth work2 is required for its capacity to 
engage young people in ‘project global capitalism,’ yet it is hated for the 
threat it poses of catalysing fraternity, solidarity, association and demo-
cratic collectivity amongst young people and their communities, thereby 
daring them to begin to think, act and resist differently. The research on 
which this chapter is based evidences youth work’s ongoing capacity to 
ignite young people’s critical imaginaries. In doing so, it moves beyond 
assumptive discourses of youth political apathy and disillusionment, to 
contend youth work’s ability to capture and harness young people’s frus-
tration in engendering critical animation.

The chapter draws on the narrative accounts of five young adults3 
involved in national campaigns to save local youth services in England 
as part of wider anti-austerity movements, which responded to sub-
stantial and wide-ranging cuts introduced by the David Cameron-led 
Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government in the aftermath of 
the global economic crisis of 2007–2008. The chapter questions whether 
young people’s supposed political disengagement arises from apathy, or 
represents a more considered rejection of neoliberal procedural democ-
racy. We argue, that our participants’ accounts reflect the characteristics of 
agonistic democracy, insofar as they embody a desire for the recognition 
of pluralistic voices; they value the disruptive and dissensual capacity of 
contestation, and implicitly acknowledge a tragic view of life, grounded 
in human finitude and fallibility, and, a recognition that choices and deci-
sions always come at some cost. Agonistic democracy, we contend, has 
the capacity to serve as a source of transgressive enjoyment, and hence, 
to solicit democratic engagement, in a way that more banal, procedural 
versions of democracy, with their limited focus on regular “free and fair” 
elections, do not. We assert that youth services provide arenas where these 
democratic praxes are valued, and where the development of democratic 
capital can be facilitated. The chapter traces our participants’ transgres-
sive struggles with procedural democratic structures, in attempting to save 
local youth services, and concludes by arguing that the young adults in 
this study are passionately and politically engaged in promoting demo-
cratic accountability and renewal.
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From Procedural to Agonistic Democracy: Resisting 
Neoliberalism

Popular and governmental discourses surrounding young people’s 
political apathy presuppose a narrow reading of democracy, which privi-
leges participation at the ballot box, parliamentary procedures and the 
rule of law, over, or even at the expense of, other forms of expression 
(Pickard, 2018; Sloam, 2017). This reading also ignores how democracy 
has become sutured with capitalism as ‘democratic capitalism’ (Dean, 
2009), fuelling constructs regarding ‘good’ young neoliberal subjects, 
who diligently and compliantly perform their civic duty, without chal-
lenging, subverting or disrupting the advancement of capitalist logic 
(Kennelly, 2016).

Neoliberalism is, of course, a complex and contested term; but for the 
purposes of this chapter, we understand it as “the disenchantment of politics 
by economics” (Davies, 2014, p.  4, emphasis in original). Neoliberalism 
privileges the demands of capital over the welfare of people. Its rhetoric 
places individual ‘freedom’ over anything that espouses collective demo-
cratic solidarity, and its production utilises the prospect of precarity to 
engender fear. It marginalises the weakest, and uses them to example the 
consequences of non-compliance.

Certainly, it can be argued that neoliberalism has come to use an entire 
generation of young people as disposable fodder by disproportionally tar-
geting austerity measures against them, all in the name of ‘good’ fiscal 
order (Cairns, de Almeida Alves, Alexandre, & Correia, 2016). Whilst 
in the UK, this meant an overall reduction in public spending of 2.6% 
between 2009–2010 and 2014–2015, this disproportionally fell on ‘non-
protected services,’ with Youth Service funding reduced on average by a 
third up to 2014, and significant cuts continuing beyond that (Barton & 
Edgington, 2014; Nuffield Foundation, 2015). In a little over six years 
(2010–2017), some £387m has been cut from Youth Service budgets. 
Nationally, this resulted in the loss of some 600 youth centres, and more 
than 3500 youth work jobs (Jones, 2016; Unison, 2016). The pursuit 
of neoliberal policy agendas has not only reduced the quantity of youth 
work, it has sought to induce fundamental changes in its character. The 
imposition of performative market rationality, increasingly prescriptive 
state agendas at the expense of broader educative principles, and the pri-
oritisation of product over process has resulted in the ‘hollowing-out’ of 
practice (Jeffs, 2015, p. 85).
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Neoliberalism moulds subjects in its own image (Scharff, 2016) and, 
in this sense, represents not just a fiscal, but an intellectual, form of disci-
pline, which stultifies individual and collective imaginaries with its insis-
tence that there is no alternative to the stratifying and competitive logics 
of the market (De Lissovoy, 2015). Neoliberalism thereby trains subjects 
into what Fisher (2009) describes as “capitalist realism”: a world in which 
capitalism is the only reality with no conceivable alternatives—where “it 
appears as a neutral economic system that simply exists in the absence of 
any political intervention” (McGowan, 2016, p. 87). Democracy, in this 
capital realist view, is tamed and reduced to voting and the rule of law.

Yet, at its core, democracy has always been excessive—replete with radi-
cal and unsettling forces that challenge notions of balance and orderliness. 
For this reason, democracy was viewed by philosophers like Plato with 
deep suspicion, as something threatening to the rule of the wise elders. 
In psychoanalytic terms, this excess is associated with enjoyment, or jouis-
sance—an intense form of pleasure/pain analogous with venturing beyond 
limits or constraints (McGowan, 2013). The current appeal of populist 
right wing parties can be understood in these terms, insofar as such a poli-
tics enables its adherents to derive enjoyment from the transgression of the 
limitations imposed by democracy, such as those established by ‘political 
correctness.’ The leaders of such parties achieve success by seeming to 
embody this jouissance. Meanwhile, capitalism’s rise and its suturing with 
democracy has tamed the latter’s excessive nature and limited its capac-
ity to serve as a source of transgressive enjoyment. While capitalism pur-
ports to fulfil our desire through the endless accumulation of supposedly 
satisfying objects, support for democracy is left reliant on people’s more 
limited capacity for identifying with the good (McGowan, 2013, 2016). 
However, the political disenchantment wrought by neoliberalism has ren-
dered democracy increasingly vulnerable, and not to be taken for granted, 
thus repositioning it as a source of potential jouissance.

We believe the challenge for the youth work profession—and for young 
people—is to articulate alternative possibilities, which might serve as 
sources of transgressive enjoyment. In confronting this challenge, we high-
light the scope offered by agonistic democratic models (Wenman, 2013), 
which privilege constituent power (the demos) over constituted power 
(structures of governance), and foreground the need to recognise and 
value a plurality of voices, the positive value of contestation and dissensus, 
and the tragic nature of human existence. As such, agonistic democracy 
offers a counter-discourse to “the utterly discredited system of disciplinary 
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neoliberalism” (Wenman, 2013, p. 297). Tellingly, it also resonates pow-
erfully with the data generated with participants in this study.

Young People, Pluralism and Political Engagement

For our participants, the effects of neoliberal austerity are not remote and 
abstract, but personal and keenly felt. These young people were deeply 
affected by proposed spending cuts to public services and, through demo-
cratic contestation, came to reject the depersonalisation of public services, 
in which the faces, names and voices of young people are replaced with 
budget lines and performance targets. In contesting the closures, they 
sought to highlight a plurality of voices and experiences, otherwise hid-
den by budgets and reductionist statistics. For the young participants, 
their deep personal involvement and political investment in youth services 
influenced their decision to become involved in campaigning to resist the 
closure of provision (Harris, 2017). As Pip explained:

[…] for me [the youth drop-in centre] has such a special place in my heart 
and if they had closed [it] I would feel like a part of me would have almost 
gone with it. Do you know what I mean? […] To have that taken away it was 
like I was being robbed too. Even though I don’t work with them anymore 
and I don’t go there for support or anything it felt like they were taking 
away a piece of my identity. Yes I think that’s it, I think it felt like a piece of 
my identity would have gone alongside [The youth drop-in] too.

Jade concurred:

And after all the cuts and things it was just the worst—it felt like someone 
had died. Because I had been seeing this person once or twice a week for 
years and then no more. I can’t see them anymore. That was it. […] And 
instead of just being like I should do this because the cuts are bad or this is 
bad, it was very personal in the end. There would be times when I’d be cry-
ing about it and things like that and it got to the place where I wasn’t able 
to talk about the cuts.

Youth services had supported young people in finding and connecting 
their voices, as well as in developing critical awareness regarding the pro-
cesses by which some voices are amplified while others are silenced:

At the time [young people] maybe don’t even know they need that to be 
able to be that voice I suppose … if you’re a young person dealing with 
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housing, with exploitation, with family breakdown or mental health prob-
lems then they cloud your ability to have a voice. It would be very hard to 
be on the radio or practically organised enough to be in the right place at 
the right time if you’re living in chaos (Lara).

In narrating their motivation for campaigning, participants explained how 
they embraced a pluralism, ‘where everyone’s voice is represented,’ that 
resonates with an agonistic view of democracy. In recounting their reasons 
for ‘standing up,’ they articulated a complex range of emotions (rage, 
hope, fear, concern, optimism and passion), which suggest that for them, 
the democratic ideals associated with youth work were successful in offer-
ing a source for transgressive jouissance.

Democracy, Contestation and Capital

The Youth Citizenship Commission’s (2009) findings that politicians and 
policy makers do not take young people’s concerns seriously are reflected 
in the experiences of our participants, all of whom became involved in pro-
tests against cuts to services that they, their peers and their communities 
valued, but which were seen as unnecessary by local decision makers. This 
reflects a disconnection between the issues deemed important by young 
people and the priorities of politicians, as pointed out by Pip:

The council in the local authority had made a decision because it was in their 
best interest and were going to see that through no matter what, or so they 
thought. And when we came up and said “no you’re causing damage here, 
you’re not causing positive things.”

Even where young people previously engaged with organisations explic-
itly constructed by various levels and agencies of government to support 
young people’s voices and participation, their experiences were of struc-
tures that were unresponsive to their ideas. As Christopher explained:

As a member of the Youth Parliament, we’d talked about a lot of issues and 
did campaigns, but I think in that whole year term, I don’t think there was 
anything tangible that we could say we’d done as the Youth Parliament.

Yet even as young people find that democratic structures do not reflect, or 
respond to their concerns, they continue to discover and generate alter-
native forms of engagement and contestation, including ‘micro-politics’ 
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(Pattie, Seyd, & Whiteley, 2004) and ‘cause-orientated repertoires’ 
(Norris, 2003). Rather than viewing young people as apathetic, we argue 
that dominant definitions of political participation, found for example in 
citizenship curricula, are premised on the fallible separation of public and 
private and fail to take account of the conception of politics as lived expe-
rience (Pykett, 2007). Youth services, responding to the challenge noted 
above of making democracy a living praxis, provide arenas for developing 
and enacting democratic contestation, and are instrumental in developing 
young people’s voices as reflexive agents (Couldry, 2010), as illustrated by 
Pip’s comments:

For years I’ve tried to get people to understand where I’m coming from, I 
tried to get people to relate to what I was feeling and I feel like I was never 
really able to do it and you’ve [youth worker] just done it. It was so incred-
ible. It was so empowering, it felt like you’d been silent for so long and all 
of a sudden to have a voice to be able to explain it. I will never forget it.

The process of young people collecting, telling, and representing their 
own and others’ narratives was critical in contesting dominant neoliberal 
discourses, and central to the struggle to defend services. Established 
political structures had not taken these narratives into account; conse-
quently, young people, youth workers and community members created 
informal networks, through, for instance, community meetings, media 
events and social media activity, to contest the status quo thereby becom-
ing “self-actualising citizens” (Bennett, 2003, p. 6).

Despite recent undermining, the educative value of democratic associa-
tion has been a defining feature of youth work since its inception (Smith, 
2001). Kenny, Taylor, Onyx, and Mayo (2015) argue that citizenship 
grows through concrete educative practices, promoting reciprocally net-
worked civic virtue in the form of social capital (Putnam, 2000). For par-
ticipants in this research, however, associative approaches not only had 
pedagogic value, but were vital in identifying and drawing on wider sup-
port networks in contesting the closure of debates regarding the future of 
services.

For our respondents, participation in youth work programmes pro-
vided networked spaces, which linked individuals and agencies (including 
children’s centres, community centres, police, universities, local newspa-
pers, radio stations, as well as local political figures), enabling them to 
“come to voice” (Batsleer, 2008, p. 5) and enact contestation. Without 
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engagement with services, participants would not have been able to build 
social capital and develop capacity to speak effectively in defending provi-
sion. However, threats to services ignited democratic activism and served 
as a source of transgressive enjoyment in contesting dominant neoliberal 
narratives of efficiency and austerity.

Fighting for Hope: Democratic Justice, Symbolic 
Resistance and Tragic Acceptance

Most campaigns began with a petition, a requirement in triggering access 
to local government meetings. At these meetings, participants delivered 
speeches and were subject to interrogation by elected officials. Participants’ 
struggle for democratic legitimacy was characterised by a fight for dignity 
and hope—that alternative futures are possible, that young people matter, 
and should have a say in decisions that affect them. Participants narrate 
a struggle for recognition and justice that represents, and, in places sub-
tly usurps the symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1977) mobilised by the elite 
against them. Pip describes the disdain she felt from an elected official who 
rudely asked: “why are ‘these people’ here?”, whilst continuing to focus 
on his phone, as she and others brought their highly personal deputations, 
based on their experiences of the value of services. This violence is not 
always overt, but is epitomised by our respondents’ experiences of power. 
They vividly describe being the subject of stereotypical views—incapable 
of having, or expressing an opinion about proposed cuts to their services. 
As Claire explained:

Just because you’re a young person and you wear a hoodie, it doesn’t mean 
you don’t have a valid opinion and I think it allowed a lot of people’s opin-
ions to be heard when they wouldn’t normally be heard.

Christopher similarly argued that:

More than anything, a lot of the councillors were just simply surprised that 
young people were so engaged with politics, and things that were going on.

Some participants spoke about the warmth and surprise with which some 
elected officials received their deputations, and others of a disdainful 
ambivalence. But, whilst ‘democracy’s’ warmth is perhaps to be cautiously 
embraced, surprise suggests an imbalance of power. Specifically, surprise 
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speaks to the disorientation of democratic representatives at young peo-
ple’s entry into a field that does not ‘belong’ to them, and of the structural 
disconnect between young people and elected representatives (Gordon, 
2010). As Collin (2015, p.  110) argues “political cultures that [keep] 
young people at arm’s length [present] a significant barrier to engage-
ment”—an idea further reflected in Christopher’s account:

We went from our safe environment to their meetings, to where they were, 
and did things how they did them to try and save our services, our youth 
centre. […] We did that like ‘cos we did it out of necessity ‘cos it was the 
only way we could be heard. I don’t think it was the best way to convey the 
young people’s passion and feelings about it ‘cos I don’t think we articu-
lated as much as we would like to say because we were out of our depth, out 
of our environment. You know it’s like being in someone else’s house. You 
can’t always express yourself like you would if you were in your house and 
they came to visit you. And I think the prospect of going to council meet-
ings and offices was a very daunting prospect.

Young people are required, by formal participatory structures, to cross 
democracy’s threshold, to learn its language, to know their place.

Seal and Harris (2016, p. 44) contend that whilst many accounts of 
state-fuelled symbolic violence against young people and communities 
“are partial, contradictory and reinscribe prevailing hegemonies, there is 
also potential for resistance and subversion.” Participants’ sabotage of this 
violence can be seen in the data. Young people recognise the damage done 
to them by narratives of ‘risky youth.’ However, in defending services, 
young people drew on these discourses. By utilising popular fears that 
reductions in services will result in ‘anti-social behaviour,’ young people 
re-inscribe these narratives, using weapons that are fashioned against them 
in self-defence. This usurpation turns symbolic violence towards symbolic 
resistance.

Youth work can express symbolic resistance—it facilitates freely cho-
sen associations with which to resist structural inequalities (Seal & 
Harris, 2016). Participants are therefore engaged in symbolic resistance 
to save significant associative spaces for themselves and others. Their 
counter-embrace of the hegemonic is a joyous and hard-won trickery; yet, 
it is costly, and may still return to wound them, and future generations 
(Bassil-Morozow, 2015). This trickery sits alongside the passionate and 
personally affective stories of the campaigns—of compellingly powerful 
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narratives that speak sacrificially, in forgoing privacy and anonymity, of 
the transformative influence of youth services on young people’s lives and 
communities. The victories these participants have won may be small-scale, 
and temporary, but they are significant for local communities nonetheless. 
As Seal and Harris (2016, p. 127) note, “small acts of resistance, even 
the symbolic ones should be celebrated.” Thus, resistance’s effectiveness 
is “that it produces a new reality, a new condition from which to resist” 
(Tuck & Yang, 2014, p. 13).

All participants, because they are so invested, both personally, and on 
behalf of their communities, describe a considerable weight of responsibil-
ity and guilt, and of fear and denial, beyond the known:

At points it did feel like “Are we actually going to make a difference? Is any-
thing actually going to change? Is this going to have an effect? Are we just 
a little stone in a lake? What change are we going to make by being here?” 
…. People didn’t really talk about it, we tried to avoid it, what would hap-
pen if the youth centre wasn’t here, what would be do instead? Those were 
questions we all had, but nobody really wanted to explore (Christopher).

These emotions are heightened by the alienating conditions of official 
democratic structures, and speak of an emotional labour (Hochschild, 
1983), for which there is a cost, and no guaranteed return. As Kennelly 
(2016, p. 65) argues, young activists are “motivated by feelings of indi-
vidual responsibility to the state and community (which turn quickly to 
feelings of guilt if one’s perceived responsibility is not fulfilled), and ulti-
mately curtails his or her behavior so as to not challenge the state beyond 
particular limits.”

Each of our participants spoke forcefully about the expenditure and 
exchange of emotional labour, of their fight for hope, passionately 
recounting changing waves of emotion at different points of their respec-
tive campaigns. They recounted how encouragement from local commu-
nities, schools, businesses, media and professionals, together with a deep 
sense of personal and social injustice, spurred them on in their fight. They 
described how they created and drew upon wells of solidarity, fraternity 
and shared values to sustain them and how varying engagements with 
procedural democracy’s representatives deflated, encouraged, enraged 
and impassioned them in their struggle. Defending youth work and the 
democratic values it embodies, including commitments to pluralism and 
contestation, against the encroaching hegemony of neoliberalisation thus 
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offers a source of transgressive jouissance/enjoyment—of vital energies, 
heightened and dissipated and heightened again. This defence is inflected 
within a tragic acceptance that there are no guarantees, which only makes 
the struggle all the more vital. As Fine, Tuck, and Yang (2014, p. 50) 
posit: “Resistance is never pure, never simply oppositional or rejecting; it 
is often enacted with an affective bouillabaisse of anger, disappointment, 
sense of injustice, desire, yearning and ambivalence.”

Conclusion: Passion, Politics and Protest 
as Transgression

Our participants may all vote in elections and for a range of motiva-
tions (duty, hope, despair, anger, guilt, conscience). However, they 
express mixed views regarding the “external efficacy” (de Moor, 2016) 
of official, procedural versions of democracy. They are nonetheless pas-
sionately political people who care deeply, and who are willing to act in 
response to a range of issues that are personally and socially significant 
(Harris, 2017; Harris, Wyn, & Younes, 2010; Sloam, 2017). As Lara 
explained:

Yes, definitely and I suppose those things I feel passionate about I’ll lend my 
support by signing a petition or social media, like the NHS, junior doctors, 
academies, privatisation. The things that I care about.

This entails a need to be actively involved in political struggle:

[…] government is a bit messed up and we have to do a lot to get our voices 
heard. Whether that is protesting or riots, I think that should be done. You 
have to be an activist, you can write your name down on a piece of paper 
and that will be a number, but you need to be really involved to make a 
difference. Signing and things do things, but I think just being aware and 
being more articulate with it and knowing where to go to get your voice 
heard (Jade).

This is a far cry from the picture of ‘youth apathy’ that dominates many 
media discussions. As Collin (2015, pp. 155–156) notes:

[…] ordinary young people are identifying and acting on issues that mat-
ter, and in everyday ways they are shaping the kind of society they want 
to live in. […] The remoteness with which they mainly view political 
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institutions is in stark contrast with their often passionate commitments 
to particular issues and personally defined acts incorporated into their 
everyday lives.

Despite the implicit embodiment of agonistic politics suggested in our dis-
cussion, ‘democracy,’ in its dominant liberal, procedural version, has given 
these young people perhaps just enough for appeasement, but has failed 
to truly win their hearts. They have learned critical (dis-)engagement. 
This research has focussed on ‘winning’ campaigns, at least to the extent 
that they achieved a measure of short-term success. However, there are 
many more young people with stories of loss to tell. If the winners remain 
cynical about ‘democracy,’ questions must be raised regarding where this 
leaves those affected by the loss of their youth services.

Youth work represents a collaboration of critical voices. It offers rela-
tional and potentially democratic spaces in which dialogical learning based 
on young people’s experiences of the world can be framed, critiqued and 
enacted. Yet by drawing on state resources, working to its diffuse agendas 
and engaging democratic structures to contest governmental decisions, 
youth workers and young people continue to find themselves challenging, 
and sometimes uncomfortably involved in the legitimation of pernicious 
capitalist machinery. Nonetheless, the threat to, and removal of, youth 
work spaces further erodes young people’s opportunities to engage in 
democratic practices (Harris et al., 2010).

Globalisation, and the concomitant neoliberal atomisation of life, have 
arguably led to more fluid social ties, and resulted in more transitory, utili-
tarian associations (Bauman, 2009; Harris, 2017; Putnam, 2000). These 
changes may well coincide with generational shifts (Woodman & Bennett, 
2015), in which the rising generation experience the painfully austere 
realities of collective civil precarity—the result of neoliberally-induced 
next-generation asset stripping. Consequently, they are moving beyond 
unattainable materialistic values, towards a new plurality that again (ten-
tatively) embraces collective, post-materialist civic concerns (Inglehart, 
1990; cited in Harris, 2017). The young adults in our study necessar-
ily struggle within compromised democratic structures, which mean 
that in spite of victories in their campaigns, they still view contemporary 
‘democracy’ as dislocated and damaged. As Harris (2017, p. 296) puts it: 
“[A] lack of interest in and engagement with formal politics and political 
institutions is not the same as a lack of interest in political issues or an abil-
ity to act politically.”
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Our participants have shown themselves to be passionately political in 
ways that makes sense given the situated fluidity of their lives. In particular, 
their accounts suggest they have embraced measures of pluralism, contesta-
tion and tragedy that resonate with an idea of agonistic democracy, while 
highlighting the shortcomings of the dominant contemporary procedural 
models of politics. In this sense, they can be viewed as one of Bang’s (2005) 
‘everyday makers,’ those who “participate in short-term, concrete ways 
that fit in with their lifestyles; they value self-led participation; and, want to 
engage and disengage at will” (Collin, 2015, p. 99). Yet the democratic prac-
tices explored in this chapter, are both passionate and enduring—a result and 
a reflection of participants’ deeply felt transgressive enjoyment. In consider-
ing their experiences, our participants, as young adults, express an on-going 
awareness of the continuing threat to the services they fought to save, and of 
a willingness, if needed, to fight again. This enduring passion speaks volumes 
about the significance of youth services, and the campaigns to save them, 
in fostering our participants’ personal and civic identities. The personal it 
would seem for these young people is political, and the political, personal.

�N otes

	1.	 In England, the term youth services primarily refers to state sponsored pro-
vision of services for young people aged 13–19.

	2.	 Youth work in England is a contested term, however, for the purposes of this 
chapter, we define it as informal education with young people.

	3.	 Participants in this study, as young adults (aged 22–27), retrospectively nar-
rated accounts of their involvement in campaigns to save youth services, 
which they themselves accessed as young people (aged 13–25).
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CHAPTER 18

Political Participation and Activism 
in the Post-15m Era: Young People’s Political 

Identifications in Lleida, Catalonia

Eduard Ballesté Isern and José Sánchez García

Introduction

In 2016, young people belonging to different political groups in the city 
of Lleida,1 Catalonia, organised a series of protest actions during the week 
prior to the 1 May International Workers’ Day public holiday. The protest 
arose as a direct struggle against the local, regional and national institu-
tional political power, and they used the slogan “The struggle gives us 
what the powerful take from us” (“La lluita ens dona el que el poder ens 
treu”). Various groups responded in different ways to this protest. What 
was first created as an open protest for unitary struggle by the organisers 
was perceived by many older activists as an attempt to change the nature 
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of political activism. At the same time, younger activists who identified as 
anti-capitalist activists tended to reject what they saw as more traditional 
political demands associated with ‘old politics’ that were mainly reformist 
and institutionalist.

The centrepiece of the protests was the demonstration held on 1 May 
in Plaça del Treball (Work Square), led by anti-capitalist groups and offi-
cial trade unions. When the march began, however, the protest split in 
two. First, there was the group mobilised by the traditional trade unions, 
and second, was the group formed within the framework of the previous 
week’s struggle (organised by the anti-capitalist activists). The profile of 
the participants in each group also reflected a generational difference, the 
anti-capitalist march was mostly composed of young people in their twen-
ties, while the trade union members tended to be in their thirties and older. 
Regarding the actions undertaken, while the trade union demonstration 
followed the traditional route through the city’s centre and ended with 
some speeches read by union representatives, the anti-capitalist march was 
marked by more direct action (including the writing of graffiti on bank 
premises and the throwing of eggs at temporary work agency offices). 
This generation gap highlighted how participants in the social movements 
encouraged by the Los Indignados 15M movement were joining one 
march or the other based on their age and preference for different kinds 
of political action.

The division between ‘the institutional march’ and the ‘anti-capitalist 
march’ highlighted certain internal differences within the movements 
over political strategy that emerged after the 15M protests in Spain.2 The 
younger participants tended to support the more radical calls, such as ‘the 
anti-capitalist week’ and the march described above, while older partici-
pants tended to support the traditional political activism that was led by 
the trade unions.

In this chapter, we analyse the dynamics of the internal politics of what 
has been called the post-15M stage (Mansilla, 2015), which was mainly 
led by young activists. This will enable us to observe some of the ways 
the Los Indignados movement evolved, including its effects on the prac-
tices and the discourses of politicised young people. We analyse post-15M 
youth activism in the city of Lleida (Catalonia) using ethnographic mate-
rial. Our focus is on the intergenerational tensions that emerged between 
the so-called White Tide (Marea Blanca), in defence of public health, and 
the Platform for People Affected by Mortgages (Plataforma de Afectados 
por las Hipotecas, or PAH), which was committed to stopping home 
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evictions and fighting for citizens’ rights to adequate housing (Colau & 
Alemany, 2013).

We trace these dynamics using data obtained3 through participant/
engaged observation in these political movements, semi-structured inter-
views guided by the ethnographic process and a discussion group in each 
movement, which were supplemented with a review of the information 
produced by the media and the movements themselves. This analysis 
enables us to examine the concepts of ‘new’ and ‘old’ politics, and the 
understanding that the young activists have of them.

The first section starts with a description of the conceptual approach of 
different types of young political activists in the post-15M era in Lleida, 
Catalonia. Next, we analyse the participation of young political activists in 
both movements (i.e., PAH and White Tide), from December 2014 until 
summer of 2016, to establish some conclusions on youth political partici-
pation and its relation with other (older) actors in these movements.4

Youth Political Activism Post-15m: Three Types 
of Political Trajectories

Young people have been identified as the protagonists and instigators in 
many of the movements that were born in 2011, such as the Arab Spring, 
15M and Occupy Wall Street (Castells, 2012; Feixa & Nofre, 2013; Martí 
Puig, 2012). Together with their occupation of central urban spaces, 
young people revised their ways of doing politics at a time of ‘structural cri-
sis’ and government-sponsored austerity measures. In this context, young 
people who were being labelled as not interested in traditional politics by 
the power elites (Feixa & Nofre, 2013; Navarrete, 2011) took over the 
public arena of politics. In doing so, they reaffirmed the need to do poli-
tics in a more direct, active and engaged manner. This approach departed 
from the more conventional representative democracy model and allowed 
space for what Rosanvallon (2008) called “mutations of democracy.” This 
idea seems to apply well to what is considered as ‘being political’ and 
what young people understood as ‘doing politics.’ This distinction was 
based in part on the way that some young people began to engage in non-
institutional spaces. It was a distinction already evident in movements like 
15M, reflecting the desire of some young people to find new spaces of 
political participation.5 There was also a new way of understanding poli-
tics, in which political parties, unions and other institutional channels were 
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rejected by young people. Meanwhile, new kinds of political agencies and 
ways of participation emerged, creating new politicised spaces and net-
works (Kriger, 2016).

The Los Indignados movement evolved as a result of the formation 
of new groups, like ‘the Tides’ (which favoured public services) and the 
territorialisation of the protest through neighbourhood assemblies. This 
fast-moving evolutionary process affected our research. At the start of 
our fieldwork, it was difficult for us to know whether the young people 
involved in 15M were now participating in these post-15M movements. 
Many of them were no longer present in the new political spaces, and 
the demobilisation and their absence in the public space was increasingly 
tangible.

However, the participant observation and the first interviews that we 
conducted in December 2014 suggested the value of a provisional heuris-
tic distinguishing between three types of political trajectories in the devel-
opment of post-15M activism. This heuristic is based on the conceptual 
models developed by della Porta and Diani (2006) to describe the evolu-
tion of social movements.6 We use three categories—namely, demobili-
sation, institutionalisation and re-politicisation—to describe the political 
trajectory of the young people that we interviewed.

First, we can observe a degree of demobilisation. Some of the activ-
ists who were highly engaged during the 15M are now (at the time 
of writing early 2017) decreasing their activity in the post-15M move-
ments (like PAH and White Tide). That said, their demobilisation was 
not complete. Many of those who were politically active in the Los 
Indignados movement were still casual participants in demonstrations 
and actions. We can affirm that the less-mobilised young people are 
those who experienced the 15M as a personal political initiation, as a 
historical moment in which they would obtain all the changes they were 
demanding. The political activity of these young people, who were often 
highly engaged during the camps, assembly discussions and other forms 
of participation, was relegated to an ad hoc participation after this main 
period of protest.

Second, some of the older activists, generally people in their thirties and 
beyond, were clearly committed to the institutional route as the space to 
fight for their rights. It is worth noting that when this data was being col-
lected (2014–2016), the Spanish political electoral scene was marked by 
an increase of new political parties, who claimed to be the heirs of the Los 
Indignados movement, Podemos being their greatest exponent (Subirats, 
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2015; Tugas, 2014).7 During that period, which was marked by four 
elections (a local election, an autonomous community election and two 
general elections), the political demands for institutional change increased 
and many of those activists who were part of movements and parties at the 
same time, devoted a great deal of energy to the preparation of the differ-
ent election campaigns. According to our explanatory categorisation, this 
is the group of ‘institutionalised’ activists.

Finally, the special focus of our analysis of the two movements is the 
‘re-politicised’ group, in the sense of increased politicisation. As we have 
argued, the 15M triggered an increase in participation and adhesion to 
more politically active groups, usually with political positions close to 
Anarchism, Communism or the Catalan left-wing independence move-
ments. This was the case both for those who were not politically active, 
as well as for those who had had some previous experience. This group 
is central to our analysis because of their increased non-institutional 
political participation, as well as their involvement in these two move-
ments and because of the consequences that participation had for these 
movements. It should be added, that this category does not necessarily 
capture the whole gamut of possibilities and so is best regarded as a pro-
visional type.

The need to understand the militant experience of young people in 
this last ‘group’ is fundamental if we are to observe the internal evolu-
tion that movements undergo. To develop this understanding, we have 
drawn on the theoretical contributions of Matonti and Poupeau (2004) 
and their notion of ‘militant capital.’ This kind of capital is accumulated 
in the course of their experiences and knowledge in sites of struggle and 
militancy. Their oratory and the degree of skilled involvement in political 
groups are also important. Using this framework, we will see how (re)
politicised young people occupy protagonist spaces in the two movements 
that are analysed, based on their involvement and experience, as well as 
the roles that the members had already played in their groups. Applying 
the idea of militant capital in the micro-analysis of the evolution of social 
movements also allows for the use of different theoretical perspectives, 
such as ‘leadership(s),’ normalisation and disciplinary arrangements 
(Foucault, 2012), as well as the political field and its internal struggles 
between what he calls ‘professionals’ and ‘profanes’ (Bourdieu, 2000). 
This points to the role of unequal internal relations and the implications 
for the participation of politicised youth with a high militant capital for 
the movement itself.
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The Platform for People Affected by Mortgages: 
A New Distribution of Power?

After the creation of the PAH, there were two clearly visible political 
phases in Lleida, determining a new political course as a result of structural 
and symbolic change within the movement. When the PAH was estab-
lished in Lleida after the 15M, it was organised around a spokesperson 
who acted as the representative figure of the movement and of those the 
movement helps, establishing relationships with the Spanish political insti-
tutions, the media and the banks. Edgar,8 the person in this ‘position,’ 
played a significant role in shaping the movement’s evolution because of 
his participation in earlier movements and his ability to speak and com-
municate well in public. He was seen as someone with great ‘leadership’ 
skills who took the lead given to him by the assembly itself in making deci-
sions and in setting the movement’s political trajectory. He was also seen 
as someone embodying a certain kind of reformist politics. He stayed as 
spokesperson for more than two years. During this period, the participa-
tion of (re)politicised young people was intermittent. Young people may 
have felt attracted to the movement but, at the same time, they distanced 
themselves from it. Many seemed uncomfortable with the way the move-
ment functioned. For example, Pedro, a 27-year-old man who had been 
active in 15M and who is now an activist in the Communist group, sum-
marises it as follows: “I got myself into the PAH […] four years ago and 
I left because ‘X’ was there. […] What I saw there was more than I could 
take, and, I don’t know, I suggested things and they always […] I don’t 
know, they called the shots.”9

While all disagreements were settled by the spokesperson, young people 
only participated sporadically. They attended actions like demonstrations 
to stop an eviction, but did not get too deeply involved with the move-
ment’s internal functioning or the decision-making. In this process, which 
ran from the end of the 15M in 2011 to mid-2014, different young people 
belonging to various political groups joined and then left the movement 
for similar reasons. Through this first phase, the movement’s commitment 
to a reformist politics and a willingness to negotiate, as well as its organ-
isational format with a leader who acted as spokesperson, seemed to have 
ensured that the young (re)politicised people’s participation remained 
sporadic and unsteady.

The second stage began when the spokesperson quit the movement. 
In mid-2014, the spokesperson decided to join an established left-wing 
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green political party in the city (‘Iniciativa per Catalunya els Verds’). 
During a long-drawn-out process accompanied by a lot of internal debate 
about the possibility of the PAH being swallowed up by this party, he 
decided to resign and headed the list of candidates for the ‘Iniciativa per 
Catalunya els Verds’ party in the 2015 municipal elections. Consequently, 
the PAH experienced some upheaval, with different spokespersons being 
appointed, all trusted by the previous spokesperson and all of whom rep-
resented the same kinds of political styles and position. This situation trig-
gered increasing unrest within the movement’s assembly. Ultimately, the 
assembly decided to abolish the position of spokesperson, and instead let 
the assembly itself and the affected people become their own representa-
tives. This process, which stressed equality of function and public repre-
sentation, is similar to that adopted by the political groups associated with 
the Los Indignados movement.

This commitment to sharing power among the different actors within 
the assembly involved the internal mobilisation of all the participants, as 
well as their relocation within the movement. It was this process of internal 
change that enabled (re)politicised young people to see an opportunity to 
participate in the PAH again. Joining forces with different groups, young 
people became actively involved and took on a more active role. This was 
the case with Pedro, who explained: “we persuaded the libertarians to get 
involved […], I wish others would join too, I don’t know, people from 
Arran [group of left wing, independent young people] […] The more of 
us wanting to go a step further than the [PAH] suggests the better.”10 
Young people wanted not just to participate in this movement, but to also 
change the very movement itself. For this reason, they sought to increase 
political pressure, to make significant changes in the mortgage and hous-
ing system, to expand the movement’s political discourse by increasing the 
numbers of participants, to intensify the nature of political action, and to 
put the right to housing before the rights of property owners.

This power struggle entailed the emergence of at least three groups 
within the PAH. The first were the young politicised activists who rapidly 
affiliated with those affected by the threat of eviction or with the most 
difficult cases. This fostered a significant change in the extension of their 
actions, leading to deep conflicts with authorities and banks. Among the 
changes in their actions, we find: an increase in the occupation of banks, 
an increase in the length of occupations, the search for collective solu-
tions to specific cases, an increase in nightly actions (e.g., the sticking up 
of posters, the covering bank branches in paper, etc.) and an increase in 
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the methods of pacifist resistance during actions. This hard-line provoked 
repressive measures that were directed at the PAH movement by political 
authorities, police forces and the media. We saw a variety of derogatory 
labels typically applied to groups that the hegemonic interests want to 
criminalise; for example, the movement was identified as ‘radicals,’ ‘anti-
establishment groups,’ ‘anarchists’ and ‘violent.’ A direct consequence of 
these actions was the ‘group’ trials where PAH members found themselves 
in court facing ‘occupation charges.’ These events encouraged the debate 
within the PAH about whether it should return to the previous strategy 
(i.e., reformist and more conciliatory).

This episode allows us to introduce the second group of activists, who 
persisted by using a more conciliatory approach when dealing with banks 
and institutions and maintaining positive public opinion. This group was 
committed to fostering more State control over the housing rental mar-
ket and finding a solution to the national mortgage crisis by implement-
ing a Deed of Assignment in Payment (Dación en pago). Some people in 
this group started to raise questions about the violence and radicalism of 
actions promoted by more radical members of the movement.

A third group in the PAH movement was much more ideologically 
heterogeneous than these other two groups. It was made up of people 
who were not clearly in either of these two groups. During the ethno-
graphic fieldwork, we met activists who floated between the two strate-
gic orientations for a variety of reasons, including fear of repression. For 
example, they might have been outside the courthouse in solidarity with 
those being tried, but they did not take part in the occupation of a bank, 
which was the reason why the others were taken to court.

In this sense, Brubaker and Cooper (2000), talk about ‘identifications’ 
rather than ‘identities’ because this allows us to see how a person can 
identify with a group without becoming a part of that group while also 
treating groups as non-hermetic entities in constant evolution. We see 
in the movements that we have examined the salience of identifications 
serving as a mechanism of unity. At the same time, we also see in these 
movements a case of ‘diffused’ borders characterised by highly perme-
able barrier between groups in which actors may change groups at any 
given time depending on circumstances (Barth, 1969). The ‘intermediate’ 
group (i.e., the third group) seems to be a good example of both ideas 
because people hopped between groups, with plenty of short-term com-
ings and goings.
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At the same time, there is a tipping point, which comes as a consequence 
of both an increase in the number of political actions as well as the con-
demnation of their actions by governments and conventional institutions, 
and the judicial consequences. This is the point made by Turner (1986), 
a political anthropologist, who suggests that we often see in political pro-
cesses a ‘social drama,’ which requires that different actors adopt a stance 
towards a new political reality. In this case, we see (re)politicised young 
people, together with those most active people in the movement, accumu-
lating a lot of political capital within the assembly due to their high level 
of involvement, participation and discursive skills. This group of activ-
ists were committed to achieving political supremacy in the movement. 
Simultaneously, the more marginal and less skilled members of the second 
group found themselves more ‘alone’ in the assemblies. Confronted in a 
more or less direct way with the more confident and articulate members, 
they gradually abandoned the movement.

The White Tide: Leadership and Accumulation 
of Power

The White Tide in Lleida, like the PAH, was created by a group working 
on health issues in the town square that had also been once occupied by 
the 15M movement. After being evicted from the square, the movement 
took a new and autonomous course, joining health system workers and 
users to undo some of the austerity measures implemented by the Spanish 
government in the health system after 2008–2009. The profile of the par-
ticipants was (and remains) different to the PAH. The age profile of White 
Tide is older: many of them are workers over forty years of age, many of 
whom have participated actively in labour unions and in traditional politi-
cal parties, but there are also some young participants in their twenties 
and thirties. However, the organisation of White Tide replicates the struc-
ture of the Los Indignados movement. The assembly of White Tide is the 
decision-making authority; its format is designed to keep the organisation 
horizontal, participatory and egalitarian.

That said, like PAH, the participants in the White Tide have either 
brought in or developed different degrees of political capital in the move-
ment. Those who get more involved, participate more or have more 
knowledge tend to be more active protagonists in the assemblies, position-
ing themselves as unacknowledged but recognisable leaders. Like 15M, 
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the White Tide movement’s political discourse and its actions are nonvio-
lent. They are based on the principle that nothing they do should be inter-
preted in ways that that would weaken the support they get from citizens.

Participation by politicised young people in a movement dominated 
by older people, many of them with trade union backgrounds and a more 
reformist orientation, has also been, and still is, intermittent. While its 
political rationale is attractive to young people, participation seems to be 
difficult due to the reformist strategy and style. Most of the young people 
involved in White Tide have a loose attachment with this movement and 
tend to participate only in mass actions.

However, during the period that coincided with the expansion of 
youth participation in the PAH, members of a young Communist group 
attempted to approach the other movements in the city in a coordinated 
manner. The idea was always the same: to try to push them to go ‘a step 
beyond’ what they were doing. In the case of White Tide, this occurred 
when two young people began suddenly to attend all the assemblies and 
actions. At first, these young people simply listened to what the most 
active members (or ‘leaders’) had to say. Afterwards, they began to partici-
pate more actively when some of the habitual leaders happened to miss an 
assembly. In a more or less direct way, they promoted ideas about actions 
that would present a more politicised discourse and that ultimately sought 
to expose the capitalist basis of all the problems that the movement was 
addressing. Disagreements with some other members, especially older 
ones, started to become more visible and increased as the days went by.

The point when this process became impossible to ignore came during 
one of the assemblies, immediately prior to the demonstration of 1 May. 
The assembly debate was about which demonstration their movement 
should join: the one with the institutional unions or the ‘anti-capitalist’ 
one. There was a thorough debate, which was dominated by the issue that 
taking up an openly anti-capitalist stance might lead to a loss of popu-
lar support the citizens, who might see the movement as too radical or 
potentially dangerous. The two young people made their position clear 
during the debate, actively seeking to intensify the anti-capitalist stance. 
However, some other leading members positioned themselves against 
these lines very quickly. Most of the assembly supported these leading 
members and set aside the ideas that the two young people had put for-
ward. Finally, it was agreed to support both demonstrations, but not to 
make their support visible during the demonstration, assuming that every 
person could participate on an individual basis.
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This key moment allows us to see how parallel processes within these 
movements (i.e., the White Tide and the PAH) had a completely different 
outcome.

In the White Tide, the deployment of political capital by actors who had 
been present from the beginning of the movement led to increasing disaf-
fection on the part of the highly politicised young people, who saw how 
their contributions were being side-lined, encouraging greater confronta-
tion between the two ‘groups.’ The young people, who received the sup-
port of other young people in the movement, gradually left the movement 
and stopped attending the assemblies. Identifications between the older 
members, which had happened before the movement’s creation, and the 
accumulation of power by some of them did not enable the kind of political 
course that the young activists wanted. In this case, once the Labour Day 
demonstration was over, these young activists, simply stopped attending the 
movement’s meetings, limiting their participation to occasional actions and 
mass mobilisations, just as had been happening at the start of White Tide.

We can conclude that the presence and deployment of political capital 
among the older and more active members of the White Tide prevented 
the young and radical people from promoting their political goals or the 
transformations they were proposing. The core group of older participants 
at the heart of the White Tide movement, consolidated during the time 
after the 15M, saw these young people as a threat to the operation of 
the movement. It was not surprising, perhaps, that the young politicised 
people saw their involvement in this movement becoming increasingly dif-
ficult and quickly marginalised.

Conclusion. Beyond 15M: Power, Normalisation 
and Generational Conflict

Our exploration of the way in which power relations operate in both the 
PAH and White Tide provides us with new qualitative data for a better 
understanding about the unequal participation of (re)politicised young 
people within the post-15M groups in Lleida. We focussed on the diver-
gences between different correlations of political capital at work in the 
PAH and the White Tide. While the PAH experienced some dramatic 
changes in the distribution of power after the founding ‘leader’ stepped 
down from the leadership position, attempts by young activists to change 
the way that the White Tide was operating were thwarted by the strong 
leadership of the older activists.
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The fieldwork that we conducted permitted us to observe and examine 
the different relations that (re)politicised young people established in both 
movements. In the PAH, specific spaces were created to allow the par-
ticipation of (re)politicised young people. This meant that over time they 
played a part in changing the strategic direction of the movement itself. 
However, in the White Tide movement, the model of political action and 
dynamics, which had been laid down by the older leadership, meant that 
young people could not get as much political traction. They felt that the 
White Tide was operating in the same way as ‘old’ institutionalised forms 
of politics.

The PAH and White Tide are political micro spaces where the genera-
tional struggle emerges in a very visible manner. In this sense, political dis-
courses, the organisation and re-positioning of a range of internal groups 
of activists in these movements, together with the idea of a certain degree 
of ‘normalisation,’ appear to be fundamental to understanding the genera-
tional struggle at play in these movements. As Foucault states:

Disciplinary normalization consists first of all in positing a model, an opti-
mal model that is constructed in terms of a certain result, and the operation 
of disciplinary normalization consists in trying to get people, movements, 
and actions to conform to this model. (Foucault, 2006, p. 75)

In this sense, both the PAH and White Tide have actors and internal 
groups that seek ‘political correctness’ or ‘good activism.’ In the PAH, the 
various groups of activists exhibit the normalisation of the ‘good activist’ 
as the axis around which internal conflict revolves. The seizure of power 
by the young (re)politicised people in the PAH reveals the possibility of 
rebelling against the normalisation. That is clear when we see their reac-
tions towards politically institutionalised, ‘politically correct’ or reform-
ist forms of action. This process was not observed in White Tide due to 
the strong accumulation of political capital by older members with plenty 
of experience in reformist politics. Even though space was provided for 
young people to make their case in the assemblies of White Tide, there was 
no space for successful rebellion by them.

The social and economic crises that emerged in 2008 displayed an 
important fracture in contemporary institutional politics. In part, this is a 
consequence of the ways in which some young people are claiming more 
space for political action and engagement. Their claim for more direct 
involvement in decision making by citizens points to a significant gen-
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eration gap. The generational gaps that appeared within post-15M politi-
cal activism that we explored here can be seen as two different ways of 
conceiving political justification and legitimation, as well as the different 
understanding by each of the groups of what ‘doing politics’ is or, ulti-
mately, what ‘doing new politics’ means.

As mentioned above, Bourdieu (2000) analyses internal conflicts in 
the political field, coming to a distinction between ‘professionals’ and 
‘profanes.’ This distinction might also help us to understand the differ-
ent kinds of politics at play in the PAH and White Tide. In these groups, 
we observed two different types of activism that struggled to establish 
their own understanding of mobilisation and their struggle (or lack of 
it). The rejection by the leadership of the White Tide of the (re)politi-
cised young people looks like an entirely predictable response by what 
Bourdieu (2000) calls professional politicians. Equally, we can observe 
how the young radicals were profanes, opting for direct and politically 
‘incorrect’ forms of struggle and direct mobilisation. Doubtless, there are 
other ways of making sense of this. However, what cannot be doubted 
is that the generational conflict and conflict in and between competing 
political actions and discourses that today characterise political activism in 
Lleida (Catalonia) are unlikely to go away.

�N otes

	 1.	 Lleida is a city with 138,542 inhabitants (Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
[INE], 2016). It is one of four provincial capitals in Catalonia. Catalonia 
is one of the 17 autonomous communities in Spain. Autonomous com-
munities are geopolitical entities akin to German Lander or states in the 
United States of America. There are political differences between 
Catalonia and the rest of Spain, which are worth highlighting. First, the 
Partido Popular, the conservative party in government in Spain since late 
2011, has been relegated to sixth place in local Catalan elections. Second, 
a transversal pro-Catalan independence movement has gained strength 
since 2012. Third, there are strong anarchist roots in the political strug-
gles that have taken place in Catalonia since the early 1920s. This has 
created a very particular understanding of protest and political organisa-
tion in social movements.

	 2.	 We refer to the movements and groups that emerged around the 15M (15 
May) protests taking place across Spain from 2011 onwards, also called the 
‘Indignant Movement’ (‘los Indignados’). Mansilla (2015) introduced the 
concept of ‘post-15M, to define this new stage of mobilisation. Young 
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people were the main protagonists in the camping out throughout Spain 
(as part of the movement), but they were not the only ones.

	 3.	 The analysis that follows is based on the application of ethnographical 
techniques for the drawing up of a monograph on political activism among 
young people in the city of Lleida. The fieldwork lasted over a year, starting 
in late-2014 and going on until mid-2016, when there was a progressive, 
although not definitive distancing from the field of study. This fieldwork is 
part of Eduard Ballesté Isern’s doctoral thesis work, which has the provi-
sional title ‘Social movements, youth, power and politics in Lleida.’

	 4.	 This study is part of the research project GENIND (2013–2015). The 
Indignant Generation. Space, Power and Culture in Youth Movements in 
2011: A Transnational Perspective. Ministry of Economy, Industry and 
Competitiveness (Spain). VI National Scientific Research, Development 
and Technological Innovation Plan. [CSO2012-34415].

	 5.	 Although the so-called Arab Springs had different trigger factors and took 
place within dictatorial power structures, the presence of young people 
from lower social classes without a political affiliation was a surprise for 
political analysts, who expected a political explosion led by the ‘usual sus-
pects,’ that is: the Islamists and the defenders of human rights. What the 
young protagonists of the Tunis, Cairo and Sana uprisings share with their 
Western homologues is a lack of interest in politics in the years before the 
uprisings (Alwazir, 2012; Sánchez García, 2015).

	 6.	 The authors have analysed the different evolutions undergone by social 
movements, especially after their interlocution (or lack of it) with the State 
and the powers that be. Therefore, they talk about demobilisation (or process 
of “death” of the movement), institutionalisation (or assumption of some of 
their demands by the State mechanisms), and radicalisation (or increase in 
political demands), among other examples, such as commercialisation.

	 7.	 Other political groups also appeared, such as municipal election candidate 
lists based on the coming together of new, disparate left groups and the 
traditional left-wing parties.

	 8.	 All names of the interviewees have been changed to protect 
confidentiality.

	 9.	 Interview carried out on 9 May 2015.
	10.	 Interview carried out on 9 May 2015.
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CHAPTER 19

New Modes of Youth Political Action 
and Democracy in the Americas: 

From the Chilean Spring to the Maple  
Spring in Quebec

Ricardo Peñafiel and Marie-Christine Doran

Student Protests in the Americas

In the space of barely one year, the Americas experienced three major popular 
protest movements spearheaded by students. The first began in June 2011, 
in Chile, with a series of strikes and occupations at universities and secondary 
schools, leading into a six-month conflict, which spawned the largest social 
protest movement since the 1973 coup d’état (against Salvador Allende). A 
few months later, in February 2012, a movement that followed almost the 
same course as its ‘southern twin’ (Chile) erupted in Quebec (see Gallant, 
in this volume). Faced with the intransigence of governments refusing to 
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recognise the representation of student organisations and the legitimacy of 
the street as a site of popular participation, these two conflicts in Chile and 
Quebec broadened and deepened, expanding beyond the strictly educational 
framework to encompass a broad spectrum of the general public in popular 
movements of transgressive contention (McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001). 
Finally, to round off a year of student-led popular revolts, in May 2012, 
the “#Yosoy132” (I’m 132) movement erupted in Mexico to denounce the 
“mass manipulation” and collusion between politicians and giant media cor-
porations; and to demand a “free, reasoned and informed” vote.

The main protagonists of these historically large actions were young 
people. This contrasts markedly with the findings of certain sociologi-
cal studies on the political disaffection of young people (Baril, 2012; 
Fernández, 2000), the alleged narcissism and individualism of the so 
called ‘Generation Y’ (Twenge, 2014) and claims of declining social capi-
tal (Putnam, 1995; Sander & Putnam, 2010). Far from being apathetic or 
depoliticised, Chilean, Quebec and Mexican young people have refused 
to play the part (Amossy, 2010) of individuals investing in only their own 
future or of consumers of ‘manufactured consent.’ Instead, they succeeded 
in becoming unavoidable political actors stepping into a public space from 
where they were excluded. As such, their political participation is all the 
more significant because they had to fight smear campaigns and criminali-
sation of their actions (Dupuis-Déri, 2014; Véjar, 2012) by governments 
and medias, the general public and even part of the academic community.

Through a comparative analysis of the Chilean and Quebec cases with 
some references to the Mexican case, this chapter looks at how young peo-
ple have been able to overcome the stigmas of violence, political apathy 
and individualism by using new information and communication technol-
ogies (NICT). Thus, they have created innovative forms of presence in the 
public space such as political flashmobs or spontaneous digital-based man-
ifestations, including the use of friendly huge mascots that cuddle demon-
strators to counteract the violent image of young people constructed by 
the media. Instead of resulting in the marginalisation of these movements, 
the criminalisation of students and the “disrespect” (Honneth, 2006) 
shown towards them by the State and media fuelled new forms of politi-
cal subjectivation based on the sense of a “shared fundamental wrong” 
(mise en commun d’un tort fondamental) (Peñafiel, 2014; Rancière, 1995, 
pp. 41–68). Yet, even though these protest movements may appear to be 
solely reactions to neoliberal austerity measures in the midst of economic 
crisis, there main interest is to challenge the hegemony of restricted forms 
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of representative government, as we shall see through the compared analy-
sis of Chile.

In this chapter, we start by giving an analytical account of the Chilean 
and Maple Springs, in light of the ways governments and mass media have 
discredited student and young people’s actions and proceeded to crimi-
nalise them both by discourses and legislative measures. The chapter then 
establishes and explains the inventive responses of students to this accu-
sation of violence and the innovative use of new information and com-
munication  technologies (NICT) and add the Mexican example of the 
student-led pro-democracy movement “I’m 132” (Yo soy 132). Next the 
chapter addresses the ‘struggle for democracy’s meaning’ and civil liberties 
at play between the students’ actions and the declarations of governments, 
the latter defending a clearly restrictive view of representative democracy. 
The last part of the chapter contends that these struggles for the mean-
ing and the innovative actions of the students defending their freedom of 
expression and non-violent features of their movements present character-
istics of isonomy and a desire to fully participate in democratic delibera-
tion and decision. This leads to the effects of these movements in terms of 
youth politics contribution to democracy.

Denigrating and Criminalising Youth Political 
Participation

The Chilean Case

At the beginning, it was nothing more than a very ordinary student strike. 
After having exhausted all possible legal recourse and redoubled their 
public denunciations, 6,000 students at the Central University of Chile 
(UCEN) declared an unlimited general strike on 4 April 2011 to denounce 
the takeover of their university by Norte Sur S.A. This group of private 
investors was profiting from education, even though such action is prohib-
ited by the Organic Constitutional Law on Teaching (LOCE). This other-
wise neoliberal law enacted under the Pinochet dictatorship to perpetuate 
(lock-in) the privatisation of higher education, nonetheless stipulates that 
private universities must remain non-profit institutions. The takeover of 
UCEN by private investors, in flagrant violation of the law, did not appear 
to disturb the Minister of Education of the time, Joaquín Lavín, who saw 
no more than a simple “conflict between individuals” in the situation.  
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This trivialisation of the violation of the law by the Minister of Education 
himself doubtlessly explains why this clause on the non-profit nature of 
educational institutions was circumvented by numerous universities—in 
which many left-wing and right-wing politicians have interests.

Starting with this first strike at UCEN, the general slogan “no al lucro” 
(no to profit) rapidly spread; by mid-April, all Chilean university students 
were mobilising around the calls issued by the Confederation of Students 
of Chile (Confech).1 Instead of limiting themselves to a denunciation of the 
systematic violation of the LOCE, the movement broadened its demands 
to decry the commodification of education and to demand the democrati-
sation of university management, increased public funding for higher edu-
cation, and a series of measures aimed at fighting the “social segregation” 
reproduced and worsened by the education system.2 The broadening of 
the conflict to the entire university sector reflected the systemic nature of 
the problem. The Minister of Education nevertheless persisted in disre-
garding the students, not considering them worthy interlocutors:

They don’t even have votes in ballot boxes, just cries in the street. No mod-
ern democracy debates these questions with students; these are important 
national debates on which we must confer in Congress. The question of 
education will be determined through extensive discussion in parliament. 
That is the place in which all visions must be brought forward and trans-
versal agreements reached. (Joaquín Lavín, quoted in La Tercera, 28 June 
2011)

This denial of students’ status as counterparts and the government’s 
refusal to recognise the street as a legitimate space for democratic expres-
sion pushed the struggle into increasingly higher levels of ‘radicalism,’ 
mass organising and creativity. By blocking the channels through which 
demands could be delivered, the government paradoxically enabled the 
expression of much deeper and more general criticisms, ‘unspeakable’ in 
an institutional framework of pacified conflict management.

Thus, on 1 June 2011, following Confech’s call to a “general strike and 
protest,” university students were joined by secondary students and were 
supported by the National Public Service Union (ANEF), the Teaching 
College, as well as several rectors of so-called ‘traditional’ universities 
(preceding the dictatorship). By 3 June, there were 17 traditional uni-
versities on strike or occupied by students, camping there day and night 
and provided for by the population. Four days later, there were 20, while 
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three new secondary schools joined six others who were already occu-
pied. The following week, with more than 300 educational institutions on 
strike and occupied, protests surpassed 100,000 people in Santiago and 
200,000 across the country (Véjar, 2012, p. 14). The number of schools 
and universities under occupation increased until it reached 1,556 on 28 
July. The protests also grew, in numbers and frequency, mobilising hun-
dreds of thousands of people, far beyond educational circles, on a quasi-
weekly basis between June and November. They achieved historic records 
of 400,000 on 30 June, 500,000 on 21 August, 300,000 on 25 August, 
and 300,000 on 19 October 2011 (Véjar, 2012). Beyond the creativity 
and the diversification of forms of protest, which will be analysed below, 
the most striking aspect of the movement was the plethora of new sectors 
participating. These included the Unitary Confederation of Labor (CUT), 
teachers, public service workers, copper workers, and workers from many 
other unions, parents’ associations, the mayors of some cities, pobladores3 
organisations, and more.

In addition to confronting the root of the crisis in Chilean education by 
demanding “free, quality, public education,” the movement became what 
Ernesto Laclau (1996) called an “empty signifier” (Peñafiel, 2012). That 
is, it no longer solely reflected specifically student demands but ‘signified’ 
or federated a series of much broader demands and aspirations: for exam-
ple, “fiscal reform”; “renationalisation of copper” and “nationalisation of 
natural resources”4; “binding popular plebiscites”; “Popular Constituent 
Assembly,” recovery of memory and justice, etc. It is noteworthy that the 
three main claims of the movement became central themes of the 2014 
campaign of President Michelle Bachelet, namely free higher education, as 
well as fiscal and Constitutional reform.5

Despite this tremendous popular success, the government’s refusal to 
recognise the Chilean student movement was compounded by intense 
repression, including numerous cases of torture and human rights viola-
tion by security forces and a process of criminalisation of collective action 
that directly attacked the legitimacy of rights otherwise officially recog-
nised by the Chilean democracy. As we will detail later in this chapter, 
“criminalisation of protest is a distinct and specific form of retrenching on 
acknowledged civil and political rights, rendering them synonymous to 
criminal behaviour that must be sanctioned legally and tolerates [abusive 
behaviour from state agents] towards citizens that are viewed as enemies 
in this new configuration where the struggle for the definition of democ-
racy lies at heart” (Doran, 2017).
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While legally recognised and historically confirmed by all governments 
that negotiated the ends of strikes with them before this moment, student 
associations in Chile have been treated as irrelevant and violent. However, 
this situation is certainly not unique to the Chilean case, as we will now 
see through a brief account of Quebec’s Maple Spring, and references to 
Mexico’s student movement ‘Yo soy 132.’

The Quebec Case

One might think that the criminalisation of collective action is unique to 
post-dictatorships like Chile. However, the same phenomenon occurred 
in one of the most stable liberal democracies in the world: Canada. It 
could even be argued that the repression was more massive in Quebec 
than in Chile. In similar conflicts, there were more than 3,500 arrests 
in Quebec (Lemonde, Bourbeau, Fortin, Joly, & Poisson, 2014) com-
pared to 1,556  in Chile (Véjar, 2012). However, it would be unfair to 
draw such a conclusion insofar as the criminal justice systems of the two 
societies differ. In Chile, for example, 14,000 persons were taken in and 
questioned without being officially arrested. In any case, disproportionate 
repression was used against young people in both situations and, at least 
in Quebec, on an unprecedented scale. Numerous jurists and specialists 
believe the repression of the Maple Spring 2012 marked a turning point in 
the attitude of political authorities towards social mobilisation in Quebec 
(Lemonde et al., 2014; Commission spéciale d’examen des événements du 
printemps 2012, 2014; Ligue des droits et libertés et al., 2013). Political vio-
lence specialist Dupuis-Déri (2013) did not hesitate to rename the Maple 
Spring as the ‘Truncheon Spring’ (Printemps de la matraque).

The largest wave of mass arrests prior to this took place during the 
October crisis (1970), when Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau imposed 
the War Measures Act (Legislature of Canada, 1914) in the face of armed 
actions by the FLQ (Front de libération du Québec). The public  order 
forces made 497 arrests. However, in a single night, on 23 May, with no 
terrorist threat or state of emergency to legitimise their action, the police 
arrested 518 people in Montreal and 176 in Quebec City, encircling them 
in a kettle (souricière) (Pickard, 2014). The majority of people arrested 
that night were not students but citizens protesting against the Law 12 
(also known as Bill 78), which prohibited gatherings of more than 50 
people. As in Chile, after several months of protests—including new, play-
ful forms of demonstrations and the use of NICT (Peñafiel, 2016)—, the  
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student strike movement broadened into a popular struggle. To adopt the 
slogans of the two movements: “A struggle for the entire society” (La 
lucha es de la sociedad entera); “Student strike, popular struggle!” (La grève 
est étudiante, la lutte est populaire).

At the beginning, however, the Quebec Spring was also no more than a 
simple student strike; something that Quebec had experienced dozens of 
times in the past without its ever having degenerated into a crisis. Student 
organisations opposed the 75% tuition increase—CAD$1,625 over five 
years—announced by the government. In accordance with practice dating 
back to the first student strikes in Quebec in the 1960s (Lacoursière, 2007) 
and also with the Act respecting the accreditation and financing of students’ 
associations (Legislature of Québec, 1983), students pass strike resolutions 
in General Assemblies. Between 7 February and 5 March 2012, 123,000 
students had a strike mandate. The more combative groups organised 
symbolic direct actions, such as blocking the Stock Exchange and banks, 
to raise public awareness about their struggle and denounce the social 
inequalities of the government decisions. However, the government firmly 
held to its refusal to negotiate, arguing that it had already taken its deci-
sion and that everyone had to pay their “fair share” for education and 
public finances (Richer, 2012).

On 22 March 2012, with more than 302,652 students on strike (Savard 
& Cyr, 2014, p. 67)—representing three quarters of the post-secondary 
students of Quebec—, they organised one of the largest political dem-
onstrations in the history of Quebec, bringing almost 200,000 people 
onto the streets of Montreal (Lachapelle, 2012). Despite the historic scale 
of the demonstration and number of student organisations on strike, the 
government still refused to negotiate. It deployed two contradictory lines 
of argument: the first portrayed students as “spoiled kids” refusing to pay 
their fair share in an “investment” which would later earn them good 
salaries6; and the second sought to divide the movement by refusing to 
negotiate with the more radical CLASSE (acronym for Coalition large de 
l’Association pour une solidarité syndicale étudiante  [Coalition of the asso-
ciation for student union solidarity], which amassed 50% of the students 
on strike), by accusing them of violence and intimidation.

It was not until April 2012, after 10 weeks of conflict, that the govern-
ment made the first offers. These were considered insufficient by all the 
student organisations, which maintained their unlimited general strike. 
As students persisted, despite the slander and mass repression, a phe-
nomenon of judicialization of the conflict emerged. Injunctions began 
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to be mass-produced, especially by the head of the Quebec Superior 
Court, François Rolland. These injunctions denied the right of students 
of association and ordered an immediate return to class. Between 30 
March and 18 May 2012, almost 50 injunctions or interim/safeguard 
orders were issued by Quebec’s courts (Lemonde et al., 2014, p. 297). 
In reality, and despite the charges of contempt of court brought against 
some individuals, these injunctions could not be executed because of 
the solidarity of professors, students from other institutions, and civil 
society who organised pickets of hundreds of people in front of the 
targeted colleges and universities. However, this tactic helped increase 
the level of physical confrontation between the strikers and security 
forces and thus the image of violence, intimidation and illegality that 
the government sought to lend the strike. The government claimed 
that it was not a student strike, but an individual “boycott” which did 
not give participants any right to stop other students from going to 
their courses.

On this basis, on 18 May 2012, the Quebec National Assembly passed, 
68 votes for and 48 against, An Act to enable students to receive instruc-
tion from the postsecondary institutions they attend (Legislature of Quebec, 
2012), better known as Law 12, the “Special Law” (la loi spéciale or Bill 
78). This ‘emergency’ law restricted gatherings to 50 people and prohib-
ited rallies within 50 metres of educational institutions for one year. It 
also forced teachers to give their classes independently of the number of 
students present. Unions and student organisations were required to take 
all means to ensure that their members did not contravene its require-
ments, on pain of having their union dues suspended from a trimester for 
each day of infraction and fines of CAD$25,000 to $125,000 per day per 
organisation.

Far from dampening the movement (that had already multiplied its 
means of action by calling, via social networks, for daily night marches, 
festive and carnival actions, and diverse art projects), the adoption of the 
‘Special Law’ (Law 12) generated a vast popular protest movement of ‘cas-
seroles’ (clanging on pots). The same day the law was passed, a Facebook 
event started by a college professor called on the public in the following 
terms:

Every night, at 8pm, for 15 minutes, arm yourself with a pot or any other 
object capable of making noise and bang on it with all the rage this special 
law has created in you! / When the Chilean dictatorship restricted unlawful 
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assemblies to any gathering of more than four people, the Chileans used 
these means to express their rage. Let’s take our inspiration from them! / 
If you are against this special law, make some noise! / Pots of Quebec, 
unite! (Bold characters are from the original).

By the following day, tens of neighbourhood groups gathered spontane-
ously, independent of the students, summoning other neighbours with the 
sounds of pots. The next day, there were hundreds of those street corners 
spontaneous protestors banging on their pots; and the day after, proces-
sions of tens of thousands of people got under way and moved through 
Montreal to merge with the student night marches which had been tak-
ing place without interruption since 24 April. In a less spectacular way, 
‘casserole’ protests were also held in tens of other cities in the province, as 
well as in Canada and the rest of the world in solidarity with the Quebec 
movement.

In the end, the government had to cancel the winter session in order 
to prevent the students from striking. Elections were called in order to 
“settle the issue” and evicted the governing Liberal Party on behalf of the 
main opposition party, the Quebecois Party (Parti Québécois PQ). The 
newly elected PQ government proceeded to repeal the Special law 12 and 
replaced the initially planned increase of 75% over five years on education 
fees with a 3% increase per year. Yet, the student conflict did not occupy 
much of the political debate. Its effects were to be found elsewhere, in the 
questioning of the limits of democratic participation.

In sum, while being officially legally recognised by all governments, 
student associations in Chile and Quebec have in recent years been sub-
jected to a process of criminalisation due to the supposed violence and 
illegitimacy of their actions. By these means, authorities and mass media 
have criminalised the exercise of fundamental rights such as the right of 
association, expression and assembly, and denied the status of legitimate 
interlocutor to those wishing to participate democratically in political 
deliberation and decision-making. Criminalisation of collective action 
(Seoane, 2003; Svampa, 2009) is a distinctive and specific form of under-
cutting well-established or acknowledged civil and political rights, render-
ing them synonymous with criminal behaviour that must be sanctioned by 
law. By reducing democracy to a purely formal concept (free elections and 
pluralism) and de-legitimising all claim-based social conflict, minimalist 
versions and narrow approaches to democracy open the door to the state’s 
criminalisation of collective action and social movements. That is, they 
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welcome measures rendering practices—hitherto considered peaceful and 
legitimate—illegal and illegitimate.

This process of criminalisation has been discussed a lot in the context 
of social protest against natural resource-based industry (Delgado Ramos, 
2012, p. 78), where the civil rights of citizens are pitted against a very 
thriving economic system. Generally, literature on the criminalisation of 
social movements describes the penalisation of poor and marginalised 
people, which signals the emergence of the penal state as a core feature of 
the global expansion of neoliberalism and the urban marginality produced 
by the neoliberal government (Müller, 2012). Yet, these cases of stu-
dent protest show that these are not the only social conflicts in which the 
state responds by criminalising protest. In fact, the use of criminalisation 
extends beyond specifically economic conflict to any kind of social protest 
that risks exposing the limitations placed on democracy (Doran, 2017; 
FIDH (Fédération internationale des ligues des droits de l’Homme), 2011).

Overcoming Stigmatisation and Appropriating 
the Public Sphere: Innovative Actions in Chile, 

Quebec and Mexico

In spite of the major difficulties related to criminalisation, student move-
ments in Chile and Quebec alike have succeeded in creating innovative 
forms of expression and public participation in which young people have 
challenged representations of them as violent, presenting themselves as 
legitimate counterparts or political agonistic adversaries (Mouffe, 2002) 
in the conflict with the governments and its supporters. From mass dem-
onstrations and occupations to Facebook events, from sectorial and social 
strikes to flash-mobs, from temporary blockades of bridges to funas7 and 
caceroleos,8 (pot clanging concert demonstrations), to protest songs (can-
tos de protesta) and graphic art, these young people from the two edges 
of the Americas have much in common. They used a colourful and diver-
sified set of tools to create a space in the public sphere for themselves, 
by both inventing new repertoires of collective action and revisiting old 
ones. Putting forward objectives that are clearly political—being taken 
into account and able to share their visions in the public space—these 
movements proceeded to subvert the commercial and recreational limits 
of NICT (new information and communication technologies) to express 
their opposition: whether opposition to their exclusion from democratic 
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deliberation or to laws that they had managed to reveal as ‘unacceptable’ 
when these impeded liberty of expression and manifestation. In the fol-
lowing section, we shall provide examples of these new communication 
strategies and of new repertoires of playful demonstrations used by both 
movements and assert their effects.

As we have seen, in Chile and Quebec, the student strike movements 
reached a scale in 2011–2012 that was unprecedented since the 1970s, 
involving national demonstrations of hundreds of thousands of people. To 
a large degree, this was due to their use of new social media (like Facebook 
and Twitter) to call for night marches and caceroleos as a protest against 
the arbitrary nature of the repression carried out by police forces. This 
included the sharing of videos to subvert the accusation of violence made 
against young people, as we can also see in the Mexican “Yo soy 132” (I’m 
132) movement. This spontaneous and unprecedented movement shows 
a very innovative use of social media to counter-act the mass media ver-
sions of political actions taken by students.

In the Mexican well-known context of media concentration (Hallin, 
2000), the movement began after Enrique Peña Nieto, the mass media’s 
preferred presidential candidate, visited the Universidad Iberoamericana, 
an elite private university considered to be supportive of his candidacy. 
Peña Nieto, leader of the PRI ‘Institutional Revolutionary Party’ (Partido 
de la Revolución Institucional) and now President of Mexico, was driven 
out of the university by students shouting and holding banners stating 
that he had been responsible for the massive human rights violations 
perpetrated by the police and the army against a pacific demonstration 
of street flower merchants in the neighbouring community of Atenco. 
The students wanted to show that they would not be accomplices in the 
imposition of a president through manipulative political communication 
techniques trying to hide the use of State violence against citizens. After 
fleeing from the auditorium and hiding behind the curtains, Peña Nieto 
then summoned the media to claim that those who had chased him out 
were not students but “bullies” (porros), sympathisers of the leftist can-
didate AMLO (Andrés Manuel López Obrador) who had infiltrated and 
spoiled the meeting.

In response, that same night, an event organised by students via 
Facebook invited everyone present to display their student registration, 
testifying to their presence and agreement with the expulsion of the presi-
dential candidate. The following day, 131 video-clips appeared, in which 
registered students were declaring their participation in the events and the 
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repudiation of both Peña Nieto’s past actions and of his manipulation of 
the media. At this point, someone had the idea of saying that, while he had 
not been present, he fully shared the students’ anger against media manip-
ulation of democracy, and that he “was” the 132nd participant. Following 
his example, thousands of other young people in Mexico and through-
out the world joined the “I’m 132” (Yo soy 132) thus sparking the most 
important youth-led movements in favour of democracy since the tragic  
event of the Tlatelolco massacre, where several hundreds of students and 
young people had been killed by the Mexican police while demanding 
democratisation in Mexico on the eve of the 1968 Olympic Games.

In Quebec, the “Someone arrest me!” (Arrêtez-moi quelqu’un!) inter-
net initiative (http://molotov.ca/realisations/arretez-moi-quelquun) is 
another good example of the subversive use of social media. In this case, 
5,300 photo-messages ‘applying’ to be arrested were posted, stating that 
if innocent students defending the freedom of expression were to be taken 
in, they were willing to join the movement as citizens dedicated to democ-
racy. These messages do not refer to specific students demands, but rather 
convey the importance of popular legitimacy opposed to the illegitimacy 
of the special law and of the assembly of representatives that voted for it, 
as we can observe in the following examples: “Charest (Prime Minister 
of Quebec) disobeys democracy, I disobey Law 78”; “I consider Law 78 
illegitimate”; “Liberty is non-negotiable”; “Those who brought in Law 
78 are the criminals”; “If the law is against the people, people will be out-
laws”; “I am free, therefore I disobey”; “total contempt, global refusal.”9

Within actions announced and organised by social media, the use of 
flash-mobs (Nicholson, 2005), was a very important form of social action 
used to subvert the stigmatisation of violence and rally support from 
other members of society by appearing in public spaces in unexpected 
and playful ways. Even though flash mobs were originally purely playful 
events where people gathered to have public pillow fights or other such 
recreational activities, the student movements in the Americas, as well as 
other movements soon began to use them to convey their political mes-
sages. Flash mobs aim to operate with an effect of pleasant surprise and 
to create in the general public an expectation for the next manifestation. 
Nevertheless, this playful and funny occupation of the public space states 
the right of students to do so and make obvious their efforts to be taken 
into consideration by authorities who try to exclude them by accusing 
them of being violent and carrying illegitimate claims.
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The first of a long series of flash mobs was a choreographed scene from 
the videoclip of Michael Jackson’s Thriller, acted out by Chilean students 
outside the presidential palace of Chile, La Moneda, in Santiago, on the 
first anniversary of the singer’s death, to symbolise the “living-dead” state 
of Chilean education. This event attracted more than 7,000 people, in one 
of the largest flash-mobs since this kind of demonstration began world-
wide. It was followed by a 1,800-hour relay race around La Moneda, and 
a series of other festive events based on a variety of famous characters such 
as Lady Gaga, super-heroes and Dragon Ball Z. Other collective actions 
included a besotón (kissing marathon), a die-in, “stripped naked for/by 
education,” etc.

Very similar actions were used in Quebec; for example, a series of 
maNufestations involving people attending demonstrations naked, in 
order to attract attention, but also to present an image of vulnerability 
and demonstrate a refusal of social codes imposed through clothing.10 
Numerous night marches and biking manifestations involved the presence 
of funny giant stuffed animals (mascots) such as the ‘Anarchopanda,’ a 
friendly giant panda who openly professed his political option in favour 
of direct and ‘assembleist’ democracy. The presence of ‘Rebel Banana’ 
(banane rebelle) a giant banana dispensing hugs to passers-by, was also 
a big hit within the communicational strategy of students. Even though 
the intention was to subvert negative discourses against young people by 
making the actions fun and entertaining, they none-the-less highlighted 
serious and weighty issues: refusing ‘austeritarian’11 policies and propos-
ing new ones based on the principle of free, quality, public education, and 
also global concerns such as climate change, fiscal reform, constitutional 
change, ethics in politics, etc.

The effects were quite surprising and succeeded in triggering the sym-
pathy of otherwise disinterested sectors of the general public. In Chile, 
the effects went beyond that as the mass media were captivated and, 
rather than highlighting the supposed violence of demonstrations as was 
the standard practice, they were encouraged to acknowledge the good-
humoured creativity of the surprising theatrical actions in their coverage 
of the student movement’s flash-mobs.

In summary, faced with a government strategy of framing demonstra-
tors as violent, or potentially violent and dangerous, thereby demonis-
ing and marginalising them, the young people involved in these protests 
actions succeeded in finding new ways of appearing in public space, despite 
efforts to push them out. In this way, they were able to create a “new 

  FROM THE CHILEAN SPRING TO THE MAPLE SPRING IN QUEBEC 



362 

public oppositional space” (Negt, 2007) where the foundations and limits 
of democracy were brought up to the public’s attention and eventually 
discussed by sectors who usually are little interested in discussions around 
democracy.

As argued in the next section, this sparked an important struggle for 
the meaning (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985) of democracy, opposing surpris-
ingly homogenous blocs in favour of purely representative and elective 
democracy to other views of political participation and deliberation. The 
core trend of the conflict was soon revolving around the idea of democ-
racy itself. This, in turn, profoundly changed the political stage imposing 
new issues and new actors.

Antagonistic Conceptions of Participation 
and Democracy

The excessive repression and discrediting of these youth-led movements 
by presiding governments appear to be directly related to the willingness 
of the student movements to become political actors able to be taken into 
account and to participate in political deliberation and decision. The simi-
larity of governmental discourses from Chile to Quebec reflect a common 
argumentative strategy to dismiss an adversary, more than the observation 
of specific acts of violence. In fact, what seems to have been considered 
“violent” is the student desire to participate politically outside prescribed 
institutional spaces.

As former Quebec Minister of Education, Lyne Beauchamp, declared 
at the National Assembly of Quebec, on 26 April 2012:

We have a democratic system, we have a National Assembly of Quebec, 
we have elected representatives of the people because democracy is a way 
of settling our differences without violence in our society. It is the very 
principle of a democratic society. And, I repeat, it would not be worthy 
of a National Assembly and elected representatives of the people to yield 
to acts of violence, yield to intimidation, yield to civil disobedience which 
involves violence. (quoted in Journal des débats de l’Assemblée nationale, 26 
April 2012)

As we saw earlier on, these declarations echo those of Chilean Minister 
of Education Joaquín Lavín, when he states that “No modern democ-
racy debates these questions with students; these are important national 
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debates on which we must confer in Congress” (quoted in La Tercera, 28 
June 2011).

Moreover, many extracts from governmental speeches indicate clearly 
that the manifestations of political dissent within the student protests are 
to be excluded as un-democratic behaviour and considered to be violent. 
The case of the wearing of le carré rouge, a little red felt square worn by 
all supporters of the student movement, is very telling in this regard. As 
the most important symbol of a movement that soon rallied huge sectors 
of the general public, the little carré rouge was worn by many important 
artists and public personalities in Quebec. Without necessarily support-
ing the student’s claims entirely, many people in the general public began 
to wear it to publicly dissent with governments and courts decisions to 
penalise students (Labrie, 2013). When prize-winning story-teller Fred 
Pellerin refused to claim his prize and appeared in the media wearing the 
carré rouge, Quebec Minister of Culture, Christine Saint-Pierre, declared: 
“[…] we know what the carré rouge means, it means intimidation and 
violence […]” (quoted in Peñafiel, 2015b). The next day, during the 
Formula One Grand Prix in Montreal, all the people bearing the carré 
rouge were detained, searched and expelled from the event (Le Devoir, 11 
June 2012).

The violence herein referred to by Minister Saint-Pierre in fact consisted 
solely of broken storefront windows. All of the other types of students’ 
actions were actually perfectly legal: picket lines in front of universities that 
had voted the strike, temporary occupations of public offices such as the 
stock exchange building in Montreal, or road blockades to attract the gov-
ernment’s attention after more than two months without any dialogue, all 
of the previous are disturbing yet not illegal or violent actions according 
to the legislation on Quebec. Thus, the discursive transformation of these 
practices into condemnable, violent and even terrorist practices by govern-
ment’s representatives show us how the criminalisation dynamic actually 
takes place.

Going further, the Chilean governmental discourse warned mobilised 
young people that their use of social conflict could lead to the return of 
authoritarianism. For example, Chilean President, Sebastián Piñera, faced 
with the fast expanding movement of strikes and social protest declared in 
August 2011:

I am absolutely convinced that to make Chile a freer and more just country, 
more prosperous and with greater solidarity, the path of stone-throwing, 
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violence, and Molotov cocktails must not be taken […] This path, we have 
known it in the past and it led us to a democratic rupture, to the loss of 
healthy conviviality, and many other consequences. (quoted in Emol.com, 
18 August 2011)

In a Chilean society where the trauma of the past dictatorship are still 
vivid in the minds of many, this is a damning accusation (Doran, 2016, 
p. 219). Moreover, on the basis of claims that students were violent and 
dangerous, attempts were made by both governments to pass exceptional 
laws that would restrict individual and civil rights related to the right to 
dissent and protest. The official justification was that the civil rights had to 
be curtailed to better defend civil liberties. For example, as we saw earlier, 
Quebec’s Bill 78 imposed extreme restrictions on the rights of association, 
expression and protest. Likewise, Montreal’s P-6 bylaw (By-law concern-
ing the prevention of breaches of the peace, public order and safety, and the 
use of public property, City of Montreal, 2001 (As amended by 12-024)), 
subordinated the right to protest to freedom of movement, prohibited the 
wearing of masks, and demanded that protesters provide their itinerary 
to the police. Chile’s “Hinzpeter” bill (Law to Strengthen Public Order, 
debated in 2012), severely punishes actions like the occupation of official 
or private buildings, the blocking of traffic, being disrespectful towards 
the police, and wearing hoods or scarves covering the face.

While most of these bills or laws were rejected by Parliament, repealed 
by successor governments, or struck down by the courts, their immedi-
ate political impact was no less deadly for freedom. They lent the exercise 
of fundamental rights an appearance of illegitimacy and they unleashed 
repressive police techniques aimed at public intimidation, such as mass 
arrests and excessive use of crowd containment equipment and weap-
ons. The practice of torture against arrested protestors in Chilean police 
stations was also documented by different organisations (Comisión de 
Observadores de Derechos Humanos, Casa de Memoria José Domingo Cañas, 
2013; Human Rights Center of the Universidad Diego Portales’ Faculty 
of Law, 2014).

Representing the public expression of positions contrary to the ‘deci-
sions’ of elected officials as violence, these statements by Chilean and 
Quebec government officials assert a kind of decisionist legitimacy 
(Habermas, 1978): government decisions are legitimate, independently 
of their contents or the reaction of a large part of the public, as long as 
the government was elected and governs according to formal procedures. 
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Consequently, civil rights—such as freedom of expression, association and 
protest—may be limited, and even abolished or suspended, if part of the 
public takes it upon itself to pass judgement on the validity of a law (ison-
omy) or of a decision by elected representatives, while it has “no title to 
govern” (sans titre à gouverner) (Rancière, 2005).

However, the student movements succeeded in establishing themselves 
as interlocutors in the public arena, despite this denial of rights and this 
criminalisation. They did so through a process of political subjectivation 
that can be observed, in a striking parallel, in Chile between June and 
December 2011 and in Quebec between February and July 2012. In the 
face of government intransigence in refusing to recognise the representa-
tion of student organisations and the legitimacy of the strike and the street 
as a mode of popular participation, these two student conflicts, at opposite 
ends of the Americas, expanded beyond their strictly educational frame-
works to transform into immense transgressive protest movements, which 
were ‘radically’ (at the roots) questioning the social and political order. 
While the relative success of the two movements differs—in Quebec, sup-
port for the student movement never surpassed 50% in the polls; while in 
Chile, support rose from 37% before the conflict to 80% at the end—they 
both share the capacity to mobilise and defeat attempts to de-legitimise 
and exclude them from public space. It is important to analyse this capac-
ity, in order to understand the impact and nature of youth political partici-
pation in times of austerity.

Conclusion

Due to the State’s exercise of “illegitimate,” excessive, or arbitrary vio-
lence, partial struggles (such as student struggles)12 are met with soli-
darity from wider audience one of the points of convergence being the 
defence of the right to dissent. The struggle waged by this new political 
force tends to form around the democratic principles underlying the frus-
trated sectorial demand, rather than around the demand as such (Corten, 
Huart, & Peñafiel, 2012). This demand becomes accessory or secondary 
and tends to be replaced by a series of other claims, no longer addressed 
to the state—which in any case, does not recognise them—but to all of 
society. For example, the “someone arrest me campaign” or the initia-
tives of the “Yo soy 132—I’m 132” movement in Mexico do not directly 
address the specific interests or demands of students. Rather, they con-
tend the plea for an “authentic democracy.” In the specific case of the 
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Mexican movement, its first public statements and actions denounced 
the “duopoly” of the two main television chains which, in collusion with 
political elites (especially of PAN and PRI),13 manipulate public opinion 
and over-determine election results. In this case, as in the cases of the 
Chilean and Maple Springs examined in this chapter, a political subjec-
tivation formed, born of an assertion of the principle of equality, which 
can certainly appear ephemeral and disappear after the effervescence of 
protests, but is no less enduring and fundamental in its principle; which 
reawakens and asserts itself through each of these Plebeian Experiences 
(Breaugh, 2013).

The student movements of the Americas succeeded in marking public 
space in the affected societies and in transforming charges of violence and 
political apathy levelled against young people through original strategies 
of communication. In doing this, these movements successfully exposed 
the impermeability of political systems and constructed spaces of expres-
sion, not only for students but for all citizens who wished to join in the 
democratic discussion.

In a context of economic and political crisis, marked by three decades 
of neoliberal policies in which many sectors are battling to save fragments 
of a social state in a permanent process of dismantlement, university 
students (and secondary students in Chile) showed that it was possible 
to resist a market concept of society and become political actors in and 
through conflict. In this regard, there are many differences between the 
Chilean and Quebec Springs. For example, while the student movement 
in Chile confronted a neoliberal system in place since the dictatorship, in 
Quebec the students were responding to austerity measures legitimised 
by the 2008 economic crisis and the public financial crisis generated 
by the ensuing recession. However, the two movements were practi-
cally identical in terms of the denial of recognition (Honneth, 2000) 
faced by student organisations. They came to be the favourite targets 
of government discourses of stigmatisation: as violent, as privileged, as 
spoiled kids refusing their “fair” share, and more. As such, their capacity 
to form movements allowing diverse sectors to converge must be mea-
sured against the specific difficulties that youth face in a world unwilling 
to accept them as legitimate speakers in public space (Joignant, 2007; 
Peñafiel, 2008). By challenging the criminalisation of collective action, 
the transgressive forms of public participation used by students in the 
cases studied here also show the limits of a strictly delegative form of 
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democracy (O’Donnell, 1994), which reduces participation to the peri-
odic exercise of universal suffrage.

The impact of these movements, which lasted well beyond the enact-
ment of legislative changes responding to specific demands, can be 
assessed by the capacity they had to mobilise the support of societies 
invested in the defence of democratic principles, including the freedoms 
of expression, association and protest and, more broadly, the right to dis-
sent These democratic principles were re-appropriated by all those who 
recognised themselves in the interpellation (Althusser, 1976) made by 
youth. Beyond sectorial demands, protest movements emerging from 
young people’s initiatives cease to address the State—which in any case 
does not recognise them—and ‘exercise’ directly a ‘full democracy’ in 
which those excluded from public space can finally appear and express 
themselves. These movements thus lend society a reflexive insight on 
itself and on the very foundations of democracy. To paraphrase Rancière 
(1995), the moment when outcasts break into public space from which 
they have been excluded is the moment when the political breaks out, the 
social ceases to reproduce itself on its own naturalised bases and a reflex-
ive and democratic debate on the foundations of the-being-together can 
be undertaken collectively.

Notes

	 1.	 Bringing together students from 25 so-called ‘traditional’ universities (pre-
ceding the dictatorship).

	 2.	 For the details of these demands, see the document Convocatoria 
Movilización y Paro Nacional (Call to mobilise and to a national strike) by 
Confech: http://movimientoestudiantil.cl/wp-content/uploads/2015/ 
12/2011-05-CONVOCATORIA12MAYO.pdf. For independent analyses 
of the segregational nature of the Chilean educational model, see: Bellei, 
Contreras, and Valenzuela (2010), Berner and Bellei (2011), OECD 
(2011), and Pinedo Henriquez (2011).

	 3.	 Residents of working-class neighbourhoods and shantytowns.
	 4.	 Especially around the HidroAysen conflict, a protest movement against the 

construction of five hydroelectric stations in the south of Chile. This con-
flict, which began before the student strike movement began, continued 
and was strengthened when this space of pluri-sectorial protest opened.

	 5.	 However, the actual reforms enacted by President Bachelet diverge from 
the original intentions of the student movement: free education has been 
transformed into a grant reserved for the poorest students in an unchanged 

  FROM THE CHILEAN SPRING TO THE MAPLE SPRING IN QUEBEC 

http://movimientoestudiantil.cl/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/2011-05-CONVOCATORIA12MAYO.pdf
http://movimientoestudiantil.cl/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/2011-05-CONVOCATORIA12MAYO.pdf


368 

private education system where profit is still a main trend. The fiscal 
reforms have been deemed much too modest and Constitutional reforms 
controlled by the Congress have been used by the government to try to 
deflect society’s claim for popular constituent assemblies.

	 6.	 For example, then Minister of Education, Lyne Beauchamp, claimed in a 
television interview on Radio Canada, the state media, “The students want 
us to talk about their contribution by saying, ‘I don’t want my bill, send it 
to someone else.’ To us, this will never be a good basis for discussion. 
University students must pay their fair share” (Radio Canada, 5 April 
2012).

	 7.	 Chilean and Argentinian funas are direct actions, invented by organisations 
of the children of disappeared or tortured detainees. They are aimed at 
condemning the impunity of soldiers and collaborators with the Chilean 
and Argentinian dictatorial regimes. In Chile, the adoption of this practice 
by students might seem paradoxical insofar as it is used to denounce actions 
and declarations of public officials. However, this funa is no less signifi-
cant, because it condemns as unacceptable attitudes presented as legal or 
legitimate.

	 8.	 Caceroleos are a form of displaying popular discontent (also called cacero-
lazos in Argentina and elsewhere), which simply consists of banging on 
pots. Similar to Europe’s charivari or England’s “rough music” (Thompson, 
1972), this form of popular public expression was first used by the Chilean 
right-wing against Salvador Allende’s Popular Unity government. A decade 
later, the pots changed allegiance and served to repudiate the military 
regime. In August 2011, after many weeks of student conflict, the cacero-
leos reappeared, recalling the time of the Protestas (national protest move-
ment) against the dictatorship.

	 9.	 For a more detailed analysis, see Peñafiel (2015a).
	10.	 Feminist author Martine Delvaux sees a relation to FEMEN’s types of 

action and expands on this in “Les MaNUfestantes,” Revue À Bâbord, 46, 
2012, p. 27.

	11.	 In French, the expression ‘politiques austéritaires’ is used to describe both 
austerity politics and the authoritarian practices of repression and criminali-
sation that accompanied them in many cases.

	12.	 These could very well be those of indigenous people, labourers, teachers, 
residents of a city threatened by a mega-project, citizens of a state outraged 
by a government decision, etc. For a socio-historic analysis of this type of 
spontaneous direct action, see Corten, Huart, and Peñafiel (2012).

	13.	 Respectively, the National Action Party and the Institutional Revolutionary 
Party. It is important to clarify that the movement “Yo soy 132—I’m 132” 
is non-partisan and refuses to support the PRD (Democratic Revolution 
Party) or any other political formation.
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CHAPTER 20

Youth Participation in Eastern Europe 
in the Age of Austerity

Marko Kovacic and Danijela Dolenec

Introduction

Since the 2008 global financial crisis, a number of countries of the 
European Union (EU) have adopted austerity policies. Austerity, the neo-
liberal doctrine that promotes cutting public spending in order to restore 
competitiveness (Blyth, 2013, p.  12), is often framed by policy-makers 
as ‘common sense’ and as the only rational policy response in the given 
circumstances. Furthermore, austerity is often explained with reductionist 
arguments by its proponents, without seeking to understand its impact on 
different groups. The human cost of austerity policies was largely invisible 
(McKee, Karanikolos, Belcher, & Stuckler, 2012) until recently, due to a 
lack of reliable data. Despite the growing political economy literature on 
the negative effects of austerity on various aspects of society, there are still 
gaps to be filled in regard to the impact of austerity measures. One of these 
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gaps is the impact of austerity policies on patterns of political participation 
among young people, which we address in this chapter.

Many countries in the EU, and particularly those of Eastern Europe, 
today face unusually high rates of youth unemployment. According to 
Eurostat (2016e), the EU average for unemployment among young peo-
ple aged 15–30 peaked in 2013 at 23.8 per cent. This trend is accom-
panied by declining involvement of young people in conventional forms 
of political participation, such as voting in parliamentary elections (Ilišin, 
Bouillet, Gvozdanović, & Potocňik, 2013). However, it is important not 
to make generalisations because significant differences exist among EU 
member states.1 For instance, the United Kingdom has experienced ris-
ing rates of electoral participation among young people (see Pickard, in 
this volume; 2018). Similarly, though democracy across Europe is facing a 
crisis of representation, evidenced through increasing disconnect between 
citizens and political parties (Mair, 2013)—contemporary research reveals 
significant differences between the political behaviour of older and 
younger generations (Dalton, 2011). Following these broad trends, we 
start from the assumption that both the global financial crisis and the sub-
sequent repertoire of austerity policies have affected European societies 
unevenly, with differences particularly pronounced along the lines of core-
periphery (Epstein, 2014; Hanzl-Weiss & Landesmann, 2013; Jacoby, 
2014; Vachudova, 2014). Populations of Southern and Eastern Europe 
have been worse hit by austerity measures, in contrast to European states, 
Germany and Austria, where these impacts have been less pronounced. 
Taking this on board, we analyse how this dynamic relates to youth politi-
cal participation. Many empirical studies focus on youth participation in 
Western Europe (Gaiser, De Rijke, & Spannring, 2010; Grasso, 2016; 
Pickard, 2018; Sloam, 2007) and Southern Europe (Hooghe, 2012; Lima 
& Artiles, 2013; Morciano, Scardigno, Manuti, & Pastore, 2014), while 
there are only a few studies of Eastern Europe (Kovacheva, 2000).

Firstly, we argue that austerity policies have aggravated social welfare by 
increasing the proportion of young people who remain living with their 
parents late into their twenties. Secondly, we argue that their prolonged 
economic dependence thwarts their bid to attain relative autonomy 
(Garrido & Requena, 1996), and that this is reflected in their modes of 
political participation. In other words, we explore the interaction between 
the economic dependence of young people and type of their political par-
ticipation. Therefore, our main research objective is to explore how aus-
terity policies, mediated through a prolonged life in the parental home, 
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affect the patterns and repertoires of youth political activism and participa-
tion. A deferred process of gaining autonomy arguably suppresses innova-
tion and creativity among young people, which are important for their 
political participation (Siurala, 2000). We argue that prolonged reliance 
on the family might lead to ‘infantilisation,’ marked by political apathy 
and non-participation, or it might lead to an increase in contentious politi-
cal action. This chapter explores patterns of youth participation in Europe 
by relying on dependency theory (see below), which postulates a core-
periphery dynamic among EU member states. In order to relate the varied 
impact of austerity between the core and the periphery of Europe to dif-
ferences in youth political participation, we analyse indicators of economic 
and social effects of austerity policies in the EU, focusing in particular 
on countries of Eastern Europe. Coupled with that, we use International 
Social Science Programme (ISSP) survey data to contrast features of youth 
political participation in the EU core and its Eastern periphery.

The chapter proceeds as follows. In the first section, we present key 
arguments regarding effects of austerity policies, their differentiated 
impact across the core and periphery of Europe, and related expectations 
regarding youth political participation. In the second section, we outline 
our comparative analysis of the impact of austerity by examining several 
indicators for the 28 member states of the EU. In the third section, we 
analyse ISSP (2014) survey data for 14 countries of Western and Eastern 
Europe, exploring features of youth conventional and unconventional 
political participation and relating them to effects of austerity measures. In 
the final section, we summarise our findings and discuss their implications.

Theoretical Framework

Earlier literature on political participation in Europe stressed the differ-
ence between Western democracies on the one hand, and post-Communist 
countries on the other. Since the global financial crisis of 2008, politi-
cal economic analyses have emphasised the core-periphery divide within 
Europe, characterised by strong economic performance of the North-
western core, and a variety of economic deficiencies in both the Southern 
and Eastern peripheries. Though the process of European integration 
is premised on the idea that all member states/countries will converge 
towards the liberal democratic model of development (Green Cowles 
& Smith, 2000), a growing body of literature has shown that European 
economies have instead clustered into distinctive varieties of capitalism 
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(e.g., Bohle & Greskovits, 2012; King, 2007; Nölke & Vliegenthart, 
2009). Eastern European countries have developed into liberal econo-
mies, characterised by the unhappy marriage of declining welfare stan-
dards and liberalised economies that depend on foreign investment (Bohle 
& Greskovits, 2012).

Core-periphery models, which emerged from dependence theory and 
the global political economy approach in the 1970s, help explain some fea-
tures of contemporary social and economic inequalities, and “the dynam-
ics of underdevelopment and regional inequalities on the global level” 
(Naustdalslid, 1977, p.  203). In Wallerstein’s original formulation, the 
world system encapsulates countries of Africa, South America, and parts 
of Asia (periphery) being economically dependent on North America and 
Western Europe (core). Developed in opposition to modernisation the-
ory, which assumed that all countries were moving along a linear path 
towards the ‘superior’ development model of the United States, depen-
dency theory emphasised the fact that poor and wealthy countries are part 
of the same whole, global capitalist system, rather than similar entities at 
different stages of development. More importantly, this literature argued 
that underdevelopment in the periphery was the direct result of develop-
ment in the centre.

The 2008 global financial crisis drew attention to diverging trajectories 
among EU member states, aspects of dependency theory have re-emerged 
in contemporary analysis. Authors such as Schweiger and Magone 
(2014), de la Porte and Pochet (2014), and Busch, Hermann, Hinrichs, 
and Schulten (2013) argue that the global financial crisis and the subse-
quent Eurozone sovereign debt crisis, together with the existing demo-
cratic deficit of the EU, have accentuated the internal divisions within 
the EU. According to Schweiger and Magone (2014, p. 259), the EU is 
divided “between the Eurozone core group and differentiated peripheries 
amongst the outsiders.” This raises the issue of whether, and in what way, 
the distinct features of political economies of the EU’s core and periphery 
impact the political participation of young people.

Within the core-periphery dynamic, we understand the global financial 
crisis of 2008 as aggravating already existing differences among EU mem-
ber states, given that they represent a logical extension of the long-term 
trend of increasing economic liberalism in the EU. Neoliberal economic 
policies were taken up by the EU in its reforms during the 1990s (Judt, 
2009). For Hall (2012), the guiding principle of the EU, which used to be 
“peace for Europe,” was reformulated by the Single European Act (1987) 
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into “prosperity for everyone via the Single Market.” The criteria in the 
Treaty of Maastricht on European Union (1992) and The Stability and 
Growth Pact (1998) effectively closed a number of policy options avail-
able for pursuing social objectives (Esping-Andersen, 2002; Green Cowles 
& Smith, 2000). As a result, the EU’s policy prescriptions after the 1990s 
started to resemble increasingly those of international financial organisa-
tions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank 
(Guillén & Palier, 2004). In a deliberate emulation of the model of devel-
opment in the United States, the Washington consensus on deregulation, 
the minimal State and low taxation travelled to Europe (Judt, 2009).

Austerity as a concept stands for economic measures implemented by 
national governments with the aim of reducing public expenditure and 
controlling public sector debt. Ostensibly, their principal aim is to restore 
the trust of financial markets and investors, thereby restoring competitive-
ness, but their principal effects have been on the social fabric of European 
states. As several analyses show (e.g., Blyth, 2013; Busch et  al., 2013), 
in the attempt to consolidate public finances, austerity measures created 
negative consequences for the European social model. This resulted in sig-
nificant cuts in welfare in Greece, Hungary, Italy, Portugal and elsewhere, 
jeopardising the “very foundations of social and economic development” 
(Lehndorff, 2012, p. 15). In contrast, Western European countries like 
Austria, France, Germany, and Sweden were performing much better 
(Lehndorff, 2012).

Figure 20.1 shows levels of investment into social protection for a 
selection of European states, in order to illustrate some of the dynamic 
described above. The annual data, ranging between 2005 and 2013, has 
been selected so as to capture changes in the level of social protection 
before and after the financial crisis of 2008. Furthermore, Fig. 20.1 reveals 
considerable differences among member states of the EU with respect to 
overall levels of social welfare. While in Denmark the total level of expendi-
ture on social protection per inhabitant ranges between EUR 11,500 and 
EUR 15,000, in Bulgaria the range is between EUR 450 and EUR 1000. 
Figure 20.1 also shows that while the core European countries reacted 
to the economic crisis by substantially increasing investment into social 
protection, the same cannot be said of the peripheral states. Peripheral 
members of the EU both entered the crisis with much lower levels of 
social protection, and they have not been able to substantially increase it 
since 2008. In the case of Hungary for instance, the levels of investment 
in social protection per inhabitant are actually lower post-2008.
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In brief, austerity measures implemented post-2008 emphasised already 
existing differences regarding social protection among core and peripheral 
states of the EU. Austerity measures have had a stronger impact in periph-
eral regions of Europe, with consequences for various social groups. In 
this chapter, we focus on young people, and in particular on the possible 
effects of austerity on youth participation in Eastern Europe. Young peo-
ple are expected to be particularly vulnerable because their quest for iden-
tity and social integration is occurring in unstable and risky circumstances 
of democratic transition where societal and political spheres change drasti-
cally (France, 2007; Furlong & Cartmel, 1997).

The political and social experiences of young people shape their political 
identity and actions as adults. Thus, it is important to explore the political 
actions of young people because their social and political behaviour may 
reveal important features of the social and political reality of our future 
(Kimberlee, 2002; Mannheim, 1970; Pickard, 2018). Given the severe 
effects of austerity policies that we describe, analysts are now talking of a 
“lost generation” (International Labour Organization [ILO], 2012). We 
expect this phenomenon to be particularly pertinent for young people in 
the periphery of Europe, where they are encountering the so-called dou-
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Fig. 20.1  Total expenditure on social protection, per inhabitant (in Euros), 
Europe. Source: Eurostat (2016a) ‘Expenditure on social protection, 2003–13’
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ble transition (Ule, 1988). In the post-socialist context, young people’s 
transition from childhood to adulthood takes place in a changing context 
of countries undergoing political and economic transformation into lib-
eral democracies (Ilišin et  al., 2013). Furthermore, key life events such 
as marriage or parenthood are being postponed, especially in Southern 
and Eastern Europe (Ilišin et al., 2013). This phenomenon of “extended 
youth,” which is characteristic of Mediterranean countries, means that 
integration of young people into society is being prolonged (Ule, 1988). 
Arguably, austerity policies, and in particular high levels of unemployment 
among youth in the European peripheries have further aggravated youth 
dependence on their parents. How does this prolonged dependence trans-
late into patterns and repertoires of political activism and participation?

Research on Southern European countries shows that high youth 
unemployment rates push young people into a state of frustration, caused 
primarily by the lack of available jobs in the labour market, in response 
to which they initiate various contentious activities (Cairns, de Almeida 
Alves, Alexandre, & Correia, 2016; Williamson, 2014). Given this finding, 
we analyse whether similar patterns are observable in Eastern European 
countries.

As is the case with general political participation, investigating empiri-
cally youth political participation includes activities aimed at “attempting 
to influence the activity of government and the selection of officials, trying 
to affect the values and preferences which guide the political decision-
making process, and seeking to include new issues on the agenda” 
(Morales, 2009, p. 57). Political participation is closely related to demo-
cratic and economic performance of a country, and, as Dalton (1988) 
argues, the success of democracy is measured by the extent of citizens’ 
participation in the decision-making process. In addition, Putnam (2000) 
claims that consolidated democracies have higher conventional political 
participation rates, due to more developed democratic political culture.

In order to avoid conceptual stretching (Sartori, 1970) and to avoid 
making the study of political participation is “a study of everything” 
(Van Deth, 2001, p.  2), in this chapter, youth political participation is 
understood as attempts of young people to influence the decision-making 
process and put their issues on the political agenda (Kovacheva, 2005). 
Barnes and Kaase’s (1979) differentiate between conventional and uncon-
ventional political participation, and this was later elaborated by Inglehart 
(1990). This is a distinction between elite-directed activities (voting, party 
membership, union membership), as opposed to elite directing activities 
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(political discussion, participation in new social movements and protest 
activities).

Building on their argument, Grasso (2016, p. 17) operationalises con-
ventional political participation in terms of voting, contacting a politi-
cian, donating money, joining a party, doing unpaid voluntary work for a 
political party, while unconventional political participation is captured by 
indicators such as signing a petition, joining a boycott, joining an envi-
ronmental organisation, attending a demonstration and occupying public 
spaces. Taking this into account, a vast number of recent empirical studies 
focusing on young people confirm that they incline more towards uncon-
ventional political participation (Dalton, 2011; Grasso, 2016; Ilišin et al., 
2013). As Kovacheva points out, research on young people in principle 
deals with three fundamental forms of political participation: “involvement 
in institutional politics (elections, campaigns and membership); protest 
activities (demonstrations and new social movements); and civic engage-
ment (associative life, community participation, voluntary work)” (2005, 
p. 25). However, despite these recent discussions, very limited empirical 
research exists regarding unconventional youth participation due to mea-
surement problems and the bias in self-reporting (Amnå & Ekman, 2014; 
Dalton, 2011; Kovacheva, 2005).

What About Us? Empirical Evidence 
from the Eastern Europe Periphery

In this section, we explore the relationship between the effects of aus-
terity and political participation of young people in core and peripheral 
European states. Following similar analyses (Busch et al., 2013; Müller, 
2014), austerity measures are operationalised into four indicators: unem-
ployment rate, social expenditure on the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 
risk of poverty and material deprivation. In addition, given our focus on 
young people, we include two more indicators: youth unemployment 
rate and the average age when young people leave their parental home. 
All data shown in Table 20.1 are for the year 2014 and retrieved from 
Eurostat, apart from the “social expenditure of the GDP” indicator, 
which was retrieved from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) database. In the following section, we present 
this data and the main findings, then relate the effects of austerity mea-
sures to patterns of young people’s political participation. Information 
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Table 20.1  Austerity in the core and peripheral EU member states, 2014

Country Unemployment 
(%)

Social 
expenditure 
(% of GDP)

Risk of 
poverty 
(%)

Material 
deprivation 
(%)

Youth 
unemployment 
(%)

Youth 
leaving 
home 
(average 
age)

Periphery
 � Bulgaria 11.4 n.a. 40.1 33.1 23.8 29.1
 � Croatia 17.3 n.a. 29.3 13.9 45.5 31.0
 � Cyprus 16.1 n.a. 27.4 15.3 36.0 28.4
 � Czech 

Republic
6.1 19.1 14.8 6.7 15.9 26.7

 � Estonia 7.4 16.0 26.0 6.2 15.0 24.2
 � Greece 26.5 26.1 36.0 21.5 52.4 29.3
 � Hungary 7.7 21.4 31.8 24.0 20.4 27.7
 � Italy 12.7 29.0 28.3 11.6 42.7 30.1
 � Latvia 10.8 14.2 32.7 19.2 19.6 28.0
 � Lithuania 10.7 n.a. 27.3 13.6 19.3 26.1
 � Malta 5.8 n.a. 23.8 10.2 11.7 30.6
 � Poland 9.0 19.5 24.7 10.4 23.9 28.3
 � Portugal 14.1 24.5 24.7 10.6 34.7 28.8
 � Romania 6.8 n.a. 40.3 26.3 24.0 28.5
 � Slovakia 13.2 17.4 18.4 9.9 29.7 30.8
 � Slovenia 9.7 21.5 0.4 6.6 20.2 28.6
 � Spain 24.5 26.1 29.2 7.1 53.2 29.1
Periphery, 
average

12.34 21.35 26.78 14.48 28.71 28.55

Core
 � Austria 5.6 27.9 19.2 4.0 10.3 25.4
 � Belgium 8.5 29.2 21.6 5.9 23.2 25.1
 � Denmark 6.6 29.0 17.9 3.2 12.6 21.2
 � Finland 8.2 30.0 17.3 2.8 20.5 21.9
 � France 10.3 31.9 18.5 6.7 24.2 23.7
 � Germany 5.0 24.9 20.6 5.0 7.7 23.8
 � Ireland 11.3 19.2 27.6 8.4 23.9 25.8
 � Luxembourg 6.0 23.0 19.0 1.4 22.3 26.7
 � Netherlands 7.4 n.a. 16.5 3.2 12.7 23.6
 � Sweden 7.9 27.1 16.9 0.7 22.9 20.9
 � United 

Kingdom
6.1 21.6 24.1 7.3 16.9 24.3

Core, average 7.53 26.38 19.93 4.41 17.93 23.85

Sources: OECD (2016) and Eurostat (2016b, 2016c, 2016d, 2016e, 2016f, 2016g)
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on patterns of young people’s political participation are obtained from 
the International Social Science Programme (ISSP) programme, the 2014 
module on citizenship.

Core EU countries are characterised by higher overall economic devel-
opment in contrast to Eastern and Southern Europe, regions most severely 
hit by austerity measures. In that sense, austerity measures may be seen 
as amplifying already strong core-periphery differences within Europe. 
Table  20.1 shows that core EU countries are performing better on all 
selected indicators. For instance, material deprivation, an indicator captur-
ing the extent to which people have access to goods necessary for a decent 
life, is three times higher in the periphery than in the core of Europe. In 
addition, peripheral countries are marked by comparatively higher risk of 
poverty rates, demonstrating aggravated social welfare in the aftermath of 
austerity.

Regarding young people, Table 20.1 shows that those from peripheral 
Europe leave their parents’ home later (average age is 28.5 years) in com-
parison to their peers from the West (average age 23.85 years). Though 
we know that cultural factors play a role here as well (Ule & Kuhar, 2008; 
Wallace & Kovatcheva, 1998), when analysed together with the social 
impact of austerity, the average age of young people leaving home does 
seem to be related primarily to economic factors. Furthermore, youth 
unemployment is substantially lower in the core, where the average rate is 
17.93%, while the average youth unemployment rate in the EU periphery 
is 28.71%. This is in line with other studies, which have established that 
peripheral European counties have higher rates of youth unemployment 
(O’Reilly et al., 2015). Along the same lines, Table 20.1 shows that gen-
eral unemployment levels are almost double in the periphery when com-
pared to the core of Europe.

These findings suggest that life prospects of young people in the periph-
ery of Europe are considerably more adverse than those of the core coun-
tries. In the following sections, we explore the possible relationships that 
austerity has had on patterns of conventional and unconventional youth 
political participation, focusing particularly on Eastern Europe.

We cluster political participation into two categories, using Grasso’s 
(2016) conceptualisation of conventional and unconventional participation 
(see also Pickard, 2018). Unconventional political participation is captured 
by relying on the following survey items: signing a petition, boycotting 
certain products, taking part in protests, contacting the media, choosing 
products for political or environmental reasons, and expressing political 
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views on the internet. Our measurement of conventional political partici-
pation includes the following survey items: voting in an election, contact-
ing a politician, attending a political meeting or rally, donating money, and 
being a member of a party. In addition, young people are defined based on 
the mode value of national definitions of youth for the EU-28 countries 
(Eapyouth, 2015), that is, as the age group between 18 and 30.

Table 20.2 shows data on conventional participation among young peo-
ple for countries of the core and of the Eastern periphery. Our selection of 
countries classified as core and Eastern periphery is based on countries that 
participated in the International Social Science Programme (ISSP) survey. 
The first two columns in Table 20.2 show percentages of young people 
who agree with the statement that voting is elections was important,  

Table 20.2  Conventional youth participation, EU member states, 2014

Voting in elections (%) Contacting 
politician 
(%)

Rally 
participation 
(%)

Donations to 
politicians 
(%)

Party 
membership 
(%)Not 

important
Important

Austria 5.4 35.65 14.8 19 40.4 6.2
Belgium 8.75 35.15 10.1 19.1 54.6 4.5
Denmark 3.9 41.05 10.7 28.2 54.9 4
Finland 12.35 30.8 6.8 17.3 38.3 3.2
France 4.3 40.95 7.5 20.7 43.7 2.4
UK 8.9 34.9 8.8 9.8 44.2 9.8
Sweden 2.2 41.3 17 29.8 53.8 5.3
Core 6.54 37.11 10.81 20.56 47.12 5.1

Croatia 11.15 33.35 5.7 8.2 26.4 9.5
Czech 
Republic

11.7 32.05 12.1 23.4 16.6 2.1

Hungary 9 34.2 2.6 6 3.5 2.5
Lithuania 5.4 39.25 7.7 13.4 38.7 6.5
Poland 7.4 35 3.2 7.8 20.2 1.2
Slovakia 14.85 27.05 5 6.2 6.3 n.a.
Slovenia 17.2 68.9 12.1 12 26.5 4.3
Eastern 
Europe

10.92 38.54 6.9 11 19.74 4.35

χ2 (1;2) 2.52 2.629 1.097 34.644 1.64
p 0.110 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.200

Source: International Social Science Programme (ISSP). (2014). Citizenship. Retrieved from http://
zacat.gesis.org/webview/index.jsp?object=http://zacat.gesis.org/obj/fStudy/ZA6670
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while the remaining columns in Table 20.2 show the percentage of young 
people who report participating in the given activity, such as contacting 
a politician or being member of a political party. The last two rows show 
results of chi square test, used to establish whether there was a statistically 
significant difference in youth conventional participation rates between 
the two regions.

Table 20.2 shows that core countries are marked by higher rates of 
youth conventional participation in comparison to peripheral countries; 
in other words, in the Eastern periphery, fewer young people use avail-
able options for influencing decision-making process within the demo-
cratic system. Regarding regional differences, results of the chi square test 
suggest that for two dimensions—voting in elections and party member-
ship—differences among youth in the core and in the Eastern periphery 
are not statistically significant. In the case of the remaining three dimen-
sions—contacting a politician, rally participation and donation to a politi-
cian—statistically significant differences exist between young people in the 
core and in the periphery, with young people in the core showing much 
higher levels of activity. The low percentage regarding “donating funds to 
politicians” in Eastern Europe might be related to limited financial and 
material resources available to young people in these countries.

Next, we look at unconventional modes of youth political participa-
tion, shown in Table 20.3. The first two columns in Table 20.3 show the 
percentage of young people who agree that choosing products for political 
or environmental reasons is important, while the remaining five columns 
show the percentage of young people who stated that they participated in 
a certain activity.

As was the case with conventional political participation, data from 
Table 20.3 show that young people in the Eastern periphery are marked 
by significantly lower levels of unconventional political participation. 
Comparing regional averages between young people in the core and in 
the periphery of Europe shows substantial differences. While for instance 
27.94% of young people in the core of Europe report participation in 
protests, only 12.1% of those in the Eastern periphery report this type 
of participation. What is particularly interesting is the indicator “choos-
ing products for political and environmental reasons.” Despite ubiqui-
tous public debates on environmental issues and strong arguments about 
the necessity for new modes of understanding and acting towards natu-
ral environment, this message resonates with only 19% of young people 
in Eastern Europe. Chi square test results reveal statistically significant  
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differences between the two regions on all the presented indicators. This 
strengthens the finding that young people in the core are more active 
in unconventional modes of political participation. For example, they are 
keener to choose products for political or environmental reasons, express 
their views on various internet platforms, or to contact the media in order 
to address injustices.

Taken together, results on patterns of young people’s political partici-
pation in conventional and unconventional activities distinguish young 
people in the core from those in the Eastern periphery of Europe. These 
findings are in line with studies that have shown the levels of political 

Table 20.3  Unconventional youth political participation, EU member states, 
2014

Choosing products for 
political or 
environmental reasons

Signing 
petitions 
(%)

Boycott 
(%)

Contacting 
media (%)

Participating 
in protests (%)

Expressing 
views on 
internet 
(%)

Not 
Important

Important

Austria 14.1 30.6 57.5 54.2 11.8 25.9 25.1
Belgium 18.2 23.15 69.9 36.5 8.2 27.8 21.7
Denmark 15.45 23.4 65 46.7 9 32.4 31.6
Finland 24.4 26.25 48.9 51.3 10.1 8.3 22.8
France 14.65 24.35 72.1 48.3 4.2 49.2 21.2
Sweden 7.65 37.5 75.5 70.8 10.8 33.3 40.2
UK 17.1 22.95 50.8 32.1 7.3 18.7 21.2
Core 15.93 26.89 62.81 48.56 8.77 27.94 26.26

Croatia 14.7 22 48.1 13.6 3.9 6.2 16.2
Czech 
Republic

20.9 20.9 54.8 25.7 11.8 13.3 27

Hungary 11.15 18.7 4.7 4.4 0.9 5.1 4.3
Lithuania 26.2 14.45 28.3 12.3 3.1 9.4 12.5
Poland 23.1 18 18.6 13.4 2.7 7.9 12.3
Slovakia 20.9 15.8 43.8 12.7 3.8 11.2 14.4
Slovenia 14.65 25.45 24.5 33.3 9.4 31.6 24.4
Eastern 
Europe

18.8 19.33 31.83 16.49 5.1 12.1 15.87

χ2 41.56 3.02 37.07 37.229 1.858 47.364
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Source: International Social Science Programme (ISSP). (2014). Citizenship. Retrieved from http://
zacat.gesis.org/webview/index.jsp?object=http://zacat.gesis.org/obj/fStudy/ZA6670
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competence among young people to be lower in Eastern compared to 
Western Europe (Spajic-Vrkas & Cehulic, 2016). Furthermore, young 
people in Eastern Europe have lower levels of participation in unconven-
tional compared to conventional modes of participation, suggesting their 
lower overall contentious potential. In contrast to findings from Southern 
Europe, where research showed significant levels of contentious activities 
and young people’s participation in general (Cairns et al., 2016; Hooghe, 
2012; Williamson, 2014), young people in Eastern Europe generally with-
hold from political participation, and in particular from unconventional 
modes of political participation.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we explored ways in which austerity policies have influ-
enced patterns of youth political participation among the core and periph-
eral EU countries, focusing in particular on features of youth political 
participation in Eastern Europe. Our analysis showed that, despite the 
negative effects of austerity policies across Europe, their affect was stron-
ger in the EU peripheries. Higher levels of exposure to risk of poverty 
and material deprivation, coupled with higher levels of general and youth 
unemployment were in our analysis related to statistically significant differ-
ences in the levels of youth political participation between the European 
core and its Eastern periphery. Young people on the periphery, instead 
of using their creativity and innovation to explore both conventional and 
unconventional modes of political participation, tend to refrain from all 
participation, and this seems particularly true for young people in Eastern 
Europe.

While severe socioeconomic conditions, which were further aggravated 
by austerity measures, resulted in the rise of unconventional political par-
ticipation activities among youth in Southern Europe, the same has not 
been the case in Eastern Europe. On the contrary, our findings suggest a 
political passivity that cuts across the distinction between conventional and 
unconventional modes of political participation. When analysed together 
with lower levels of political interest, knowledge and trust (see Henn, 
Weinstein, & Hodgkinson, 2007), a rather gloomy picture emerges of 
young people’s political potential in Europe’s Eastern periphery. This 
finding has clear implications for democratic prospects of countries of 
Eastern Europe, some of which are currently exhibiting signs of the right-
wing populism and authoritarian tendencies, for instance Hungary and 
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Poland. Our analysis also suggests that democratisation studies must rely 
more substantively on insights from political economy in order to explain 
features of political participation.

Finally, given that our findings suggest an interesting distinction 
between the Southern and Eastern peripheries when it comes to young 
people’s involvement in contentious action. In future work, we would 
like to focus on systematically outlining the various features of young peo-
ples’ political participation in Southern and Eastern Europe, and rely on 
a broader array of empirical sources apart from international surveys. This 
should enable us to more confidently assess the cross-regional variance of 
young peoples’ potential for contentious action, and the many features 
that may help explain it.

�N ote

	1.	 Western European countries (the core): Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 
Finland, France, United Kingdom and Sweden; Eastern European countries 
(the periphery): Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, 
Slovakia and Slovenia.
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