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Urban Uprisings, Social Movements
and Neoliberal Urbanism



1

Re-Thinking Urban Social Movements,
‘Riots’ and Uprisings: An Introduction

Hakan Thorn, Margit Mayer, and Catharina Thérn

Whatever the intellectual sources of error, the effect of equating move-
ments with movement organizations—and thus requiring that protests
have a leader, a constitution, a legislative program, or at least a banner
before they are recognized as such—is to divert attention from many forms
of political unrest and to consign them by definition to the more shadowy
realms of social problems and deviant behavior.... Having decided by defi-
nitional fiat that nothing political has occurred, nothing has to be explained,
at least not in the terms of political protest. (Piven & Cloward, 1977, p. 5)

Urban Uprisings in Contemporary Europe

During the last decade, European cities have been shaken by a wave of
urban collective action. In this book, we argue that this wave needs to
be understood in connection with the structural context of neoliberal

H. Thorn ()  C. Thérn
Gothenburg University, Goteborg, Sweden

M. Mayer
Center for Metropolitan Studies, Berlin, Germany

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2016 3
M. Mayer et al. (eds.), Urban Uprisings,
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urbanism, and that it can be analysed using the concept of ‘urban social
movement’. This means that we go against conventional approaches to
some of these collective acts, which researchers and media have labelled
‘riots’. Considering the intensity, spread, duration and social dimensions
of the ‘rioting’ that occurred in a number of Europe’s major cities in
this period, we prefer to describe them as ‘urban uprisings’, referring to
a moment of rapid spread of collective action in an urban context, from
district to district and/or city to city, which may or may not include vio-
lence, looting and torching. Consider the scale of the urban uprisings in
the following brief introduction of the cases dealt with in this book, and
the difficulty of making a conventional distinction between (disorgan-
ised) ‘riots’ and (organised) movement protest:

In October 2005, an urban uprising began in a Parisian poor suburb
(banlieue) after police had chased boys with immigrant backgrounds into
an electrical substation, where two of them died. The uprising spread to
more than 300 cities and in the process hundreds of public and commer-
cial buildings were destroyed and more than 9000 vehicles torched. In
November, a state of emergency was declared and was extended for three
months by parliament (Dikeg in this volume). In March 2007, an upris-
ing turned central Copenhagen into a battleground between police and
protesters for four days, after a combined military and police-force action
against the Youth House, an autonomous cultural centre. Solidarity
actions were performed in 13 Danish cities and in at least 46 cities in 22
other countries (Karpantschof & Lindblom, 2009, p. 15; Karpantschof
& Lund Hansen in this book). In December 2008, an uprising began
in Athens after a police shot a student in the Excarcheia district (Vradis
in this volume). It lasted for three weeks, and included repeated violent
clashes between police and protesters and the torching of public and pri-
vate buildings. During the first week, a one-day strike against the govern-
ments economic policies involved 2.5 million workers. In Athens and
Thessalonica, universities were occupied. The uprising spread to all major
Greek cities and solidarity actions took place in at least 26 other coun-
tries. Two years later, a major national uprising began in Greek cities,
involving a series of general strikes, demonstrations and violent clashes
with the police. On 12 February 2011, buildings all over Athens were
burning (Vradis & Dalakoglou, 2011).



1 Re-Thinking Urban Social Movements, ‘Riots’ and Uprisings... 5

In May of the same year, a massive demonstration against the Spanish
government’s austerity policies took place simultaneously in 57 Spanish
cities—with Madrid and Barcelona being the nodes—and introducing
the Indignados movement, which would have a strong presence in the
public squares of Spanish cities in the years to come. It did involve some
occasions of rioting and violent clashes with the police, but in general
the movement was committed to peaceful direct action, such as major
labour strikes and the occupation of public spaces with tents, sit-ins
and public assemblies (Martinez in this volume). The Indignados were
inspired by the Arab Spring that same year, and, in turn, they inspired the
Occupy movement beginning in autumn 2011, and eventually spread-
ing to 951 cities in 82 countries (Castells, 2012, p. 4). At the same time,
in August that year, a major uprising started in London after police shot
and killed a man in Tottenham (Slater in this volume). Lasting six nights,
it spread to a number of poor districts in London and was described by
Kawalerowicz and Biggs (2015, pp. 2-3) as ‘the most widespread and
prolonged breakdown of order in London’s history since the Gordon
riot of 1780’. The uprising, which spread to eight other major cities in
England, included looting of shops, torching of public and private build-
ings and violent clashes with the police, who eventually took 3100 people
to court. In May 2013, an uprising began in a poor suburb of Stockholm
after police shot and killed a man of immigrant background. More than
100 cars were burnt during the first night, and the uprising continued for
five more nights, spreading to other poor Stockholm suburbs and eight
smaller cities around Sweden (Sernhede, Thorn and Thorn in this vol-
ume; Schierup, Alund, & Kings, 2014; Thorn, 2013). A few days later,
another uprising broke out in Istanbul, beginning as a small Right to the
City demonstration against the planned demolition of Gezi Park. After
the police responded with harsh repression, the demonstration grew into
a major urban uprising. Six days of violent clashes between police and
protesters followed, spreading to all major cities of Turkey. On 2 June,
235 protests were held in 67 cities across Turkey (Lelandais in this vol-
ume, Farro & Demirhisar, 2014, p. 12). In December of the same year,
a three-week long uprising began in Hamburg after the police attacked
a demonstration. The uprising was primarily about the impending evic-
tion of the autonomous cultural centre Rote Flora, but also involved
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the broader Right to the City movement formed in Hamburg in 2009.
In response to the uprising, the municipality declared a curfew and the
police established a ‘danger zone’, enforcing ‘stop-and-frisk’ rules (Birke
in this volume).

In all of the cases in which ‘rioting’, i.e., violent clashes, looting and
torching, occurred, it was triggered by violent police action that in four
cases involved deaths as a consequence. But there are also other and more
significant similarities between these cases, providing a more thorough
explanation of events and processes. The uprisings in Paris, London and
Stockholm share a racial dimension, which played a role in the deaths that
ignited the uprisings, as those killed were black and/or had an immigrant
background. In all cases, the killings occurred in urban areas subject to
territorial stigmatization (Wacquant, 1999), i.e., districts where a major-
ity of the inhabitants belong to the working class or the precariat, and are
poor and non-white. While these uprisings were reminiscent of events in
Britain in the 1980s, most notably in the London district Brixton in 1981
(Gilroy, 1987), but also in Parisian banlieues in the same year (Duprez,
2009), the scale and intensity of the 2000s uprisings make them, in a

Fig. 1.1 The 2013 urban uprising in Hamburg in 2013 began after the threat
of an eviction of Rote Flora, a squatted building that had functioned as a
centre for urban activism for more than two decades. Photo: Hdkan Thérn
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Western context, comparable only to similar events in the US: the so-
called ‘race riots’ from the 1960s to Ferguson in 2014 (Abu-Lughod,
2007; Schneider, 2014).

Contemporary urban segregation, however, also involves, and is driven
by, urban restructuring processes such as gentrification. A number of col-
lective actions occurring in Europe during the last decade address the
social effects of inner city ‘upgrading’. This was the case with Gezi Park,
where the initial demonstration involved activists from the Right to the
City movement, which has also during the last decade developed a strong
presence in German cities such as Hamburg and Berlin. The Copenhagen
municipality’s decision to sell off the centrally located Youth House, cul-
minating years of clashes between police and activists around the issue,
is also related to inner-city upgrading. Anti-gentrification action has also
been an important element in urban movements emerging in Eastern
Europe, where a wave of urban movements has emerged during the last
decade (Jacobsson, 2015). While our book mainly focuses on Western
Europe, Polanska’s chapter provides insight into how an alliance of squat-
ters and tenant associations has challenged Polish urban policies (Polanska
in this volume). If these collective actions were clearly driven by activists
with an articulated political agenda, this was also true of the uprisings in
Athens, Barcelona and Madrid. The 2008 uprising in Athens may be seen
as the first major manifestation of the emerging anti-austerity movement
(Flesher Fominaya, & Cox, 2013; Mayer, 2016), escalating into Greece
and Spain in 2010-2011, and spreading to a number of other European
countries in the years to follow.

While there are many crucial differences between the collective actions
just mentioned, primarily related to their differing national and local
political contexts and socio-economic conditions, the links between
them are equally important. In exploring such links, we have found the
conventional distinction between ‘riots’ and movement action unhelpful.
This is related to the emphasis the chapters of this book place on how
collective actions that may look different on the surface share an urban
dimension: They are all in different ways reactions to the developments
and effects of neoliberal urbanism. While this urban dimension does not
exhaust these phenomena analytically, as they also involve elements of
structural processes that go beyond the urban dimension, it is an impor-
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tant and revealing one. Therefore, we first and foremost analyse how the
different forms of collective action articulate and resist spatialised social
inequalities produced by processes of segregation and gentrification. The
production and deepening of such spatialised inequalities is a key dimen-
sion of contemporary neoliberalism worldwide (Brenner, 2014), and also
of urban collective action (Mayer, 2013a).

The empirical case studies and analyses in this book address three
inadequacies in contemporary research that have been made particu-
larly apparent by urban developments in the 2000s. First, considering
the wave of urban collective action recounted above, it is curious that
research on contentious politics and social movements rarely addresses
the urban dimension (as highlighted by Hamel, 2014; Jacobsson, 2015;
Nicholls et al. 2013; Pickvance, 2003). Second, the distinction made
in contemporary research between urban riots and urban social move-
ments, which may even be said to represent different research fields, is
unsatisfactory for an adequate analysis of contemporary urban collective
action. The fact that there are two entries relating to riots in the recent
Encyclopedia of Social and Political Movements (Snow et al 2013) may
seem to contradict our claim that such separation exists. However, on the
topic of ‘Urban riots in Europe, post 2000’, leading riot researcher David
Waddington draws the following conclusion from the events in Paris,
Athens and London mentioned above:

Though unquestionably driven by profound political grievance, they did
not constitute the type of ‘insurrection’, ‘uprising’, or ‘upheaval’ that is
generally more synonymous with enduring, bona fide social movements.
(Waddington, 2013, p. 3)

Third, while contemporary analyses of neoliberal urbanism have begun
to take an interest in urban collective action (e.g. Harvey, 2012), such
analyses rarely draw on social movement research. Against this back-
ground, this book constitutes an attempt to bridge the gap between these
relatively separate bodies of research by providing a structural analysis
of urban uprising that focuses on processes of large-scale urban trans-
formation in the shape of what has been called ‘neoliberal urbanism—
and explores to what extent, and how, these developments involve the
formation of new urban social movements in Europe. It contributes to
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a rethinking of the relations between social movements, ‘riots” and neo-
liberalism, a rethinking that has been made urgent by urban develop-
ments since the 2000s. In the following sections, we will discuss key
themes in these three research areas, further developing our own points
and conceptualisations.

We begin by recapitulating the debate between those who empha-
sise macro- and micro-perspectives on riots because, in contrast to the
1960s and 1970s, micro-approaches today dominate research in the field.
However, the recent developments discussed in this book seem to us to
call for revisiting structural theories, and particularly Marxist-oriented
perspectives that emphasise the link between crises and opportunities
for collective action, be they violent or non-violent. As the distinction
between riots and ‘movement events is less significant in structural
approaches, they provide a logical starting point for diminishing the gap
between such related collective phenomena. In the following section, we
will first take a closer look at the major conceptions and findings of the
field of ‘riot research’, then move on to social movement theory, and con-
clude the section by presenting the analytical approach we propose for
bridging these two research fields. The next section will link this analyti-
cal approach to urban theory to provide an understanding of the specific
way in which urban social movements are urban. Finally, we provide a
thematic overview of the chapters of the book, focusing on how their
analyses of urban uprisings and social movements relate to the themes

highlighted in this introductory chapter.

Riots, Resistance, Uprisings and Social
Movements

On a purely descriptive level, there seems to be relative consensus in con-
temporary research (e.g., Myers, 2013) that ‘riot’ signifies a temporary
collective act taking place in an urban context, and involving damage to
property and violent clashes between groups of actors, most often rioters
and police (or other representatives of authorities, such as fire squads),
but in some cases also between different ‘ethnic’” groups (such as, e. g., in
the 1992 Los Angeles uprising when Korean shop-owners were attacked).
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With the exception of rioting in connection with political demonstrations,
most researchers do not consider riots as social movement phenomena.'

In understanding how riots are conceptualised today, and why such
acts are often held separate from social movements, we need to go back
to the early phase of social science and the notion of ‘crowd behaviour’.
This concept was largely inspired by social-psychological thinking on
‘the mob’ by Gustav Le Bon, Gabriel Tarde and Sigmund Freud. This
involved the idea that the participants lose their individual selves when
drawn into a crowd. While such a process may involve rational behaviour
on the part of demagogic leaders with charismatic capacity, the core idea
in this mode of thinking is that the crowd is constituted by irrational
behaviour. This perspective became an integral part of the structural-
functionalist social movement theory associated first and foremost with
Neil Smelser’s theory of collective behaviour (Smelser, 1962), a category
including ‘panics’ and riots (‘hostile outbursts’), as well as more organ-
ised political collective acts, which all could be structurally explained by
‘grievances’ caused by ‘structural strain’ and ‘deprivation’:

Real or anticipated economic deprivation, in fact, occupies an important
place in the initiation of hostile outbursts, reform movements, revolution-
ary movements, and new sects as well. (Smelser, 1962, pp. 15-16)

The current separation, or under-theorised relation, between research
on riots and social movements is related to the fact that the dominant
schools of contemporary social movement theory more or less take their

"In Riot, Unrest and Protest in the Global Stage, the editors David Pritchard and Francis Pakes
(2014) do not make such a distinction. On the other hand, they do not provide any theoretical
framework for linking these phenomena either. From silence to protest: International perspectives on
weakly resourced groups (Chabanet & Royall, 2014) does not operate with a distinction between
social movements and ‘riots’ either, as the editors seek a renewal of social movement theory and link
to the dynamics of contention perspective (Tilly, 2008). In addition to, e. g., chapters on the World
Social Forum and political mobilisation by Muslims in Europe, the volume includes the chapter
‘Urban riots in France and Britain: Arguments in favor of political analyses’, by Didier Chabanet
(2014), who provides an analysis emphasising the political nature of these events in a manner simi-
lar to the authors in our volume. However, while the dynamics of contention perspective undoubt-
edly have opened up the mainstream social movement research paradigm in an interesting way, and
partly work as a way of bridging riot research with a social movement perspective, we still find it
insufficient in order to grasp, and analyse as political, those collective acts that do not make explicit
political claims and/or do not target the government (see further in footnote 5 below).
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starting point in a critique of Smelser’s approach, particularly the way it
linked social movements to ‘irrational crowd behaviour’, and explained
them with reference to deprivation, whether absolute or relative, real or
anticipated. In opposition to this, the use of ‘collective action’, rather
than collective behaviour, as a fundamental analytical category in con-
temporary social movement theories, most often involves an assumption
that social movements are goal-oriented, rational and strategic.

Post-War Riot Research

As already mentioned, the uprisings in Paris, London and Stockholm
discussed in this book are similar in the sense that they took place in
territorially stigmatised urban areas, where a majority of the population
belong either to the working class or the precariat (Standing, 2011), and
are subjected to structural racism. Such a type of uprising has, in the
decades following the Second World War, mostly been a US phenom-
enon. Beginning in the 1980s, however, similar uprisings started to occur
in deeply segregated European cities, where boundaries of class domi-
nance and racialisation intersect, predominantly in Paris, Lyon (Dikeg,
2007a) and London (Gilroy, 1987). It is basically these historical experi-
ences on which US/UK riot research, which has been dominant for the
past decades, is based.

A standard reference in this research on riots is the report by the Kerner
Commission (National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968)
that examined 75 riots in predominantly black urban districts in the USA
between 1964 and 1967. In accordance with the dominant sociological
terminology at the time, the commission listed 12 ‘grievances’ at three
‘levels of intensity’ as causes for the civil disorders it had studied. The list
is worth citing in its entirety because all of the factors it contains have
resurfaced in the academic and media debates following the urban upris-
ings in Paris, London and Stockholm in the 2000s.

First Level of Intensity

1. Police practices.
2. Unemployment and underemployment.
3. Inadequate housing.



12 H. Thérn et al.
Second Level of Intensity

4. Inadequate education.
5. Poor recreation facilities and programs.
6. Ineffectiveness of the political structure and grievance mechanisms.

Third Level of Intensity

7. Disrespectful white attitudes.
8. Discriminatory administration of justice.
9. Inadequacy of federal programs.
10. Inadequacy of municipal services.
11. Discriminatory consumer and credit practices.
12. Inadequate welfare programs. (National Advisory Commission on
Civil Disorders, 1968, pp. 7-8)

Research on US riots that followed the Kerner Commission (see
Schneider, 2014 for an overview) has questioned its broad range of
explanations on certain points, while emphasising the relevance of oth-
ers. More important, however, is that the discussion has tended to centre
on the notion of deprivation as an overall explanation. For example,
using statistical data, both Lieberson and Silverman (1965, examin-
ing 75 riots in black districts between 1913 and 1963) and Olzak and
Shannan (1996, examining riots in 204 cities between 1954 and 1993)
have questioned the conclusion that riots were caused by extreme depri-
vation, based on the finding that a commonality for districts where riots
occurred was that the situation for blacks was improving.” There are,
however, different ways of interpreting these data. Modifications of the
deprivation perspective, such as Eisinger’s (1973) and Gurr’s (1972), have
emphasised the notion of relative deprivation. An improving situation
for the poor may cause rising expectations, a situation which risks being

*In search for such mechanisms, Olzak and Shannan (1996) use a problematic, economistic com-
petition theory, and an equally problematic interpretation of riots in terms of ‘ethnic conflict, to
argue that it is the combination of increasing opportunities for blacks to compete for job opportu-
nities and a shrinking job market that is the most important factor behind riots, making moments
of rising unemployment particularly explosive.
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turned into increasing frustration if the actual gaps between blacks and
whites remain or even increase, which has been the case since at least the
1970s. Other researchers have discussed structural inequalities in terms
of class rather than ‘grievances’ and ‘deprivation’, drawing on theories of
an urban underclass (Massey & Denton, 1993), and more recently on
‘urban outcasts’ (Wacquant, 2008). Farley and Allen (1989) and Wilson
(1987) have shown that improved conditions also involve a process of
‘internal differentiation’ among the urban poor; while a minority start
to climb upwards, others remain, and may feel their situation has even
declined, increasing their frustration.

Critics of deprivation theory and other structural approaches argue
that these: (1) cannot explain why rioting does not occur in all deprived
areas; and (2) do not provide any explanation in terms of the mecha-
nisms through which a deprived social condition or profound structural
inequalities give rise to a riot (e.g., Olzak & Shannan, 1996). This has led
riot research in the direction of focusing on micro-processes, particularly
the interaction between police and groups of youth that are most often
in the forefront of rioting (e.g., Abu-Lughod, 2007; Schneider, 2014;
Waddington, 2007). Responding to the series of British riots beginning in
Brixton in 1981, a group of researchers developed ‘the flashpoint model’
(Waddington, 2007), which involves six factors.” One of these is a struc-
tural dimension lumping together unemployment, relative deprivation
and racial discrimination. The focus of the empirical research, involving
participant-observation as an important tool, is, in the manner of sym-
bolic interactionism, on different groups’ interactions with one another,
including, as an important element, their different interpretation of
events. Based on this research, Waddington has argued that urban rioting
could be analysed as an interaction ritual, with a distinctively patterned
scenario, involving a ‘triggering event’ (‘the precipitating incident’) as an

3'The six factors are, in brief: (1) structural—poverty, unemployment, relative deprivation and racial
discrimination; (2) political/ideological—a group’s political legitimacy, power and influence; (3)
cultural—the rules, norms and self-definition of a group and their relation to those of the police
and society at large; (4) contextual—history of negative interactions between a minority group and
the police; (5) situational—spatial and symbolic characteristics of the site of conflict; and (6) inter-
actional—miscommunication and misreading of particular actions (Waddington, 2007, pp. 49-59).
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important element. In a similar manner, combining a structural perspec-
tive with an emphasis on a micro-perspective, Schneider’s Police Power
and Race Riots (2014) is a comparison between the 1964 New York upris-
ing and the 2005 Paris uprising, emphasising similarities between them.
Drawing on Lieberson’s and Silverman’s (1965) as well as Abu-Lughod’s
(2007) research on US riots, Schneider focuses on police action as the
most important cause of riots. This research has shown how the so-called
‘triggering event’ is merely a culmination of a long series of police actions,
such as frequent ‘stop-and-frisk’ actions, ID-controls, use of violence and
targeting the residents of a stigmatised district. Building on Tilly (1998),
Schneider’s key concept is ‘categorical inequality’, signifying an overlap
between power hierarchies and political identities, the latter based on
boundaries drawn by states defining, e.g., who is a citizen and who is
not, or classifying citizens according to ethnicity or race. According to
Schneider, the most important explanation for riots such as those in
New York and Paris is a sustained and brutal policing, involving a racist
dimension, of such boundaries, which in the context of urban segrega-
tion also has a geographical dimension.

It is clear that scholars such as Waddington or Schneider do recognize
the significance of structural inequalities and poverty as a fundamental
condition for the occurrence of rioting, and their research into micro-
processes undoubtedly improves our understanding of the dynamics of
conflicts emerging from power inequalities and urban segregation ‘on the
ground’, which eventually erupt in urban uprisings. Nevertheless, in their
search for the micro-mechanisms to explain why riots occur in some cases
and not in others, paired with a strong criticism of scholars who empha-
sise structural factors, they tend to lose sight of relevant structures. While
it can hardly be denied that a violent uprising may spread from district
to district, and from city to city, through the social-psychological mech-
anism of mimicry, actively facilitated and fuelled by spectacular media
images, we believe it is more important to pay attention to revealing
social-structural patterns in the districts involved in the uprisings. After
all, what all research on post-war riots in the USA, France and Britain
surveyed in this section confirms, irrespective of analytical perspective, is
that without exception these riots begin in, and spread to, urban districts
inhabited by people belonging to the working class or the precariat, who
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are also subjected to structural racism. To us, this dictates that structural
factors need to be in the foreground of the analysis. While those who
emphasise the micro-dimension pay careful attention to the particular
context of each riot on the micro-level, they tend to pay less attention to
the fact that structural dimensions are also context-specific and need care-
ful and systematic analysis. Schneider accounts for the differing historical
dynamics behind structural racism in the USA versus France, but dis-
misses explanations of the Paris uprising that refer to neoliberal develop-
ments (Schneider, 2014, 20ff.), such as the one presented in Wacquant’s
Urban Outcasts (2008).

Beyond Classical Riot Research

Our approach starts from the view that territorial stigmatisation, ‘depri-
vation’, social inequality and structural racism describe social situations
that are profoundly political in the sense that they are defined by power
inequalities, and thus by social tensions and conflict (Mouffe, 2005).
Some of the ‘riots’ discussed in this section may be defined by the fact
that they are not political in the narrow sense, meaning that those who
participate in the uprising planned and staged them to make political
demands or to bring about social change (although statements along
those lines are not unusual in media interviews with rioters), but that
they are politicising events (Miller & Nicholls, 2013; Thorn, 2015) in
the sense that they act on, and make manifest, social inequalities and
conflicts that constitute social relations under different phases of mod-
ern capitalism. Without exception, the urban uprisings occurring in poor
urban districts discussed in this book have given rise to major public
debates on social inequalities and structural racism. As discussed in detail
by Slater in this volume, such processes of politicisation are met with
efforts to de-politicise the events as defenders of the social order seek to
turn the events into a moral issue. Common arguments are that partici-
pation in an uprising is first and foremost to be defined as a criminal act,
initiated by youth who lead criminal lives in urban districts beyond social
control; a situation ultimately to be explained by the failure of those
individuals and institutions who have the obligation to teach the young
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proper values and norms, such as the single mother in a ‘broken family’
and the ‘soft’ school teacher.

When urban uprisings broke out in a number of US cities in 1964,
one of the most well-known proponents of non-violence in the twen-
tieth century, Martin Luther King, stated that ‘a riot is a language of
the unheard” (quoted in Killian, 1968, p. 109). Social scientists soon
proved him right: Surveys by Feagin and Hahn (1970) showed that 86%
of the inhabitants in a Detroit district where riots had occurred believed
that deprivation and racial discrimination were the main causes behind
the riots, with discontent with police brutality second on the list. (For
similar results presented in a report based on interviews with residents of
the poor suburb Husby, where the Stockholm uprising began, see de los
Reyes et al., 2014). Of ‘deprivation’ factors, 60% in the Detroit survey
more specifically pointed to unemployment as a cause. A larger number
of surveys conducted between 1964 and 1968 found that 12 to 17 % of
the respondents advocated violence as the best way for black people to
struggle for their rights. With a variation between one-third and two-
thirds in different surveys, respondents expressed the belief that violence
did help the cause. Between 11 % and 35 %, depending on the city,
were estimated to have taken part in riots (Feagin & Hahn, 1973, Myers,
2013; Oliver, 2008). These surveys suggest that riots, rather than being
irrational, ‘hostile outbursts’, involve strategic action, which is also sup-
ported by some contemporary research that views the violence of rioting
as ‘inherently rational’, (Myers, 2013, p. 4), and should be interpreted
as deeply political.* More recent research also supports our emphasis on
structural factors. Building both on a review of previous ‘riot research’
and an extensive examination of the social structural patterns of the 2011
London uprising, involving the residential addresses of 1620 people
who were arrested, Kawalerowicz and Biggs (2015, p. 1) conclude that
their ‘indings challenge the orthodoxy that rioting is not explained by
deprivation.’

We have shown that mainstream contemporary research on riots tends
to start out with the question ‘why do riots occur in certain cases and not
in others’. In light of the data just presented, as well as statistics on rising

“There are also contemporary social psychology scholars who argue that collective events such as
riots could create an empowerment that can feed into social change (e.g,, Drury & Reicher, 2009).
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social inequalitly, well-documented structural racism and police abuse, it
seems that a more relevant starting question should be ‘why do people
not stage uprisings in most cases?‘ In addressing that question, it needs to
be pointed out that critics of structural explanations are not entirely right
in their claim that functionalists and Marxists have nothing to say about
‘mechanisms’ that explain why deprivation, class inequalities and oppres-
sion cause people to rebel in certain cases, but not in others. On the
contrary, structural perspectives tend to emphasise how uprisings may
be triggered by the disruption of a well-established social order caused
by different forms of structural change. In the case of Smelser’s (1962)
functionalist model of social evolution, too-rapid economic or techno-
logical development could cause such eruption through the mechanism
of social stress. For a structurally oriented scholar such as Wacquant, dif-
ferent historical phases in capitalist development require different expla-
nations be given for the US riots in the 1960s and the French riots in the
2000s. He saw the former as triggered by the post-war restructuring of
urban capitalism, causing a crumbling of the ‘caste system’ (meaning the
USA’s historically specific system of racial segregation), whereas the latter
was caused by neoliberal developments that spawned a decomposition of
working-class neighbourhoods (Wacquant, 2008, pp. 23-33).

Material factors are thus a key dimension in both functionalist and
Marxist-oriented structural perspectives. Nevertheless, for understand-
ing how such material factors translate into agency, a number of struc-
tural approaches emphasise that a window of opportunity for collective
action is opened by disruptions of those norms or discourses which nor-
mally would prevent such openings, even when oppression is harsh and
inequalities are deep. While classical Parsonian functionalism under-
stands this in terms of a breakdown of the normative framework of social
integration, explaining the ‘irrational crowd’ as a phenomenon of ano-
mie, Marxist and particularly Gramsci-oriented scholars emphasise how
collective agency is facilitated by the weakening of hegemonic discourse,
and of ruling elites’ legitimacy, caused by structural crises. Importantly,
collective agency facilitated in connection with crises may in turn fur-
ther undermine the hegemonic order—or, alternatively, cause a counter-
reaction to reestablish legitimacy for ruling elites (e.g., Candeias, 2010;

Cox & Nilsen, 2014).
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For the research paradigm that has been rather dominant in social
movement studies for the past decades, including research mobilization
theory and the political process perspective, distancing itself from struc-
tural functionalism involved making a distinction between spontane-
ous, disorganised and temporary phenomena, such as the violent urban
resistance that is part of some of the urban uprisings discussed in this
book, and highly organised, sustained collective action, defined by con-
scious intentions in the shape of clearly defined political goals and clear
targets.” The shortcomings of such an approach for capturing the plural-
ity of shapes and logics of different forms of collective action, and how
they may be linked with each other, were pointed out at an early stage by
Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward in Poor People’s Movements:

The stress on conscious intentions in these usages reflects a confusion in the
literature between the mass movement on the one hand, and the formalized
organizations which tend to emerge on the crest of the movement on the
other hand—two intertwined but distinct phenomena. Thus formalized
organizations do put forward articulated and agreed-upon social change
goals, as suggested by these definitions, but such goals may not be apparent
in mass uprisings (although others, including ourselves as observers and ana-
lysts, may well impute goals to uprisings). (Piven & Cloward, 1977, p. 5)

To this we would add two more points: first, it is not only ‘outside
observers’ and intellectuals who ascribe such meanings to uprisings. As
revealed by the surveys taken in black communities referred to above,
as well as by recent research on European uprisings (Karlsson, 2014 on
Paris; Slater in this volume on London; de los Reyes et al., 2014 on
Stockholm), it is not uncommon for participants in uprisings or those
living in the areas where they occur, to ascribe political meaning to these
events. Second, when such articulations, whether by participants in, or
observers of, the uprisings, are made public (through media interviews
or opinion-making and political debate), they are to be understood as
part of the process, rather than something separate from or external to
the ‘actual events’.

>The most recent turn within the dominant social movement research paradigm is the theory of con-
tentious politics, which considers ‘disruptive’ collective action’ (including riots) as an aspect of social
movement politics. But the emphasis is still on (1) ‘interactions in which actors make c/zims’, in which
(2) ‘governments appear either as targets, initiators of claims, or third parties’ (Tilly, 2008, p. 5).
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Relinking ‘Riots’ and Movements: An Analytical
Approach

Regarding the debate on how to understand riots and social movements,
and the relation of the two, we make three arguments. First, we argue that
the analysis of phenomena conventionally defined as ‘riots’ and ‘move-
ments needs to involve, as a fundamental element, a focus on social
structures, particularly structural power inequalities and their means of
reproduction—and the discursive legitimization of these. Second, while
a number of social movement studies since the 1960s have convincingly
shown that structural functionalism was mistaken in assuming that col-
lective action is always related to some form of structural change, we
argue that modern history provides many examples of how structural
crises often do involve the rise of social movements. This appears particu-
larly to be the case with what Piven and Cloward (1977) call ‘mass move-
ments, such as the urban uprisings discussed in this book. In the case of
post-war urban social movements in the Global North, Mayer (2009)
has shown how four waves of urban mobilisation occurring since the
1970s can be seen as responding to specific tensions and contradictions
inherent to each consecutive regime. While the movements of the 1960s
and 1970s were triggered by specific features of the Fordist-Keynesian
city, roll-back neoliberalisation of the 1980s reacted to the limits of the
Keynesian city by cutting back on social provisions, and thereby bringing
‘old’ issues back on to the agenda such as poverty and new housing needs
and at the same time also cutting into the material basis of much of the
movement sector. The following phase of roll-back neoliberalisation of
the 1980s reacted to the limits of the Keynesian city; roll-out neoliberali-
sation of the 1990s addressed some of the problems created by the roll-
back and austerity measures of the first phase of neoliberalism creating
thereby some openings for the movements; and, starting with the dot-
com crash of 2001, in a third round of neoliberalisation, anti-austerity
movements began to be spawned.® The recent uprisings across European
cities should thus be seen in relation to an urban crisis, further fuelled by

¢The decades roughly correspond to developments in Western European countries, but even among
them there are variations.
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the 2008 economic crisis, and involving a legitimacy crisis for neoliberal
urbanism (see Mayer’s Chap. 2 in this volume).

Third, in this approach, ‘social movement’ is an analytical concept. This
is in contrast to a common usage in current social movement research,
influenced by resource mobilisation theory, which over-emphasises formal
organizations and agreed-upon goals in its definition of a social move-
ment. More importantly, the concept of ‘social movement’ in this usage
is constructed as an empirical generalisation, meaning that a social move-
ment is perceived as a relatively well-defined entity, composed of certain
interacting social movement organizations (SMOs), mobilisations and
campaigns. While a version of resource-mobilisation theory, the politi-
cal process perspective, highlights the role of political opportunity struc-
tures, the analysis of macro-structural processes is not an important part
of this body of research, with the exception of Charles Tilly’s historical
work. As an analytical concept, ‘social movement’ implies that the study
of empirical ‘movement phenomena’, whether demonstrations, riots or
more organised and long-term forms of collective action, is an analytical
operation which involves linking such phenomena to relevant structural
elements. While such an analysis also considers the agendas and goals of
social movement organizations as important, it does not limit its analytical
gaze to such elements. The analytical approach will often make a research-
er’s understanding of a movement different from its self-understanding.

Such an analytical approach to social movements was originally devel-
oped by Alain Touraine (1981), Manuel Castells (1983) and Alberto
Melucci (1989). While taking a certain distance from an orthodox class
analysis of social movements, particularly Touraine’s and Castells’ roots in
Marxism were clearly visible in their emphasis on structural contradictions
and conflicts in their analyses of social movements. While this led Touraine
to search for the new central social movement articulating the fundamen-
tal (class) conflict of post-industrial society, Castells and Melucci consid-
ered a variety of social conflicts and movements. Their point was, however,
preventing the concept of ‘movement from ‘becoming synonymous with
everything in motion in society’, which is a frequent misunderstanding of
the new social movement approach (Melucci, 1989, p. 24).” On the con-

7Tt is an irony that Melucci’s theory has often been used in this way, while this is actually what he
believed was the problem with the approach represented by, e.g., Tarrow (1983). The full sentence
cited above reads: ‘Contemporary American authors seem to call every form of non-institutional
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trary; they considered new social movements to be defined by their con-
flictual dimension and challenge to the logic of social systems (Melucci,
1989, p. 23). In Castells’ major contribution to the field, 7he City and the
Grassroots, the new ‘central’ social movements were limited to structurally
significant forms of collective action acting on the major contradictions of
late capitalism: urban movements, feminism, new labour, self-management,
alternative communication (Castells, 1983, p. 327). This emphasis also
involved attention to the particular circumstances in which collective action
occurred, but instead of abstract ‘mechanisms’, it highlighted specific his-
torical conditions; and in the case of Castells’ 7%e City, even historical detail.
This book included a chapter on the 1960s US uprisings conceptualized as
‘urban revolt’. Here, Castells argued that while ‘a social movement is never
reducible to a structural trend’, ‘the urban revolt” of ‘the ghettos’ needs to
be understood as resulting from ‘a matrix of contradictions underlying the
fabric of the inner-cities’, including spatialised ethnic segregation, poverty,
economic inequalities and political alienation, and being triggered by the
disruptions of large-scale urban renewal, the social reform programs known
as War on Poverty, and a more favourable situation for blacks as a result of
the civil-rights movement (Castells, 1983, p. 50). Castells thus emphasizes a
combination of factors discussed in the debate on ‘riots’. Further, he argues
that ‘the urban revolt needs to be examined in connection with another
form (‘at least in appearance’) of urban collective action going on in US cit-
ies at the same time and in the same places—community struggles:

the analysis of inner city revolts must consider the basic social trend under-
lying the community struggles, since they actually represented the most
lasting connection between the new urban contradictions and the new
forms of social movements. (Castells, 1983, p. 55)

Although it is not perfectly clear whether Castells thinks that the wave of
urban collective action in US cities in the 1960s should be conceptualised
in terms of an urban social movement, he states that all the mentioned
indications point ‘towards the existence of a major social movement that
shook the foundations of the American city’ (ibid., p. 51). A few years

political action a social movement, to the extent that the word “movement” is in danger of becom-
ing synonymous with everything in motion in society’ (Melucci, 1989, p. 24).



22 H. Thorn et al.

later, drawing on Castells (as well as Touraine and Melucci), Paul Gilroy
(1987) analysed the 1980s uprisings in British cities in connection with
the emergence of a new social movement articulated around race and
class. These works are an important source of inspiration in our own
effort to analyse and understand contemporary urban uprisings. While
the new social movement approach had its shortcomings, some of which
we will address in our discussion of Castells work below, its combina-
tion of structural analysis and emphasis on the complexities of collective
agency, meaning its emphasis on not reducing agency either to a pure
reflection of structure or an expression of basically rational calculation,
provides a good starting point for rethinking urban social movements.

So the approach suggested here, linking ‘riots’ to social movements, is
not new, but builds on earlier approaches which today, however, are both
marginalised and in need of conceptual development, considering the
developments that have taken place since the 1980s. Nor are we alone
in this, as a number of other scholars, dissatisfied with the rationalist
and empiricist social movement research paradigm, attempt to renew
and develop the works of Touraine and Melucci (see, e.g., Baumgarten,
Daphi, & Ullrich, 2014; Cox & Nilsen, 2014; Pleyers, 2010; Thorn,
2015), and in connection with urban social movements, particularly
Castells (Birke, 2012; Hamel, 2014; Mayer, 2013; Merrifield, 2013a;
Miller & Nicholls, 2013; Nicholls et al 2013; see also the 2006 special
issue of IJURR on Castells’ 7he City and the Grassroots). An important
source of inspiration for recent urban movement analysis has been the
writings of Henri Lefebvre, who himself had significant influence on
Castells, particularly texts such as 7he Right to the City (1996) and 7he
Urban Revolution (2003). This emerging conceptual development has
also involved attempts to integrate Foucauldian concepts of ‘resistance’
into social movement studies (Baumgarten & Ullrich, 2012; Death,
2010; Mayer & Kiinkel, 2012; Thorn, 2015). In particular, Foucaults
concept of resistance and how it relates to power is useful for understand-
ing contemporary urban uprisings.

While, for practical reasons, we have used the term ‘riot’ in our discus-
sion of previous research, we belong to those researchers who feel that
the term is tainted because of its associations, in both research and public
debate, with ‘mob behaviour’, criminality and hooliganism, a perspec-
tive that further contributes to a de-politicisation of profoundly political
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structural conditions, and a greater stigmatisation of participants (Myers,
2013). In order to provide a more appropriate theoretical underpin-
ning, we define those collective acts referred to as ‘riots’, in cases where
they manifest structural inequalities, as violent urban resistance, in the
Foucauldian sense of ‘counter-conduct’ in relation to the exercise of power
(Death, 2010; Foucault, 1990, p. 95). Such acts display the same logic
as the forms of resistance which Foucault called ‘anti-authority struggles’.
A defining element of such collective acts of resistance is that they are
‘immediate’ in the sense that they target the direct effects of power:

These are ‘immediate’ struggles for two reasons. In such struggles people
criticize instances of power which are the closest to them, those which
exercise their action on individuals. They do not look for the ‘chief enemy’,
but for the ‘immediate enemy’. Nor do they expect to find a solution to
their problem at a future date (that is, liberations, revolutions, end of class
struggle). (Foucault, 1982, p. 211)

That is to say that the challenge to dominant institutions that such col-
lective action primarily poses does not need to involve direct or explicit
demands for urban change, but may be merely symbolic.

Let us summarise our understanding of the relations between the con-
cepts developed in this introduction, which we propose as the most ade-
quate for capturing the processes analysed in this book. We emphasise
that urban resistance, urban uprisings and social movements are different
forms of collective action. Please note that this terminology is not consis-
tently used by the contributors to this book. Our proposed conceptualisa-
tions have been developed by us, the editors, as a result of our work on this
volume, and can thus be seen as a conclusion. First, the most general term
collective action refers to actions that might be more or less consciously
coordinated and more or less goal-oriented and strategic, but it is always
conflictual, addressing one or several adversaries. Second, urban resistance
refers to collective action that is immediate in the Foucauldian sense and
may or may not involve the explicit articulation of political demands, and
may or may not include violence. 7hird, when such acts of urban collective
resistance temporarily spread to a number of urban districts and/or even
to a number of cities, we refer to them as an urban uprising. Fourth, the
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analytical concept of urban social movement refers to an array of collective
acts that, within a given space and time-frame, address certain spatialised
power inequalities. While empirically this may involve both violent and/
or non-violent urban resistance and moments of urban uprising, it also
transcends such temporary phenomena through sustained urban collective
action; i.e., a chain of collective acts linked to each other in different ways.
Linking is crucial and refers to processes of articulation (Laclau & Mouffe,
1985). Such processes are key to understanding how singular acts of urban
resistance, or moments of urban uprising (often referred to as ‘rioting),
can become part of an urban social movement and its articulated demands
for, and acts to achieve, structural change (cf. Sernhede, Thorn and Thérn
in this book).

The analysis of urban social movements that we suggest, then, implies
linking empirical ‘movement phenomena’, such as various forms of
organisations, protests and less structured acts of collective resistance,
to relevant structural and historical contexts (cf. Mayer, 2009; Thorn,
2012). This means that, given our emphasis on structural analysis guid-
ing the interpretation and linkage of different forms of collective action,
it is an empirical question whether acts of urban resistance and uprisings
are part of a social movement or not. This also means that for two differ-
ent collective acts to be considered as part of a social movement, it is not
necessary that there is concrete interaction between them, as long as they
address the same spatialised structural inequalities.

While we have defined the spatialised structural inequalities as the
most basic element of the ‘urbanness” of a social movement, this needs
to be further elaborated with respect to the dramatic processes of global
urban transformation that have occurred in the 2000s.

What is Urban About Today’s Urban Social
Movements?

A number of influential social scientists have convincingly argued that
the most structurally significant social conflicts in the 2000s concern the
production, control and effects of urban structures and processes. While
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some scholars emphasise a new significance of cities, as ‘a theatre of global
transformation’ (Hamel, 2014, p. 464) or ‘a strategic site for a whole
new type of political actors and projects’ (Sassen, 2006, p. 281), others
highlight ‘planetary urbanization’ as a process now defining social life
globally (Brenner, 2014; Harvey, 2012; Merrifield, 2013a). In his presi-
dential address at the 2014 International Sociological Association’s World
Congress, Michael Burawoy called on the world’s sociologists to pay close
attention to these conflicts and the various movements involved in them,
in order to improve their understanding of the fundamental dynamics
of contemporary societies (Burawoy, 2015). Why is it then that the field
of social movement research is not already at the forefront of such an
effort? In fact, important handbooks, such as 7he Blackwell Companion to
Social Movements (Snow et al 2004), don’t even have an entry for "urban
movements .

This absence is perhaps a consequence of the fact that the study of
urban social movements has often involved the kind of macro-structural
analysis from which much of mainstream social movement research has
distanced itself. It is then logical that those who, like ourselves, call for a
rethinking of (urban) social movement theory in light of contemporary
global urban developments and collective action, approach the study of
movements as an ‘entry point into social, and urban, phenomena more
generally (Hamel, 2014, p. 471). This, again, takes us back to Castells,
for whom, following Touraine, the study of social movements was fun-
damentally concerned with conflicts over the production of society.
Accordingly, when defining the concept of ‘urban social movement’,
Castells argues that, while it represents exceptional events, it is neverthe-
less the most appropriate method for studying the production and repro-
duction of social relations and their material manifestations:

only by analyzing the relationship between people and urbanization will
we be able to understand citizens and cities at the same time. Such a rela-
tionship is most evident when people mobilize to change the city in order
to change society. For methodological reasons, thus, we will focus on the
study of urban social movements: collective actions consciously aimed at
the transformation of the social interests and values embedded in the forms
and functions of a historically given city. Yet, if the process of production
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of cities by societies is most evident in the case of social revolt and spatial
innovation, it is not limited to such events. Every day and in every context,
people acting individually or collectively, produce or reproduce their rules
of society, and translate them into their spatial expression and their institu-
tional management. (Castells, 1983, p. xvi)

What we find interesting in this approach to urban social movements is
the idea that the production of cities by societies is particularly evident in
social revolt. Castells’ approach is dynamic. It implies that, as the produc-
tion of cities and the forms of urban social movements are changing, they
also need to be rethought.

What is it, then, about the production of cities that is most evident in
recent collective action and spatial innovation? Some scholars have argued
that the most defining aspect of contemporary spatial production and
processes is that the city—the very phenomenon that defines ‘the urban’
for Castells’ and most urban scholars in the sense of being the primary unit
of analysis—has been transformed to the point where it has become an
inadequate category for analyzing urbanisation processes. Commenting
on recent urban collective action in Rebel Cities, Harvey (2012, p. xv)
provocatively argues that ‘to claim the right to the city is, in effect, to
claim a right to something that no longer exists (if it ever truly did)’.
This proposition has most forcefully been made by Brenner and Schmid
(2014, 2015), as they seek to develop a theory of planetary urbanisation.
This proposition involves two different arguments. First, the concept of
the city, as conceived in classical urban theory, has always been problem-
atic, because it neglects the essential interrelatedness of the opposites of
urban/rural or urban/non-urban in capitalist societies. Second, if cities
with relatively clear boundaries ever existed, such boundaries have been
dissolved not just by urban sprawl but by ‘operational landscapes’ that
explode the urban/rural divide as they produce vast zones of urbanised
terrains, which are to be more adequately explored in their co-evolution
and mutual transformation by conceiving of them as an urban fabric.
Harvey (1982; 2005; 2012), Brenner and Schmid (2014; 2015), Keil
(2013) and others draw on a shift in Lefebvre’s thinking, in which he
came to abandon the concept of ‘the city’ and instead emphasised urban
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Fig. 1.2 The international Right to the City Conference in Hamburg in 2011
gathered urban activists from Africa, Asia, Latin America, Europe and North
America. Photo: Catharina Thorn

process and urban life. This was related to his observations on the con-
tinued expansion of urbanisation. In 7he Urban Revolution (1970/2003),
he argued that this process would eventually reach a critical point where
the planet had been completely urbanised. In the essay ‘Dissolving City,
Planetary Metamorphosis’ (2014), originally written in 1989, he argued
that the critical point had been crossed (Lefebvre, 2014, p. 18; Merrifield,
2011, 2013b).
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In Harvey’s (2012) discussion of what this implies for contemporary
urban collective action, he highlights how these developments involve the
destruction of centrality as a key feature of the classical city. As Brenner
and others have pointed out, the notion of urban centrality involves
a Eurocentric conception of the city. In many major cities outside of
Europe, such centrality never existed. Nevertheless, if not in 4/ cities,
centrality has been a fundamental political dimension of cities all over
the world in the modern era. Associated with places defined by buildings
of government administration and political representation, or of finance
and commerce, centrality has not only been defined by material manifes-
tations of the exercise of power and domination. It has also been defined
by the challenge to power and domination in modern society by social
movements that, through demonstrations, sit-ins or direct action, have
occupied public spaces, on some occasions turning them into material
manifestations of public spheres (Mitchell, 2003; Thérn, 2012),

Considering this, the appearance of some of the major urban uprisings
analysed in this book not in the centre but in the peripheries of cities,
such as Paris, Stockholm and some of the British cities, seems historically
novel. Rather than taking place in central squares and spaces, they erupted
in the poor, high-rise suburbs of the urban periphery; urban districts that
were constructed at the very moment when Lefebvre abandoned the con-
cept of the city and mourned the destruction of urban centrality. On the
other hand, urban uprisings analysed in other chapters, such as those on
Madrid, Hamburg, Istanbul and Copenhagen, seem to contradict the
claim that centrality is no longer relevant. In making precisely this obser-
vation about the chain of urban uprisings in 2011, Harvey (2012, p. xvii)
highlights how centrality is a fundamental aspect of Lefebvre’s theory of
the ‘revolutionary movement’ as coming together in a moment of ‘irrup-
tion’, which is why centrality, as a political construct, still matters:

The traditional centrality of the city has been destroyed. But there is an
impulse towards and a longing for its restoration which arises again and
again to produce far-reaching political effects, as we have recently seen in
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the squares of Cairo, Madrid, Athens, Barcelona, and even Madison,
Wisconsin and now Zucotti Park in New York. How else can we come
together to articulate our collective cries and demands? (Harvey, 2012,
p. xvii)

While collective action has undoubtedly gone viral with the spread of the
Internet, in contrast to some initial predictions, this has not meant that
social movement activists have ceased to occupy public spaces in ‘real
life’. On the contrary, the ‘Arab Spring’, the Occupy movement and the
urban uprisings analysed in this book imply that the ‘era of the Internet’
has, in fact, facilitated an expansion and proliferation of public collective
action.

To sum up, though urban movements have made use of multi-scalar
action repertoires, exploiting transnational networks as well as global
summits as arenas for mobilising around their concerns and grievances
(cf. Mayer, 2013b), they continue to challenge local decision-makers,
capture media attention, and rally local support by staging marches and
civil disobedience actions in the spaces most visible to the public: the
central squares of their cities.

So what light does the thesis of planetary urbanisation shed on the
contemporary uprisings which are the subject of this book? While the
Paris and Stockholm uprisings indicate a tendency of de-centralisation of
urban resistance even in ‘classical’ European cities, other events indicate
that both concepts, that of the city and that of urban centrality, are still
needed for the analysis of urban contestation. While now ‘the city is every-
where and in everything’ (Amin and Thrift [2002], quoted in Brenner
[2014, p. 16]), the strategic economic importance as well as the politi-
cal and cultural significance of big cities have in fact grown. As aspiring
cities today compete globally to attract investors, tourists and ‘creative’
classes, city branding and cultural strategies have become a key focus of
municipalities. But municipalities are still not autonomous. Whereas
they depended on national governments and were in fact conceived as
extended local arms of central governments during the Fordist era, today
they have entered into a symbiosis with private capital in public-private
partnerships. More and more, it is global developers and international
investors who shape the urban environment, rather than local actors. In
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the process, many public spaces have been privatised and the inner-city
phenomenon of gentrification has entered a new global phase (Smith,
1996), involving the displacement of poor or underprivileged people
from city centres.

A distinction is commonly made between social movements ‘in the
city’ and ‘of the city’ (e.g., Hamel, 2014, p. 474). This involves differenti-
ating between movements that merely stage their public collective actions
in cities, and those that address specifically urban issues and conflicts.
Castells focuses only on the latter, but considering his argument on how
social movements take part in the production of cities, as well as Harvey’s
(2012) point about ‘the far reaching political effects’ of collective acts of
occupying central urban spaces, it makes sense to see all collective action
staged in the public spaces of cities as involving an urban element. In con-
nection with this, Hakan Thérn (2012) has suggested that movements
staging collective action in urban public space engage in a place politics
of open space. This notion draws on the concept of the politics of place,
referring to locality-based urban representations (Keith & Pile, 1993;
Lefebvre, 1991), as well as to the discussion of ‘open space’ emerging out
of the Social-Forum process (Mayer, 2013b; Pleyers, 2010; Smith et al
2008; Whitaker, 2007), and it theorises social movements in relation to
urban public spaces and public spheres (Low & Smith, 2006; Mitchell,
2003; Thorn, 2007). Importantly, such politics involve a strong overlap
between the occupation of a material public space and the formation of
a (counter-) public sphere.

The different chapters in this book provide examples of place politics
of open space that may be relatively temporary, such as in the case of
Gezi Park (see Lelandais chapter) or 15M in Madrid's Puerta del Sol (see
Martinez chapter); or more sustained, as with Rote Flora in Hamburg
(see Birke chapter), Norrebro in Copenhagen (see Lund Hansen and
Karpantschof chapter), political squats in Warsaw (see Polanska chap-
ter) or the district of Exarcheia in Athens (see Vradis chapter). While
the place politics of open space has often been linked to centrality, as in
the case of the ‘Arab Spring’ and the Occupy movement, the Stockholm
uprising and the new urban social movement in Sweden (see Sernhede,
Thérn and Thérn chapter) provide examples of how a place politics of
open space can be constructed in the urban periphery, and be shaped as a
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form of territorial de-stigmatisation. In the poor suburb of Husby, where
the 2013 uprising started, a movement organisation based in the district,
Megaphone, constructed a place-based public sphere involving popu-
lar education in the form of open lectures and study circles, combined
with mobilisation and public debates around the municipality’s plans for
large-scale renovation of the area's housing estates. Similarly, in the poor
suburb of Biskopsgirden on Gothenburg’s periphery, the Panthers for
the Restoration of the Suburb have engaged in place politics, including
an annual First of May Labour-Day Festival, with speakers who used to
be active in the US Black Panther movement of the 1960s. This festival
involved not only many suburban youth in First of May demonstrations
for the first time, but also turned the attention of regular First of May
demonstrators from the central city to the urban periphery.

To sum up our argument on place politics and its various relations to
centrality as a defining element of the ‘urbanness’ of contemporary social
movements: Movements do not merely use the city as a stage when they
occupy particular places and/or buildings, turning them into material
public spheres. Instead, such acts can be understood as challenge to spa-
tialised power structures and as (temporary or more sustained) attempts to
redefine the dominant meanings of the city, such as, for example, a hege-
monic conception of the city’s centrality. This is why collective actions
such as those carried out by Occupy, which took over public spaces with-
out articulating their agenda in urban terms, still, in an analytical sense,
possess an urban element.

The various cases presented in this book demonstrate, however, that
the place politics of open space, and the ways in which this may challenge
‘hegemonic centrality’, will look different depending on the particular
form of collective action and the political geography of the city in which
it takes place. The ‘immediate’ struggles that we have called ‘urban upris-
ings’, such as the ones discussed in the chapters on Paris, London and
Stockholm, involve a place politics of the life-world; they take place in
the streets and squares where (most of) those who participate in collec-
tive action live or spend their daily lives. When Megaphone created a
temporary place-based public sphere in Husby in connection with the
Stockholm uprising, it challenged hegemonic centrality by making world
media migrate to a poor suburb in the urban periphery. The cases of Rote
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Flora in Hamburg and the Youth House in Copenhagen were immediate
struggles taking place within the space of hegemonic centrality. In both
cases, the struggles against evictions of centrally located premises could
be understood in terms of resistance against the intensified gentrification
defining contemporary cities in Europe. While occupying a central space,
such a place politics is very different from the occupation of Syntagma
Square in Athens or Puerta del Sol in Madrid, both highly symbolic of
place politics of open space defined by demands for social and political
change by anti-austerity and other progressive movements.

Urban Movements and the Production of the City

One of the key demands of the (sub)urban Swedish movement, the
improvement or restoration of social infrastructure in impoverished out-
lying areas, set forth in reaction to the roll-back of social services and
institutions particularly evident in the urban periphery, links this move-
ment with other anti-austerity movements across Europe. Demands for
urban public services were also termed a key dimension of what defines
a movement as ‘urban’ according to Castells. In 7he Cizy, he conceptual-
ised such demands in terms of ‘collective consumption trade unionism’,
a ‘theoretical type’ that played a central role in his theorising of urban
social movements. More specifically, the concept refers to ‘demands for
improved collective consumption, in contradiction to the notion of a
city for profit in which the desirability for space and urban services are
distributed according to levels of income’ (Castells, 1983, p. 319). In
his analysis of urban movements in post-war Western countries, which
constituted the first wave of urban social movements in the Global North
(Mayer, 2009), he linked collective-consumption trade unionism to the
crisis of the welfare state, and globally, to the crisis of capitalism in the
early 1970s:

When the economic crisis of the 1970s expressed the structural limits of
the contradiction of the capitalist economy relying increasingly on an ever-
expanding state sector of service distribution, the urban fiscal crisis in
America and the austerity policies in Europe had to meet the popular
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demands for collective means of consumption that had become the material
basis for everyday life. The recommodification of the city had to challenge
the collective demand for a good city as a social service to which all citizens
were entitled. (Castells, 1983, p. 316)

This quote from 7he City demonstrates how Castells, while having left
behind the stricter Althusserian approach of 7he Urban Question: A
Marxist Approach (1977), still based his analysis of urban movements
on a Marxist framework. Castells belonged to the group of scholars that,
in analysing new social movements along the lines of Marxist thinking,
distanced themselves from the tendency to privilege the conflict between
labour and capital, and argued instead that urban movements, too,
address exploitative relations that were important for capital accumula-
tion and the reproduction of the capitalist system.

This view goes back to Marx’s argument that the spatial concentration
of capitalist production in cities made urban infrastructure a significant
part of the reproduction of labour. The more the means of production
were concentrated in cities, and the higher the speed of capital accumula-
tion, the more overcrowded and miserable the housing conditions of the
working class became (Marx, 1867/1887, pp. 452—453). This was elabo-
rated by Harvey, in his effort to identify that ‘something about the urban
process and the urban experience under capitalism that, iz itself, has the
potential to ground and better organize global anti-capitalist struggles’
(Harvey, 2012, p. 119; cf. Harvey, 1982). In order to bolster his view
that struggles within and over the city should be seen as fundamental to
anti-capitalist politics, he invokes the ‘economies of dispossession and of
predatory practices ... with respect to housing markets’, explaining how
these secondary forms of exploitation are ‘primarily organized by mer-
chants, landlords, and the financiers; and their effects are primarily felt in
the living space, not in the factory’ (Harvey, 2012, p. 129).

In Europe, a (temporary) solution to these endemic problems was
inscribed into the social contract of welfare capitalism, involving an active
state that through different means of intervention improved housing con-
ditions, reduced housing costs for the lower classes, and took a firm grip on
urban planning. This also meant that the state took overall responsibility
for other means of reproduction of labour, i.e., the ‘collective consumption’
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that was not profitable for private capital. It did so either by creating the
conditions of a risk-free market, or by assuming direct responsibility for
services that became social rights included in urban citizenship: schools,
hospitals, cultural amenities. Compared to the early phase of industrial
capitalism in Europe, the city thus became de-commodified, or, in Castells’
words: “The conditions of living in the city became a crucial part of the
social wage’ (1983, p. 310).

Since the crisis of this Fordist mode of governance (Mayer, 2009),
these key elements of the political response to the capitalist crisis of the
1970s (Harvey, 2005) have been withdrawn. But not only have urban
services been curtailed and the city been recommmodified: In addition,
an important part of the response to the crisis has been a technological
shift, laying the ground for a new mode of capitalism, and a new form of
capitalist city: the informational city. This has involved a new, highly glo-
balised form of capitalism, which fundamentally alters the forms through
which social relations are spatialised.

While this new form of capitalism is strongly based on the power and
control of the flows of capital, labour, commodities and symbols, it does
not imply a decreasing significance of ‘the urban’” or the material produc-
tion of the city. Cities are material nodes in the new global system of
capital accumulation, because the elites are concentrated here: the capi-
talists, managers and bureaucrats in command of this hierarchical system,
in which governing at a distance (Miller & Rose, 2008) is increasingly
facilitated by densely integrated informational networks. Cities are sites
of the headquarters of transnational companies in command of global
production chains, as well as of the political and cultural institutions
that need to be in place for them to function (Harvey, 2012; Sassen,
20006). Furthermore, the world’s major cities are sites of an enormous
amount of capital stock in fixed assets, created during industrial capi-
talism (Castells, 1983). As Marx argued (1867/1887/1954, p. 452) the
response to the urban contradictions produced in the process of acceler-
ated capital accumulation is urban renewal—its rationale being to adapt
the city to new needs of the elites. In the current phase, urban renewal
has taken the shape of a globalised gentrification, designed to provide
insulated spaces for residence, work, and leisure for the upper classes. In
the Global North, the low-paid labour supporting these spaces involves
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continuing and even intensifying exploitation of immigrants (Dancygier
& Laitin, 2014; Sassen, 2006; Talani, Clarkson, & Pardo, 2013; Texeira
& Li, 2015), making immigrants a key sub-category of the new class that
Standing (2011) defines as the ‘precariat’. This has effects on the geog-
raphy of cities and the shape of conflicts and uprisings. Finally this new
significance of cities has involved an acceleration of urbanisation world-
wide, with a number of social consequences, including major housing
problems, especially for the poor in the mega-cities of the Global South
(Davis, 2006), but, in the wake of the 2008 crisis, also for those in the
Global North (Meek, 2014).

These developments today define the social geography of major
European cities from Stockholm to Madrid and Istanbul. The major
features of ‘neoliberal urbanism’ defining urban processes in the 2000s
(Kiinkel & Mayer, 2012) were thus already in the making in 1980,
clearly visible to scholars paying close attention to urban processes, such
as Castells. It was not only rigorous empirical research that led these
scholars to these conclusions, but also their Marxist understanding of
urban processes and conflicts as constitutive of capitalism. Drawing on
Marx, Harvey has also highlighted that those who engage in producing
the city are ‘contributing to value and surplus value producing invest-
ment in the physical infrastructures that make our cities what they are’
(Harvey, 2011, p. 27). Since the production and reproduction of urban
life is socially necessary, part of the ‘faux frais’ of the reproduction of the
class relations between capital and labour (ibid., p. 28), those workers—
if organized—have ‘the power to strangle the metabolism of the city’
(ibid., p. 29). In other words, urban social movements are at the core of
the contradictions of capitalism, and will be highly visible in moments
of crisis.

A Thematic Overview of the Chapters

To sum up, two major arguments define the analyses presented in this
book. First, that the wave of urban collective action sweeping across
Europe in the course of the last decade needs to be analysed in connection
with neoliberal urbanism and its contradictions; and second, that we need
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to problematise the conventional distinction between, on the one hand,
those collective acts that are often referred to as ‘riots’ (i.e., urban collective
action involving violence as a defining element) and, on the other, those
collective acts that come with explicit political demands (often referred to
as social movement protest), examining instead whether and how these
two forms of collective action are related. These two themes overlap, as
we have argued that links between the different forms of urban collective
action can be made through an analysis that identifies similarities in the
(different) ways they address the deepening spatialised social inequalities
that are a defining aspect of contemporary neoliberal urbanism.

In Chap. 2, Margit Mayer completes this introductory framework by
outlining the overall characteristic features of neoliberal urbanism and
their impacts on urban resistance. We see in the neoliberalisation of cities
the crucial structural factors that affect how collective action has evolved
and been transformed in recent decades. The chapter first explains the
concept of neoliberalisation, and then specifies this perspective for neo-
liberal urbanism and, in particular, its increasingly predominant form of
austerity urbanism. The tensions and conflicts generated by these regimes
have brought forth new forms of resistance, while strengthening and/
or weakening pre-existing older urban movements. The chapter suggests
distinguishing different modes among the contemporary urban forms of
collective action, while also identifying overlaps between them. It con-
cludes by highlighting some of the common challenges confronted, chal-
lenges which will be described in more nuanced and specific ways in the
case studies making up the bulk of the book.

While Mayer’s chapter focuses on the general tendencies that define
an increasingly globalised neoliberal urbanism, the other chapters dem-
onstrate how neoliberal urbanism varies in different Europeans cities,
depending on the specific national and local articulations of neolib-
eral policies. The different cases also vary with regard to the extent to
which they are related (if at all) to the 2008 global economic crisis and
its aftermath. Obviously, the Paris and Copenhagen cases precede the
crisis, occurring in 2005 and 2007 respectively. Nevertheless, both chap-
ters show how urban collective action in Paris and Copenhagen may be
understood as indication of a legitimacy crisis of the neoliberal urban
project in France and Denmark. In Chap. 3, Mustafa Dikeg focuses on
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how the French urban uprising, beginning in the Paris banlieue Clichy-
sous-Bois, needs to be understood in relation to the ‘repressive turn’ that
is part and parcel of neoliberal urbanism. In France, this in turn needs
to be seen in the context of the restructuring of the French state along
authoritarian lines since the 1980s, which is also, as Dikec discusses, the
time when the first major banlieue uprisings began in France (the ‘hot
summer’ of 1981). These developments built on the strong state tradition
in France, linked to the idea of the ‘Republican state’, resulting in what
Dikeg calls the ‘republican penal state’. This echoes Wacquant’s (2001)
notion of the ‘European penal state’, relating to the strong state tradi-
tion in Europe that involves, as a defining element, regulation through
both social and penal policy-making. In its neoliberal version, the ‘left
hand’ of the state does not cease to act, but it is its ‘right hand’ that
becomes increasingly active through intensified use of the police, courts
and prison system, governing through a ‘panoptic logic’ that involves
the criminalisation of the poor and close surveillance of ‘problematic’
populations. Dike¢’s chapter demonstrates how the French state has
been in the forefront of the development of this increasingly repressive
side of the European neoliberal state through the creation of the special
banlieue section of the French Intelligence Service, and Sarkozy’s laws
criminalising banlieue youth. The latter developments are crucial for an
understanding of what the 2005 uprising reacted to, and how the French
state responded to it, fuelling its spread from banlieue to banlieue and
from city to city. While the participants in the French 2005 uprising
did not unite in articulating a political agenda or even a set of shared
political demands, Dikeg argues that the forms of collective action that
constituted the French uprising are ‘episodic mobilisations that expose
injustices and grievances, stage public appeals to justice, and raise claims
about equality and accountability’. Hence, they should be understood
as ‘unarticulated justice movements’ instead of intrinsic acts of violence.
Such an interpretation of the Paris uprising is also supported by the fact
that it was followed by attempts at political mobilisation and articula-
tion. Among these, the Social Forum of Popular Neighbourhoods cre-
ated fora for discussion and political engagement in the banlieue.

As previously noted, there are many similarities between the French

2005 uprising and the 2011 London and 2013 Stockholm uprisings,
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in addition to igniting events involving deaths, which were perceived as
expressions of routinised and racialised daily police violence by inhabit-
ants of the poor districts where the uprisings took place. In Chap. 4, Tom
Slater demonstrates how the 2011 uprising is productively analysed in
relation to ‘the neoliberal revolution’ pioneered by Margaret Thatcher in
the 1980s. As in France, the more punitive side of these developments
was manifested at an early stage of this revolution—in ‘the hot sum-
mer’ of urban uprisings that shook England in 1981. Drawing on Paul
Gilroy, Slater however focuses on an important difference between 1981
and 2011: The relationship between information and power is unique
in each case. Slater considers this assertion in connection with the estab-
lishing of the neoliberal discourse of ‘the broken family’ in the 2000s,
characterised by ‘a heightening stigmatisation of working-class people
and the places where they live’. This discourse ultimately works to legiti-
mise the authoritarian and punitive measures taken by the government,
which have been expanded since the financial crisis of 2008. This dis-
course was in full force during and after the 2011 uprising, legitimating
extraordinarily harsh sentences for those convicted for taking part in that
action, most of whom belonged to the lower end of the class spectrum.
Using Gilroy's concept of a ‘poverty of the imagination’ characteristic of
the dominant discourses addressing urban and social problems, Slater’s
analysis demonstrates that the main issue to be confronted is not a ‘bro-
ken society’ but rather a broken state; or more precisely, and particularly
post-2008, a broader neoliberal reengineering of the state ‘that articulates
social welfare reduction and penal expansion at the bottom, in contrast to
a laissez-faire attitude towards those at the top’. Slater’s characterization
of the collective action of the uprising is similar to Dikeg¢’s: It was unartic-
ulated in the sense that it ‘lacked collective organization’, but addressed
profound inequalities in the urban context, especially in London, where
the uprising began. Slater, however, also points out an important dif-
ference: The London uprising took place within the context of a wave
of post-2008, anti-austerity movement action in Britain. Two important
events served as precedents for the uprising: the student protest of late
2010, culminating with the storming of Conservative Party headquarters
in London; and, a month before the uprising, the J30 (30 June) public-
sector strike of 750 000 workers protesting cuts in their pensions. And,
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in the aftermath of the 2011 uprising, the group FOCUS E15 emerged
with the demand ‘Social Housing, Not Social Cleansing’ , addressing
the fact that social housing across Britain is being bought up by private
developers, while working-class wages no longer cover even social rents.
The uprising in London did not begin until affer an organised and peace-
ful protest against the shooting of Mark Duggan had taken place, which
was followed by the police beating a 16-year-old girl who had voiced her
anger.

In a similar chain of events, the Stockholm uprising was preceded by
a peaceful meeting in Husby organised by the movement organisation
Megaphone, based in poor Stockholm suburbs, to protest against the lack
of information regarding the police shooting of a man with immigrant
background. In Chap. 5, Ove Sernhede, Catharina Thérn and Hikan
Thorn, however, emphasise that the broader, but nevertheless immediate,
context for the uprising was provided by the structural social inequalities,
territorial stigmatisation and the lack of democratic influence in urban
development that define contemporary neoliberal urbanism in Sweden.
These developments are a result of ‘the slow and deliberate dismantling
of the Swedish welfare state’, which most severely hit the poor suburbs,
today more or less abandoned by the state. This has involved as impor-
tant elements re-regulations to support the privatisation and marketisa-
tion of the public sector and new forms of disciplinary power, including
increased surveillance and new strategies for policing urban protest
and suburban youth. Starting with the dismantling of the Ministry of
Housing in 1991 and culminating with the new housing law of 2011, the
urban reforms that were implemented in response to the demands made
by the 19305 and 1970s” waves of urban collective action were almost
completely rolled back. In the 2010s, this has resulted in a restructur-
ing of the spatial and social relations of the city, dramatically deepening
social inequalities. As a consequence, Swedish big cities have been among
the most segregated in Europe ever since the 1990s, with 50 % of chil-
dren in the poorest neighborhoods in the metropolitan districts growing
up in poverty. While the Stockholm uprising is similar to the Paris and
London cases, in that it did not involve collective organisation or politi-
cal articulation by its participants, it did take place in a context of move-
ment mobilisation. In contrast to the British case, however, it has so far
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not involved major demonstrations or strikes, nor has it been defined by
collective action in central parts of the major cities. Instead, mobilisation
has taken the shape of an emerging urban social movement based in the
suburbs, centred on two key movement organizations, Megaphone and
The Panthers. As spokespersons for these two organisations stepped forth
in the media during the course of the uprising, connecting it to a critique
of urban segregation, Sernhede, Thérn and Thorn argue that this articu-
lation made it a social movement event.

In Chap. 6, Anders Lund Hansen and René Karpantschof show how
the 2007 Copenhagen urban uprising provides another example of how
an increasingly repressive state apparatus ignited an urban uprising. On
1 March 2007, helicopter-borne elite units landed on the rooftop of the
squatted Youth House, which, during the following hour, was subjected
to water-cannon jets, exploding tear-gas grenades, and an increasing
number of elite units storming into the building through bulldozer-
made holes in the outer walls. An important difference from the Paris
and Stockholm cases is that the uprising that followed took place in the
central parts of the Danish capital, and Lund Hansen and Karpantschof’s
analysis focuses on explaining this in relation to the latest phase of the
long-lasting urban restructuring and gentrification of Copenhagen.
Norrebro, the district in which the Youth House was located, is one of
the central working-class districts that have undergone profound changes,
beginning with the evictions of dilapidated buildings in the 1970s, fol-
lowed by ‘urban renewal’ (defined in terms of ‘sanitation’) during the
1980s, and neoliberal gentrification in the 1990s, all the way to what
Lund Hansen and Karpantschof describe as ‘hipsterfication’ in the 2000s.
Early in this process, youth began to squat abandoned buildings, and the
Youth House in Norrebro in 1982 was a result of such activity. According
to Lund Hansen and Karpantschof, Denmark embraced the neoliberal
growth-oriented agenda in the late 1980s: Copenhagen was turned into
an engine of growth for all of Denmark and an important node within
the European urban economic system. Starting in the 1990s, Norrebro
became an example of an urban landscape dramatically changed by global
finance capital, the ‘creative class’, and accommodation of urban policies.
Referring to Neil Smith’s notion of ‘generalized gentrification” generated

by public policy (Smith, 2002), Lund Hansen and Karpantschof show


http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-50509-5_6

1 Re-Thinking Urban Social Movements, ‘Riots’ and Uprisings... 41

how this involved the displacement of marginalised inner-city residents,
including large groups of squatters. While Norrebro had been the centre
of the BZ Danish Squatter movement throughout the 1980s, few build-
ings were left to squat when ‘slum clearance of Norrebro was completed
around 1990’. When squatting did occur, it was immediately dealt with
by a rearmed police force much less tolerant of squatting than before. In
this sense, the 2007 urban uprising was a culmination of a decades-long
fight between youth activists and police in central Copenhagen. Lund
Hansen and Karpantschof, however, also show that it contained new ele-
ments, in the sense that it was articulated as a struggle against gentrifica-
tion and global neoliberal urbanism. Unlike in the Paris, London and
Stockholm uprisings, the elements of violent collective action during the
2007 Copenhagen uprising were, to a large extent, part of an established
social movement repertoire; fighting violent street battles with the police
had, on a smaller scale, been an almost regular part of BZ movement
action since the early 1980s.

In this sense, the Copenhagen events have certain similarities with, as
well as connections to, the urban social movements emerging in Hamburg
since the 1980s. Not only have Hamburg urban activists been in frequent
interaction with the Copenhagen squatters, but the Hamburg movements
have also emerged in connection with, and in resistance against, gentrifi-
cation processes. In Chap. 7, Peter Birke focuses on developments in the
inner-city quarter of St. Pauli, a key movement space in Hamburg, in
order to analyse the prospects and limitations of the different conjectures
about struggles against the upgrading of central areas of Hamburg since
the 1980s. A defining element of the Hamburg case is that it has involved
a strong emphasis on movement coalition-building. According to Birke,
‘Hamburg is maybe the most spectacular example of the constitution of a
Right to the City network that has emerged on the basis of countless con-
flicts brought about by the neoliberalization of governmental politics’, a
network that in recent years has involved new alliances among the urban
poor, refugees from the European peripheries and beyond, activists from
the middle classes and squatter communities. This has not occurred with-
out friction. Birke examines different perceptions of the struggle that can
be traced to the social and spatial composition of the activists. He relates
the emergence of the Right to the City movement in Hamburg to four
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conditions: (1) 7he significance of images in city marketing (city branding),
as manifested in the aggressive marketing of HafenCity, Elbphilharmonie,
and the leap across the river (the gentrification of the former working-class
neighbourhood of Wilhelmsburg), providing opportunities for various
forms of subvertising, such as the fake issue of Hamburg Marketing; (2)
after the Green Party joined the conservative-led governing coalition, zhe
new emphasis on sustainable development and the creative class provoked
some activists to publish a manifesto titled 'Not in our Name' and others,
mostly artists and precariously placed workers, to occupy twelve buildings
in the city centre—the Gingeviertel project; (3) as gentrification proceeded,
rents skyrocketed, making housing activism a key theme of the move-
ment; and (4) the limitations of neoliberal policies that became obvious in
the wake of the financial crisis of 2008 provided a window of opportu-
nity for the Gingeviertel, as the investor who had originally bought the
building complex from the city of Hamburg went bankrupt during the
crisis. While the Right to the City movement was in the forefront of the
resistance to neoliberal urbanism, particularly between 2009-2012 and
during the organisation of an international RTC conference in 2011, its
decline did not mean the end of urban collective action in Hamburg,.
Birke points to two moments of such action that took place in the win-
ter of 2013-2014: First, solidarity events with 300 ‘Lampedusa’ refu-
gees included mass demonstrations of more than 10,000; and second,
the social centre of the autonomous movement in Hamburg, Rote Flora,
issued a nationwide call for a demonstration against its feared eviction.
When the 7000 demonstrators were violently attacked before the dem-
onstration got under way, an urban uprising followed that lasted for
weeks. Just like in Copenhagen, the elements of violent urban resistance
in this context were largely a strategic element within a social movement
repertoire developed by squatting activists since the 1980s.

Violent resistance in the context of the recent wave of urban upris-
ings in Greece, beginning in 2008, has to an even larger extent been
part of the established social movement repertoire. While the uprising
in December 2008, similar to the London, Paris and Stockholm cases,
began as an expression of outrage against a police killing, in the case of
Athens, it was a young student who was shot, and the killing took place in
Exarcheia, which for decades had been a key movement space. In Chap.
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8, Antonis Vradis focuses on Exarcheia in his analysis of urban uprisings
and the emergence of a major urban anti-austerity movement in Greece
in the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis. In contrast to the cases
discussed in the other chapters, the urban uprisings in Athens are part
of the emergence of a nationwide social movement attacking neoliberal
developments in national, European and global contexts in general, and
their austerity implications in Greece in particular. Vradis analyses this
by applying the concept of ‘spatial contract’, referring to the articulation
of power, sovereignty and territory. As Greece entered its neoliberal era,
this also implied a reformulation of its spatial contract. Vradis shows how
before 2008, the role of Exarcheia was ‘a space of exception, of excep-
tional unrest’; the Greek spatial contract involved an unspoken ‘under-
standing’ that allowed unrest in certain parts of the country, Exarcheia
in particular, in return for a high level of consensus across the national
territory as a whole. When Greece became an exercise for applying the
neoliberal doctrine, this spatial contract, along with its consensus, was
terminated, and domestic dissent no longer tolerated. But in the pro-
cess, new potentialities for dissent opened up. In this context, the 2008
uprising marks an important shift in the spatiality of urban uprisings
in Athens: Rather than remaining contained within Exarcheia, it turned
into a generalised uprising against sovereignty. Moving on to examine the
‘squares movement that started with Syntagma in 2011 and the uprising
of February 2012, Vradis argues that the three uprisings point to a way of
understanding ‘how the disjuncture between sovereignty and territory is
articulated in the context of (neoliberal) globalization’.

A key aspect in the Greek case is the neoliberalisation of Athens,
which, with an important prelude provided by the Olympics of 2004,
saw the city’s ‘historical, social and political particularities tramped under
the neoliberal doctrines of crises and fiscal adjustments’. In this context
the spatial contract was replaced by a neoliberal ‘omni-present’, a phase
in which global capitalism has become boundless: It is everywhere. This
implies an urban condition where the power struggle between sovereignty
and its subjects is also boundless. The absence of the form of power rep-
resented by the spatial contract in the neoliberal city means that urban
marginality has ceased to exist, according to Vradis. He emphasises that
this also means that the ‘safety margins of the neoliberal political order
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are gone. Referring to the other major uprisings analysed in this book,
Vradis suggests that they have been made possible by the imploded
boundaries of the spatial contract, its vanishing ‘safety’ zones of urban
marginality, and its consensus-based exercise of sovereignty, concluding
that the ‘omni-present’ that at first sight might have appeared as the ulti-
mate victory for global capitalism may in fact have created the opening
for its fundamental crisis.

The Spanish urban uprisings beginning in 2011 have many similarities
with the Greek case. They form part of a nation-wide anti-austerity move-
ment—the Indignados or 15M movement—closely related to the 2008
financial crisis. There are, however, also differences, the most important
perhaps being that the Spanish anti-austerity movement has a stronger
urban dimension, intrinsically connected to the fact that in the 2008
crisis in Spain, as in the USA, property speculation played an important
role. In Chap. 9, Miguel A. Martinez Lopez argues that urban move-
ments, and in particular the urban struggle against the evictions of fore-
closed homes (PAH), played a key role in the wave of uprisings unleashed
by the 15M movement. Focusing on Madrid, Martinez argues that urban
neoliberalism has been the main political direction of the metropolitan
region of the Spanish capital since the late 1980s, through the four main
strands identified by Mayer in Chap. 2, p. 1) Growth first started in the
early 1990s with mega-projects dedicated to promote the European
Capital of Culture, followed by new infrastructure developed to compete
for the Olympics; 2) entrepreneurial forms of governance were backed by
the continuing conservative rule of the Popular Party (in local govern-
ment since 1989, which made profitable concessions to private develop-
ers in many urban regions; 3) privatisation has been implemented in such
fields as housing, public administration (tax management, information,
welfare services, etc.) and waste collection. Regarding public housing,
the privatisation process has entailed a dramatic increase in rents and the
eviction of thousands of families, which became a major factor behind; 4)
social polarisation, as unaffordable housing prices were the major cause of
socio-spatial segregation. Evictions, demolitions and authoritarian urban
policies regarding marginalised groups living in the area of La Canada
Real underlined the role of the municipality in the deepening of social
polarisation. Martinez then argues that urban movements, such as those
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against the evictions of foreclosed houses (PAH), played a key role in the
wave of uprisings unleashed by the 15M movement. This primary role
is linked to their specific ‘hybrid autonomy’, a key concept in Martinez’s
analysis, which refers to the various ways in which autonomous and insti-
tutional practices have been combined, and the mutual networks they
formed. In contrast to the Greek case, violent resistance was rare in the
Spanish uprisings. According to Martinez, the vast majority of those who
participated in the 15M movement shared a commitment to peaceful
means of protest, making violent acts of resistance rare, if not completely
absent. On the other hand, Martinez notes that ‘institutional violence
and repression of activists escalated to a considerable degree’ as the move-
ment sustained its collective action. This repression continued even after
the enactment of new criminal legislation aimed at punishing activism.
Perhaps this contributed to making the violent uprising at the end of the
Marches for Dignity in March 2014 less controversial than previous ones
among 15M supporters.

Martinez also suggests that ‘international precedents such as the con-
frontations in Istanbul around Gezi Park and those in Rio de Janeiro
(Movimento Passe Livre) might have provided justification for the groups
of young people who fought back the police, set up barricades and
smashed the windows of banks’. This observation underscores the sig-
nificance of links between the urban uprisings and movements analysed
in this book, particularly in the wake of the 2008 crisis. Again, it should
be emphasised that while this book is limited to collective action staged
in (mainly West) European cities, the post-2008 mobilisations occurred
world-wide, with the Occupy movement, the Right to the City move-
ment and the Arab Spring as key transnationally networked forms of
collective action and sources of inspiration. The latter two were undoubt-
edly significant for the 2013 Turkish uprising, beginning in Gezi Park in
Istanbul. In Chap. 10, Giilgin Erci Lelandais emphasises the role of trans-
national influences on the Gezi Park uprising. In 2010, the European
Social Forum took place in Istanbul, with a number of panels on the
right to the city, bringing together activists and residents from different
Istanbul neighbourhoods that either had been destroyed or were under
threat of demolition. Out of this, an Istanbul Right to the City move-
ment emerged, initiating the action that started the Gezi Park uprising
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and involving a number of established urban social movement networks
in Turkey. As the uprising grew, including violent resistance provoked
by harsh police repression, and became nationwide, it moved beyond its
urban dimension and turned into a broad-based anti-government surge of
collective action, and, in the words of Lelandais, ‘one of the broadest and
enduring revolts of its recent political history’. In her attempts to explain
why this occurred even though Turkey, unlike Greece and Spain, had not
experienced an economic crisis, Lelandais nevertheless emphasises the
significance of the urban element in the start of the uprising. This was an
act of resistance to state-led gentrification as manifested in the planned
replacement of the centrally located Gezi Park with a reproduction of
a historic military barracks, which was also to house a shopping mall.
According to Lelandais, the uprising was an expression of resistance to a
new kind of spatial neoliberalism in Turkey, driven by the authoritarian
and religious power strategies that became dominant in the 2000s. This
specific articulation of neoliberal urbanism links an authoritarian govern-
ment, polished by Islamic motifs, to an individualistic consumer culture,
manifested in the construction of hundreds of shopping malls in cities
across the country, and the dissemination of credit cards and mortgage
systems. It further involves, as a fundamental element, the promotion
of large-scale urban development projects causing massive gentrification
and displacing poor and marginalised populations. Similar to the Greek
and Spanish cases, the Turkish uprising was driven by a network of social
movements, but unlike the former cases, it was not sustained over time
in order to produce a new movement of movements.

In this respect, the emergence of a Polish urban social movement coali-
tion provides a contrast to the Turkish case, as well as to many of the other
cases presented in this book. On the one hand, urban uprisings of the
kind we have defined have been absent in Poland, On the other, Polish cit-
ies have seen sustained urban collective action, developing into an urban
movement coalition that addresses the particular Polish articulation of
neoliberal urbanism in the 2000s. As in other Eastern European coun-
tries, neoliberal developments in Poland have been defined by post-social-
ist conditions. In Chap. 11, Dominika Polanska analyses the emergence
of two urban social movements, the squatting and tenants movements.
Polanska distinguishes three major phases in the movements develop-
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ment, intrinsically linked to different phases of neoliberal urbanism in
Poland after 1989: (1) 7he emergence and adaptation of the neoliberal logic
in the first decade of transformation: In the context of urban governance,
the shock therapy (‘Balcerowicz Plan’) introduced in Poland after the
fall of state socialism involved a shift of power from the national state to
municipalities and from ‘government to governance’, as urban planning
became co-governed by local governments and private actors. Urban leg-
islation concentrated on strengthening and attracting private investment.
Planning was, however, largely neglected as a result of prioritising market-
led regulation characterised by terms such as ‘competitiveness’, ‘sustainable
development and ‘economic growth’. In this context, both the tenants and
the squatting movements emerged and developed independently of, and
even in opposition to, each other. The former focused on national housing
issues, and largely supported the neoliberal logic of urban policies. The lat-
ter emerged on the basis of anti-systemic and anti-state ideology that was
a remnant of the 1980s ethos, but also criticised capitalism’s expression
in the urban context, such as high vacancy rates as a result of land- and
housing-speculation practices, and reprivatisation processes. (2) Zhe redefi-
nition of adversaries and goals during the years preceding Poland’s accession
to the European Union in 2004 was linked to the fact that joining the
Union entailed serious implications for Poland’, which in the urban con-
text meant that private investments in the built environment became more
manifest, and the contrasts between the privately and the publicly owned
parts of cities became sharper. Reprivatization involved gentrification and
evictions, in some cases resulting in homelessness. This caused a reactivation
of the tenants movement and a fundamental redefinition of their ‘enemy’
and repertoire of action, its aim now defined in terms of a resistance to
urban neoliberalism. The squatters movement shifted its rhetoric towards a
stronger emphasis on anti-capitalism. This paved the way for forging links
between the two movements, eventually leading to: (3) the maturing of and
cooperation between the movements over the last five years, as the intensity
and scope of neoliberal changes in the urban context, coupled with the
global financial crisis, triggered a sharper critique of neoliberalisation in
both movements. Noting the absence of urban uprisings involving vio-
lent resistance, Polanska argues that, in contrast to the Western-European
context, the political culture in Poland is strongly guided by the tradition
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of non-violence, since the emergence of the non-violent protests of the
1980s, linked to what has been termed a ‘self-implied moderation’ of the
working classes, reinforced by neoliberal rhetoric.

In our brief Afterword, we return to the analytical perspective devel-
oped in this introductory chapter, to underline how the different forms
of collective action analysed in this book share the fundamental dimen-
sion of addressing the deepened spatialised social inequalities that have
been brought about by the latest phase of neoliberal urbanism. Further,
we argue that while urban uprisings undoubtedly have politicising and
mobilising effects, it is an empirical question as to what extent this
becomes translated into more prolonged and sustained collective action
in the form of a social movement. While the Polish case demonstrates
that urban social movements can emerge in a context where moments
of urban uprisings are absent, and the London case provides an exam-
ple of how an uprising may be empirically rather unconnected (but not
irrelevant) to a surrounding movement context, we stress that the other
cases demonstrate how empirical relationships between urban uprisings
and more sustained forms of urban collective action can appear in dif-
ferent forms. Sometimes urban uprisings occur in the context of, or are
even a part or a product of, an urban social movement (Copenhagen,
Hamburg); sometimes a new movement may develop in the process
of urban uprisings (Greece, Spain); sometimes an urban uprising can
become linked to social movements in the context of a struggle over their
meaning (Stockholm); or attempts to sustain collective action, initiated
during the urban uprising in order to construct a major social movement,
may fail (Paris, Istanbul).

As with previous urban crises, social movements play key roles in pro-
posing, designing and pushing for remedies and solutions. It remains,
however, a task for politics to address and resolve the underlying causes
of the urban uprisings, whether they come in the form of articulate and
organised movements or as more or less riotous expressions in the ‘lan-
guages of the unheard’. Either way, they articulate the grievances of those
disenfranchised, harmed, displaced or robbed in the ongoing processes of
neoliberal urbanisation.
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Neoliberal Urbanism and Uprisings
Across Europe

Margit Mayer

This chapter explores the impact neoliberal urbanism has had on the
conflicts and contestations that have erupted across European cities over
the last decade. After presenting the concept of neoliberalization and its
uneven implementation within Europe, it delineates the characteristic
features of neoliberal urbanism, highlighting in particular the strategies
with which cities respond to global pressures and crisis developments.
City managers have intensified and innovated regeneration and upgrad-
ing policies, deliberately valorizing real estate and public space, and poli-
ticians have turned, especially since the 2008 financial crisis, to more
austere policies and new strategies to displace undesired uses and groups
from vibrant parts of the city. As tensions and conflicts have emerged
around all of these strategies, different forms of urban resistance have
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emerged, which themselves have been shaped by the very restructuring
processes and policies that the contestations—to varying degrees and in
more and less articulate forms—oppose. The third section of the chapter
deepens some observations about the contestations around neoliberal
urbanism: first, how the field of urban activism has become both larger
and more heterogeneous in response to the particularities of urban neo-
liberalization; second, how struggles against urban upgrading have taken
on a variety of forms, covering the spectrum from Right to the City net-
works and their well-organized campaigns all the way to violent uprisings;
and, finally, how the massive societal upheaval that erupted in Greece and
Spain provided a context for new grassroots solidarity initiatives to build
‘another city’. The concluding section resituates these findings, particu-
larly the challenge thrown up by the heterogeneity of the contemporary
forms of urban resistance, within the conceptual framework of neoliber-
alization and its being overcome by ‘deep societalization.’

Conceptualizing Neoliberalization

As we showed in our introduction, there are strong reasons for highlight-
ing the role of structural factors for analysing the wave of uprisings that
has swept through European cities. The structural factors at work here
are neoliberalization processes that have deeply transformed what used to
be ‘Fordist’ or ‘Keynesian cities’, and have thereby also transformed the
conditions for urban resistance movements. Particularly, the latest round
of the neoliberalization of the urban, which has intensified austerity to
new levels, lies behind the recent contestations and uprisings. Therefore,
understanding the dynamic of neoliberal urbanism and its latest incar-
nation, austerity urbanism, will help to shed light on different types of
urban resistance and the increasingly fuzzy boundaries between them.

In our conceptualization of neoliberalism, we are building on a long
debate involving political-economic accounts and Foucauldian perspec-
tives, which together go a long way towards explaining how the neo-
liberal project is continually reworked and contested in various spheres
of life (cf. Mayer & Kiinkel, 2012). We draw in particular on authors
such as David Harvey, as well as Peck, Brenner and Theodore, who have
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highlighted the instability and evolving nature of the neoliberal regime
of accumulation (Harvey, 2006, pp. 28-29) and the relational intercon-
nections between neoliberalizing spaces—from neighbourhoods, cities
and regions all the way to nation states and multinational zones—within
a transnational governance system (Brenner, Peck, & Theodore, 2010;
Peck, Theodore, & Brenner, 2012). Such a conceptualization is helpful
for bringing the neoliberalization of the urban into view.! Harvey, who
views neoliberalism as a class project, emphasizes that it entails, in addi-
tion to accumulation through the expansion of wage labour in industry,
accumulation by dispossession, i.e., the predatory appropriation of sur-
plus, via commodification and privatization of land, the conversion of
collective and common forms of property rights into exclusive private-
property rights, including the erosion of property rights that have been
won through class struggle, such as state pensions, welfare, education and
health care, through financialization, expanded use of the credit system
and speculative raiding, as well as the extraction of rents from patents and
intellectual property rights.

While Harvey’s perspective focuses on the neoliberal system as a whole,
the perspective suggested by Peck, Brenner and Theodore focuses more
directly on the political dimension of ‘regulatory restructuring’ with respect
to the increasing marketization and commodification of all realms of social
life.* Their concept of neoliberalization emphasizes its process character, the
path-dependency of concrete neoliberal projects, the role of strategies and
that of the state. Therefore, they prefer to speak of neoliberalization instead
of neoliberalism, signalling that we are not dealing with a fixed state or con-
dition, but rather with a process of market-oriented regulatory restructuring,.
This process does not entail a ‘convergence’ of regulatory outcomes. Rather,
neoliberalization projects assume contextually specific forms as they collide

' Competing conceptualizations, such as, e.g., those presented by Joseph Stiglitz, who equates neo-
liberalization with a world-wide homogenization of regulatory systems, or by Elmar Altvater
(2009) and Brand and Sekler (2009), who see neoliberalism as having come to an end in August
2008, are less helpful in this regard.

*They conceive neoliberalization as one among several tendencies of regulatory change that have
been unleashed across the global capitalist system since the 1970s, and describe its three major
features as follows: (1) It prioritizes market-based, market-oriented or market-disciplinary responses
to regulatory problems; (2) it strives to intensify commodification in all realms of social life; and
(3) it often mobilizes financial instruments to open up new arenas for capitalist profit-making.
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with diverse regulatory landscapes inherited from earlier rounds of regu-
latory formation, such as Fordism or national developmentalism or state
socialism. They view neoliberalization as a contradictory process of state-
authorized market transformation (Peck & Theodore, 2012, p. 178), and
as pushing endlessly for marketization and privatization, and, knowing no
limits, never able to produce an equilibrium (Peck et al., 2012, p. 277).
Because of its focus on the state, this neo-Marxist perspective is produc-
tively complemented by Foucauldian approaches focusing on neoliberal
governmentalities, which highlight the ways in which state and corporate
actors create and promote particular subjectivities (cf. Mayer & Kiinkel,
2012). Governmentality approaches, by focusing on state intervention in
subject formation, can sharpen our understanding of neoliberal urbanism
and the evolving relations between different kinds of uprisings and political
institutions and discourses on all scales.

Rather than seeing a rolling-back of state power, both of these concep-
tualizations of the neoliberal project or regime—the neo-Marxist/regula-
tionist and the Foucauldian—highlight the active mobilization of state
institutions to extend commodification and promote market rule, as well
as the (self-)technologies of identification and responsibilization through
which state programs and discourses work. Further, these perspectives
imply that there is no single ‘pure’ form or ‘ism’, because any neoliberal
formation hinges upon contextually specific strategies of regulatory reor-
ganization. Therefore Brenner et al. (2010) have spoken of ‘variegated
neoliberalism’ to suggest that the systemically uneven character of neo-
liberal hegemony is best understood by analysing the ways in which a
political project is embedded in different contexts, which political and
power structures facilitate the spread of market rule to more and more
arenas of social life, and which concessions to local culture and/or pro-
test movements have been shaping the neoliberal project in various ‘local
third ways™ (see Mayer & Kiinkel, 2012, pp. 10-11).

In this perspective, cities and urban regions are seen as key arenas in
and through which processes of regulatory creative destruction occur
(Brenner & Theodore, 2002): They are: sites of regulatory ‘problems’
(such as poverty, crime, joblessness, etc.); sites of putative regulatory
‘solutions’ (where new policy prototypes are developed and experimented
with, which, if effective, will travel around the world); and sites of contra-
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dictions, conflicts and opposition to such projects. While western states
in the course of globalization have fostered competition among cities,
they have handed more and more tasks pertaining to economic develop-
ment as well as social infrastructure to municipalities. In spite of this per-
vasive trend, there is also no such thing as #be neoliberal city, just as there
is no pure ‘neoliberalism’. Instead, diverse place- and territory-specific
patterns of neoliberalization have emerged as the search for urban policy
models and forms of governance has intensified. Such contextually spe-
cific patterns have emerged wherever global, national, regional, and local
alliances promote market-oriented solutions to regulatory problems: in
housing, transportation, economic development, labour, the environ-
ment and so forth. The outcomes are not only contextually specific, as
they depend on local institutional and political legacies and struggles, but
are also always partial and impure forms and messy hybrids.

The different case studies in this volume are set in different countries,
each representing its own ‘messy hybrid’ of neoliberalizing national and
local politics, representing a broad spectrum, from authoritarian neolib-
eralism in Turkey, with its brutal clampdown on the Gezi Park protests,
to the austere statism of Germany that so far has succeeded in prevent-
ing the spread of ‘crisis consciousness, not to mention mass movements
involving broad sectors of society. Some case studies focus more, others
less, on the specific ‘reengineering of the state according to a neoliberal
blueprint of austerity’ (Slater in this volume). Across these contextually
specific cases, one significant pattern stands out: There is a ‘two-speed’
Europe in terms of the implementation of neoliberal austerity strategies,
a split between ‘core’ countries such as Britain, Germany and France,
on the one hand, which have seen incremental neoliberalization starting
as early as the 1970s, and countries on the European periphery, on the
other, where austerity was imposed much later by the EU, IMF and the
German government, in sudden and draconian ways, inflicting severe
hardship on broad sectors of society.?

¥When Spain, Portugal and Greece joined the Eurozone, their industries lost competitiveness, the
effects of which didn’t make themselves felt as long as real estate booms made up for the losses. This
credit- and speculation-driven development led to vastly expanding corruption, which seriously
impaired the respective governments’ capacity to act, and EU policies exacerbated these structural
problems by supporting traditional elites.
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Scandinavian governments were also comparatively late in jumping
on the neoliberalization bandwagon, doing so on their own terms, For
instance, Sweden became a ‘world champion in liberalization’, liberal-
izing faster than any country in the west (Clark, 2014). The resulting
country-specific patterns of neoliberalization go some way in explaining
differences in urban unrest across European cities, as will be shown in
more detail in the second section of this chapter.

The German government began already after the fiscal crisis of 1974-
75 to pass laws that aimed to consolidate the public debt, roll back public
spending, and increase public revenue through tax cuts. This rollback
neoliberalization, designed to stop the ‘inflation of entitlements of the
working class’, was reinforced in the 1990s by the Maastricht Treaty,
(a supranational national-political framework of financial politics, and
the Stability and Growth Pact, which made sure that Eurozone mem-
ber states would adhere to austerity measures after the introduction
of the euro. The dismantling of the welfare state, which was achieved
through the welfare/workfare reforms of the early 2000s, effectively low-
ered wages. The 2000 tax reform decreased Germany’s state revenues,
and by 2010, the state had lost €50 billion annually as a result (Truger
& Teichmann, 2010, p. 15). In 2009, the German government locked
structurally balanced budgets into law on a national scale, a move that
secured the ‘automation’ of restrictive fiscal-governance regimes and the
authoritarian constitutionalization of austerity policies through law and
the state (Petzold, 2015).

While German workers, as a result of this gradual normalization of
austere statism, have experienced hardly any wage increases since 1999,
workers in the rest of the Eurozone have been undercut by the wage
freeze in Europe’s centre. Still, based on its strong export economy, and
profiting from the euro vis-a-vis other EU countries, the German gov-
ernment has been able to garner broad support from its citizens and
pass off its austerity politics as good governance (Belina, 2013). Thus, in
spite of wage stagnation and large budgetary cutbacks, broad majorities,
including marginalized groups, did not develop a sense of crisis (cf. Lill,
2015; Schmitt-Beck, 2013). Such conditions are not conducive to mass
mobilization.
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By contrast, the societies of Europe’s southern periphery that have
been harshly affected by structural adjustment and austerity programs
imposed by the EU crisis regime have seen very high rates of strikes,
participation in demonstrations, public square protests and neighbour-
hood assemblies, coupled with all kinds of civil disobedience actions,
from encircling parliaments and land squats to supermarket raids.
Thus, we have a two-speed Europe with regard to the scope and inten-
sity of protest. In most Northern European countries, where govern-
ments installed austerity measures in more incremental and less visible
ways than was the case in Southern or Eastern Europe, without jus-
tifying their cuts to social and public infrastructures in terms of the
crisis, neither crisis consciousness nor resistance became as widespread
as in Southern Europe. What anti-austerity protests have flared up in
Germany, France, Britain, the Scandinavian countries and Italy, they
remained far from gaining majority support comparable to that received
by the Indignados and Aganaktismenoi. And the mobilizations that did
take place have rarely been able to reach the unorganized, unrepre-
sented and impoverished working and middle classes, or the new poor,
some of whom, instead, seem to flock to growing right-wing organiza-
tions and parties.*

On the eastern periphery, the post-socialist countries of Central and
Eastern Europe (CEE), where hyper versions of neoliberal urbanism have
triumphed, for a variety of reasons protests have not been as massive
as in Southern Europe, but diverse and novel grassroots mobilizations
have taken place there as well (Jacobsson, 2015; Pleyers & Sava, 2015;
Polanska in this volume). The effects of the legacy of state socialism, cou-
pled with the ongoing processes of rapid neoliberalization, have led to a
widespread mistrust of collective action and preferences for individualist
problem-solving strategies.

“Participants of the early anti-austerity demonstrations in Northern European countries, according
to various surveys, came mainly from ‘the usual suspects’, such as unions, leftists, anti-globalization,
ESE anti-racist organizations, Occupy and Blockupy, and the Left Party (della Porta, 2015;
Peterson, Wahlstrom, & Wennerhag, 2013).
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Neoliberal Urbanism

After several rounds of neoliberalization, urban conditions and urban
politics have transformed in fundamental ways. First, a roll-back of
Fordist institutions and redistributive policies during the 1980s aimed
to address the limits of the Keynesian city. In the succeeding roll-out
phase during the 1990s, policy makers sought to ameliorate some of the
destructive effects of the dismantling of the Fordist compromise. This
was followed by a third round, in which, after the dot-com crash of 2001,
urbanization became a global phenomenon, thanks to the integration of
financial markets to debt-finance urban development around the world.
Currently we are in a ‘post-crisis’ round of austerity urbanism,’ and the
Keynesian city, along with its norms, its functional zoning and its par-
ticular form of urban renewal and suburbanization, have been replaced
by a rather different formation (Mayer, 2012). Urban policy-making
hinges no longer primarily on the institutions of the local elected state
and its bureaucrats, but ever more on business, real estate and developer
interests, all of which are increasingly global. The point of urban policy
has become to facilitate the unfettered operation of ‘the market’. Urban
services, what is left of them, have become increasingly privatized, and
city governments purchasers rather than providers of services, the goal
of which has become to activate and entrepreneurialize ‘clients’. The lat-
est round of neoliberalization, in which the neoliberal project has been
discredited but still not weakened by the 2008 crash and stagnant growth
rates, as well as delegitimized by social movements, is characterized by a
devolved form of extreme fiscal constraint, which in the northern coun-
tries is projected largely on to sub-national scales. In so-called Peripheral
Europe,® this manifests on national scales as well, thanks to EU and IMF
politics. Everywhere municipalities are adversely affected, and many have
developed an advanced form of austerity politics, which now not only
dismantles Fordist social welfare infrastructures, as during the first roll-

>These phases, which roughly, but not everywhere, correspond to the decades indicated, are well
described in Peck, Theodore, and Brenner (2009), and austerity urbanism in Peck (2012). The cor-
respondences between these phases and the respective urban movements are presented in Mayer
(2012, pp. 65-69) and Mayer (2013, pp. 6-10).

¢Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece, Spain.
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back phase, but grinds away at what has survived repeated rounds of cut-
backs and neoliberal restructuring.

Neoliberal urbanism thus denotes a complex configuration involving
the local adaptation of neoliberal regulations, such as the enforcing of low
wages and insecure working conditions, restrictions of tenant’s as well as
worker’s rights debt as a disciplinary technique and specifically spatial
adaptations of neoliberal tenets, such as increasingly uneven spatial devel-
opment: While central areas are ever more spiffed up with expensive,
glitzy and securitized developments, poor neighbourhoods are suffering
even more cutbacks and surveillance. The politics of neoliberal urbanism
have been characterized by the deliberate valorization of real estate and
public space, creative city policies and punitive austerity policies. Both
the spatial-polarization and the social-precarization aspects of neoliberal
urbanism were only intensified through the measures by which policy
managers have sought to cope with the fall-out of the 2008 crisis. The
following list of these characteristic policies highlights how each of them
has contributed to the effect of exacerbating social imbalances and con-
flicts, which in turn has transformed the urban polity, available resources
and the space available for urban residents. This also means that when, in
the wake of the financial crisis at the end of the 2000s, austerity policies
became more dominant across Europe, the material conditions for urban
resistance movements began to shift in the following ways:

1. The overarching political strategy continues to be what it has been
since the beginning of the neoliberal turn: the pursuit of growzh first.
Festivalization, urban spectacles and signature events have always been
measures widely applied by urban managers seeking to accelerate
investment flows into the city and to improve their position in inter-
urban rivalry. Cities that come out on top in this global competition
include those whose real estate markets appear as safe havens to foot-
loose global capital, such as London, New York or Shanghai, or cities
whose credit-fuelled construction boom (e.g., Istanbul) or whose tour-
ism industry (e.g., Barcelona) have driven real estate surges. An effect
of the success in this interurban competition is exploding property
prices, which in turn have led to a surge in evictions, social displace-
ment and a new homeless crisis borne out of an affordable housing
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crisis, rather than out of the subprime mortgage crisis, as was the case
in Spain. In most other cities, shrinking budgets now prevent urban
managers from implementing the type of big projects and urban spec-
tacles they used to employ to radiate the message of success to inves-
tors and tourists alike. Cash-strapped cities—and not merely in the
more heavily indebted European South—now turn to forms of loca-
tional politics that rely more on symbolic, low-cost ways to attract
‘creative classes’ to help in culturally upgrading their brand, i.e., inno-
vative low-budget and especially culture-led efforts to mobilize city
space for growth.

Such cultural branding strategies sometimes benefit, in ambiguous
ways, alternative and sub-cultural movements, particularly those
movements that can be fitted into creative city projects (cf. the chapters
by Birke on Hamburg and Lund Hansen and Karpantschof on
Copenhagen in this volume). But as such strategies tend to upgrade
and valorize the spaces made attractive by artists, squatters and alterna-
tive or (sub-)cultural interim users, they lead to further displacing or
marginalizing groups that lack symbolic cultural resources, thus trig-
gering the protest of these outcast groups. (cf. Mayer, 2016)

. Secondly, neoliberalization has led cities to adopt entrepreneurial forms

of governance in ever-more policy areas, where they make more and
more use of presumably more efficient business models and privatized
forms of governance. This has involved a proliferation of out-
contracting and a shift towards task- and project-driven initiatives,
such as developing a particular part of town (e.g., new upscale uses for
waterfronts, ‘science cities’, etc.), or competing for mega-events such
as the Olympics, World Cups, International Building Exhibits, or
Garden Shows—though municipal treasurers have become increas-
ingly wary of failed projects and speculative ruin, and increasingly
favour smaller-scale regeneration efforts instead. In any case, with
these supposedly more eflicient entrepreneurial modes of governance,
mayors and their partners from the business sector, often bypassing
council chambers, have set up special agencies to deliver target-driven
initiatives that focus on specific, concrete objectives. In contrast to
previous Keynesian modes of governance, which secured the consent
of the governed through tripartite, corporate and long-term designs,



2 Neoliberal Urbanism and Uprisings Across Europe 67

these novel modes of regulation, while less transparent and often not
democratically legitimized do produce hegemony, but they do so via
the small-scale involvement of different segments off society: We now
see flexible, small and constantly changing concessions to shifting par-
ticular groups, primarily middle class-based and upwardly mobile
ones. In this ad-hoc and informalized political process, global develop-
ers and international investors have come to play even more leading
roles—though it is local politics that allows them this role. These
entrepreneurial strategies and their lack of public transparency have
given rise to all kinds of struggles over (the erosion of) representative
democracy. They have been behind the ‘real democracy’ demands of
Madrid’s Indignados and the resistance against the plans for Gezi Park
(see Martinez and Lelandais in this volume), as well as countless urban
campaigns against the undemocratic ways in which large urban infra-
structure projects get pushed through (cf., for example, Dragojlo,
2015; Peters & Novy, 2012; Watt, 2013). Besides those citizens pro-
testing against non-transparent decision-making that expedites proj-
ects favoured by global developers or corporations, those who do not
conform to the standards of international investors now shaping the
urban environment have also taken to protest against being excluded
from their ‘right to the city’ (cf. Birke in this volume; Brenner, Marcuse
and Mayer, 2012).

. Intensified privatization of public infrastructures and services is
another key feature of neoliberal urbanism, which keeps being pushed
to new levels. This has not only transformed the traditional relation
between the public and the private, as it involves not just the rolling-
back and reorganization of the socially oriented institutions of the
public sector, but, as everything from public transport and utilities to
social housing is now exposed to the market, privatization has actually
turned into financialization (cf. Hodkinson, 2012; Rolnik, 2013). In
this raiding of public coffers, often by government-sponsored private
companies, urban resources and public infrastructure and services are
turned into options for expanded capital accumulation by disposses-
sion (cf. Merrifield, 2013). Where the public sector has not yet been
tully privatized, where, for example, health care, child care, schools or
universities are still in the public sector, tight city budgets have been
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used as justification for keeping public employees” wages stagnant.
Municipalities and provincial governments have frozen or cut back
expenditures and wages, which has triggered unexpectedly strong
waves of strikes in Germany, and led to the formation of the tides
movements in Spain (Streeck, 2015; Martinez in this volume).
Intensification of privatization has equally pertained to land: The
extortion of maximal land rent works best through dedicating more
and more private spaces to elite consumption, while the privatization
of other (public) areas, such as shopping malls or train stations, has
meant limiting access to and/or making the use of collective infra-
structures more expensive. Whole urban centres from Paris, Manhattan
and London to Singapore and Hong Kong are becoming, in the words
of the Financial Times, no less, ‘exclusive citadels of the elites.” ‘[T]he
middle classes and small companies are falling victim to class-cleansing.
Global cities are becoming patrician ghettos’ (Kuper, 2013). These
enclosure strategies have triggered a variety of contestations, from pro-
tests against rent increases and cutbacks of public infrastructures, ser-
vices, schools and universities, to occupations of social centres (see, for
example, the tenants and squatters movements in Poland, described by
Polanska, and the struggles over social centres such as Hamburg’s Rota
Flora, described by Birke, or Copenhagen’s Youth House, detailed by
Lund and Karpantschof, in this volume). Social cutbacks also underlie
the uprisings that have erupted in deprived city areas, whether the
suburbs of Paris and Stockholm, or inner-city neighbourhoods in
London and other British cities, as described in the respective chapters
in this volume. Furthermore, situationist-inspired guerrilla and other
actions in the semi-public, privatized spaces of surveillance and con-
sumption have responded to privatization processes impinging on
public spaces (cf. Belina, 2010; Eick & Briken, 2014). Intensification
of privatization is also behind the urban restructuring that triggered
the massive uprisings in Spanish cities, as well as the Gezi Park contes-
tation analyzed in this volume. Finally, movements have forced munic-
ipalities to re-communalize water and/or energy utilities with popular
referenda, but this has occurred only sporadically (cf. Becker, Beveridge,
& Naumann, 2015). Where deprivation and exclusion that have deep-
ened through these enclosure strategies are coupled with punitive state
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measures and police brutality, which manifest as part of a further,
fourth characteristic feature of neoliberal urbanism, combustible situ-
ations are generated.

4. 'The earlier neoliberal tool kit for dealing with social polarization has
been replaced. During the roll-out phase of neoliberalism, this tool kit
consisted of area-based programs, i.e., some mix of neighbourhood,
revitalization and activation programs that were to stop the presumed
downward spiral of ‘blighted’ or so-called ‘problem’” neighbourhoods
(‘neoliberalism with a human face’). These programs have meanwhile
been severely curtailed and superseded by a two-pronged policy. These
prongs consist, on the one hand, of attrition and displacement poli-
cies, and, on the other, of more benign programs designed to incorpo-
rate select impoverished groups and areas into upgrading efforts. For
example, decaying social housing districts or (ex-)industrial areas that
are deemed to have some development potential increasingly become
locations for urban spectacles and development projects, and city
managers claim that these strategies will upgrade existing populations.
While not displacing poor residents with immediate force, such pro-
grams still tend to work as vehicles not only to upgrade and revitalize
such neighbourhoods, but also to induce a gradual residential shift.
This, too, often creates controversial effects that may trigger
resistance.

But the prong that in many cities has lately been gaining more strength
and significance, and seems to be outpacing the more ‘benign’ one, con-
sists of punitive, repressive and criminalizing measures and instruments.
It entails attrition and displacement policies that are pushing the poor to
further outskirts or into invisible interstices of blight within the urban
perimeter, as well as punitive strategies that tend to criminalize unwanted
behaviours and groups. The intricate causal relationship between these
processes—the gentrification-led restructuring of city centres and inner-
city housing markets through new and often gated development projects,
the clearance of public housing, the elimination of tenant protections
and the exacerbated exclusion of disadvantaged places, milieus and social
groups—is everywhere obfuscated in new discourses of (in-)securitization

and self-responsibilization (cf. Slater, 2011; Smith, 2002). Underlying the
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expansion of these vulnerable groups and of their grievances are macro
processes such as the deregulation and flexibilization of labour markets,
welfare retrenchment and the increase of low-wage and informal sectors
that employ growing sections of the (racialized) ‘precariat’ and growing
numbers of migrants, i.e., growing and differentiating sets of precarious,
often paperless, workers (cf. Mayer, 2010; McNevin, 2006; Wacquant,
2009).

Many communities of colour, informal workers, homeless people, the
undocumented and, increasingly, victims of the new austerity, as well as
protest movements and urban ’rioters’, confront this repressive side of
neoliberal politics: increasingly strict laws, tougher policing and more
disenfranchisement. As precious central-urban space plays such a key
role in interurban competition, urban policy-makers seek to cleanse it
of whatever might diminish its exchange value or disrupt the exclusive
commerce and consumption or tourism that is supposed to take place
here (cf. Beckett & Herbert, 2010; Eick & Briken, 2014, esp. Section III:
Policing the Urban Battleground).

Thus, both traditionally vulnerable groups, the ones Wacquant (2008)
labelled ‘urban outcasts’, as well as new-austerity victims, are increas-
ingly losing out, whether in labour or housing markets. They confront
more extensive surveillance, more aggressive policing and generally
more stigmatizing, repressive and expelling treatment. Feher (2015)
describes increasingly brutal ways of ‘disposing of the discredited” that
have become characteristic of neoliberal governance. These measures to
‘disappear’ people without assets, who are of no use to austere neoliber-
alism, range from making them statistically invisible, via harassing them
‘to death’, all the way to pushing them out of or not letting them into
gated Europe.

In some ways, ailing municipalities and cities teetering on the brink
of bankruptcy are at the forefront of systemic austerity, as they engage
in the most drastic cutbacks in public infrastructure. Not just in debt-
ridden Southern Europe, but also in presumably still-stable Germany,
the number of heavily indebted cities has exploded, and some munici-
palities have gone broke (AKP, 2011; Holtkamp & Kuhlmann, 2012;
Miillender, 2013). Municipal fiscal crises are used to install (unelected)
so-called ‘emergency managers’, who can rule with unrestricted author-
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ity over the urban region for which fiscal emergency has been declared.
These state-imposed managers pass laws and decrees that suspend
essential political and social rights (Peck, 2013; Schipper & Schéning,
2016).

Rather than receiving support from supra-local levels of government,
ailing cities are requested to shoulder even more burdens, responsibili-
ties and deficits, which higher levels of government are shifting down-
ward. Given shrinking room to manoeuvre, most of these cities attempt
to tackle the offloaded social and ecological ‘externalities’ with the very
same methods of marketization, outsourcing, deregulation and privatiza-
tion of public services and social supports which have already proven to
incapacitate the state, thereby burdening those at the bottom and com-
pounding their economic marginalization by means of state abandon-
ment (Peck, 2012, pp. 650-651).

All of these currently popular instruments and policies have implica-
tions for the ways in which urban resistance forms, and they structure
oppositional groups’ ability to manoeuvre. While creative city policies
may open up new space and resources for action, and sustain some initia-
tives, expanded austerity and criminalization policies not only exacerbate
social polarization, but also restrict and suffocate (protest) movements
of more vulnerable urban residents. The expansion of stop-and-frisk
measures, identity controls and surveillance technologies has particularly
affected migrant groups, especially youth. But this disciplinary, repressive
side is also looming larger in authorities’ response to radical, militant
and riotous behaviour (cf. Slater, Dikeg, Sernhede et al., as well as Birke,
Martinez, and Lelandais in this volume).

In sum, neoliberal urbanism—the ground and target within and
against which a broad spectrum of urban collective actions, from well-
organized campaigns and social movement actions to violent eruptions,
have co-evolved—is complexly configured. While it manifests in differ-
ent nationally and locally specific forms, it contrasts markedly with previ-
ous urban constellations, and thus exerts rather different influences and
constraints on contemporary contestations. The next section explores the
dynamics and mutual influences of neoliberal urbanism and resistance
to 1t.
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Neoliberal Urbanism and Resistance

As indicated, the delineated manifestations of neoliberal urbanism have
had implications for collective action: some triggering protest directly,
others affecting resistance through the way they shape political oppor-
tunity structures. Anti-austerity protests have flared up both on the left
and the right, and new middle class-based activism has also emerged
to attempt to maintain accustomed ways of life (e.g., Poulios, 2014).
Advocacy and solidarity movements for and by austerity victims have
expanded—from soup kitchens to anti-eviction networks and campaigns
to defend the rights of the homeless or the rights of refugees—and many
other urban movements, even if not directed against austerity, have been
affected or transformed by the changing urban context. For example,
countercultural and anarchist movements that used to, and in some ways
still, benefit from creative city policies are themselves increasingly pre-
carized (Mayer, 2016; see also Birke, Polanska, Martinez and the chapter
by Lund Hansen and Karpantschof in this volume).

This section cannot provide a systematic analysis of the complex and
contradictory forms of urban resistance that have arisen in this latest
round of neoliberalization, which would also need to include regressive,
right-wing, and not only progressive, emancipatory, variants of resistance
against neoliberal urbanism. As the chapter’s purpose is to shed light on
the relations between the dynamics of urban neoliberalization and the
urban uprisings of recent decades motivated by social justice, rather than
by ideals of blood or national purity or by religious fundamentalism, it
focuses on those types of urban resistance and moments of uprising that
are or can become part of progressive social movements seeking to dis-
mantle and replace neoliberal-rule regimes in order to realize justice and
equality for all urban residents.”

This section highlights three correspondences between neoliberal
urbanism and its resistance: First, it shows how the dynamics and ten-
sions inherent to neoliberal urbanism have generated greater conflict and

7Tt would require a different analysis to account for the significance of right-wing, populist and
xenophobic movements, which have also expanded in the context of, and are sometimes directed
against, neoliberal austerity.
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contestation involving a more heterogeneous group of affected subjects;
second, it illustrates just how variegated collective actions in response to
urban upgrading policies can be; and third, it explores how, in the context
of the massive upheaval that has swept across Greece and Spain, Oxford
University Pressrassroots efforts to rebuild another city from below have
evolved.

A Larger and More Heterogeneous
Field of Urban Activism

The increasingly austere form of neoliberal urbanism sketched above has
redefined the ground for progressive urban collective action, particularly
for existing urban movements. For one thing, existing movements con-
front additional targets and adversaries beyond city politicians, such as

Fig. 2.1 Wem gehort die strasse. (Who does the street belong to?) Photo:
Bruce Spear
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unelected technocrats, especially financial technocrats, as well as global
investors and developers, who are behind the financialization of housing
markets and push for big development projects. For another, movements
now mobilize around a panoply of new issues, such as privatizations
and cuts to education, child care, social services and pension), evictions,
rising poverty and homelessness, and racist anti-refugee populism and
media campaigns against ‘others’ who are painted as ‘living beyond their
means’. In addition, they face more and new forms of repression, and
witness de-democratization in many spheres, as well as suspension of civil
rights, which increasingly affects their own practices.® Many suffer from
shrinking resources, opportunities and open spaces for their activities,
for example, as they lose state funding or legal status as recognized asso-
ciations, or lose public support by being criminalized. The movement
terrain has been further altered as it has been expanded by new actors
entering the stage, mobilizing around such restrictive measures and draw-
ing public attention to the deprivation of rights and resources imposed
on unwanted or ‘disposable’ groups. Human rights groups, solidarity ini-
tiatives and scores of more or less spontaneous actions have drawn on
populations that used to be uninvolved in urban activism.

As recent austerity cuts have hit not only the traditionally disadvan-
taged, but, increasingly, youth, students, creatives and other, middle class
segments, more and more people experience the punitive side of neolib-
eral urbanism. And this is not only the case for Southern European cities,
but, as the chapters on Paris, London, Copenhagen and Stockholm in
this book reveal, also for cities in Northern Europe. Primarily, though, it
is vulnerable and marginalized social groups that are confronted with this
side of the neoliberalizing city.

Wherever those who are denied their right to the city fight back and
confront the political system with their demands, they face—if not
merely deaf ears—more restrictions, surveillance and more aggressive
policing than their (potential) allies in the alternative and countercul-

8Cf. the new draconian Spanish safety law, which was passed in June 2015 in direct response to
some of the anti-austerity protests sweeping across Spanish cities. Now, demonstrators participat-
ing in unauthorized protest near ‘sensitive’ locations can face fines of as much as €600,000 (Minder,
2015; Streck, 2015).
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tural scenes, who possess assets that are potentially marketable in the
context of interurban rivalry over cultural branding. While the latter may
receive concessions and offers for incorporation, ‘urban outcasts’ usually
experience stigmatizing and repressive treatment which exacerbates their
disenfranchisement and deepens the divides and oppositions among the
different groups locked out of or exploited by the neoliberal city and dis-
possessed through its crisis management.

Local authorities frequently exacerbate the distance and alienation
between, on the one hand, groups that possess certain leverage within
the neoliberal city, and those that are stigmatized and ‘othered’. But
even before any differential forms of state repression produce or inten-
sify these distances, very real differences in terms of cultural and every-
day experience between comparatively privileged movement groups
and ‘outcasts’ already exist. And, also, within the various groups that
make up the latter, different positions and thus different interests exist.
For example, the homeless, the undocumented, the welfare-dependent,
workers in informal economies and migrant youth have extremely
divergent experiences and face widely different challenges. These dif-
ferent positions and interests often make it difficult to join together in
a common struggle, as the cases of Paris or London indicate. The exis-
tence of these very real hurdles in the increasingly heterogeneous field
of urban activism makes the conjoining of forces, when it does occur,
the more remarkable. The assemblies held on Greek and Spanish plazas
that brought forth joint actions of evicted homeowners and M15 activ-
ists, or Gezi Park’s defenders bringing established urban social move-
ments, environmentalists and government critics together in a powerful
battle against the Turkish politics neoliberalizing the city, and also alli-
ances between working-class immigrant youth and middle-class inner-
city activists, such as were formed in Swedish suburbs, illustrate ways in
which, despite cultural and social differences, new and old movements
have managed to struggle jointly. For this reason, these, as well as many
smaller struggles, that managed to bridge stark positional distances in
building joint movements against neoliberal urban policies deserve par-
ticular attention.
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Variegated Forms of Resistance Against Urban
Upgrading

As David Harvey (2006, p. 28) has observed for the movement landscape
in the neoliberal age in general, social activists have increasingly shifted to
‘rights discourses’. In cities from Brazil to Turkey and Germany, the slo-
gans of urban movements have adapted this general shift to social justice
discourses by invoking the ‘Right to the City’. While all Right to the City
(RetC) initiatives and networks refer back to Henri Lefebvre’s original
definition that ‘the right to the city (is) like a cry and a demand’ (1967,
p. 158), movements under this banner in fact comprise a huge variety of
practices and goals. On one end of the spectrum, groups and organiza-
tions are working to get charters passed that seek to protect specific rights
(plural) in order to secure participation for all in the city (as i# exists).” On
the other end of the spectrum, more radical movements seek to create zhe
right to a (more open, genuinely democratic) city through social and politi-
cal agency (cf. Birke, 2010 in this volume).

As highlighted in the chapters on Hamburg and Istanbul in this vol-
ume, it has been primarily in Germany and Turkey where protest net-
works and alliances have coalesced under the banner of the ‘Right to the
City’."? But also, those not explicitly invoking this motto have recently
brought together a greater number of different groups than the earlier
waves of urban movements in the 1970s and 1980s (cf. Mayer, 2013).

Typically, these contemporary networks of urban activism in Europe,
from Greece and Spain in the south, to France, Germany and Scandinavia
in the north, and all the way to Turkey and the post-socialist countries in
the east, consist of some combination of the following social groupings:

¢ radical autonomous, anarchist and alternative groups and various left-
ist organizations;

?'This strand of RetC activism has rather depoliticizing effects, as explained in Mayer (2012).

19Cities in Poland, Croatia and some other CEE regions have also seen Right to the City alliances
gain broad support and even enter municipal councils and governments (Poblocki, 2012; Saric,
2012).
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* middle-class urbanites who seek to defend their accustomed quality of
life;

* residents in poor urban areas, often with heterogeneous histories of
migration;

¢ other disparate groups that share a precarious existence, whether in the
informal sector, in the creative industries or among college students;

e artists and other creative professionals, many of whom are also pre-
carized; and

* frequently, local environmental groups that fight harmful energy, cli-
mate or development policies.

While recent uprisings against neoliberal urbanism in Southern European
cities have generally been inclusive of marginalized and ‘disposable’
groups within Northern European activist networks, including Right to
the City networks, the marginalized, people of colour and groups deemed
‘disposable’ have rarely played major active roles so far, a fact which many
political activists regard as a strategic problem, and a reason why alliances
involving immigrant youth that have emerged in Swedish suburbs are so
interesting (see chapter by Sernhede et al. in this volume).

Thus, the differences within two-speed Europe, between ‘core’ and
‘peripheral’ European countries, need to be explored, and appear to
underlie the contrast between broad popular alliances (as manifested in
the Indignados and Aganaktismenoi) and comparatively narrower pro-
test against neoliberal urbanism in the ‘core’. However, we also need to
explore the conditions that have allowed new urban movements to evolve
in Northern European cities, which unite the marginalized working class,
frequently with migrant backgrounds, with more or less precarized mid-
dle-class groups, and have also brought forth new urban political actors
articulating a clear rejection of the ways in which austerity urbanism has
harmed their neighbourhoods and living conditions. The rest of this sec-
tion thus focuses on some cases that represent and illustrate the dynamic
between neoliberal urban restructuring, on the one hand, and different
types of mobilization and alliances, on the other.

One of the most best-known RttC networks is Hamburg’s, which
emerged in 2009, based on the dense history of social protests described
by Birke in this volume. It joined together a variety of local groups active
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against the city’s housing policies and location marketing. The net-
work enjoyed enormous visibility through its large parades composed
of ‘squatters, tenants, artists’, and because it managed to seize on the
crisis-induced bankruptcy of an investor who had bought up the historic
Gingeviertel. While the Hamburg case well illustrates the powerful lever-
age that (cultural) activists can exert in the context of an urban politics
that seeks to compete on the basis of branding a city as a cultural-creative
capital, it also reveals the relative exclusivity of the network, in spite of
its heterogeneity.

When some RetC activists attempted to broaden the scope of the
network by tackling another feature of Hamburg’s neoliberal urbanism,
namely strategies to upgrade deindustrialized districts south of the River
Elbe in Wilhelmsburg, they foregrounded the rights of local residents,
such as low-income tenants and immigrants, in downgraded housing. As
described above, such formerly stigmatized neighbourhoods are increas-
ingly targeted for upscale valorization processes. Because local residents
usually have a strong interest in stopping the downward spiral their
neighbourhoods are caught in, they tend to put up little resistance to
such upscaling strategies. Typically, the housing stock has been neglected
for decades, and the socioeconomic situation is characterized by job losses
due to deindustrialization, shipyard closures and lack of investment in
public and social infrastructures. As the city went about upgrading parts
of this area, using urban-development corporations to implement a gar-
den show and an international building exhibit, and pioneers and gentri-
fiers began to enter simultaneously, an activist group operating within
Hamburg’s RttC network set out to politicize the conflicts triggered by
these upgrading processes and to support low-income social-housing resi-
dents. Activist-researchers Birke, Hohenstatt, and Rinn (2015) describe
how difficult it has been to generate broad mobilization, highlighting ‘the
hierarchies of visibility and spaces of articulation available’ to different
groups in the city (Birke et al., 2015, p. 216, 217).

Similar to Hamburg’s growth pressures, which made city politi-
cians choose the impoverished area of Wilhelmsburg for upgrading,
Stockholm’s growth pressures have affected the suburb of Husby. Since
Husby is located next to Sweden’s Silicon Valley, ‘Kista Science City’,
Stockholm politicians wanted Kista to expand across Husby. They
planned for demolitions of large housing complexes, for out-contracting
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and privatizing public infrastructure such as public health and care ser-
vices, for housing renovations implying huge rent increases, and to shut
down the social centre, Husby Triff. But the immigrant-dominated sub-
urb has a history of strong social struggles, and local movement organiza-
tions such as Megaphone, founded in 2008, protested the ‘renovictions’
and succeeded in preventing some of these policies from being imple-
mented. They also occupied the centre against closure.

As in many other Swedish peripheral poor neighbourhoods, populated
by many different ethnicities, tensions have risen not only because more
than half a million poorly maintained apartments risk being upgraded
with rent increases of up to 65 %, but also due to intensified policing
practices: Police have implemented a zero-tolerance strategy in the sub-
urbs as well as programs against political ‘radicalization’, thereby increas-
ing resentment. The resistance put up by residents on the outskirts of
cities such as Gothenburg, Malmé and Stockholm has thus been directed
not merely against the deterioration of their neighbourhoods and the
threat of gentrification, but also always against racism and harassment by
police (see Sernhede et al. in this volume).

Unlike the cases of Paris in 2005 and London in 2011, deeply rooted
social movement organizations had been in place when the ‘riots” broke
out in the impoverished suburbs of Stockholm in 2013. Thus, this case
illustrates how violent uprisings and social movement organizations may
be intricately connected. In spite of some successes of these new popular-
justice movements, particularly with regard to the public framing of car
burnings—which in Sweden turned more to social explanations and cor-
responding reforms, where in Britain harsher punishments and more
police were the widely shared response—polarization between central
cities and suburban peripheries continues to widen, with the latter per-
sistently impacted by structural racism, institutional discrimination and
territorial stigmatization (cf. Schierup, Alund, & Kings, 2014).

Another novel alliance is epitomized by urban movements in CEE
countries, which also developed in response to neoliberalization policies."!

""Both anti-capitalist and conservative groups are concerned with the protection of public space
and national heritage against what they perceive as exploitative neoliberal interests. Jacobsson
(2015, p. 281) shows that this oscillation between progressive and regressive claims among urban
movements reflects the ambivalence that characterizes the ‘post-socialist condition’.
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In Poland, where tenant and squatting movements had initially devel-
oped in opposition to each other, the tenant movement shifted to resist
neoliberalization as accession to the EU made the detrimental effects of
privatization in the housing sector more manifest. Simultaneously, anar-
chist squatters shifted their emphasis from anti-statism to anti-capitalism,
opening the way to cooperation between both movements, as the inten-
sifying neoliberalization of urban development sharpened resistance in
both camps, as is traced in Polanska’s chapter. This alliance is interesting,
as it allows us to see the essentializing move so characteristic of much
social movement research that pitches institutionalized against non-
institutionalized action. The Polish case demonstrates that the difference
between such forms of action becomes minimal in a context where—as
is the case in the CEE region—movement organisations have a short his-
tory and limited resources, and where formal structures are often embed-
ded in a high level of informality (Jacobsson, 2015, p. 277).

Rebuilding the City from the Grassroots—In
the Context of Massive Societal Upheaval

The Greek and Spanish public-square movements have brought together
broadly heterogeneous resistance against austerity on a far more massive
scale than any of the Northern European movements. The harsh auster-
ity programs imposed by the EU crisis regime affected societies suddenly
and drastically, which has translated into higher rates of participation in
strikes and demonstrations, square protests and neighbourhood assem-
blies. The Southern European countries provide rich illustrations of how
new as well as pre-existing urban social movements have seized on grow-
ing anti-austerity sentiments, and managed to broaden their bases and
create new alliances, as well as new action forms and practices.

In Greece, where the most severe austerity measures have been imple-
mented, unemployment rose from 7.8 %, in 2008 to 28 % in November
2013, and the poverty level reached 40 %, the scale of protest mobili-
zations and revolts has been unprecedented. Starting with the revolt of
December 2008 (Leontidou, 20105 Sotiris, 2010; Vradis & Dalakoglou,
2011), Greece has seen hundreds of massive demonstrations, occupa-
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tions, widespread mobilizations and more than 25 general strikes. In
May 2010, when the Greek government entered into the first loan agree-
ment with the #roika of the EU, ECB and IME, an unprecedented move
for an EU member state, huge demonstrations flooded Thessaloniki and
Athens, and a national strike on 5 May protested the bail-out terms,
spending cuts and tax increases.'> When the Greek parliament approved
the Second Memorandum and the reduction of the minimum wage on
12 February 2012, 500,000 protesters again surrounded parliament and
‘riots’ broke out across the city, with at least 100,000 people battling the
police for hours late into the night. This was not the only instance when
militant, ‘non-peaceful’ forms of action occurred embedded in broad-
based social movements.

After the 2012-2014 period of depression, many movements made
a strategic choice to reinforce their neighbourhood-oriented, day-to-
day work of mutual support and solidarity. They work in food kitchens,
farmers markets, free markets for exchanging clothing and other essen-
tials, solidarity clinics, alternative schools, schooling for immigrants, and
legal support to help people at risk of losing their homes, electricity and
water—not only to organize much-needed help and satisfy collective
needs, but also to build self-managed spaces for public resistance against
neoliberal politics and relations for changing the balance of forces against
the existing exploitative structures (Henley, 2015)

While disillusionment with electoral politics after Syriza’s policy
U-turn in June 2015 has been widespread (the abstention rate in the
September 2015 election was 45%)," solidarity infrastructures have
continued to grow. For example, there are now over 50 solidarity clinics
in Greece, and 15 in Athens alone.'* Besides providing much-needed
medical services, these self-organized clinics continue to pressure the gov-
ernment to provide better medical and health care for all, including the

12 Almost a third of the adult Greek population took part in the 2010 anti-austerity protests (Riidig
& Karyotis, 2013).

3Both this record-high abstention rate and the extraordinary number of blank ballots (2.5 %)
reveal the enormous disappointment with and rejection of party politics among broad layers of the
Greek population questioning neoliberal policies.

““Most are full-service clinics, and all are run entirely by volunteers, from doctors and nurses to
pharmacists and technical support. Each treats anywhere from a few thousand to over 12,000
people a year.
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undocumented.” Besides fighting against privatization of the health sec-
tor, they are also engaged in action against racism and xenophobia, and
in various refugee-support activities. as well as in campaigns for Kobane
and Palestine. While locally organized in assembly structures, they are
also networked with similar organizations nationally and across Europe.

Because Spain’s extreme housing and foreclosure crisis created an enor-
mous pool of Afectados, and because many of the movements making up
the Indignados shared a particularly autonomous, party-sceptical stance,
urban movements in Spain have faced even more conducive conditions
for building sustainable structures of solidarity in urban neighbourhoods.
When the housing bubble burst, beginning in 2007, Spain’s foreclosure
rates were exploding, along with unemployment rates,'® and the number
of evictions of people unable to pay their mortgages began to skyrocket.
In response, the Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca (PAH) was cre-
ated in 2009 in Madrid. In 2011, PAH joined the coalition Democracia
Real Ya! in its call for a 15 May demonstration (see Martinez in this vol-
ume). The squares movement that unfolded in its wake made visible how
many people stood behind the 15 M movement’s demand for a more
participatory democracy no longer controlled by the two-party PSOE-PP
system. In order to defend the openness of the situation, 15 M activists
explicitly distanced themselves from all political parties as well as unions
of the left, thus redefining the meaning of political action. Though leftist
organizations were excluded, the 15 M developed not merely a sharp cri-
tique of the established political system, but also of the neoliberal regime,
austerity politics and the power of corporations, thus going beyond the
liberal conception of democracy. And, through the prefigurative practices
developed in the collective organization of everyday life on the squares
and plazas, as well as the countless direct actions planned and carried
out from the encampments, such as occupying party offices, blockad-
ing the parliament, protests at detention centres, and rebuilding cleared

'5'The minister of health has now prepared legislation to permit access to health care for the unin-
sured, to be voted on in parliament in December 2015. In case the #roika prevents passage, solidar-
ity clinics are planning nationwide actions.

16 Spanish unemployment was 27 % at the peak of the economic crisis in early 2013. It has since
come down to 23.8 % of the active population in July 2015, but the rate for the under-25-year-olds
continues to be around 50 %.
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squares, which were frequently met with violent police action, the move-
ment gained cohesiveness and legitimacy. Within weeks of the 15 May
demonstrations, the movement had become a new political subject, and
polls noted that 80 % of the population shared its political goals: radical
democratization, an end to the politics of austerity, saving people before
banks (Zelik, 2015, p. 102).

By late summer 2011, the assemblies of the 15 M decided to move
their activities to the neighbourhoods, which, however, did not mean
an end of the uprisings."” Since then, the 15 M protests have begun to
mingle more and more with struggles carried out by unions, social coali-
tions, and groups of the political left, against cuts in health and educa-
tion, labour-market reforms and police brutality. Other new groupssuch
as the tides'® have emerged in different sectors.

In spite of the huge, sustained support 15 M has mobilized through-
out Spanish society, the movement’s capacity to influence national poli-
cies has remained limited. However, it did provide some opportunities to
new parties and electoral platforms at the municipal level.

As a way to carry ‘the spirit of the 15 M’ into institutions, local elec-
toral platforms were founded: In 2014, a group forming around PAH
spokesperson Ada Colau presented Guanyem (Catalan for ‘Let’s win’), a
grassroots initiative to develop a joint municipal program for Barcelona.
The municipal elections in May 2015 brought a landslide, not only in
Barcelona, where BarcelonaEnComii (the new name of Guanyem) won
25.2%, but also in Madrid, where Ahora Madrid won 31.9 %), and in
Valencia, A Coruna, Santiago, Ferrol, Zaragoza, and Cédiz, where alter-
native electoral platforms saw significant victories, gaining mayoralties
and city council seats."

PAH called for demonstrations against evictions in 41 cities in late September, and in mid-
October, after the Occupy movement has taken off in the USA, a global day of action of the ‘out-
raged’ took place:, includingdemonstrations in more than 900 cities in 80 countries.

'8 Marea Blanca, the white tide, emerged at the end of 2012 against cutbacks in public health, as
well as the green #ide in education.

YThe three female mayors elected in Barcelona, Madrid and Valencia immediately took similar
measures in child welfare, housing and poverty alleviation, and also began to put movement-

network strategies of solidarity and cooperation into practice (Flesher Fominaya, 2015; Zelik,
2015).
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Fig. 2.2 Protest by university students in Madrid, 2012. The main banner
says 'Public education is not on sale. We defend it. No Cuts. Minister of
Education—Resign!’. Photo: Miguel Martinez Lépez

The success of these municipal lists clearly rests on the broad mobiliza-
tions that people engaged in when they sensed that they can co-determine
the politics to be implemented within their city. At the same time, these
local successes risk falling into the ‘local trap’ if they do not manage to
link via horizontal networks and scale up to higher governmental levels.

Overcoming Neoliberal Urbanism

The specific challenge, then, thrown up by neoliberal urbanism to its
contestants has two sides: On the one side, it has created unique oppor-
tunities for broad-based and cross-class mobilizations, especially, but
not only, in Southern European cities. On the other, the distances and
rifts between the heterogeneously affected and mobilized groups are very
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real and not automatically overcome by fighting the same adversary. In
fact, they often impede the coming-together of distinct groups in joint
struggles, and their local particularities often make a scaling-up of strug-
gles difficult. This final section therefore returns to what the conceptual
frameworks invoked in the beginning of this chapter entail in terms of
their implications for the weakening, dismantling or overcoming of neo-
liberal urbanism.

With regard to opposition against neoliberalism, Harvey distinguishes
between immanent opposition and class movements. The former, which
tends to accept many of the basic propositions of neoliberalism, is far
more widespread than the latter. Such oppositional movements mostly
articulate contradictions immanent to neoliberalism by taking the prom-
ises of individual rights and freedoms seriously and opposing them to
the authoritarianism of political, economic and class power. Human-
rights movements and other individual-rights activism that have grown
exponentially since the 1980s are seen as manifestations of this imma-
nent opposition. Rights and justice discourses have accompanied and
expanded with each wave of neoliberalization. Harvey sees them caught
in the neoliberal trap, because a focus on these rights does not (re)create
substantive and open democratic-governance structures (Harvey, 2006,
pp- 50-51). In contrast to those, he identifies two types of observable
class movements: (1) movements that mobilize around expanded repro-
duction, in which the exploitation of wage labour and conditions defin-
ing the social wage are still central issues; and (2) movements around
accumulation by dispossession, in which everything from classic forms
of primitive accumulation to the depredations wrought by contemporary
forms of finance capital are the focus of resistance. Harvey sees it as an
urgent practical and theoretical task to find the organic link between
both of these forms of class movements (65) and suggests some ways in
which this might occur in his book Rebel Cities (2012).

However, today’s extraordinarily heterogeneous spectrum of urban col-
lective actors calls into question the clear-cut distinction Harvey has drawn
between immanent opposition and class movements against neoliberaliza-
tion, as even campaigns seizing on the rights and freedoms promised by
neoliberal elites often evolve into and ally with movements for substantive
change around issues of the social wage and accumulation by dispossession
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(Harvey, 2006, pp. 50-51). While we can identify analytic distinctions
between different types of struggle and differently positioned actors, ‘real
existing’ boundaries between them become increasingly porous, as organic
links are emerging between well-structured social movement organizations,
articulating clear demands, and spontaneous eruptions of marginalized and
othered (sub)urban residents; between, on the one hand, middle class-based
but increasingly precarious cultural workers and political activists and, on
the other, downgraded workers made redundant by deindustrialization and
waves of neoliberalization, who find themselves relegated to disadvantaged
peripheral neighbourhoods, and so forth The fact that such links emerge
on the basis of the shared experience of being dispossessed and disenfran-
chised by accelerated urban neoliberalization and the political responses to
its crises,” does not mean, however, that very real distances, tensions and
conflicts, even between those who participate in urban collective action,
don’t continue to exist or need to be addressed.

Aside from the massive mobilizations that erupted across Greece and
Spain, bringing many first-time demonstrators to the occupied squares
and assemblies, and where, after the dismantling of the protest camps,
popular assemblies were set up throughout urban neighbourhoods
involving thousands of people who had never before been part of urban-
resistance movements, such cross-class involvement of different milieus
and demographics in joint actions have been rare. While in Greece and
Spain the marginalized and racialized participated in urban-resistance
movements from early on (see the chapters by Vradis and Martinez),
comparably marginalized groups in Northern European cities are either
at risk of falling for nationalist ideologies, or may form the core of violent
uprisings such as took place in Paris and London in response to increas-
ing social inequalities, racialized territorial stigmatization and the absence
of democracy in urban-restructuring processes (cf. chapters by Dikec
and Slater). While the underlying causes everywhere have to do with

2 For example, the political responses to the foreclosure and banking crisis have been massive bank
bailouts and central banks around the world making cheap credit available, with the ECB embark-
ing on quantitative easing only in 2014. These cheap interest rates meant that enormous amounts
of fresh liquidity flooded the global financial system, which, while subsidizing private investors out
of bankruptcy, produced a tide of surplus capital, most of which has turned to speculative invest-
ment in stocks, bonds and, once again, real estate.
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dismantled welfare services and the other features of neoliberal urbanism
highlighted in section two of this chapter, the case studies presented in
this volume’s following chapters show that conditions for the emergence
of urban social movements and their claim-making depend very much on
local circumstances.

These varied localized joint struggles will need, however, to multiply
beyond the sum of their parts. This, in any case, is the implication of the
conceptualization Brenner et al. (2010) have developed about the rise, as
well as the overcoming, of neoliberalization. Setting up a ‘moving map
of neoliberalization,’ the authors distinguish three dimensions of neo-
liberalization processes, corresponding roughly to the decades in which
neoliberalization shifted from ‘disarticulated’ to ‘deep(ening)’: regulatory
experiments (1970), mechanisms for inter-jurisdictional policy trans-
fer (1980s), and finally trans-national rule regimes (1990s). Counter-
neoliberal pathways and scenarios are conceived as following parallel
dimensions of regulatory restructuring, progressively pushing back and
replacing the neoliberal rule regimes, from experiments across dispersed,
disarticulated contexts at local, regional and national scales, via a thicken-
ing of networks of policy transfer based upon alternatives to market rule,
all the way to ‘deep socialization’: dismantling and replacing neoliberal-
rule regimes by constructing alternative, market-restraining, socializing
frameworks for macro-spatial regulatory organization, characterized by
radical democratization of decision-making and allocation capacities at
all spatial scales (Brenner et al., 2010, pp. 333-342).

Building on this analysis, Peck et al. (2012) conclude ‘[t]hat the con-
struction of counterneoliberalizing systems of policy transfer, whether
among social movements, cities, regions or states, represents a major step
forward for progressive activists and policy makers. But in the absence
of a plausible vision for an alternative global rule regime, such networks
are likely to remain interstitial, mere irritants to the global machinery
of neoliberalization, rather than transformative threats to its hegemonic
influence’ (Peck et al., 2012, p. 285).

Thus, not until we build new forms of interurban politics, not until we
join forces across two-speed Europe, will there be a chance to break with
the pattern of neoliberal austerity. Breaking with this pattern will require
that ‘networking across local alternatives become much more effectively
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articulated with a strategic fight for new rules of the extra-local game’
(Peck, 2013, p. 24, italics by MM).

If this should be the pathway on which anti-austerity movements oper-
ate, their success would have to be measured not only by their local vic-
tories, but also by their contribution towards building those new rules of
the supra-local game. This clearly would have to be a multi-scalar strug-
gle, requiring us to simultaneously sort out how to turn local solidarity
practices into counter-neoliberal struggles while building movement-to-
movement solidarity across the uneven European landscape, and how to
politicize anti-eviction and other emergency support while pushing the
state, on all scales, to protect rather than punish society with austerity
policies.
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Rage and Fire in the French Banlieues

Mustafa Dikec

Introduction

What has been enthusiastically heralded as the ‘urban age’ has turned
out to be an era of ‘urban rage’ as well (Dikeg, forthcoming 2017).
Since at least the turn of the century, a wave of urban anger has taken
a global dimension: From Cairo to Baltimore, London to Istanbul, one
city after another experienced uprisings, leaving in their wake even more
rage which seems unquenchable either by the extent of destruction or
the severity of oppression. If this is what our urban futures hold for us,
then I believe we need to take these incidents seriously, because their
geographical expansion and increased intensity suggest a deepening of
problems, perhaps most sharply manifest in cities where inequalities have
been widening.
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Yet, as the editors of this volume observe in their introduction,
such incidents have not been on the research agendas of urban social-
movements scholars. True, not all urban uprisings are social movements in
a conventional sense, if we understand the latter as ‘intentional, collective
efforts to transform social order’ (Buechler, 2000, p. 213). However, they
are not mindless violence, either. They erupt as expressions of rage built
up by perceived injustices and grievances over the years. Unarticulated as
they may be, urban uprisings are mobilisations with a demand for justice.
It is in this sense that they can be seen as ‘unarticulated justice move-
ments (Dikeg, 2007), rather than as acts of intrinsic violence. Urban
uprisings, I argue in this chapter, are political events because they are
episodic mobilisations that expose injustices and grievances, stage pub-
lic appeals to justice, and raise claims about equality and accountability.
I start first with some observations about the principal framings of urban
uprisings, and about the broader context that sets the stage for what I call
‘urban rage’. 1 then focus on French banlieue revolts, with an emphasis
on their geographies of grievances, and draw some conclusions on their
political significance.

Rage in the Era of Urban Age'

Urban-age enthusiasts are right to point out that the concentration and
intensity of social interactions that cities allow have many advantages.
The flip side of this phenomenon, however, is that those excluded from
the rights and privileges that others enjoy are reminded of their depriva-
tion on a daily basis as part of their urban lives. Urban rage builds up
from such exclusions—from good jobs (or simply jobs), desirable social
positions, decent housing, good schools, pleasant neighbourhoods—
especially if these exclusions are perceived to be arbitrary and hence
unfair, and if they remain unaddressed by authorities, not to mention
cases when they are the consequences of specific actions by authorities.
This is different from rioting hooligans, raging neo-Nazis, or other forms

!"This section draws on Dikeg (forthcoming 2017), which focuses on urban uprisings in the liberal
democracies of the west, a focus I maintain in this chapter as well.
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of rage motivated by an ideal of purity (of blood, nation, fandom, etc.).?
Urban uprisings carry with them a call for equality and justice, concern-
ing in particular police violence, although these calls are not always artic-
ulated explicitly.

Nineteenth-century observers thought that such incidents carried no
political significance. Seen from a pathological framework, for them riots
were more signs of human pathology than symptoms of social problems
(Laclau, 2005). Rioting crowds signified irrationality, uncontrolled, vio-
lent emotions, and lack of moral sense. This pathological framework was
flawed not only empirically but logically. As the historian Rudé (2005
[1964]) showed through a series of studies on eighteenth-century British
and French uprisings, rioters were far from mad or marginal individu-
als engaged in mindless violence. They were socially active individuals
addressing, collectively, specific grievances. Rudé’s findings were con-
firmed in studies of the 1960s uprisings in US cities, which undermined
the stereotypical image of the rioter as unemployed, marginalised, crimi-
nal, or vagrant. Many rioters held jobs, and they were socially active in
their communities. They were moved to this violent form of protest by
the built-up rage that had to do with the injustices suffered by blacks in
US society (Haas, 1986; Marx, 1970; Wilkinson, 2009).

The pathological framework that sought to explain riots in terms of
human behaviour was not flawed merely in empirical terms, however;
it also led to an ethical and logical dead end. It left little or no room
for redemption, as the focus on the flawed nature of human behaviour
implied locking people up as practically the only solution. Furthermore,
attributing the source of riots to human nature failed to explain the where
and when of such eruptions. If the source of riots is the flawed nature
of some individuals who deviate from social norms, however defined,
and given that such individuals will always be present in any society, the
logical extension of the pathological framework implies that we could
potentially have riots anytime and anywhere. This, obviously, is not the

*T realise that problems such as high unemployment are also mobilised by right-wing groups as
grievances. If it could be shown that these groups suffer disproportionately from such problems
because of who they are or where they live, and also that their mobilisations are based on a principle
of equality rather than on the privileging of ‘natives’, then they would fall within the remit of my
focus on urban uprisings as politics.
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case. Although riots are impossible to predict, there are patterns that sug-
gest that specific conditions are more prone to eruption, as we will see.
These eruptions are not signs of criminality or irrationality, but outbursts
of rage for which economic, social, and political dynamics provide the
conditions.

Some readers may think this pathological framework is now a thing
of the past, a century-old sociological fallacy that can no longer find any
purchase. I am afraid, however, that the pathological framework is still
very much alive, and has come back with a vengeance during the urban
uprisings of the twenty-first century. References to ‘scum’, ‘criminals,
‘feral youth’, ‘people with a twisted moral code’, and ‘marauders and mar-
ginals’ were repeatedly made by politicians in power during the recent
uprisings in France, the USA, the UK, and Turkey. This pathological
framework needs to be resisted, because it is empirically and logically
flawed, and replaced with a societal one. The latter is precisely what poli-
ticians are at pains to avoid, because a shift from a pathological to a soci-
etal framework implies that these riots are political.

I am not trying to suggest that all rioting is intrinsically political.
However, the urban uprisings of the past decades, in distinction to those
motivated by racist, xenophobic, sexist, or religious hatred, were politi-
cal events, despite the fact that they rarely proposed a political project or
programme. As furious outbursts of rage produced by societal dynam-
ics, urban riots are protests against such dynamics, and acts of defiance
against the established order of things. They expose grievances, patterns,
and dynamics of inequality and oppression: Just think about what the
Ferguson riots of 2014 exposed in terms of dodgy, and likely illegal, police
practices exploiting, criminalising, and oppressing blacks in poor areas.
The occurrence of burning and looting does not make them less politi-
cal or non-political. As outrage about the unequal treatment of groups,
and other forms of injustice, riots are calls for justice and equality, even if
these are not always articulated explicitly.

Focusing on burning and looting is to confound the unfolding of an
event with its causes. Riots very rarely, if ever, start as burning and loot-
ing. They start as expressions of accumulated resentment turned into
rage, triggered by a specific, usually tragic, incident that symbolises the
perceived injustices of certain groups, such as, for example, police harass-
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ment and killings. These triggering incidents, however, are not one-off
occurrences, but part of repeated oppressive practices. The political ele-
ment in urban riots is the exposure of grievances and the dynamics that
systematically produce them. Once they start unfolding, they take on a
dynamic of their own. The fury of the moment, the sense of empower-
ment that comes from occupying space and defying order, usually leads
to violence and destruction. These are, after all, acts of defiance. But this
does not imply, as nineteenth-century thinkers believed, that the rioters
are irrational people with a broken moral compass. The sense of fury and
empowerment make some do things that they would not do in other
circumstances, and some benefit from the cover of rioting to do things
that they would have done anyway. However, what gives rise to these
incidents is the rage built up by injustice and oppression. It takes real
resentment and conviction to expose oneself to assault rifles, dogs, water
cannons, gas, batons, and the risk of prison. Urban riots, then, are not
just mere fooling around by irrational individuals and criminals, but out-
bursts of rage that manifest accumulated grievances.

The broader context for urban rage in the twenty-first century was
set by the inter-related economic, political, and urban transformations
taking place since the Second World War, and, in particular, since the
1970s. The degree and form of these transformations vary between differ-
ent countries, but it seems to me that the following five general headings
capture their nature.

The first transformation involves economic restructuring and rising
inequality. Many heavily industrialised countries, including France,
have gone through a process of deindustrialisation, and their economies
shifted from manufacturing to finance and services. This restructuring
hit the working classes particularly hard, but also left many middle-class
families in difficulty, especially if they belonged to historically disadvan-
taged minorities. The urban manifestations of this restructuring initially
took the form of ‘inner-city problems’ in the USA and the UK, although,
more recently, in the USA, we observe a suburbanisation of poverty as
seen, for example, in Ferguson, the site uprisings in 2014 (Kneebone &
Berube, 2014; O’Connor, 2003). In France and Sweden, however, this
problem was confined mainly to working class neighbourhoods in the
peripheral areas of cities that became the equivalents of US and UK inner
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cities, suffering from the same kinds of economic problems and similar
kinds of stereotyping and stigmatisation.

Related to this is a second transformation that involves the changing
priorities of urban policies. Forced to seek other revenue sources because
of the changing nature of urban economies, many cities have turned to
urban-development projects with the hope of attracting revenue through
commercial and housing development. This shift, which increasingly
commodified urban space and displaced disadvantaged groups, is well
documented in the literature on urban neoliberalism. We should note,
however, that the manifestations of neoliberal urbanism vary in different
contexts (Dikeg, 2007; Karaman, 2013), so the limits of this generalisa-
tion should be noted. I will say more on this below, when talking about
the transformations of French urban policy.

A third transformation is the increasing stigmatisation of certain
minority groups. This is not a new phenomenon, but in the past couple
of decades, certain minorities in the western world have become par-
ticularly stigmatised. This intensification partly owes to western military
intervention and the series of dreadful events associated with the rise of
Islamist terrorism. The implications are not the same everywhere, but, as
we will see, in a country like France, where the banlieues are stereotypi-
cally associated with Arab, black, and Muslim populations, such intensi-
fication of stigmatisation has detrimental effects.

A fourth transformation, not unrelated to the third just mentioned, is
the steady erosion of civil liberties, increasing surveillance, and the nor-
malisation of authoritarian forms of state response to dissent. Although
state responses to dissent have never involved open arms and flowers,
what we observe is even more heavy-handed state repression of protests
and demonstrations, not unrelated to the rise of what Stephen Graham
(2010) called ‘the new military urbanism’.

The fifth transformation involves a crisis of legitimacy. This is about
decreasing confidence in the political elite and liberal-democratic systems
of representation. This is not an entirely new phenomenon, but, more
recently, the financial crisis of 2008 and government responses to it have
made this issue even more prominent. In France, this crisis of political
legitimacy has a longer history as far as the popular banlieues are con-
cerned, going back to the arrival of the Socialists to power in 1981.
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For ordinary citizens, particularly if they belong to historically
stigmatised or deprived groups, the context set by these transformations
is one of economic hardship, social tension, and political disenfranchise-
ment. The prospect of an ‘urban age’ is marked by widening inequalities,
decreasing civil liberties, increased material hardship, and, to top it all,
more repression.

I am painting a bleak picture, and one may wonder why urban upris-
ings do not occur all the time. Such incidents erupt spontaneously in
a context of accumulated resentment. They are destructive, and those
who participate take enormous risks. Therefore, it would be best not to
trivialise such events by assuming that people will simply revolt when the
conditions are difficult. Many people live in conditions of material diffi-
culty and suffer daily discrimination, but none of this automatically leads
to revolts. At some point, however, something will ‘overflow the unimag-
inably bitter cup’, as James Baldwin wrote of the uprisings of the 1960s in
US cities, and lead to a destructive outburst of rage (Baldwin, 1966). As
we will see with the French case, there is usually a pattern around where
the revolts occur. This is what I call ‘geographies of grievances’, marked
by high levels of unemployment, discrimination, stigmatisation, police
violence, and surveillance.

Banlieues, Not Ghettos

In the autumn of 2005, the tensions in the French banlieues were once
again exposed by spectacular uprisings. Not all the banlieues rioted, of
course. The term banlieue, even though it is commonly used to refer to
a certain form of housing associated with certain kinds of populations
(immigrants or ‘darker’ French citizens), does in fact refer to a territory
designating the area surrounding a city, over which the power of the cen-
tre extends. Originally, it was an administrative concept designating a
geographical area, and is not necessarily negative, although its peripheral
status easily evokes an image of exclusion or banishment. There is a rich
variety of banlieues in France today, including, for example, Neuilly-sur-
Seine, a wealthy and exclusive banlieue to the west of Paris, which is also

the political base of Nicolas Sarkozy.
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The dominant and stereotypical image of a banliene today is one of
a peripheral area with concentrations of social-housing estates, and the
problems associated with North American and English inner cities. In
its contemporary usage, the term does not refer simply to an administra-
tive territory, but more commonly to ‘alterity, deviance and disadvan-
tage’ (Hargreaves, 1996, p. 607). The contemporary image of banlieues
and the fear they evoke are fed by dystopian images of American ghettos
and urban unrest, the UK ‘race’ riots, and France’s colonial history. This
is a long-standing fear which has been associated with people of North
African origin and blacks, and later, from the 1990s onwards, with Islam.
It is this image, owing to France’s colonial past, that haunts the Republic,
leading to claims about the formation of ‘ethnic communities’ and ghet-
tos in the banlieues, which is seen as incompatible with the ‘one and indi-
visible’ Republic. Even though by this definition the formation of ethnic
communities might be stronger in Neuilly-sur-Seine than elsewhere, of
course the use of ‘ethnic’ is usually a code word for ‘Arab’ and ‘black’.

The characterisation of banlieues as ghettos has become common in
the media and political discourse, even though this is a misleading image.
The banlieues referred to as ghettos are not ethnically homogeneous,
immigrants still remain a minority, and they are not large and institu-
tionalised enough to function as self-contained areas apart from central
cities (Wacquant, 1999). Many of the banlieues referred to as ghettos
today are the products of France’s period of intense industrialisation,
urbanisation, and economic growth: the so-called trente glorieuses, the
30-year period from the end of the Second World War to the economic
crisis of the 1970s. They were built mainly in the 1960s as a quick and
cheap response to the housing problem that emerged in a period of rapid
urbanisation. This is why large-scale housing estates (grands ensembles)
were the preferred form, and this is also why the peripheral areas, where
land was available and cheap, were used. These housing estates improved
the lives of many by eradicating shantytowns, and even though they were
conceived mainly for lower-income populations, they initially had also
large numbers of middle-class families. Problems soon emerged, how-
ever, ranging from physical degradation to lack of amenities and ade-
quate transportation. Following the housing-finance reform of 1977 that
sought to encourage owner-occupied housing, many dissatisfied middle-
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class families left these estates. They were replaced by economically and
socially more disadvantaged populations, who were pushed out of city
centres because of prices or housing-market discrimination.

The history of banlieues and banlieue revolts is inseparable from the his-
tory of France’s post-war and post-1970 economic and political transfor-
mations, and from the injuries inflicted by France’s colonial past. Rather
than seeing the banlieues as timeless ‘badlands’ and banliene uprisings as
mindless rioting, it seems to me imperative to set them in the broader
context of economic and political transformations, and of France’s colo-
nial past and post-colonial present.

Injuries, Hardship, and Anxieties

Although the occurrence of revolts usually involves a triggering incident,
and although they mostly take place in economically deprived areas, it is
best not to reduce them to this alone. The underlying reasons for banli-
eue revolts involve a combination of injuries from the past, difficulties of
the present, and anxieties about the future. Keeping these in perspective
allows us to see their political significance. The growing resentment of the
inhabitants of deprived banlieues, caused by structural problems ranging
from mass unemployment to territorial stigmatisation, from discrimi-
nation to police violence, has been noted by many researchers (Belaid,
2006; Le Goaziou & Mucchielli, 2006; Wacquant, 2006) in the wake
of the 2005 uprisings. However, these problems were not a novelty; they
‘have been staring French politicians in the face for the past twenty years’,
as Hargreaves (2005) wrote. The failure to address them aggravated these
problems and created a deep feeling of injustice among inhabitants suf-
fering from them. This feeling of injustice was only exacerbated by the
illusions of the French republican model, with its alleged commitment
to equality, and by the French state’s failure, or unwillingness, to come
to terms with its colonial past and post-colonial present. All of these fed
the resentment that then turned into rage with a triggering incident. The
signs of this explosive resentment were already present in the late 1970s.

The so-called ‘hot summer’ of 1981 in Lyon’s working class banli-
eues east of the city remains a reference point of banlieue disorders, even
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though there had been incidents in these banlieues in the 1970s as well
(Bachmann & Le Guennec, 1996; Daoud, 1993; Mucchielli, 2001). In
the summer of 1981, however, the images of cars stolen for joyrides and
then set on fire put these areas onto the public agenda. A social-housing
neighbourhood called Les Minguettes, in the banliene of Vénissieux to
the east of Lyon, became the symbol of these incidents. The fact that
most of these incidents took place in the working class banlieues in the
east Lyon region—the so-called 3Vs: Vénissieux, Villeurbanne, and
Vaulx-en-Velin—is significant. The negative effects of economic restruc-
turing were severely felt in the working class banlieues of the east Lyon
region. Between 1975 and 1982, seven firms were closed in Vénissieux
(Belbahri, 1984). In the same period, the number of unemployed peo-
ple in Vénissieux more than doubled, from 1253 to 3287, which corre-
sponded to a dramatic rise in unemployment rate, which almost tripled
from 3.8% in 1975 to 10.8% in 1982. The banlieue also lost 10,000
of its inhabitants in less than a decade, with the population dropping
from 74,417 to 64,848. This population loss raises a question about the
degree the unemployment rate increased, but even if the part of the active
population that left the banlieue in this period had remained, the unem-
ployment rate in 1982 would still have been 10.1%, higher than the
departmental (7.6 %), regional (7.7 %), and national (8.9 %) rates.

There are relatively few detailed accounts of what happened in Les
Minguettes in the summer of 1981. Apparently no specific incident trig-
gered the activity, which consisted of joyrides and confrontations between
the police and youth. Jazouli (1992) argues that, although no explicit
claims were made by the young people, the incidents were provoked
by a ‘feeling of exclusion’ generated by economic difficulties, failure at
school, and tensions with the police. This suggests that the incidents in
Les Minguettes did not emerge from thin air. Indeed, there were already
signs of such problems before then, as recalled by Sylvie Harburger, a
researcher at the Ministry of Public Works at the time, who then joined
the urban-policy commission created after the incidents. Here is how she
remembers the impact of the ‘hot summer’ of 1981:

Well, you know, they were received in a way ... even worse than the riots
in November last year [2005] ... because it was the first time, you know. It
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was the first time and nobody had ... no one in the general public had
anticipated them ... and it was a conflict, which incidentally is ... strange,
looking back. The conflict in 1981 was between the youth and the police.
So in a way it’s the very same conflict that hasn’t been solved to this day....
You know, it was the first demonstration that got wide media coverage. 1
guess it wasn't any worse than what went before, but cars were burned
down (interview, Sylvie Harburger).?

The particular context in which the incidents took place gave them
additional urgency. The Left was in power for the first time in the Fifth
Republic, had a contentious political agenda, and was criticised for its
‘soft’ take on the question of immigration. Furthermore, the Brixton riots
had just occurred on the other side of the Channel, and they were, seen
from France, ‘race riots’, something that could only happen because of the
wrong-headed ‘Anglo-Saxon’ approach to multiculturalism, but unimagi-
nable under the one and indivisible Republic. Incidentally, detailed stud-
ies of Brixton and other English riots of 1981 show that they were not
race riots, but involved, as did the 2011 English riots, ethnically hetero-
geneous participants. The image of race riots, fed by dystopian images of
US and UK inner cities, however, was a powerful one that summoned the
ghosts haunting the French Republic.

The incidents of 1981 were not limited to the Lyon banlieues. By the
end of the summer, similar incidents had occurred in the working class
banlieues of Marseille, Roubaix, Nancy, and Paris. Though a bit perplexed,
the new government nevertheless saw these as expressions of discontent,
and initiated an urban policy programme which was unprecedented in
many ways (for an account of this programme, see Dikeg, 2007). As
Dominique Figeat, who participated in the programme, put it:

[TThe left-wing government was very uneasy about this [i.e., the incidents
of 1981]. So I think it had a crucial effect on the will of the Prime Minister
at the time, Pierre Mauroy, to engage into, in actions of such importance,
in the sense that, faced with those riots there could have been a purely
securitarian or police-oriented response, but there was also a response that

3 Cited in Badlands, p. 46.
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was urban, social, more political, more general, which was clearly what
Pierre Mauroy wished for (interview, Dominique Figeat).*

I do not mean to glorify the old days: the urban policy programme put
in place was far from addressing the core problems arising from struc-
tural dynamics. Inspired by Lefebvre’s writings, the programme sought
to create a political dynamic in deprived areas with such political ideals as
‘democratisation of the management of the city’, ‘appropriation of space
by inhabitants’, and ‘right to the city’. But it did not have the means to
confront the increasing unemployment problem. The tension with the
police and youth only continued to increase, and France’s centralised,
bureaucratic, and technocratic political tradition left little room for the
involvement of inhabitants in the production of their spaces. Despite
these shortcomings, however, the government was careful not to demo-
nise banliene inhabitants, an attitude which, as we will see below, is in
sharp contrast to the government response to the 2005 uprisings.

The 1980s closed with five large-scale revolts in the French banli-
eues. The start of the 1990s, however, gave a sign of the shape of things
to come. Again, a Lyon banlieue, Vaulx-en-Velin this time, erupted in
flames in 1990, following the death of a young inhabitant in an accident
that involved a police car. The Vaulx-en-Velin uprising came as a big sur-
prise, not only because this banlieue was seen as one of the exemplary sites
of the urban-policy programme initiated after the 1981 incidents, but
also because the intensity of the incidents was unprecedented, involving
about 300 young inhabitants, and lasting for five days. There was looting,
and the newly built shopping centre was set on fire.

Vaulx-en-Velin is characteristic of many of the social-housing neigh-
bourhoods constructed in the peripheral areas of large cities during the
post-war growth era: designation of a priority-urbanisation area in order
to respond to housing shortages, construction of social housing mostly in
the form of grands ensembles, sudden demographic expansion, major job
losses following the crisis in the 1970s and economic restructuring in the
1980s, and gradual degradation of the housing stock due to poor build-
ing quality and poor maintenance. The effects of the crisis and economic

“Cited in Badlands, p. 48.
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restructuring had been severe for Vaulx-en-Velin, much more than for
other municipalities in the region: In departmental rankings, Vaulx-en-
Velin was the poorest commune with respect to per-capita income in
1992 and 1993. Its unemployment rate went from 4.5% in 1975 up
to 16% in 1990, and to 23% in 1999. The unemployment rates in its
social-housing neighbourhoods, where the revolts erupted, were even
higher: 18 % in 1990 and 28 % in 1999. And the unemployment rates
among its youth, who participated more widely in the events, were even
higher, with one out of four unemployed in 1990, and two out of five
unemployed in 1999.

Although unemployment rates rose throughout France following the
crisis of the 1970s, the priority neighbourhoods for urban policy were
hit particularly hard. The economic crisis following the oil crisis in the
1970s was influential in increasing unemployment rates. The major
change, however, was brought about by the economic restructuring pro-
cesses of the 1980s and 1990s, which translated into sharp declines in the
manufacturing sector after the relocation of firms to parts of the world
that were economically more profitable. There were 4.6 million people
employed in the manufacturing sector (construction not included) in
France in 1989, and half a million of these jobs were lost between 1989
and 1994. This trend was aggravated even further with technological
advances and the development of new service sectors, increasing the
demand for more skilled labour than was readily available following the
losses in the manufacturing sector. Many working class neighbourhoods,
most of which today are urban policy’s priority neighbourhoods, were
hit severely by unemployment ensuing largely from plant closures in the
manufacturing and industrial sectors, and the restructuring of demand
for relatively more skilled labour (OECD, 1998).

These figures indicate two issues that concern not only Vaulx-en-Velin,
but social-housing neighbourhoods in banlieues in general. First, despite
having been included in urban-policy programmes for years, such neigh-
bourhoods suffer from an aggravating unemployment problem, leading
to severe conditions in the worst affected neighbourhoods where one in
four workers—almost one in two among young people—is out of a job.
Second, the transformations of such neighbourhoods are closely linked to
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restructuring processes, that is, to dynamics that well exceed the perim-
eters of designated urban-policy intervention areas.

The government responded by creating a city ministry, and a special
section on banlieues at the French Intelligence Service. The 1990s were
something of a turning point, where there was an observed shift from
prevention to repression (Bonelli & Sainati, 2000). This orientation only
intensified in the aftermath of September 11. The right-wing government
set up by President Jacques Chirac, who had promised ‘zero tolerance’
and ‘zero impunity’ during the presidential campaign of 2002, passed a
series of repressive measures targeting, among others, banlieues and ban-
lieue youth (Bonelli, 2003; Wacquant, 2003). Led by then-minister of
the interior Nicolas Sarkozy, these laws were aimed at one of his main
targets, what he referred to as ‘sensitive neighbourhoods™ and ‘outlaw
areas’. One of his immediate measures was the distribution of flash-ball
guns to ‘proximity police’ modelled on community policing, working
in ‘sensitive neighbourhoods’, although the measure was criticised by
many human-rights associations as a provocation of the banlieue youth
and a departure from the main mission of the proximity police, which
was originally prevention. Thus began Sarkozy’s offensive, with his stated
conviction that ‘repression is the best of preventions” (Libération, 11 July
2002, p. 2). For Michel Tubiana, the president of the League of Human
Rights, these developments were ‘[t]he worst step back for human rights
since Algeria’ (Libération, 25 May 2004b). In the 2004 annual report of
the League of Human Rights, the actions of the government were inter-
preted as follows:

2003 was a dark year for liberties. Seldom in the history of the Republic
did any government as rapidly after its accession of power set up, to accom-
pany its regressive social policies, a system as efficient to restrict the citizens’
guarantees. (Leclerc, 2004, p. 27)

It is in this context that the revolts of 2005 must be situated. The signs
of this repressive turn had been announced earlier, with the restructuring
since the 1980s of the French state along increasingly authoritarian lines.
That this restructuring involved a commitment to some form of neolib-
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eralism has been observed by many scholars (Levy, 2001; Schmidt, 2002;
Wacquant, 2001). However, as I have argued elsewhere (Dikeg, 2007),
this restructuring also carried the signs of the strong state tradition in
France, influenced by a certain idea of the ‘Republican state’ and its social
obligations towards its citizens, resulting in what I call the ‘republican
penal state’. This is similar to what Wacquant identified as the ‘European
penal state’, which follows the strong state tradition in Europe, and
intensifies regulation through both social #nd penal policy-making. The
‘left hand’ of the state is still active, but is increasingly accompanied by its
‘right hand’, with intensified use of the police, courts, and prison system,
and with a form of regulation following a ‘panoptic logic” that involves
the criminalisation of the poor and the close surveillance of populations
deemed problematic (Wacquant, 2001). The creation of the special ban-
lieue section at the French Intelligence Service, and Sarkozy’s new laws
criminalising banlieue youth are exemplary for the French case.

The European penal state, however, varies with different political tra-
ditions, deploying different containment strategies and legitimising dis-
courses. The ‘new penal commonsense’ (Peck, 2003) came to France with
a republican twist, and shifted emphasis from prevention to repression
through a legitimising discourse organised around ‘the Republic’ under
threat by allegedly incompatible cultural differences and the formation
of ‘communities’ unacceptable under the ‘one and indivisible’ Republic.
The French state has been present in deprived areas through its urban
policy, among others, for years, including the 1980s. However, from
the 1980s to the 1990s, there was a remarkable change in the modes of
intervention and discursive articulations of such spaces, which is clearly
illustrated by the differences in government responses to banlieue revolts.
This was accompanied by steady cuts in social provisions since the arrival
of the Right to power in 2002. As the daily Libération wrote: ‘Brutal cuts
in youth employment schemes, severe cuts in subsidies, disappearance of
neighbourhood associations.... In terms of urban policy, the right-wing
governments since 2002 have been a disaster’. Indeed, then-prime minis-
ter de Villepin explicitly admitted the government’s responsibility for the
decline of the associative sector, which has seen its funds disappear since
2002 (Libération, 8 November 2005b).



110 M. Dikeg

Geographies of Grievances

On 27 October 2005, three young men in Clichy-sous-Bois, a banlieue to
the north-east of Paris, were electrocuted after having taken refuge in an
electricity substation in order to escape identity checks by the police. Two
of them died, and one survived with injuries. That the police were chas-
ing them was officially denied, although the surviving young man stated
the contrary. This was the triggering incident for two days of intense
revolt. Just when things seemed to be calming down a bit, on 30 October,
a riot-police tear-gas grenade ended up in a mosque in Clichy, which was
seen as a deliberate provocation, as no immediate official explanation was
given. Incidents only escalated after that point, with two weeks of upris-
ings in some 300 towns, the worst France had ever seen in its banlieues.

This expanding geography of banlieue revolts—five large-scale ones in
the 1980s, 48 in the 1990s, and intense rioting for two weeks touching
about 300 communes in 2005—suggests that problems in the social-
housing neighbourhoods of banliene have been getting worse. With a few
exceptions, all the 48 large-scale revolts of the 1990s shared two features
in terms of their geographies. First, all but two occurred in priority neigh-
bourhoods of urban policy. Out of the social-housing neighbourhoods
of 38 communes where such incidents occurred, four had been included
since the policy’s inception in 1982, three since 1983, 13 since 1984, and
another 13 since 1989. All of these priority neighbourhoods experienced
revolts following the so-called ‘return of the state’ in the early 1990s.
Three were included in 1996, after having experienced revolts, while two
have never been priority neighbourhoods.

Second, all the large-scale revolts of the 1990s took place in social-
housing neighbourhoods, nearly all of them in banlieues. These neigh-
bourhoods and the communes where they are located followed a similar
pattern in terms of constantly increasing levels of unemployment fol-
lowing the economic crisis of the 1970s, and the ensuing processes of
economic restructuring described above. This suggests that there is an
embedded unemployment problem, constantly aggravating and hitting,
more severely than any other place, the priority neighbourhoods of urban
policy in the banlieues, which were once working class neighbourhoods
with low levels of unemployment. Furthermore, the spatial designation
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of such areas does not facilitate matters. Spatial stigmatisation is part of
the daily lives of the inhabitants, youth in particular, of banlieues, and
negatively affects relations with employers and police.

The revolts of 2005 basically shared the same geographical features,
but dramatically expanded the geographies of revolt, touching some 300
communes. One geographical difference was that some of the banlieues
that were the principal sites of revolts in the 1980s and 1990s either expe-
rienced revolts belatedly in autumn 2005 (such as the banlieues of eastern
Lyon) or stayed relatively ‘calm’ during the incidents (notably the notori-
ous northern neighbourhoods of Marseille). Other than this, however,
they followed a very similar geographical pattern: They occurred again
in the social-housing neighbourhoods of banlieues, most of which were
the designated spaces of intervention under urban policy. Only 15 % of
the neighbourhoods where revolts occurred were not classified as ZUS
(zones urbaines sensibles; sensitive urban zones). The remaining 85 % were
neighbourhoods of urban policy (Lagrange, 2006a, 2006b). From 1990
to 1999, unemployment rates in the neighbourhoods of urban policy
increased almost by 50 %. In 1999, one-fourth of the active population
in these neighbourhoods was unemployed. Among youth, the unemploy-
ment rate was even higher, with two out of five young people unemployed.

The revolts of autumn 2005 touched two-thirds of the communes
within designated urban-policy areas. This ratio was even higher in the
case of communes which had signed conventions for a demolition-
reconstruction programme initiated in 2003: 85 % of the communes with
designated demolition-reconstruction sites experienced revolts (Lagrange
& Oberti, 2006). Lagrange (2006b) argues that these programmes
might have created further tensions in social-housing neighbourhoods.
Demolition-reconstruction means, first, the expulsion of inhabitants,
and there is evidence that this process does not always take place with the
involvement of inhabitants concerned, thus aggravating tensions (see, for
example, Kipfer, 2009; Libération, 24 February 2005a, p. 7).

There is another layer to the overlapping geographies of unemploy-
ment, stigmatisation, urban policy, and revolts: geographies of repres-
sion. The triggering incidents are the third common feature shared by
the revolts of the 1990s and 2005. The majority of the large-scale revolts
of the 1990s (34 out of 48) were provoked by the killing, accidental or
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not, of a young person, a second- or third-generation immigrant, who
was an inhabitant the neighbourhood in question. In at least more than
half of the triggering incidents of revolts (29 out of 48), the police were
implicated in terms of questioning, wounding, or killing.

A year before Clichy-sous-Bois, the banlieues of Strasbourg revolted,
following the ‘accidental’ killing of a person of North African origin by
the police with a bullet in the head during a routine police road check
(Libération, 22 March 2004a)—a form of casualty not uncommon as the
triggering incident of unrest in the banlieues. In a book entitled La police et
la peine de mort (The police and capital punishment), Rajstus (2002) docu-
ments 196 deaths between 1977 and 2001, the majority of which were of
youths of African or North African origin in the banlieues. Furthermore,
the perpetrators of such killings are usually acquitted or given very light
sentences, which aggravates hostility among the banliene youth towards
the police, who are seen to be immune. Police violence and impunity has
long been observed (Baaloudj et al., 2014; Cyran, 2003; Rajsfus, 2002),
and was also criticised openly by Amnesty International in a report on
the effective impunity of the police in France. The report, among other
issues, highlighted racist police attitudes and these same geographies of
repression:

The lack of public confidence in even-handed policing is seen particularly
in the ‘sensitive areas’ (‘quartiers sensibles’) from which many of the victims
of police ill-treatment and excessive use of force originate. Such tensions
between the police and these communities have also been exacerbated
when cases brought by alleged victims of police violence, or their families,
eventually came to court, and resulted in highly controversial acquittals of,
or token sentences for, police officers. The courtrooms, on these occasions,
have been packed with friends and relatives on one side, and with police
officers on the other, and scenes of violence within the court precinct have
not been unknown, reinforcing the sense of ‘us against them’ on both sides.
(Amnesty International, 2005, pp. 1-2)

Part of the youths’ resentment stems from the apparent impunity of the
police, with a perception of the police as being ‘above the law’ (Amnesty
International, 2009). For example, the policeman who killed a youth of
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North African origin in Mantes-la-Jolie in 1991 was only tried in 2001,
which contradicted the government’s stated commitment to ‘swift, firm
and tough response’ in the domain of justice (Tévanian, 2003, p. 114),
and consolidated the already-established perception of impunity. Indeed,
the case was eventually dismissed. The two police officers implicated
in the death of two adolescents, one of North African origin, the other
black, in Clichy-sous-Bois, which was the triggering incident for the
2005 revolts, also benefited from a similar decision six years after the inci-
dents (Libération, 27 April 2011). The case, however, was pursued, and
despite resistance by the prosecutors to bringing a case against the two
police officers involved for failing to assist someone in danger, the officers
were tried ten years after the incidents, and acquitted in May 2015. The
five young people arrested after the 2007 Villiers-le-Bel revolts, however,
were less lucky: They have received a ‘swift, firm and tough response’” of
three to 15 years in prison, announced in 2010, despite great concern
about lack of solid proof, since the accusations were based on anonymous
and paid denunciations, and statements by the captured youth made dur-
ing their four-day police custody (see, for example, Libération, 21 June
2010).

Despite such a pattern of structural problems affecting the banlieue
youth, then-minister of the interior Sarkozy chose to use inflammatory
language towards the banlieue youth, which definitely did not help to
calm things down, and denied the political significance of the uprisings
by confining them to a pathological framework. Three months before
the revolts, on a visit to an emblematic banlieue, the cité des 4000 in La
Courneuve, Sarkozy had talked about ‘cleaning the cizé with Kircher—a
well-known brand of power hose for cleaning surfaces through sand- or
water-blasting. During the revolts, he referred to the revolting youth as
‘racaille—a pejorative term usually translated as ‘scum’ or ‘rabble’—and
proposed the expulsion of foreigners, including those with residency per-
mits, implicated in the incidents. The insults did not end there. On 10
November, while the revolts still continued, Sarkozy was invited on a
TV programme on France 2 about the banlieues: “They are thugs [voyous]
and scum [racaille], T'll stick to my guns’. Once the revolts were over,
he would regret using the term ‘racaille’, but not because it was overly
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ejorative—on the contrary, it was too ‘weak’ a term to characterise the
] ¥
revolting youth:

And honestly, if I regret one thing, it’s to have used the term racaille, which
is way too lenient if you look at the judicial pedigree of some of the indi-
viduals arrested during the riots. It’s the law of the Republic and not the
law of the gangs that prevailed. (Zibération, 21 November 2005¢, p. 13)

The use of this kind of inflammatory language is not new, but Sarkozy
definitely raised the bar, adding to the stigmatisation of the banli-
eue youth. I have tried to show some of the problems the inhabitants
of banlieues, youth in particular, have to face on a daily basis—unem-
ployment, discrimination, stigmatisation, police violence, surveillance,
and an increasingly hard-line, even insulting, official discourse against
them—and how this geography of grievances overlaps with geographies
of revolts. The unprecedented spread and magnitude of the 2005 upris-
ing showed that these geographies were expanding. The measures used to
repress them were unprecedented as well, including the declaration of a
state of emergency and allowing curfews to be imposed, on 8 November
2005, just when calm was returning to the banlienes. And the fact that
the state of emergency was based on a 1955 law dating from the Algerian
war only added insult to injury. But not all revolts receive the same treat-
ment; some escape the pathological framework that strips them of all
political significance. Here Sarkozy’s speech to rioting Breton fishermen
is exemplary:

Fishermen don’t cheat. When people here demonstrate, when they use vio-
lence, it’s not to have fun, it’s never to harm anybody, it’s because they’re
desperate, because they no longer have any option, and they feel con-
demned to economic and social death. (Sarkozy in Lorient, 3 April 2007;
cited in Le Canard enchainé, 2007, p. 8)

This is quite different from calling the rioters ‘scum’ or ‘hoodlums’, which
reduces banlieue revolts to acts of pointless violence committed by delin-
quents. The revolts of fishermen are instead elevated to a legitimate mani-
festation of discontent by honest people. This kind of delegitimisation
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obscures the geography of grievances by highlighting only the acts of
violence involved in revolts, and hides from view forms of violence from
which banliene inhabitants disproportionately suffer.

The Political Element in Urban Revolts

Attention to the geographies of grievances and the expanding geography
of revolts suggests that the pathological framework used to delegitimise
urban revolts is implausible. Urban revolts are political events in the
sense that they expose fractures, patterns of oppression, and dynamics
of inequality in urban societies. These problems do not originate from
pathological disorders of individuals, but from economic, social, and
political dynamics, which usually involve what Tom Slater has called
‘a broken state’ (2011; see also Slater in this volume). Therefore, even
though they are marked by elements of violence, urban revolts connect
with and speak to broader dynamics, including injuries of the past, dif-
ficulties of the present, and anxieties about the future. They are not just
lootings and burnings. They are outbursts of rage built up by an accumu-
lation of grievances, including structural unemployment, discrimination,
police violence, stigmatisation, and inequality.

Urban revolts are the ultimate form of dissent by citizens who are not
recognised as legitimate or equal political interlocutors in the processes
that affect their everyday lives. It is the grievances that build up over
time because of material difficulties and an increasing sense of political
exclusion that erupt when a dramatic episode sparks revolt. And when an
eruption resonates with the bitter experience of people in other places, we
witness—as we have in France in 2005, Greece in 2008, the UK in 2011,
Sweden and Turkey in 2013, and the USA in 2014—a rapidly expanding
geography of revolt, which is less a sign of reckless imitation than of the
expansion of geographies of grievances.

There were attempts in the aftermath of the 2005 uprisings to keep
up momentum and put in place a political structure involving banlieue
youth and resisting the demonisation of banlieues and their inhabitants.
The Social Forum of Popular Neighbourhoods was at the forefront of this
attempt, trying to channel the rage and energy unleashed by the uprisings
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into the creation of fora for discussion and political engagement (Kipfer,
2009). However, such movements find it hard to survive, let alone flour-
ish, in the absence of funds, in a context of material difficulties, and in
a political climate of hostility. Even if there are no follow-up initiatives
like the Forum, even when there are no explicit demands or immediate
political programmes, urban revolts are political events. They involve the
bodily presence of citizens asserting themselves as equals in urban space,
questioning established practices and the order of things. As a grafhiti in
Athens put it following the December 2008 uprisings: ‘December was
not an answer. It was a question.”
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The Neoliberal State and the 2011
English Riots: A Class Analysis

Tom Slater

The Left has allowed the Right to get away with the lie that, because there
is no longer an industrial working class, socialism is irrelevant. That’s a
stupid argument. There is a working class; it just looks very different. We
need to know what it looks like and we haven't been very good at doing
that. One of the greatest successes of neoliberal capitalism in Europe and
North America has been to dis-educate people about class.... People have
lost the language to talk about themselves as working class, but not totally.
For those of us who work through the word, it’s very important to talk
about the ‘working class’ because it connects to people’s experiences under
austerity, budget cuts, fiscal crisis, and so on. These measures are all aimed
at the working class. Neil Smith (2011)

On 11 August 2011 in Camberwell Green Magistrates Court, a 23-year-
old student with no criminal record was sentenced to a prison term of six
months for stealing a pack of bottled water worth £3.50. This extraordi-
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narily harsh sentence would normally be cause for widespread denuncia-
tion of judicial abuse but, following five nights of fiery rioting across a
dozen English cities from 6 to 10 August, the extraordinary turned ordi-
nary for the courts. Whereas the rampant financial criminality at the top
of the class structure leading to the near-collapse of the banking system in
the autumn of 2008 saw no reactions from criminal justice, even as it sent
the UK economy into a tailspin, overturning millions of lives and causing
hundreds of billions of pounds in damage,' a street fracas at the bottom,
estimated to have cost around 300 million pounds, triggered a lightning-
fast and brutal response from the penal wing of the state. Those convicted
at the Crown Court of robbery (that is, looting, however minor) during
these nocturnal disturbances were sentenced with stunning celerity to
an average of 29.8 months in prison, nearly treble the usual rate of 10.8
months. Culprits of violent disorder reaped 30.6 months compared with
the standard fare of 9.9 months, while those nabbed for theft received
sentences nearly twice as long (10.1 months as against 6.6 months).?
After the riots stopped, the police deployed munificent resources and
manifold schemes to track down and round up the looters, mining televi-
sion footage and web postings, setting up phone lines for snitching, run-
ning “Shop A Moron” posters on buses, while politicians promised to cut
welfare and housing benefits to the families of the culprits.

Set against the political backdrop of steep state retrenchment and
relentless invocation of personal responsibility, dramatic scenes of burn-
ing buildings, of bands of hooded and masked youths pillaging stores, and
of thousands of police patrolling major streets in riot gear, were bound to
trigger rash statements and kneejerk government reaction. At the height
of the riots as well as in their immediate aftermath, anyone attempting
to formulate an explanation of the disorders other than a behavioural
one was stridently denounced as effectively condoning or supporting
rioting.” Boris Johnson, Mayor of London, embodied this posture when,

' A damning account of the contribution of systematic illegal behavior to the financial bubble-burst
of 2008 is Charles H. Ferguson’s award-winning documentary, 7he Inside Job (2010). The main
reaction of the British government was to roll out a rescue package topping 500 billion pounds, lest
the banking system disintegrate.

2 These figures come from Ministry of Justice (2012).

3One illustration: The BBC was forced to issue an apology following its 9 August interrogation of
the veteran broadcaster Darcus Howe. When Howe stated that he was not shocked by the riots,
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upon being heckled by angry shopkeepers and frightened residents on
the streets of Clapham, he responded: “It’s time we heard a little bit less
about the sociological justifications for what is in my view nothing less
than wanton criminality.” As incidents spread to several London districts,
and then to other cities of England, “criminality,” of either the “pure” or
the “copycat” variety, quickly became the common sense reason given for
their occurrence, one that circulated freely amongst police chiefs, politi-
cians across party divides, and the mainstream media.

This essay starts from the opposite premise to that of Boris Johnson’s,
in that we need not less but more social science to shed light on the
riots of 2011, and elucidate their political import. To do this, I trace a
double nexus. First, I re-place the swift deployment of punitive action
and discourses in response to the riots within zhe broader re-engineer-
ing of the state according to a neoliberal blueprint of austerity, especially
social-welfare reduction, and penal expansion. Second, I connect these
eruptions to urban marginality in British society and pay close attention
to the symbolic defamation of urban dwellers at the bottom of the class
structure and of the places where they live.

The Structural Violence of Austerity

The urban unrest of the summer of 2011 began on August 6, following
a peaceful evening protest outside a police station on Tottenham High
Road in London against the 4 August police killing of Mark Duggan, a
father of four, aged 29.* Duggan grew up and lived on the Broadwater

which in his view were an “insurrection” reflecting “the nature of the historical moment,” the inter-
viewer immediately accused him of being a rioter with a criminal past.

4The exact circumstances of Duggan’s death remain unclear, but on 12 August 2011 the
Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC), with customary obliquity, announced that
it “may” have given misleading information to journalists that shots were fired between Duggan
and the police—significantly fanning the flames of that week. The official verdict, months later, was
that Duggan was armed at the time he was stopped by the police, but never once fired his gun and
in fact discarded it well before he was fatally shot in the back. After numerous delays, a public
inquest took place from late 2013 to early 2014, and on 8 January a jury delivered its conclusion
(an eight to two majority) that Duggan’s death was a “lawful killing” by the police, even though the
judge in the case instructed the jury as follows: “If you are sure that he did not have a gun in his
hand, then tick the box ‘unlawful killing™ (Press Association, 2013).
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Farm housing estate in Tottenham, a place deeply stigmatized since a
serious outbreak of rioting in 1985 in response to the death of a woman
whose home was being searched by the police, and still a place where
young black people are “cight times more likely to be stopped and
searched [by the police] than their white counterparts” (Connolly, 2011).
Not long after the protest at Duggan’s death concluded, a 16-year-old girl
approached police officers to voice her anger, and was allegedly beaten
back with batons (Eddo-Lodge, 2011). Two police cars, a bus and several
shops were then attacked, looted and set ablaze in Tottenham, and the
anger soon spread to nearby Wood Green. In the three nights that fol-
lowed, rioting occurred across Greater London, in (inter alia) Enfield,
Brixton, Hackney, Peckham, Clapham, Ealing and Croydon. Outside
the capital, rioting occurred first in Birmingham (8 August), and later
in Leeds, Bristol, Manchester, Salford, Nottingham, Gloucester and
Liverpool, with smaller disturbances in several other cities. In the end,
3103 people were brought before the courts, of whom 2138 were con-
victed and sentenced. Court data show that a majority of those tried were
young (74 % aged no older than 24), male (89 %), and with a previous
caution/conviction (73 %). A majority live in areas classified in govern-
ment databases as “multiply deprived,” and 66 % of those areas became
even more deprived between 2007 and 2010.°

Numerous commentaries from high-profile intellectuals were penned
in the immediate aftermath of the uprising. Many were helpful in the
context of the ludicrous political bleating of “criminality” as the cause, of
swirling mythology and of numerous preposterous explanations, such as
the assertion that BlackBerry Messenger was somehow responsible for what
happened. One that received wide circulation and attention was Zygmunt
Bauman’s (2011) characterization of rioters as “defective and disqualified
consumers” seeking prized items (electrical goods, smartphones, trainers)
to avoid “the wrath, humiliation, spite and grudge aroused by not having
them.”® Bauman argued that social dignity is the most prized possession of

°Data from  http://www.newstatesman.com/voices/2014/08/danny-dorling-mapping-august-
2011-riots
htep://beinghumanthesedays.com/zygmunt-bauman-on-the-london-riotszygmunt-bauman-
on-the-london-riots/
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all, and that a life of “non-shopping is the jarring and festering stigma of
a life unfulfilled.” However, as Sutterluty (2014) has since reminded us:

The fact that a large number of public buildings — police stations, sport
centers, municipal institutions and in a few cases schools — were attacked
by the rioters was somewhat ignored by media reports, which tended to
focus on the looting of businesses. ... [T]he reference to a culture of con-
sumption can hardly explain why the riots began and why the first and
ongoing targets of attack were the police and their institutions. (p. 40,

p. 45)

Slavoj Zizek (2011) was much more simplistic than Bauman when he
described what happened as “abstract negativity” and “meaningless vio-
lence,” echoing comments made by conservative politicians and right
wing tabloid journalists. Richard Sennett and Saskia Sassen (2011) also
echoed such a perspective:

An old-fashioned Marxist might imagine that the broken windows and
burning houses expressed a raging political reaction to government spend-
ing cuts—but this time that explanation would be too facile.... Today, the
rioters seem motivated by a more diffuse anger, behaving like crazed shop-
pers on a spree; while some of the shops looted are big chains, many more
are small local businesses run by people who are themselves struggling
through Britain’s economic slump. There has been a change in national
temperament that has affected decent citizens as well as criminals. The
country’s mood has turned sour. Indeed, the flip side of Britons’ famed
politeness is the sort of hooliganism that appears at soccer matches and in
town centers on weekend nights - an unfocused hostility that is usually
fueled by vast quantities of alcohol.

To be sure, rioters looted stores, but they also directly targeted the insti-
tutions and symbols of the state. These were not, contrary to what many
believe, and what has arguably become hegemonic thought about August
2011, “issueless riots” (see Sutterluty, 2014, p. 44 for a piercing critique
of this notion).

Since the late 1970s, Britain has been subjected to an extraordinary,
and apparently unfinished, neoliberal revolution, and the British ruling
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class has been at the centre of the neoliberal revolution that has swept
unevenly throughout the globe. This is very well documented in an
extensive international literature. But what began as a radical series of
policy shifts towards privatization, a systematic assault on the Keynesian
welfare state and labour unions, has mutated into what Tickell and Peck
(2003) helpfully call “the mobilization of state power in the contradic-
tory extension and reproduction of market (-like) rule” (p. 166). An ugly
triad of economic deregulation, welfare state retraction and penal expan-
sion—Ilaissez-faire in the economic register at the top, and anything but
laissez-faire on the social register at the bottom—produced by continuous
statecraft (i.e., the state as a political process in motion, not a lumbering
bureaucratic monolith) has fundamentally reshaped social relations from
above, and led many to believe and defend passionately the myth that
economic growth is all that matters to a society, as wealth will “trickle-
down” and benefit everyone. In the 1990s, this logic was embraced by
numerous political parties across Europe with roots in social democratic
and/or left-wing movements and positions. With very little room for
manoeuvre after the free-market, low-taxation, inflation-busting fanati-
cism of the 1980s, these parties all turned neoliberal. The prime illustra-
tion of such a party is the UK Labour Party, in power from 1997-2010
under the masterful spin-capacity for populist reform demonstrated by
Tony Blair and his senior advisors. Among the many destructive legacies
of this period is a truly abysmal record of income inequality (Dorling,
2010): Every available measure on almost every possible indicator shows
that the rich became much richer and the poor became poorer during
these 13 years. Even some of the Labour Party’s strongest supporters felt
cheated, and in Scotland, historically a Labour stronghold, they simply
deserted it for the Scottish National Party, adding significant momentum
to the recently failed Scottish independence movement, which, of course,
is another story.

The 2011 English riots took place just one year after a Coalition
government came to power in Britain following an election which did
not yield a clear majority for any party. That Coalition is a skewed
alliance between the dominant Conservative Party, which campaigned
using the language of compassion and social progress to shield the elec-
torate from its rabidly right-wing, ruling-class and corporate ethos, and
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the subordinate Liberal Democrats, a small set of centre-right political
lightweights without a coherent message or set of policies. The new
Prime Minister, David Cameron, and his Chancellor of the Exchequer,
George Osborne, both members of the British aristocracy with sub-
stantial family fortunes, who have surrounded themselves with many
more such people, arrived in office during a global financial crisis, and
were confronted by a substantial budget deficit which they argued was
a consequence of reckless and irresponsible public spending by the
previous Labour government. (They even at any opportunity attribute
the entire global financial crisis to the actions of that Labour govern-
ment.) For Cameron and Osborne, two archdeacons of low taxation
and low public spending, there was only one way to deal with this bud-
get deficit: a vicious austerity package, which, conveniently, was also an
opportunity to destroy the welfare state that “Thatcher’s children” of
the Conservative Party so despise, and replace it with their dream of a
thoroughly privatized and individualized society which would protect
the sanctity of private property rights and a free market. Symbols of
the Fordist-Keynesian era such as the welfare state are viewed by the
Conservative Party as “dangerous impediments to the advancement of
financialisation” (Observatorio Metropolitano, 2013, p. 20). To con-
tinue the relentless pace of expanding global accumulation, British rul-
ing elites have set out to monitor and monetize more and more of
those human needs that were not commodified in previous rounds of
financialization. Pensions, healthcare, education and especially housing
have been more aggressively appropriated, colonized and financialized
(Meek, 2014). For Conservatives, the redistributive path—increasing
taxation of corporations, land and property (London in particular is
known as a tax haven for foreign investors in land and property)—
is not a matter for public discussion, and an entire cadre of cultural-
technical experts, chief among them economists, lawyers, think-tank
researchers and communications professionals, is in place to make sure
the conversation does not head in that direction. This ensures that it
is largely unknown that an estimated £120 billion a year is lost in the
UK due to corporate tax avoidance, evasion and collection errors. The
money lost through tax avoidance alone could pay for 25,000 nurses on
a £24,000 a year salary for 20 years, could put 129,000 children ages
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5-18 through school, and would allow the government to give every
single pensioner in the UK an extra £65 a year.”

If we take a closer look at the systematic assault on the welfare state
in Britain, we can move a step closer towards understanding the shared
indignity and dishonour among people who feel abandoned and betrayed.
Table 4.1 presents a summary of the welfare reforms and cuts that have
taken place in Britain since 2011. (That these cuts were all being mooted
by politicians with such enthusiasm that year goes some way towards
explaining the anger of that summer.) After even a quick glance at these
cuts, it becomes difficult to avoid the conclusion that austerity is, as Neil
Smith argues in the quote that began this chapter, structural violence
against the working class.

The remarkable Guardian-LSE research project Reading the Riots con-
tains interview data which supports the argument that violence “from
below” in the form of rioting was a response to structural violence “from
above” (cf. Wacquant, 2008, p. 24). 270 people who participated in the
rioting were interviewed, and some of the quotations in the final report
are telling:

You see the rioting yeah? Everything the police have done to us, was in our
heads. That's what gave everyone their adrenaline to want to fight the
police... It was because of the way they treated us.

I became involved in the riots in Salford because it was a chance to tell
the police, tell the government, and tell everyone else for that matter that
we get fucking hacked off around here and we won't stand for it.

I think some people were there for justice for that boy who got killed.
And the rest of them because of what's happening. The cuts, the govern-
ment not doing the right thing. No job, no money. And the young these
days needs to be heard. It’s got to be justice for them.

When no one cares about you youre gonna eventually make them care,
you're gonna cause a disturbance.

I've gone past caring. Just think there’s no point in me wishing, wanting
things to happen.

" heep://leftfootforward.org/2013/09/another-crackdown-on-benefit-fraud-yet-it-accounts-
for-just-0-7-per-cent-of-welfare-budget/
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Table 4.1 A summary of welfare reforms and cuts

The cuts affect all aspects of government expenditure including education,
health, legal aid and welfare services. This is a summary of the cuts most
likely to affect low-income households:

BENEFIT CAP trialled from 15 April 2013, introduced to Scotland 15 July 2013

—Saving: £275 million in 2013-2014

—-56,000 households affected at an average loss of £93/week

—Cap on the total amount of benefit that working-age people (16-64) can
receive (approximately £350 per week for a single adult, and £500 per week
for a couple or lone parent regardless of the number of children they have)

—Set at the average earnings of a UK working household, the cap will mean
that people of working age will receive up to a maximum amount, even if
their full entitlement is higher.

SPARE ROOM SUBSIDY (“BEDROOM TAX") introduced 1 April 2013

—Saving £409 million in 2013-2014

—-660,000 claimants to be affected, at an average loss of £14/week

—Those with one spare bedroom will lose 14 % of their housing benefit

—Those with two or more spare bedrooms will lose 25 %.

—Up to two children (of the same gender) under the age of 16 are expected
to share

—Families with severely disabled children, foster carers and families of armed
services personnel will be exempt.

—Ayear on, only 6 % of social housing tenants affected have moved home,
whilst 28 % of affected tenants have fallen into rent arrears.

UNIVERSAL CREDIT trialled from April 2013, initially intended to be rolled-out
in three phases between 2013 and 2017

—Initial cost estimates totalled £100 million; due to delays and setbacks, more
recent estimates stand at £2.4bn

-3.1 million households will be entitled to more benefits, at an average gain
of £16/month

—While 2.8 million households will be entitled to less

—It will combine: Income support; Income-based Jobseeker's Allowance (JSA);
Income-related Employment Support Allowance (ESA); Housing Benefit;
Child Tax Credit; Working tax Credit

—Roll-out has been severely delayed due to major IT problems and internal
government friction.

—As of December 2013, more than £40 m has been written off on software
and computing costs. Whilst, roll out to at least 700,000 ESA claimants is due
to be delayed beyond the 2017 schedule.

REPLACING DISABILITY ALLOWANCE (DLA) WITH PERSONAL INDEPENDENCE
PAYMENTS (PIP)

—Saving: £2240 million.

—Introduction of more stringent medical test and regular retesting.

(continued)
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Table 4.1 (continued)

—Reduction in number of payment categories.

—-170,000 claimants, one fifth of current DLA claimants, expected to be
ineligible for PIP. By 2018, 500,000 will be ineligible.

—-150,000 will get a higher award, according to the DWP. By 2018, 780,000 will
receive the same or more than they do currently.

REPLACING INCAPACITY BENEFITS WITH EMPLOYMENT SUPPORT ALLOWANCE
(ESA)

—Introduction of ESA for new claimants from October 2008. Existing
incapacity claimants to be assessed from autumn 2010.

—A new, tougher medical test: the Work Capability Assessment (WCA).

—New conditionality for ESA Work Related Activity Group—claimants are
subject to sanctioning

BENEFIT RISES CAPPED AT 1 %, below-inflation

—4.1 million households affected by an average loss of £0.90 a week

-9.6 million households will be affected by 2014-2015 losing on average of £3
a week

COUNCIL TAX BENEFIT,

—Replacing it with an alternative fund at 90 % of the previous budget, from
April 2013

—Is likely to affect 3.1 million English households with an average loss of £138
per year.

—In Scotland and Wales, devolved administrations have prevented the
reduction from falling on claimants

CHANGES TO ELIBILITY CRITERIA TO RECEIVE LEGAL AID

- Eligibility to claim legal aid was capped at a household income of £32,000

—Those earning between £14,000 and £32,000 will have to take a means test.

—Family law cases including divorce, child custody, immigration and
employment cases were expected to be badly affected.

-Savings: a minimum £350 m from £2.2bn legal aid bill.

Source: Roberts (2014)

Paul Gilroy (2013) dissected the verdict of “mindless violence” as
follows:

The depth of the neoliberal revolution that Britain had undergone during
the three intervening decades was conveyed above all by the way that the
new norms specified by generalized individuation and privatization were
able to reframe the disorders as a brisk sequence of criminal events and
transgressions that could be intelligible only when seen on the scale of
personal conduct. (p. 555)
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As Imogen Tyler (2013a) has summarized, “Contrary to claims that these
riots were ‘senseless’, many of those participants interviewed described
the riots as an opportunity to air grievances (against the police and the
government). However misguided their actions, they wanted their expe-
riences of unemployment, poverty, inequality and injustice to be rec-
ognized.” (p. 7) Sutterluty (2014) draws the same conclusion when he
argues that the riots were in large part “a reaction to the violation of civic
claims to equality” from young people with almost no political represen-
tation, a product of the collapse and disappearance of traditional workers’
parties. He continues that it was ultimately because of this violation that
state institutions such as the police and the school system—through their
routine functioning—generated such massive rage and disappointment
and were targeted for attack. This does not, of course, explain the looting
of stores, but to a considerable degree it accounts for why so many young
people took to the streets. The looting scenes of August 2011 made it
all too easy for many across the political spectrum to make conclusions
in the “mindless violence” register, and even easier to forget two hugely
important precedents for the riots. Anger among youth was still simmer-
ing following the significant student protests in late 2010 at the tripling
of tuition fees in England. The first of these culminated in the storming
of the Conservative Party headquarters in central London, but the two
subsequent protests carried less symbolic power due to merciless, and
still deeply controversial, “kettling” (corralling) by the police. The sec-
ond precedent was the massive J30 (30 June 2011) public-sector strike
across Britain, involving in excess of 750,000 public-sector workers. The
cause of J30 was the raising of the retirement age from 60 to 66, and the
replacement of final-salary pension schemes with a career-average system.
However, J30 also included calls for an end to freezes in remuneration, an
end to exhausting working hours, and the reversal of the steady privatiza-
tion of almost every imaginable aspect of the sector.

On 15 August, Gilroy spoke with poignant eloquence about the riots
at a community meeting in Tottenham.® He reflected upon the 1981
riots in several British cities, and identified several contrasts to the situa-
tion three decades later (now extended and elaborated in Gilroy, 2013).

8 htep://dreamofsafety.blogspot.com/2011/08/paul-gilroy-speaks-on-riots-august-2011.html
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Arguably, his most useful analytical assertion was that “the difference
between 1981 and now is that the relationship between information and
power has been changed, and our tactics for understanding our defence of
our communities have to take those changes into account.” It is instruc-
tive to consider this assertion in light of the heightening stigmatization of
working-class people and the places where they live, to which I now turn.

Symbolic Defamation: The Myth
of the ‘Broken Society’

On the same day that Gilroy spoke in Tottenham, David Cameron vis-
ited a youth centre in his rural Witney constituency to deliver a speech
outlining his Coalition government’s response to the riots.” He began
by arguing that “these riots were not about poverty” but rather “about
behaviour. People showing indifference to right and wrong. People with
a twisted moral code. People with a complete absence of self-restraint.”
To confront what he sees as a “slow-motion moral collapse that has taken
place in parts of our country these past few generations,” he outlined his
“personal priority” in politics: “to mend our broken society.” Particular
emphasis was placed on “turning around the lives of the 120,000'° most
troubled families in the country”:

I don’t doubt that many of the rioters out last week have no father at home.
Perhaps they come from one of the neighbourhoods where it’s standard for
children to have a mum and not a dad, where it’s normal for young men to
grow up without a male role model, looking to the streets for their father
figures, filled up with rage and anger.

He went on to outline that a “social fightback” should be centered around
fixing a welfare system that “encourages the worst in people”

? hetp://www.number10.gov.uk/news/pms-speech-on-the-fightback-after-the-riots/

1 Quite where this figure came from is still a mystery. For a very detailed catalogue of the eugenic
mentality of civil servants who think they can fix Britain’s “troubled families,” and of the abuse of
statistics and general skulduggery that underpins the entire troubled families agenda, see the excel-
lent work of Stephen Crossley at https://akindoftrouble.wordpress.com/
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[There] is a moral hazard in our welfare system - people thinking they can
be as irresponsible as they like because the state will always bail them out....
I want us to look at toughening up the conditions for those who are out of
work and receiving benefits and speeding up our efforts to get all those who
can work back to work. Work is at the heart of a responsible society.

The story behind the rhetoric of a “broken society” full of troubled fami-
lies is a pure exemplar of the truncation and distortion of public under-
standing in respect to the ongoing articulation of poverty, social class and
space in British society. The rhetoric did not begin with Cameron, but
rather with the publications of a right-wing think tank, the Cenzre for
Social Justice (CS]), the brainchild of his Secretary of State for Work and
Pensions, the self-proclaimed “quiet man” Iain Duncan-Smith.

During his tortured tenure (2001-2003) as Conservative Party
leader, Duncan-Smith visited one of the poorest urban areas of the UK,
Easterhouse in Glasgow, which he described as “a wrecked and dread-
ful set up ... with families locked into generational breakdown” (quoted
in Derbyshire, 2010)." In 2004, in an effort to get the “modernising”
Conservatives to enter the electorally significant terra incognita of pov-
erty and welfare, Duncan-Smith established the CSJ with this mission
statement:

To put social justice at the heart of British politics and to build an alliance

of poverty fighting organisations in order to see a reversal of social break-
down in the UK.

Whilst a brief visit to its website leaves one bombarded by two words,
“breakdown” and “broken,” nowhere on it or in any of its publications
can a definition of “social justice” be found. Only in a 2010 interview
in the New Statesman does Duncan-Smith attempt to define it: “I mean
to improve the quality of people’s lives, which gives people the opportu-
nity to improve their lives. In other words, so people’s quality of life is
improved” (quoted in Derbyshire, 2010).

""He has on many occasions spoken of this visit a life-changing experience, “a sort of Damascene

point” (ibid.).
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In 2006 the CSJ produced a voluminous document entitled Breakdown
Britain,"* the end-product of Duncan-Smith’s being invited by Cameron
“to consider how an incoming Conservative Government could tackle
Britain’s most acute social problems” (p. 13). Duncan-Smith convened
five working groups to conduct surveys and report back on five “pathways
to poverty”'?: “family breakdown, educational failure, economic depen-
dency and worklessness, severe personal debt and addiction to drugs and
alcohol” for “if the drivers of poverty are not addressed an ever-growing
underclass will be created” (ibid.). Considerable attention was given to
“family breakdown” in particular, and the central tenets of the infamous
“underclass” thesis lie in the CS]J’s definition of familial strife:

We have adopted an inclusive use of the term ‘family breakdown™ which
can be summed up in three key words: dissolution, dysfunction, and ‘dad-
lessness’. (p. 29)

Peck (2006) notes how think-tank conservatives “portray themselves as
lonely voices of reason, as principled outsiders in a corrupt, distracted,
and wrongheaded world” (p. 682). This captures precisely the tenor of
the Breakdown Britain report, especially on “family breakdown”:

The policy-making community (which includes politicians, policy-makers
and academics) has been markedly reluctant to grasp the nettle of family
breakdown by being clear about the benefits of marriage and committed
relationships, and the merits of supporting and encouraging them. (p. 29)

In a series of papers, Gerry Mooney and colleagues (Gray & Mooney,
2011; Mooney, 2009; Mooney & Hancock, 2010; Mooney & Neal,
2010) have provided an insightful interrogation of “Broken Britain”
rhetoric, from its roots in stigmatized eastern Glasgow, to its electoral

12Tt was later followed by a package of “policy recommendations” entitled “Breakthrough Britain,”
with numerous sub-reports focusing on particular cities: Breakthrough Manchester, Breakthrough
Glasgow, Breakthrough Birmingham, etc.

1 These “pathways” are notable for how they reverse social causation in pushing behavioural expla-
nations for poverty. For example, never mind that a massive literature on financial exclusion con-
firms that poverty is a pathway to “serious personal debt,” the Centre for Social Justice is desperate
to show that it is the other way around.
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significance—“Broken Britain” was pivotal to the Conservatives’ 2010
General Election campaign, propped up by the Rupert Murdoch tab-
loids—and now to its contemporary public-policy undercurrent, where
“marriage and a stable two-parent family life are key to mending Broken
Britain and thereby reducing levels of poverty” (Mooney & Neal, 2010,
p. 145). For the CS], there is no social problem for which promoting
marriage is not the solution. It is desperate to guard against any views to
the contrary. For example, when a distinguished welfare historian argued
that the CS] present a misleading and empirically inaccurate portrait of a
British past filled with “happy families” (Thane, 2010), the CS]J responded
quickly with an aggrieved 24-page rebuttal (Probert & Callan, 2010).
Over two decades ago, Charles Murray (1990, p. 41) visited London and
recommended to policy elites, journalists and think-tank officials that
the “civilising force of marriage” be the treatment for the “spreading dis-
ease” of an “underclass” of single mothers and absent fathers (“essentially
barbarians”) (see Wacquant, 2009a, pp. 7-54). The CS]J has revived this
much-derided perspective, which influenced David Cameron’s choice of
Father’s Day in 2011 to write a column in 7he Sunday Telegraph that
made the following argument:

I also think we need to make Britain a genuinely hostile place for fathers
who go AWOL. It’s high time runaway dads were stigmatised, and the full
force of shame was heaped upon them. They should be looked at like drink
drivers, people who are beyond the pale. (Cameron, 2011)

The notions of a broken society full of dysfunctional or troubled families
heavily influenced the governments Welfare Reform Bill, which had a
rocky road' through parliament before reaching Royal Assent in March
2012. The hallmark of the Bill was conditionality: punitive sanctions

"“Peers and bishops in the House of Lords defeated eight parts of the Welfare Reform Bill, espe-
cially its proposal that, regardless of circumstances (disability, family size, etc.), no household
should receive more than £26,000 a year in welfare benefits. The Bil