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Introduction
We are living in an age of protest. Social conflicts continue to erupt across the globe, as people join
mass demonstrations and develop creative new forms of civil disobedience. That this current phase is
somehow distinct from earlier conjunctures is not only a widely shared sentiment across media outlets
(The New York Times, 2016; The Guardian, 2018), it is also based on empirical facts. In the decade
after the international financial crisis of 2008, the number of public demonstrations worldwide rose
steadily by almost 12% every year (Brannen, Haig and Schmidt, 2020, p. 4), a trend that only the
Coronavirus pandemic may have slowed down. In Europe, the continuous growth in contestation was
mainly driven by the anti-austerity movement, which erupted in 2011 in protest of the austerity-based
crisis management programmes adopted across the continent. Ever since, not a single year has gone
by without a wave of new mobilisations.
Whether the anti-austerity movement can be seen as a single pan-European phenomenon is not
immediately clear. Struggles against austerity attained varying levels of intensity and political
significance across Europe. In the European South, anti-austerity protests mobilised millions of people
onto the streets where they occupied public squares and created protest camps that lasted several
months. The 15M movement in Spain and the aganaktismenoi in Greece initiated widespread societal
and political transformation processes, spreading horizontal democratic forms of organisation and
establishing major new activist networks and solidarity infrastructures. Countries in Southern Europe
also experienced a subsequent surge of radical leftist electoral projects, which fundamentally changed
their political landscapes. By contrast, anti-austerity activism remained comparatively marginal in
much of Northern and Central Europe, although activists still created new networks for radical direct
action or housing solidarity in countries such as Germany, the Netherlands, the UK or Croatia.
In spite of this national diversity, anti-austerity struggles developed a strong collective transnational
dimension. Activists across different countries adopted the same slogans and collective tactics to
contest the European Union (EU)-wide implementation of neoliberal crisis management. Occupations
of public squares and self-organised protest camps became a signature praxis of anti-austerity activism
in 2011, thereby giving the struggles a relatively uniform appearance. From 2013 onwards, activists
also began creating transnational coalitions to mobilise against European crisis management together.
The initially German Blockupy coalition started integrating activists from abroad to help blockade the
ECB in Frankfurt (Blockupy, 2013b). Alter Summit brought together a wide range of activist
organisations, unions and think tanks to develop a multidimensional coalition against neoliberalism
(Alter Summit, 2013b). With the European Action Coalition for the Right to Housing and the City
(EAC) and the European Network against the Privatisation and Commercialisation of Health and
Social Protection, two highly specialised activist coalitions took up the task of connecting anti1

austerity struggles in the areas of housing and healthcare (European Health Network, 2014c; EAC,
2019d). In the following years, new transnational coalitions and organisations sought to reignite the
depleted momentum of mobilisations, such as Transnational Social Strike (TSS), Change Finance and
DiEM25, the latter of which even developed electoral ambitions (TSS, 2015b; DiEM25, 2017d;
Change Finance, 2019f). Regardless of the diversity of anti-austerity struggles, activists considered
themselves part of a larger social movement and consequently tried to develop collective European
strategies. This dissertation therefore aims to disentangle and investigate the domestic and
transnational dimensions of the anti-austerity movement, by asking two central research questions:


How can we explain the diverse manifestation of the European anti-austerity movement
between different countries, especially between the European North (Germany) and South
(Spain and Greece), from 2011 onwards?



To what extent has this diversity informed the development of transnational cooperation across
the movement?

To answer these questions, this dissertation conducts a comprehensive investigation of the context
conditions, subjects and strategies of the European anti-austerity movement in Spain, Greece and
Germany, as well as at the transnational level. Drawing on the disciplines of critical International
Political Economy (IPE) and Social Movement Studies (SMS), it develops a historical materialist
theoretical framework that connects the emergence and transnationalisation of activism to its
generative politico-economic context, thereby providing new insights into ongoing developments of
social struggle.

A Critical Political Economy of Anti-Austerity Activism
The dissertation is based on the assumption that any scholarly investigation of the European antiausterity movement has to place the movement within the context of the ongoing crisis of
neoliberalism. As a radical challenger of European crisis management, the movement must be seen as
both a response to the 2008 financial crisis and subsequent implementation of austerity programmes
and a driving force behind the erosion of neoliberal hegemony.
The discipline of critical IPE offers a basis for analysing the crisis in its overarching capitalist context.
In contrast to established approaches to political economy and EU integration, such as
Neofunctionalism and Varieties of Capitalism (Hassel, 2014; Niemann and Ioannou, 2015), this
discipline emphasises the distinct crisis contingency, adverse social and authoritarian effects and
subsequent social contestation of EU crisis management (Bruff, 2014; Oberndorfer, 2016b).
Nonetheless, neither do many critical approaches, such as those drawing on Keynes or Polanyi,
sufficiently investigate the complex interrelation between economic governance, political power and
2

social struggles (as argued by Fraser, 2011; Jäger and Springler, 2016). Marxist political economists
tend to analyse these links rather thoroughly, yet they often focus exclusively on the agency of
capitalist elites in driving integration, or conceive social struggles only in abstract terms without
empirically investigating activist movements themselves (Bieling, 2014; Buckel et al., 2014). As will
be shown in this dissertation, critical IPE offers only a part of the solution for answering the
overarching research questions, which is why the chosen historical materialist approach is
complemented by movement-centred approaches.
The discipline of SMS focuses on the role and agency of movements beyond state institutions and
capital. Much of the existing literature on the anti-austerity movement predominantly investigates the
movement’s political claims and tactics as isolated phenomena, without placing them in their
overarching context of social struggle (Romanos, 2014; Yates, 2015; Kanellopoulos et al., 2017). A
number of movement researchers challenge this practice by adopting a more comprehensive politicoeconomic perspective. These (predominantly Marxist) contributions offer insights into how the
nationally uneven impact of austerity-based crisis management has affected different social groups
within civil society, thus influencing the scale, social composition and political needs of anti-austerity
struggles (Bailey et al., 2017; Bieler and Jordan, 2017; Della Porta, 2017). This dissertation follows in
the footsteps of these authors by employing a politico-economic SMS perspective in conjunction with
critical IPE.
Most scholars consider the anti-austerity movement to be surprisingly deficient in terms of
transnational engagement, given the EU’s central role in enforcing austerity (Schols et al., 2013;
Wigger and Horn, 2013; Flesher Fominaya, 2015). Due to the movement’s initial focus on domestic
struggles, early studies saw it as significantly less interconnected than the highly transnationalised
global justice movement (GJM) ten years earlier (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Tarrow, 2005). This
assessment was premature, as evidenced by the foundation of transnational anti-austerity coalitions
from 2013 onwards. Nonetheless, the initial impression largely persisted and most studies tend to
overlook transnational collaboration among anti-austerity activists, instead investigating the
movement’s transnational dimension only in regard to its abstract diffusion of claims, frames and
tactics (Castañeda, 2012; Sergi and Vogiatzoglou, 2013; Romanos, 2016). This oversight is significant,
as the few studies that do analyse transnational anti-austerity coalitions remark upon the movement’s
ability to both reproduce and innovate transnational activist strategies. Scholars identify significant
continuities of agents and tactics between the GJM and the anti-austerity movement (Chatzopoulou
and Bourne, 2016), while others conclude that new transnational anti-austerity networks show hitherto
unparalleled levels of social inclusivity and institutional autonomy (Smith and Duncan, 2012; Lahusen
et al., 2018). Such studies make invaluable contributions, but they are still too scarce to provide a
comprehensive picture of the anti-austerity movement’s transnational dimension, only offering us
3

glimpses of what the activists are capable of. By investigating cooperation across the European antiausterity movement, this dissertation therefore promises to provide crucial new insights into the
ongoing transnational struggle against neoliberal capitalism.
Overall, this dissertation employs a combined approach of critical IPE and politico-economic SMS to
investigate both national diversification and transnational cooperation in the European anti-austerity
movement. It theorises social movements from the vantage point of historical materialism, conceiving
them as historically contingent manifestations of social struggles within a context of national and
transnational power relations and systems of hegemony. Emancipatory social movements, such as the
anti-austerity movement, thus reflect the struggles of subaltern (dominated) social groups, which seek
to challenge relations of domination, exploitation and marginalisation (Morton, 2007; Barker et al.,
2013; Cox and Nilsen, 2014). Transnational activist cooperation is regarded as the connection and
expansion of these subaltern struggles across uneven context conditions, through the work of organic
intellectual activists, who develop overarching political strategies and create mutual bonds of solidarity
that transcend national, organisational and class boundaries (Gramsci, 1992; Featherstone, 2012).
Based on this theoretical understanding, the dissertation approaches the analysis of the European antiausterity movement by investigating a) the politico-economic context conditions of neoliberal
hegemony that inform the context and terrain of social struggle, b) the social composition, political
profiles, practical strategies and impact of domestic activism, and c) the composition, profiles, praxis
and impact of transnational activist coalitions.
Empirical research is conducted on the basis of a retroductive research design that combines theoryguided data acquisition and analysis with continuous abstraction and theorisation (Belfrage and Hauf,
2017). The dissertation relies on national case studies of the European anti-austerity movement in
Spain, Greece and Germany, based on qualitative document analyses of crisis management legislation
and activist publications. Transnational cooperation is investigated through a unique mixed-method
approach consisting of qualitative document analysis, semi-structured interviews, participant
observation and social network analysis (Emerson, 1995; Borgatti and Everett, 2005; Kvale and
Brinkmann, 2009; Westle and Krumm, 2009).
Based on the empirical findings of this research, the dissertation develops a two-pronged argument.
First, the variegated manifestation of the European anti-austerity movement, both nationally and
transnationally, is a result of the uneven implementation and impact of austerity-based crisis
management and, by extension, the diverse conditions for hegemony struggle. Where the crisis and
austerity politics had a particularly severe socio-economic impact, such as in Spain and Greece, the
anti-austerity movement developed into a momentous political force that was ultimately confronted by
institutional co-optation or outright oppression. In Germany, where the crisis was more subdued, the
movement remained politically marginal yet developed a distinct focus on transnational cooperation
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to compensate. Consequently, transnational coalitions still tend to over-represent Central and Northern
European activists and the few coalitions with higher participation from Southern Europe also display
a stronger focus on local struggles. Thus, although the movement was primarily engaged in countryspecific mobilisations, especially in the beginning, it was also embedded in transnational power
relations and hegemony struggles, implicitly challenging the power of European institutions and
transnational capital by developing counter-hegemonic alternatives.
Second, transnational cooperation across the anti-austerity movement has largely reproduced wellestablished strategies of the GJM, as most transnational coalitions engage in institutional advocacy
and protest mobilisation. However, a number of activist groups, particularly from Southern Europe,
have introduced a new solidarity-based form of transnational collaboration previously unknown to
European movements. This innovation highlights the increasing necessity of European activists to
organically connect local subaltern struggles in response to intensified and coercive neoliberalism, but
it also demonstrates that the anti-austerity movement has developed an enhanced ability to establish
transnational counter-hegemonic infrastructures.
These findings are not only relevant for the cases investigated in the dissertation, since the European
anti-austerity movement posed a challenge to the material foundations of neoliberalism and the
legitimacy of institutional politics as such. In that sense, the movement’s counter-hegemonic struggle
is ongoing, as evidenced by the emergence of new activist initiatives drawing on its radical claims and
tactics, such as the French gilets jaunes, who mobilise against their country’s neoliberal governance
(Roos, 2018), or the resurgent Catalan independence movement (Zelik, 2018). As new protest
phenomena have started to emerge across the world, from the global wave of climate justice activism
(Bruhns et al., 2019), to the anti-austerity protests across Latin America (Vergara, 2019) and the antigovernment mobilisations in Iraq or Hong Kong (Aljabiri, 2019; Pegolo, 2019), it is clear that
emancipatory social movements continue to fuel contemporary hegemony crises, increasingly on a
transnational scale. This study of the European anti-austerity movement is therefore all the more
significant, as the movement’s advancement of transnational activist strategies reveals new pathways
for future hegemony struggle.

Structure of the Dissertation
The dissertation is structured into four distinct parts, containing 12 chapters and a conclusion. The
structure expresses the underlying politico-economic perspective by systematically dividing analyses
of crisis management, domestic anti-austerity struggles and transnational cooperation.
Part One begins with a chapter on the state of the art (Chapter 1). This chapter recounts the academic
contributions of scholarly traditions in analysing the European anti-austerity movement, followed by
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a critique of their respective strengths and weaknesses. The chapter is divided into three sections,
which focus respectively on research approaches analysing European crisis management, studies of
domestic anti-austerity mobilisations and analyses of transnational cooperation in the anti-austerity
movement. Based on this discussion, Chapter 2 provides the dissertation’s theoretical contribution in
the form of a historical materialist framework for the analysis of social movements, which draws
extensively on Gramscian hegemony theory to conceptualise the characteristics and strategies of social
movements, as well as Poulantzasian state theory to conceptualise transformations of the state during
hegemony crises. Chapter 3 covers the research design, introducing the chosen research strategy and
applied methods of qualitative document analysis, semi-structured interviews, participant observation
and social network analysis.
Part Two of the dissertation focuses on the specific character of neoliberal hegemony in the EU.
Chapter 4 describes how the process of European integration gradually introduced neoliberal
guidelines into the EU following the crisis of Fordist capitalism, culminating in the institutionalisation
of increasingly coercive policy frameworks prior to the 2008 crisis. Chapter 5 then zooms in on the
crisis and characterises the various European financial and austerity-based crisis management
programmes as components of an overall shift towards neoliberal authoritarian statism, albeit with
varying implications for different EU countries.
Part Three of the dissertation contains the national case studies of the European anti-austerity
movement in Spain, Greece and Germany. This part of the dissertation presents the central argument
that the variegated nature of the anti-austerity movement is a direct result of the uneven national
content, form and impact of crisis management, thus representing nationally distinct struggles against
transnational neoliberal hegemony. Chapter 6 analyses the politico-economic context of crisis
management in Spain, the struggles of the 15M movement and affiliated activist network (mareas,
PAH), as well as the institutionalisation of anti-austerity activism through Podemos and radical
municipalism. It connects the institutional authoritarianisation of Spanish politics to the movement’s
strong push towards radical democratic prefiguration and autonomous organisation, which informed
the Spanish left’s decentralised configuration. Chapter 7 investigates how the unique severity of the
Troika-driven crisis management in Greece contributed to the immense growth and political inclusivity
of the anti-austerity movement, which in turn facilitated a rapid electoral shift that was consequently
harshly suppressed by EU intervention. Chapter 8 explains that the relative lack of a strong crisis
impact or social and political grievances with austerity in Germany resulted in a relatively marginal
Occupy movement, as well as the creation of the more transnationally-oriented Blockupy coalition.
Chapter 9 provides a round of interim conclusions on the basis of the national case studies.
Part Four of the dissertation contains the analysis of transnational cooperation in the European antiausterity movement, over the course of three chapters. Chapter 10 lays out the empirical analysis of
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the social networks of the European anti-austerity movement by mapping and investigating the myriad
connections between activist organisations engaging in transnational collective actions. This chapter
highlights various political and scalar conditions informing transnational activism, demonstrating the
diversification of cooperation into separate sub-networks that both reproduce and counteract preexisting trends of the GJM. Chapter 11 investigates this diversification in detail by exploring three
distinct types of transnational coalitions of the European anti-austerity movement. The chapter shows
that transnational activist coalitions specialise around struggles for institutional reform, public
disruption and local solidarity, each of which differs in social and organisational composition, political
ambitions and practical tactics, as well as geographical scope. This strategic diversification of
transnational activism partially continues political currents established by the GJM, while also
introducing solidarity-based coalitions as a particular contribution of the European anti-austerity
movement. Although each strategy for transnational cooperation entails serious political limitations,
the analysis shows that activist projects seeking to combine all struggles into one tend to fare worse.
Chapter 12 concludes this part of the dissertation by presenting the argument that the diversification
of transnational cooperation in the European anti-austerity movement represents a fragmentation of
counter-hegemonic struggle, borne out of the uneven conditions and needs of activist organisations
across Europe. Finally, the last chapter presents the overarching conclusions of the dissertation,
summarising the core arguments and contributions of the research and discussing to what extent the
transnational fragmentation of counter-hegemonic struggle in Europe affects the prospects of future
activists in contesting neoliberal hegemony.
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Part I. Academic Foundation of the Dissertation
Marxism holds a particular strength as a movement theory […]
to connect the critique of structure with a strategic analysis of
social movements both as they are and as they could be – to
find within the limitations of the world as it is the potential to
create a new world in the teeth of powerful opposition and
structural constraints (Barker et al., 2013).

The emergence of the European anti-austerity movement had a tangible impact within multiple
scientific fields, chief among them sociology, human geography and political science, and was
particularly significant for scholars of European political economy and social struggles. The sudden
spike in economic inequality, coercive governance and social unrest following the 2008 financial crisis
forced many established researchers to rethink their conceptions about the nature of the EU and the
dynamics of crises. This also provided additional evidence in support of more ‘critical’ heterodox
research perspectives. Likewise, the ongoing mobilisation of the anti-austerity movement not only
reproduced familiar discourses and strategies but created entirely new ones, thus providing a rich
source for new empirical insights and theoretical reflections that allowed scholars to re-examine and
innovate their approaches.
This part places the dissertation in its broader academic context and presents its theoretical framework
and methodology. It begins by discussing how EU crisis management, the anti-austerity movement
and transnational activism are being studied from different scholarly perspectives. Based on this
discussion, a historical materialist framework is introduced, which serves as the theoretical foundation
of the thesis. Finally, this part presents the overarching research design of the dissertation by explaining
the methodology, as well as the selection of cases and sources.
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1. State of the Art
This dissertation investigates the connections between three core analytical dimensions: the financial
crisis and EU crisis management, the domestic struggles of the anti-austerity movement, and
transnational cooperation among anti-austerity activists. This chapter discusses the scientific
contributions multiple theoretical schools have made in regard to each of these areas. Research into
EU crisis management is separated into established political scientific approaches, such as
Neofunctionalism, New Intergovernmentalism and the Varieties of Capitalism school, which regard
the crisis as a challenge for European integration to overcome, and ‘critical’ approaches, such as PostKeynesianism and historical materialist International Political Economy, which emphasise the role of
capitalism and class power in causing the crisis and determining crisis management. With regard to
the anti-austerity movement, both domestically and transnationally, the chapter focuses on the
established field of Social Movement Studies, which studies the claims, opportunities and resources
of movements and the field of historical materialist approaches, which conceive of contemporary
movements as iterations of class struggle. The chapter characterises the above theoretical traditions in
regard to their analyses of the crisis, anti-austerity movement and transnational cooperation, providing
a critical assessment of their ability to connect the three dimensions. Before discussing the theoretical
traditions, the next section first establishes the underlying conception of ‘critical social science’ in
contrast to the orthodox ‘mainstream’.

1.1 On Critical Social Science
The field of social and political sciences is fundamentally concerned with gaining a systematic
understanding of how people relate and interact with one another on a collective scale. Such an
understanding is intended to transcend ‘everyday’ conceptions of society and politics based on casual
observation. Thus, all social scientists could, in principle, consider themselves ‘critical’ by definition,
insofar as they seek to reveal hidden truths via scientific investigation. However, there is a distinction
to be made between identifying the ‘critical’ aspect of science in its inquisitive nature, its questioning
of established knowledge and its drive towards self-advancement, or defining science as ‘critical’ to
the extent that it actually articulates a normative critique of its research subject and academic
environment. Based on the latter definition, one can differentiate between a large body of positivist
‘mainstream’ social science and various currents of heterodox ‘critical’ social science.
Positivist social science seeks to emulate the detached ‘objectivity’ and generation of universal laws
characteristic of natural sciences. Knowledge is generated on the basis of observing empirical evidence
that confirms or falsifies a theory. Theories are thus constructed to be relatively parsimonious in their
selection of variables, in order to allow the formulation of testable hypotheses and provide
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generalisable causal explanations. Research largely operates in a deductive manner by formulating
precise hypotheses with predefined variables and applying (usually quantitative) research methods to
verify or falsify them (Wissel, 2015; Wigger and Horn, 2016). Inductive research and qualitative
methods are certainly present in this field, yet their purpose is mostly explorative and not utilised to
provide overarching explanations (Krumm, 2009, p. 97f.).
Critical social science follows different paradigms. Rejecting the notion of scientific objectivity and
the need for specialised theoretical models, critical scientists emphasise the complexity, relational
nature and social construction of reality, as well as the inherent social subjectivity of research itself,
which motivates them to explicitly criticise the underlying power relations of society and highlight
prospective ways to change it. In contrast to positivism, critical scientific understanding is not
articulated through parsimonious, testable and generalisable theoretical axioms, but through complex
meta-theoretical explanations, based on multiple interrelating causal mechanisms. To unearth such
causal mechanisms, critical scholars apply scientific methods with relatively flexibility, often
combining various types of methods and generally ascribing great importance to qualitative research
and inductive abstraction (Dean et al., 2006; Roberts, 2006; Wigger and Horn, 2016).
There are multiple theoretical currents within critical social science. Historical materialism draws on
Marxist theory to analyse and challenge capitalist class relations, mostly from a structuralist
perspective (Roberts, 2006). The post-Marxist currents of constructivism and post-structuralism focus
more on the discursive and semiotic construction of social power relations (Jessop and Sum, 2013).
Feminist theory analyses and challenges patriarchal gender relations as well as the social reproduction
of capitalism (Peterson, 2005; Aulenbacher, 2012; Fraser, 2014). Post-colonial theory does the same
for ethno-cultural power relations between nations, societies and world regions (Castro Varela and
Dhawan, 2005). Intersectional theory is itself a critical response to the aforementioned approaches and
regards power relations based on class, ethnicity and gender as being mutually intertwined
(Aulenbacher, 2012; Bhattacharya, 2015).
All of these currents are influential within the field of critical IPE, whose contributors focus on the
political manifestation, reproduction and challenge of economic power relations within capitalism, as
well as SMS, whose scholars focus on the subjects and strategies of social struggle. While positivists
generally reject critical approaches as too normative and unsystematic, critical scholars criticise
positivists for inadvertently reproducing the societal status-quo and being overly pre-occupied with
methodology rather than theoretical understanding (Dean et al., 2006; Wigger and Horn, 2016). This
division reflects underlying political differences as well, as critical scholars tend to be more leftleaning than their positivist colleagues.
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This dissertation is firmly attached to the tradition of critical social science. It embarks from an
emancipatory standpoint, seeking to generate knowledge about the conditions and dynamics of
progressive social struggles under capitalism, in order to enhance the perspectives of those struggles.
It also draws predominantly on heterodox approaches to IPE and SMS to provide a multidimensional
analysis and theoretical interpretation of the anti-austerity movement, as opposed to testing individual
hypotheses, thereby placing the movement within the larger context of capitalist struggle. The
following discussion of theoretical schools therefore assesses their ability to analyse and organically
connect the three dimensions of European crisis management, anti-austerity struggle and transnational
activist cooperation.

1.2 Analysing European Crisis Management
A comprehensive analysis of the European anti-austerity movement requires an understanding of the
austerity-based crisis management between 2010 and 2015 it was mobilising against. Crisis
management particularly includes the EU’s financial stability mechanisms, which provided
conditional assistance credits, policy frameworks such as the European Semester, Fiscal Compact and
Two-Pack, which prescribed fiscal austerity and neoliberal adjustment, as well as the various national
governance programmes through which these were implemented. The field of IPE brought forth a
wealth of research into these crisis management measures. One can distinguish contributions adhering
to theoretical mainstream approaches, such as Neofunctionalism and Varieties of Capitalism, as well
as critical approaches, drawing on Keynes, Polanyi and historical materialism.

1.2.1 Mainstream Political Economy
The mainstream of International Political Economy largely treats the crisis and its uneven impact
across Europe as inscrutable and focuses on how European institutions respond and transform to preempt future crises.

Neofunctionalism
Scholars applying neofunctionalist theory tend to regard crisis management as a process of political
‘spillover’, in which national economic policy is further integrated within EU frameworks
(Stephenson, 2012). According to this conception, the range of new European crisis management
programmes represents a relatively normal progression of European integration, based on ‘growing
international interdependence and pluralist, interest-driven politics’ (Stone Sweet and Sandholtz, 1997,
p. 300). Drawing comparisons to the European Monetary Union (EMU), they argue that the
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implementation of European financial stability mechanisms, fiscal disciplinary frameworks and
common banking regulations all represent further steps towards expanding supranational governance.
The crisis triggered this process by revealing an institutional mismatch between centralised European
monetary policy and decentralised national fiscal policies, which generated spillover pressure
(Niemann and Ioannou, 2015). Unlike past applications of neofunctionalist theory, which completely
disregarded the underlying interests and conflicts of integration (Bieling, 2005, p. 91f.), these recent
authors acknowledge that spillover does not happen automatically but is purposefully promoted by
interests groups, especially business elites, who use their influence to shift political agendas
(Stephenson, 2012; Niemann and Ioannou, 2015). However, this conception still does not ascribe
agency or power to those elites themselves, but to the issues they promote: ‘an issue can struggle for
attention over time’ (Stephenson, 2012, p. 797). This focus on ‘issue careers’ separates integration
processes from the social relations and conflicts underpinning political transformations. Why certain
integration steps are taken or contested and how they affect European civil societies does not factor
into such analyses, making neofunctionalist approaches incapable of capturing the relation between
European crisis management and contestation.

Post-functionalism / New Intergovernmentalism
A slightly more critical perspective was introduced by authors subscribing to ‘Post-functionalism’ or
‘New Intergovernmentalism’, who acknowledge that European integration is primarily driven by
social forces which benefit from cross-border transaction, making it a dynamic and contested process
(Stone Sweet and Sandholtz, 1997). These authors point out that the crisis and crisis management
policies damaged the EU’s political legitimacy in the eyes of many national actors, creating a
widespread ‘constraining dissensus’ as governments opposed further integration steps in the area of
fiscal regulation and border migration. The EU thus became polarised around institutions and
governments working towards further integration and Eurosceptic governments trying to challenge
them (Hodson and Puetter, 2019). While this conception certainly pays more attention to the inherently
conflictual nature of European crisis management, it does not sufficiently explore the reasons for those
conflicts. Affirmative and oppositional stances towards European integration are framed as a power
struggle between supranational institutions and pro-integration governments on one side and
nationalist governments on the other. This neglects the existence of a wide range of social forces
contesting European policies (and their national execution) for a multitude of socio-economic and
political reasons. Without understanding how and why different social forces are affected by and react
towards European crisis management, such new intergovernmentalist approaches risk simplifying
contemporary social struggles around a crude binary of pro- and anti-integration.
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Varieties of Capitalism
Scholars of the Varieties of Capitalism (VoC) tradition focus on differences between national
economic growth models, arguing that systemic economic divisions across Europe factored into the
uneven crisis impact and undermined the effectiveness of crisis management measures. The more
export-driven economies of the European North, they argue, were inherently more capable of
withstanding the financial crisis than the largely consumption- and credit-driven economies of the
European South. This was due to the fact that export-driven economies were less dependent on
international financial markets, while consumption- and debt-driven economies lacked international
competitiveness and were strongly affected by financial illiquidity. Additionally, authors warn that the
compensatory role of the state in coordinated market economies in many European countries continues
to undermine the effectiveness of financial bailouts by making banks less willing to start investing
again. They also point out that these differences between national growth models were not always a
problem, as long as states were capable of adjusting their currency interest rates, yet the
implementation of the EMU removed that option, thus making the EU inherently vulnerable to crises
(Hassel, 2014; Johnston and Regan, 2014). VoC can certainly be helpful in understanding the uneven
nature and severity of the financial crisis across Europe. However, by focusing primarily on national
growth models and regulatory frameworks, VoC is not well-suited to capture the supranational
dimension of European crisis management and its uneven political pressure across countries.

1.2.2 Critical International Political Economy
In contrast to the mainstream of European IPE, scholars of various critical IPE currents are more
interested in analysing the causes and impact of the crisis, as well as theorising it in relation to its
capitalist context. Due to the emancipatory normative stance of these currents, scholars are often
additionally concerned with revealing connections between the crisis and social struggles.

Post-Keynesianism
Post-Keynesian scholars regard the financial crisis as a result of unregulated globalised markets and
supply-oriented economic policies, while criticising neoliberal crisis management for its contradictory
application of countercyclical deficit spending and fiscal austerity. Emphasising the primary
importance of the ‘effective demand’ of the workforce in capitalist economies (Jespersen, 2009;
Lavoie, 2009), these scholars provide a wealth of literature on the crisis, locating its causes in the
distinct neoliberal capitalist growth model and the inherent politico-economic asymmetry across
Europe (Krugman, 2012; Lehndorff, 2012a; Stiglitz, 2012; Flassbeck and Lapavitsas, 2013; Feldstein,
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2014; Stockhammer, 2016, 2014a, 2014b; Streeck, 2015, 2016; Offe, 2015; Scharpf, 2015b, 2015a).
Stockhammer argues that neoliberal growth models (in general and in the EU) are based on financedominated accumulation rather than domestic consumption, and economic growth is increasingly
driven by either generating a trade surplus or acquiring public credit. These conditions divided
European economies into largely export-oriented countries in the North and debt-reliant countries in
the South, which increased economic inequalities, while also making the EU vulnerable to the
volatility of international financial markets (Stockhammer, 2014b). Other authors agree, pointing
specifically to the role of Germany’s export-driven growth model and its basis on artificial wage
restraint as a main cause for the EU’s economic asymmetry (Lehndorff, 2012b; Flassbeck and
Lapavitsas, 2013; Streeck, 2015). In pointing out the causes and implications of different growth
models within the EU, some authors explicitly integrate Post-Keynesian analyses with the VoC
literature (Johnston and Regan, 2014). Additionally, many Post-Keynesians also point towards the
EMU and Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) as major drivers of the crisis of public debt in particular,
arguing that these frameworks erode national sovereignty over fiscal and monetary policy, thereby
lowering the financial flexibility and lending conditions of certain countries and enforcing internal
devaluation (Krugman, 2012; Feldstein, 2014; Stockhammer, 2014b). Post-Keynesian scholarship is
able to highlight the inherent unsustainability and instability of neoliberalism, as well as its tendency
to weaken organised labour and the demand side of market dynamics, but it does not point to capitalist
accumulation itself as a cause of crises. Post-Keynesian researchers also tend not to pay much attention
to the political dimension of economic policy and crisis management (Jäger and Springler, 2016), thus
lacking a systematic analysis of capitalist relations of power.

Polanyism
Various scholars draw on Karl Polanyi’s concept of the ‘double movement’ to interpret the interplay
between the expansion of capitalist marketisation under neoliberal crisis management (‘first
movement’) and the social-protectionist resistance against it represented by the anti-austerity
movement (‘second movement’). Authors locate the first movement of neoliberal marketisation in the
market-enforcing dynamics of EU integration, which created tensions between EU institutions and
certain national governments, informing the recent crisis (Höpner and Schäfer, 2012). Instead of reembedding the liberalised markets, crisis management only expanded marketisation further, by
enforcing austerity and promoting competitiveness (Ebner, 2014). Consequently, the anti-austerity
movement’s contestation of EU crisis management is seen by some authors as the as-yet unsuccessful
second movement (Zajak, 2013). Polanyi’s concept of the double movement is capable of directly
relating the expansion of neoliberal capitalism to the mobilisation of social contestation against it,
offering a strong causal link between crisis management and the anti-austerity movement. The concept
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has gained popularity especially among post-Marxist scholars, providing them with a meta-theoretical
framework for interpreting greater capitalist dynamics without having to analyse class struggle.
However, by primarily focusing on the regulatory dimension of neoliberalism and conceiving of social
movements as inherently reactive, the agency and strategies behind the two movements remain
undertheorised. Indeed, authors such as Fraser (2011) attempt to alleviate this problem by
distinguishing between the second movement of (potentially regressive) social protectionism and a
third movement of emancipatory struggles seeking to transcend the previous dichotomy. Similarly,
Silver (2014) draws on Marx and Polanyi simultaneously to argue that, while the recent wave of antiausterity protests points towards a new cycle of labour unrest in opposition to a crisis of capitalist
legitimacy, that cycle will most likely not result in a return to the Keynesian tradition of mass
consumption and protectionism.

Neo-Gramscian International Political Economy
A major current of critical IPE employs a historical materialist perspective, drawing primarily on the
works of Antonio Gramsci and Nicos Poulantzas (see sections 2.2 and 2.3), to analyse crisis
management and social contestation against the backdrop of capitalist power relations and hegemony
struggle. Neo-Gramscian scholars of IPE regard the European integration process as inherently shaped
by a struggle for hegemony, largely driven by the interests of transnational capital factions in ongoing
neoliberalisation (van Apeldoorn, 2002). Even prior to the crisis, this process was characterised by
eroding popular consent (Deppe, 1993), resulting in the institutionalisation of disciplinary governance
frameworks (Gill, 2001). Neo-Gramscian scholars argue that the crisis intensified these elements,
leading to a rapid erosion of neoliberal hegemony, which the EU answered by institutionalising
increasingly coercive neoliberal governance frameworks in the guise of crisis management. Authors
therefore regard crisis management as a way to safeguard the interests of international capital factions
against potential political challenges emerging out of the crisis conjuncture. At a minimum, this entails
a relative lack of re-regulation, such as in the areas of finance or competition, which demonstrates the
EU’s continued protection of financial and export-oriented capital interests (Heinrich, 2014, 2015;
Wigger and Buch-Hansen, 2014; Van Der Pijl and Yurchenko, 2015; Bieling and Guntrum, 2019;
Wöhl et al., 2019). Moreover, many authors argue that crisis management resulted in a substantial
institutional authoritarianisation of EU governance by introducing increasingly restrictive legal
frameworks that enforce fiscal austerity and internal devaluation at the national level, while removing
the capacity of sovereign governments to pursue political alternatives (Bruff, 2012, 2014; Konecny,
2012; Konecny and Lichtenberger, 2012; Oberndorfer, 2012, 2016a, 2019; Sandbeck and Schneider,
2014; Deppe, 2017; Zeilinger and Reiner, 2019; Pachel, 2019). These authors therefore consider EU
crisis management to represent a more overarching, multiscalar shift towards ‘authoritarian
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neoliberalism’ (Bruff, 2012, 2014; Pachel, 2019), or ‘authoritarian competitive statism’ (Oberndorfer,
2012, 2016a, 2019), in which the interests of capital are enforced through political coercion and
insulated from democratic influence, thus intensifying the social deterioration and marginalisation of
large sections of society. Various neo-Gramscian studies demonstrate that this transformation affected
the labour force across the EU through the deregulation of labour conditions and restriction of border
migration (Georgi and Kannankulam, 2012; Buckel et al., 2014; Haas and Huke, 2014; Kritidis, 2014;
Babic, 2015; Bengtsson and Ryner, 2015; Bieling and Buhr, 2015; Chasoglou, 2015; Lux, 2015;
Wissel, 2015; Zeilinger and Reiner, 2019). Others highlight the gendered impact of crisis management
on women through welfare erosion, selective economic stimuli and the re-privatisation of social
reproduction (Sauer and Wöhl, 2011; Fraser, 2013; Dück, 2014; Bruff and Wöhl, 2016; Hajek and
Opratko, 2016; Bieler and Morton, 2018; Haug, 2018). In contrast to post-Keynesian studies, which
tend to analyse such national differences primarily in regard to the diversity of growth models and
labour markets, neo-Gramscian approaches often systematically connect the variegation of crisis
management to socio-economic effects for the population and subsequently the diverse forms of social
contestation emerging in response (Sablowski, 2017, 2018; Jäger and Roithner, 2019). In that regard,
neo-Gramscian IPE is inherently capable of providing a conceptual link between analyses of crisis
management and analyses of social movements.

1.2.3 Assessment
Analysing European crisis management as the generative contextual setting against which the antiausterity movement mobilised requires a theoretical approach capable of integrating different
analytical scales (supranational, national) and dimensions (institutional, socio-economic) and linking
them to the mobilisation of contention. While the narrow focus of mainstream IPE enables such
approaches to investigate individual dynamics in great detail, it does not provide the means to forge
the necessary analytical connections. Instead, critical IPE allows for a more comprehensive explication
of crisis management, while also theorising the politico-economic transformations of the EU in relation
to its capitalist context. This dissertation specifically draws on neo-Gramscian concepts, due to their
ability to highlight the variegated effects of authoritarian neoliberal crisis management on the material
security and social reproduction of class constituencies, which create the underlying causes for social
contestation.
Theorising how and why crisis management leads to social struggles alone is not yet sufficient to
actually analyse those struggles. Neo-Gramscian IPE predominantly focuses on the structures and
agency of capitalist power, whereas the subjects and dynamics contesting that power tend to play a
secondary role. Some authors therefore accuse neo-Gramscian IPE of harbouring an implicit
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‘domination focus’, which inadvertently reproduces capitalist dominance by neglecting the
constitutive emancipatory agency of the subaltern, thus feeding into an environment of leftist defeatism
(Bailey et al., 2017). While this accusation is somewhat unfair considering the number of neoGramscian IPE studies that integrate emancipatory forces into their analyses (van Apeldoorn, 2009b;
Bieling, 2014; Buckel et al., 2014), it is certainly valid to argue that the inherent ‘bird’s eye’
perspective of IPE is of limited practical utility for the agents engaged in emancipatory struggle (Cox
and Nilsen, 2014). Hence, a critical analysis of the European anti-austerity movement should focus on
the practical agency of that movement, while also analysing it in relation to the crisis management
context it was struggling against.

1.3 Analysing Domestic Contestation
The core of a comprehensive analysis of the European anti-austerity movement is a detailed
understanding of how contestation emerges and develops at the domestic level. This analysis needs to
capture the multivariate empirical manifestations of activism and connect them to underlying dynamics
of social struggle. Research into the European anti-austerity movement is predominantly provided by
two distinct scholarly traditions: Social Movement Studies, which primarily investigate the claims,
tactical repertoires and political opportunities of activists, and historical materialist research, which
regards the anti-austerity movement as a manifestation of anti-neoliberal social struggles.

1.3.1 Social Movement Studies
Social Movement Studies (SMS) incorporate a wide field of research, much of which examines the
European anti-austerity movement from three different perspectives with distinct analytical priorities,
arguments and conclusions. One current highlights the prefigurative nature of the anti-austerity
movement, a second current emphasises the activists’ ability to forge broad alliances, especially in
Southern Europe, and a third, relatively small current points to the constitutive influence of the political
economy of austerity that represents the movement’s context.

Prefigurative Politics
A large section of SMS scholarship on the anti-austerity movement revolves around the activists’
engagement in democratic prefiguration, arguing that their rejection of political representation allowed
them to develop radical democratic claims and practices, form horizontal activist networks and create
alternative social infrastructures. Scholars understand prefiguration as the collective experimentation
with new emancipatory political meanings and social norms, by way of consolidating democratic
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participation through horizontal infrastructures (Yates, 2015). The widespread use of square
occupations early in the movement’s mobilisation cycle is seen as reflective of the activists’
condemnation of institutional politics. At the same time, protest camps served to politicise and
empower civil participation in the public sphere, which activists continued to draw on in their political
work (Abellán, Sequera and Janoschka, 2012; Dhaliwal, 2012; Romanos, 2013, 2014; Sergi and
Vogiatzoglou, 2013). Researchers emphasise that prefigurative democracy was not invented by the
anti-austerity movement, but used by various other movements in the past or in other world regions
(Shihade, Flesher Fominaya and Cox, 2012; Roos and Oikonomakis, 2013; Flesher Fominaya, 2015).
The broad resonance of horizontal democratic experimentation, especially in Southern Europe, is
nevertheless regarded as a unique feat of the anti-austerity movement, reflecting a widespread crisis
of political representation (Maeckelbergh, 2012; Roos and Oikonomakis, 2013, 2014). In Greece
especially, democratic prefiguration also developed a distinctly material perspective, as activists
engaged in social redistribution and solidarity through large networks of social clinics, soup kitchens
and the solidarity economy (Arampatzi, 2017, 2018). While less foundational for anti-austerity
activists outside Southern Europe, democratic prefiguration also became a significant activist tactic in
the Icelandic anti-austerity movement, as well as the later Occupy mobilisations in the US and
Northern Europe (Ancelovici, Dufour and Nez, 2016; Vogiatzoglou, 2017). This analytical focus on
prefiguration offers important insights into the anti-austerity movement’s political identity and tactics,
but the research often appears too immersed in the activists’ own logic to provide any more farreaching analyses. By treating prefigurative democracy as a self-contained goal, much of the literature
reproduces the activists’ narratives, without investigating the causes and content of the movement’s
overall claims or assessing to what extent prefiguration actually helped in achieving them.

Alliances and Influence
A second current of SMS research embeds the anti-austerity movement in a broader context of social
struggles and emphasises its capacity to create broad alliances with other political actors, especially in
Southern Europe. The ability of activists to connect themselves to other political struggles and engage
with institutional allies is often investigated in conjunction with the movement’s influence on
parliamentary politics. Various researchers explain that the Greek square occupations were only one
of many otherwise largely labour-dominated mobilisation waves (Diani and Kousis, 2014; Kousis,
2015) and Greek activists consistently cooperated with trade unions and (some) political parties, in
spite of their criticism of representative politics (Kanellopoulos et al., 2017). The Portuguese antiausterity movement was also strongly embedded in labour struggles and activists were able to convince
even parts of the police and military to oppose austerity (Fernandes, 2017). By contrast, Spanish
activists are regarded as establishing connections to unions only gradually, due to the unions’
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connection to the governing centre-left (Cerrilo Vidal, 2013; Köhler and Calleja Jiménez, 2013).
Scholars of Italian activism explain the relative lack of a sustained left-wing anti-austerity movement
with the demobilising influence of the centre-left, yet also note an ambition among activists to create
transnational coalitions (Andretta, 2017). Across the movement, authors find the activists’ ability to
mobilise via social media to be a strongly conducive factor in encouraging mobilisation, noting the
rapid diffusion of activist frames and easy protest coordination via digital means (Cammaerts, 2013;
Tremayne, 2014; Carty, 2015; Rovisco, 2016).
Despite gaining a major following in a number of countries, the anti-austerity movement is generally
seen as having been unsuccessful in actually contesting austerity measures (Davies, Ryan and Peña,
2016) and only a select few national mobilisations, such as in Iceland, were able to directly achieve
their political goals (Vogiatzoglou, 2017). Researchers therefore mainly investigate the influence of
anti-austerity activism through the subsequent electoral development of leftist political parties.
Particularly in Spain, where activists themselves created new, often horizontally democratic electoral
projects, authors regard the institutionalisation of the anti-austerity movement more as a form of
strategic expansion rather than delegation (Tormey and Feenstra, 2015; Della Porta et al., 2017;
Ordóñez, Feenstra and Franks, 2018). Although activists in Greece ‘only’ supported the existing far
left, scholars still note the strong connection between activists and parties (Mosca and Quaranta, 2017).
By investigating the alliances between activists and other political agents, this current of SMS
significantly expands the scope of research into the anti-austerity movement, enabling an appraisal of
the movement’s political influence. By remaining primarily outcome-oriented, however, these studies
often lack a systematic explanation of the causes and driving factors behind alliances and influence.

Political Economy
The third current of SMS research regards the anti-austerity movement as a counter-movement against
contemporary neoliberalism that responds to the impact of European crisis management. Authors in
this current (re)introduce materialist conceptions of class and capitalism into SMS to investigate the
connections between the impact of austerity and the mobilisation of contestation. By systematically
analysing the socio-economic context of activism in conjunction with its defining characteristics,
researchers demonstrate that the anti-austerity movement, particularly in Southern Europe, created
new coalitions of working class and precarianised middle-class constituencies (Hylmö and
Wennerhag, 2012; Calvo, 2013; Simiti, 2014; Della Porta, 2015, 2017; Klandermans and Van
Stekelenburg, 2016). In Spain, half the protesters on public squares identified as working class (Calvo,
2013), while the Greek and Portuguese movements were driven by workers and organised labour
(Simiti, 2014; Fernandes, 2017). In Ireland, separate waves of labour resistance, uncoordinated protests
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and cross-class mass mobilisations responded to distinct phases of crisis management (O’Connor,
2017). Overall, while the anti-austerity movement’s cross-class composition did resemble the GJM, it
included notably more marginalised and precarious social strata, reflecting the crisis-induced erosion
of social cohesion (Della Porta, 2017). The anti-austerity movement’s combination of prefigurative
democracy and demands for social justice are thus seen as a response to a ‘twin crisis’ of financial
capital and democratic representation (Flesher Fominaya, 2017).
While a few authors of this current draw explicitly on Marxist theory, most apply concepts of Polanyi
and the VoC literature instead, characterising the anti-austerity movement as a ‘second movement’
whose national variations reflect differences in national economies (Della Porta, 2015). This
interpretation is certainly not inaccurate, yet due to its level of abstraction it hovers above the empirical
complexity without providing explanations for it. Some authors also use Polanyian concepts to provide
politico-economic interpretations of crisis management and contestation that dispense with class
analysis entirely (Zajak, 2013). Researchers who rely on VoC differentiate the development of the
anti-austerity movement according to its manifestation in ‘debtor’ and ‘creditor’ countries, while
distinguishing the class-specific impact of austerity between globalisation ‘winners’ and ‘losers’
(Kriesi and Hutter, 2019). Such accounts paint a rather generalised picture of the socio-economic
reality of austerity, which results in similarly vague conclusions, such as ‘varieties of capitalism could
imply varieties of protest’ (Dufour, Nez and Ancelovici, 2016, p. 298). Overall, the current of politicoeconomic SMS offers intricate, multi-dimensional research into the anti-austerity movement, resulting
in some of the most advanced causal analyses the discipline has yet delivered. However, despite the
stellar empirical work, many of the contributions display a lingering unfamiliarity with politicoeconomic concepts, often resulting in theoretical conclusions that remain too general. The persistent
refusal to engage with Marxist theory, in particular, makes some of the explanations for how and why
the anti-austerity movement contests neoliberal capitalism ring hollow.

1.3.2 Historical Materialist Movement Research
Historical materialism has arguably focused on social movement struggles since its inception, yet
recent studies of social movements have developed particularly in reaction to both the post-Marxist
tradition of SMS, as well as the ‘domination focus’ of critical IPE (Barker et al., 2013). Historical
materialist research into the anti-austerity movement emphasises the activists’ embeddedness in social
relations of power and exploitation, as well as the extent to which their struggles were informed by
and in turn affected capitalist (re)production. There are two distinct currents within this tradition. One
current subscribes to a tradition of post-hegemony or autonomist Marxism, arguing that the antiausterity movement’s political autonomy and prefigurative nature represent an interstitial form of
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anticapitalist struggle. The other current regards the anti-austerity movement as a manifestation of
hegemony struggles, highlighting the ways in which activists challenge the material, ideological and
institutional foundations of neoliberal capitalism.

Autonomist Marxism
The current of autonomist Marxist movement research seeks to analyse the anti-austerity movement
from a comprehensive historical materialist perspective by giving primacy to the autonomy, biopolitics
and affinity of activists. It is thus closely linked to the theoretical tradition of anarchism and PostOperaism (Prentoulis and Thomassen, 2014; Bailey et al., 2017; Kioupkiolis, 2017). Scholars in this
current criticise not only the ‘domination focus’ of critical IPE but also the concept of hegemony,
arguing that it falsely frames social movements as inherently power-oriented and inadvertently
reproduces divisions of leaders and followers (Day, 2005; Prentoulis and Thomassen, 2014; Las Heras,
2018). Instead, autonomist Marxist authors conceive of the European anti-austerity movement as a
pluralistic, leaderless political upheaval of a ‘multitude’ of people from fragmented socio-economic
backgrounds, who no longer shared an overarching class belonging beyond a common affliction with
poverty and social exclusion (Hardt and Negri, 2001, 2012). This multitude, they argue, did not require
an integrative counter-hegemonic identity to overcome its fragmentation but served as a basis for
resistance itself, working to create a ‘common’ alternative to neoliberal capitalism through interstitial
prefiguration. By engaging in open and inclusive democratic horizontalism, the anti-austerity
movement cultivated a broad ‘swarm intelligence’ rather than a collective identity, which allowed it
to dispense entirely with centralised, ideological leadership (Kioupkiolis, 2014, 2017). The
movement’s politicisation of everyday life (‘biopolitics’) and prefigurative organisation of social and
solidarity infrastructures demonstrates its ability to create alternative, interstitial forms of social
reproduction while relying predominantly on the mutual affect and habitus of individuals (Kioupkiolis,
2014; Stavrakakis, 2014). The anti-austerity movement’s radical democratic self-government and
social heterogeneity thus created the basis for a new form of democratic constitutionalism (Hardt and
Negri, 2012).
Autonomist Marxist analyses of the anti-austerity movement offer an important politico-economic
perspective on the movement’s distinctly prefigurative elements by explaining how and why interstitial
solidarity and the politicisation of everyday life were direct responses to individualised marginalisation
under neoliberalism. Yet, much like SMS focusing on prefiguration, these studies tend to raise the
activists’ day-to-day tactics to the level of overall political strategy, thus losing sight of the movement’s
embeddedness in the greater context of social struggles. This leaves autonomist Marxists with little to
offer activists in terms of practical insights, beyond a vague encouragement to keep doing ‘more of
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the same’ (Cox and Nilsen, 2014, p. 16). Even more problematically, by simply taking the activists’
own perceptions and narratives at face value, these studies lack a critical examination of the extent to
which the anti-austerity movement can actually be considered leaderless, non-ideological or interstitial
(Kioupkiolis, 2017). The movement’s eventual diversification into more politically specialised activist
networks, in particular, and its engagement with electoral politics show that the applicability of
autonomist Marxist interpretations has a rather limited shelf life.

Hegemony Struggles
Studies conceiving of the anti-austerity movement as a manifestation of hegemony struggles primarily
focus on the movement’s embeddedness in societal power relations and the ways in which activists
attempted to challenge and shift those power relations in their favour. The movement is regarded as a
response to the crisis of neoliberal hegemony brought about by the erosion of social cohesion and the
intensification of institutional coercion in the wake of the 2008 crisis. Activism is seen as part of larger
societal struggles against neoliberal capitalism, which also involved organised labour and other preexisting social movements, as well as leftist political parties. While studies of hegemony struggle do
not provide fundamentally different empirical results than politico-economic SMS, their theoretical
interpretations point more towards greater implications for social struggle and alternatives to
capitalism.
Several authors of this current employ a ‘methodology of the subaltern’ (Morton, 2007; Bailey et al.,
2017; Las Heras, 2018), conceiving of the anti-austerity movement’s integration of political agents
and strategies as the combined agency of a broadly defined working class whose collective struggle
both reflects and influences the uneven development of capitalist power relations in Europe. These
authors demonstrate that hegemony struggles were manifested unevenly across socio-economic
contexts, hence the anti-austerity movement varied among countries in terms of class composition,
political ambitions and practical tactics (Douzinas, 2013; Huke, 2014, 2017; Bailey et al., 2017; CluaLosada and Ribera-Almandoz, 2017). Other researchers focus on the movement’s impact on social
reproduction, as it contested and provided alternatives to the various non-economic relations of
exploitation and dispossession reproducing capitalism (Bhattacharya, 2015; Bekridaki and Broumas,
2017; Bieler and Jordan, 2017). Authors demonstrate that in many cases, the anti-austerity movement
was mobilised by a sudden deterioration of social reproduction, such as through water privatisation
(Bieler and Jordan, 2017), loss of housing (Huke, 2017) or rationalisation of healthcare (Bekridaki,
2013). Integrating the perspectives on social reproduction and labour mobilisation, various
contributions investigate the creation of solidarity infrastructures and self-organised economic
cooperatives, demonstrating that these projects were capable of subverting the logic of capitalist
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accumulation and institutionalised social reproduction, at least ‘in germ form’ (Bekridaki, 2013; Huke
and Tietje, 2014; Wigger, 2016; Bekridaki and Broumas, 2017). Some authors highlight the distinct
spatial dimension of the anti-austerity movement, arguing that the localised and autonomous nature of
square occupations and neighbourhood networks was a response to increasing capitalist urbanisation
and dispossession, indicating that contemporary class struggle concentrates in public spaces rather than
the workplace (Leontidou, 2012; Harvey, 2013). Due to the formation of new leftist electoral projects
in various countries, many contributions investigate the anti-austerity movement’s condensation
within the state. Even prior to the foundation of Podemos in Spain, various authors highlighted the
potential for movement-based political parties, either in the form of a pluralistic ‘connective party’
(Candeias and Völpel, 2014) or a monolithic leftist-populist party (Mouffe, 2013). After such parties
materialised, researchers began assessing their constitutive connection to anti-austerity activism. Some
authors consider leftist electoral projects in Spain, such as Podemos and Barcelona en Comú, to be
relatively democratically inclusive and organically connected to the activist movements from which
they emerged (Borriello and Mazzolini, 2017). Others provide a counter-argument, considering these
projects to be increasingly centralised around charismatic leadership, as well as institutionally detached
from their activist base (Sánchez, 2017; Zelik, 2018). The institutional paralysis of the Greek
government under SYRIZA, in particular, is regarded as evidence of the systemic institutional
challenges to any attempt at anti-austerity governance (Azzellini, 2015; Candeias, 2016; Panitch and
Gindin, 2018).
Overall, studies of hegemony struggle combine detailed multidimensional analyses of the antiausterity movement with strong theoretical explanations. The ability to embed the investigation of
contemporary activism within the greater context of struggles against capitalism is a key achievement
of this current, although some contributions run the risk of losing their systematic analytical focus and
appearing more like historical accounts. By giving primacy to the agency of dominated social groups,
these studies avoid suffering from any form of ‘domination focus’, yet this also leads some authors to
indulge in discussions of political strategy.

1.3.3 Assessment
Analysing the variegated struggles of the European anti-austerity movement requires an approach that
can systematically conceptualise the defining characteristics of activism, while also relating those
characteristics to the larger context of social struggles against neoliberal crisis management. Certain
currents within the fields of SMS and historical materialist movement research offer important
theoretical concepts to aid in this endeavour. While most of the literature in SMS does not provide
analyses that integrate movement activism within its social, political and economic context, the recent
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current of politico-economic SMS is increasingly adept at doing just that. By systematically linking
structural, political and agential dimensions of activism into a cohesive analysis, this current offers a
solid basis for developing an overarching analytical framework. However, it still lacks a strong
theorisation of social movements as struggles within and against neoliberal capitalism. In this regard,
historical materialist studies of hegemony struggle provide the most in-depth theoretical insights, by
linking the material, ideological and praxeological dimensions of social movements, as well as their
capacity to build political alliances, into an assessment of their overall strategy towards contesting
systems of hegemony. While autonomist Marxist perspectives have a more limited utility, their insights
into the anticapitalist logic of prefigurative politics is a valuable addition in this regard.
Integrating these perspectives into a more comprehensive approach has been suggested (and at times
attempted) by various scholars, including SMS researchers (McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly, 2004; Della
Porta, 2015), historical materialists studying hegemony (Barker et al., 2013), as well as autonomous
Marxists (Prentoulis and Thomassen, 2014; Stavrakakis, 2014). This dissertation continues these
efforts by developing a systematic multidimensional conceptual framework in the vein of politicoeconomic SMS that captures the contextual conditions and defining characteristics of the anti-austerity
movement, while interpreting the findings from the perspective of hegemony theory.

1.4 Transnational Cooperation
For the most part, the study of transnational cooperation within the European anti-austerity movement
can rely on many of the same theoretical concepts and analytical dimensions as the investigation of
domestic contestation. For the purpose of this study, ‘cooperation’ entails all forms of direct practical
exchange and collaboration on transnational collective actions. ‘Transnational’ refers to the activists’
cross-border engagement being entirely independent of any national state authority or power (in
contrast to the term ‘international’) (Morton, 2007, p. 140). To grasp the distinctly transnational nature
of cooperation in the anti-austerity movement, it is necessary to conceptualise the specific drivers and
constraints informing the activists’ cross-border engagement, as well as theorise the overarching
strategies of transnational coalitions in counter-hegemonic terms. Again, a distinction can be made
between SMS approaches to transnational activism and the historical materialist study of transnational
social struggles.

1.4.1 Social Movement Studies on Transnational Activism
SMS scholarship on transnational cooperation within the European anti-austerity movement is
relatively scarce, owing to the widely shared perception among researchers that the movement was
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predominantly engaged in domestic struggles. Most contributions point towards discursive processes
of frame diffusion and target externalisation as the main transnational dynamics linking the movement
across borders, while only a few authors highlight the activists’ practical collaboration in the form of
transnational coalitions. Consequently, the state of SMS scholarship of transnational activist
collaboration has to be mainly reconstructed on the basis of research into the GJM.
Representing an inclusive ‘movement of movements’, in the late 1990s and early 2000s the GJM
brought together activists from different geographic and political backgrounds to collectively contest
the influence of transnationalised capital and the increasing power of supranational institutions such
as the WTO, IMF or EU (Tarrow, 2005; Daphi, 2014). This transnational ‘scale shift’ of anti-neoliberal
contention is seen as a direct response to the threats and opportunities presented by economic
globalisation, as activists sought to create emancipatory alternatives within a newly developing
transnational civil society (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Bandy and Smith, 2005; Della Porta and Tarrow,
2005a). Authors regard this scale shift as neither automatic nor totalising, as it requires conscious effort
on the part of activists to shift their focus onto supranational targets (‘externalisation’) and emulate
one another’s frames and tactics (‘diffusion’), while simultaneously still continuing their political work
at the domestic level as well (McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly, 2004; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005). In
addition to discursive processes of diffusion and externalisation, the GJM’s transnational collective
actions entailed active collaboration, for which the establishment of individual ties between activists
(‘brokerage’) was crucial (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2005a). Indeed, transnational collaboration is
shown to have created a distinct stratum of ‘rooted cosmopolitan’ activists, who specialised in
facilitating transnational coalitions, by moving on the terrain of transnational civil society, while
simultaneously being embedded in their own domestic political context (Bandy and Smith, 2005;
Tarrow, 2005; Tarrow and McAdam, 2005). Transnational collaboration in the GJM often took the
form of singular actions, such as protests or activist summits, but also resulted in the creation of
consolidated transnational coalitions capable of sustaining longer campaigns around common goals
(Tarrow, 2005; Della Porta et al., 2006). By combining the capacities of multiple activist organisations
for longer periods of time, such coalitions were capable of helping members allocate resources,
mobilise more effective actions and affect policy changes, both at the national and supranational level
(Sikkink, 2005; Lee, 2011; Dixon, Danaher and Kail, 2013). Transnational coalitions varied
considerably in terms of size, composition, duration, strategy and intensity of collaboration (Bennett,
2005; Tarrow, 2005). The literature generally differentiates between two types of coalitions within the
GJM: moderate, reformist NGO advocacy networks (Keck and Sikkink, 1998) and radical actionist
global social justice networks (Bennett, 2005).
Advocacy networks were centralised transnational coalitions that organised issue-specific campaigns
to affect institutional reform. They were already a well-established phenomenon by the 1990s, having
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grown out of the previous decades’ climate movement. This type of coalition was relatively small,
dominated by professionalised NGOs and had a rigid leadership structure and formal membership
(Keck and Sikkink, 1998). Members were predominantly based in the global North (Wood, 2005).
NGO advocacy networks targeted governmental institutions at the national and supranational level,
which they sought to influence by formulating specific policy demands and engaging in strategic
campaigns and institutional advocacy (Keck and Sikkink, 1998). Due to their dependence on
establishing close institutional ties, these coalitions carried a high risk of ‘NGO-isation’ by becoming
co-opted as official supranational policy advisors and thus losing their appeal among younger, more
grassroots-oriented activists (Rootes, 2005).
By contrast, global social justice networks represented a more radical generation of transnational
activists, for whom political institutions were ‘part of the problem of economic injustice’ (Bennett,
2005, p. 214). Forming around major activist summits such as the World Social Forum, these coalitions
represented a looser, more decentralised grassroots alternative to advocacy networks, and their more
radical political outlook was mirrored by a more confrontational praxis, based on protest and
decentralised action (Byrd and Jasny, 2010; Daphi, 2017). Global social justice networks were large,
heterogeneous and poly-centric, lacking formalised membership and central leaders (Bennett, 2005).
They were also socially and politically inclusive, bringing together working- and middle-class activists
from a wide variety of anticapitalist, radical democratic, alterglobalist, feminist, ecological and pacifist
currents, who rallied around the unifying slogan ‘another world is possible’ (Della Porta, 2005;
Waterman, 2005; Della Porta et al., 2006; Toscano, 2012). Instead of governments, these coalitions
targeted transnational corporations and international institutions (such as the IMF and WTO), intent
on challenging the power of economic elites and changing public consciousness. In bringing together
activists from more diverse political backgrounds, they retained a high level of political pluralism and
flexibility, as activists learned to reconcile their ‘multiple belongings’ to different scales and
organisations (Tarrow and Della Porta, 2005). While social justice networks in the global North are
shown to have developed a particularly strong emphasis on protest actions, networks in the global
South specialised more around horizontal exchange (Wood, 2005). Although these coalitions were
relatively resistant to institutional co-optation, they often encountered difficulties reconciling internal
divisions over political goals or resource allocation, as well as underlying socio-cultural differences
and hierarchies on the basis of class, ethnicity, language or gender (Bandy and Smith, 2005; Daphi,
Anderl and Deitelhoff, 2019). Particularly the more radical anticapitalist members of such coalitions
tended to lack the capacities to sustain long-term cooperation beyond intermittent protests (Rootes,
2005). Ultimately, the decentralised praxis of global social justice networks was consolidated by the
creation of large multi-issue SMOs such as Attac, which continues mobilising domestically to this day
(Bennett, 2005; Kolb, 2005).
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Since the GJM’s active mobilisation phase preceded the 2008 crisis by only a few years and in some
countries it transitioned almost seamlessly into the European anti-austerity movement (Daphi, 2017),
many of the same agents continued to be active during the post-crisis protest cycle. Indeed, certain
transnational anti-austerity actions were organised explicitly to commemorate the GJM and activists
demonstrated a strong continuity of ideas and values (Daphi and Zamponi, 2014). This continuity
suggests that transnational cooperation should play a similar role in the anti-austerity movement, yet
most scholars argue that it is more domestic in nature (Della Porta, 2014; Bourne and Chatzopoulou,
2015; Flesher Fominaya, 2015, 2017). This perception is in part caused by the fact that much of the
research into the anti-austerity movement’s transnational dimension applies only a limited analytical
perspective, focusing exclusively on the diffusion of discursive frames and prefigurative tactics, while
disregarding instances of practical collaboration or the formation of alliances (Castañeda, 2012; Sergi
and Vogiatzoglou, 2013; Oikonomakis and Roos, 2014; Tarrow and Tilly, 2015; Romanos, 2016;
Rovisco, 2016; García, 2017). The few contributions that do analyse the practical work of transnational
activist coalitions offer valuable insights, but they only provide an incomplete picture overall. Mullis
delivers a detailed analysis of the Blockupy coalition, demonstrating how its initial formation as a
German anti-austerity project gradually gave way to a more transnational strategy without, however,
attaining a truly European scope (Mullis, 2017). Bourne and Chatzopoulou conduct a systematic
comparison of the Alter Summit, Blockupy and the European Trade Union Confederation,
demonstrating that each represents a unique composition of social constituencies and pursues distinct
political strategies (Chatzopoulou and Bourne, 2016). Lahusen et al. analyse the transnational
cooperation between German and Greek solidarity initiatives, noting that their emerging networks are
more horizontal and socially inclusive than other types of coalitions. The authors also identify a
particularly strong transnational focus among German activists, especially in regard to protest
participation, although cross-border mobilisation is deemed relatively low overall (Lahusen et al.,
2018).
Considering the wealth of research on transnational cooperation within the GJM, the relative lack of
comparable insights into the anti-austerity movement is truly surprising. Without doubting the
movement’s apt characterisation as predominantly domestic in nature, it still appears odd that most of
the literature would artificially limit the scope of investigations by disproportionately focusing on
diffusion processes while largely disregarding collective actions and coalitions. In doing so, scholars
do not apply the full range of analytical concepts developed on the basis of the GJM, thereby
effectively ensuring that transnational cooperation in the anti-austerity movement appears less
significant by comparison.
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1.4.2 Historical Materialist Research on Transnational Social Struggles
As in the case of SMS, historical materialist research on the transnationalisation of the European antiausterity movement is relatively rare, but it is notably more concerned with investigating practical
collaboration, highlighting the facilitation of mutual solidarity and the integration of activism into
transnational labour struggles and counter-hegemonic projects. In contrast to SMS, which treat
transnational activist cooperation as a special strategy transcending the norm, historical materialist
researchers regard social movements as inherently transnationally connected through a shared struggle
against capitalist relations of power and exploitation. Indeed, historical materialist scholars regard the
transnational engagement of labour as a constitutive component of globalisation within capitalism, be
it through (progressive) solidarity, (neutral) migration or (regressive) competition (Hürtgen, 2014). As
in the case of SMS, the emergence of the GJM in the 1990s encouraged Marxist scholars to engage
more with transnational social struggle. They regard the new movement as a complex collection of
national and transnational cross-class alliances and pluralist activist projects (Waterman, 2001;
Morton, 2007), which pursued a variety of strategies, from demanding supranational reforms, to
seeking alternative forms of globalisation or rejecting globalisation entirely in favour of delinking and
local sovereignty (Waterman, 2005). Analysing the ‘Coalition for Green and Social Procurement’,
Bieler (2011) demonstrates that alliances which pursued only supranational institutional reforms were
inherently limited in their ability to contest neoliberal restructuring, as they failed to organise counterpower in civil society. Exploring the underlying drivers rather than the strategies of such transnational
coalitions, Featherstone (2012) points towards mutual solidarity as a uniquely significant dynamic for
contesting neoliberalism. Solidarity, according to Featherstone, is based on mutual identification and
material support between movements, transcending differences in class, national background and
political identity and counteracting the individualising nature of neoliberalism. The GJM, Humphrys
(2013) argues, displayed early manifestations of the formation of such inclusive cross-class alliances,
but fell short of becoming a more cohesive counter-hegemonic project.
In regard to the European anti-austerity movement, most historical materialist studies identify a
relative lack of transnational cooperation, which they associate with inherent difficulties in overcoming
the politico-economic disparity between countries. Schols et al. (2013) debate the challenges of
creating inter-organisational bonds or transnational solidarity across the anti-austerity movement,
citing latent power hierarchies, ineffective resource transfer and a lack of communication as some of
the major issues preventing cooperation. Wigger and Horn (2013) tie the lack of sustained cooperation
among anti-austerity movements and leftist parties to the uneven conditions and development of
contestation in different countries, as well as to the lingering disparity between activist initiatives and
the institutional left. Bieling and Lux (2014) provide a similar explanation for the lack of transnational
labour union strategies, pointing to the diverse organisation levels and corporatist arrangements
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between countries and highlighting the need for stronger cooperation between unions and social
movements. Other authors demonstrate that political disparities also affect cooperation among the
institutional left itself, as evidenced by political divisions within the European Left (Hudson, 2012;
Jannsen, 2013). Some authors offer an alternative perspective, arguing that transnational cooperation
has simply taken more unconventional forms. Smith and Duncan (2012) point out that transnational
activist networks struggling for climate justice and food sovereignty have become increasingly
interstitial in the wake of the crisis, distancing themselves from the international inter-state system in
an effort to engage in prefigurative ecological experiments and practical solidarity. These networks,
the authors argue, could conceivably create a counter-hegemonic subsystem as an alternative to
traditional global politics.
By focusing more on practical transnational collaboration rather than processes of diffusion, historical
materialist studies of the anti-austerity movement are even more concerned than SMS with the
movement’s relative lack of transnational cooperation. Connecting the study of contestation with the
study of political economy, these contributions are quite capable of explaining how underlying
structural differences between countries represent inherent challenges for cooperation. By embedding
anti-austerity activism within the broader context of social struggles, they also highlight the interorganisational dimension of transnational cooperation (or lack thereof) which, however, at times runs
the risk of relegating activism to a secondary component of counter-hegemony.

1.4.3 Assessment
As in the case of domestic struggles, the strengths of SMS and historical materialist studies in analysing
transnational activist cooperation are rather complementary. SMS provide a highly useful variety of
analytical concepts to systematically investigate the content, form and scope of transnational
coalitions. However, by lacking a strong meta-theoretical explication of transnational cooperation,
contributions are largely unable to draw significant conclusions about the role of transnational
coalitions within the movement beyond noting their less prominent role compared to the GJM.
Curiously, neither does most of the literature apply many analytical concepts pertaining to
transnational collaboration to the anti-austerity movement, choosing instead to focus primarily on
abstract processes of diffusion and externalisation. This highlights the pressing need for additional
empirical research, which this thesis fulfils. By contrast, historical materialist studies offer a strong
theorisation and politico-economic contextualisation of transnational cooperation by conceiving of
social struggles as organically embedded within transnational power relations. This allows scholars to
investigate and link the characteristics and challenges of transnational coalition-building, while also
assessing the strategic role of coalitions within the current European context, without having to rely
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solely on historical comparisons. At the same time, by highlighting the larger dynamics of
transnational (counter) hegemony, historical materialist studies sometimes lose sight of the activists,
whose specific forms of cooperation are not systematically investigated.
Analogous to the study of domestic contestation, this dissertation pursues a comprehensive approach
that theorises transnational cooperation across the anti-austerity movement within the context of
hegemony struggles, while applying a systematic multi-dimensional analysis to capture the material,
political and praxeological characteristics of transnational activism.
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2. Theory: A Historical Materialist Framework for the Analysis of
Social Movements
This thesis theorises the emergence, nature and transnational development of the European antiausterity movement on the basis of a historical materialist theoretical framework that conceptualises
social movements as contingent manifestations of struggle against capitalist systems of hegemony.
This framework seeks to explain the constitutive influence of the political economy of austerity-based
crisis management on the content, form and scope of domestic anti-austerity struggles, as well as the
transnational cooperation among anti-austerity activists. Drawing primarily on the works of Antonio
Gramsci, Nicos Poulantzas, as well as studies of hegemony struggles and transnational coalitions, this
chapter is divided into three sections. One section conceptualises the politico-economic context of
contestation, including the foundational basis of hegemony, the crystallisation of power relations
within (national and supranational) state apparatuses and the effects of capitalist crises and subsequent
processes of institutional authoritarianisation. Another section conceptualises social movement
struggles at the domestic level, detailing the counter-hegemonic nature of contestation and the
analytical dimensions for investigating activism. The last section theorises transnational activist
cooperation, including the transnational dimension of hegemony struggle and the dynamics of
transnational coalition-building, and introduces three ideal types of transnational activist coalitions
that this thesis has been able to identify. In order to provide an overarching, explanatory analysis, the
thesis explains the inherent connections between these three theoretical dimensions, thus highlighting
underlying causal mechanisms. Before detailing the three theoretical sections, the chapter first
introduces the critical realist ontology informing the thesis.

2.1 Critical Realist Ontology
Critical realism is based on a conception of causality that transcends the dichotomy between the purely
objective empiricism of positivist approaches and the purely subjective constructivism of hermeneutic
approaches. It relies on a causal stratification of materiality (physical existence, biology), social
construction (structure, agency) and psychology (knowledge, discourse) that regards these dimensions
as being constitutive but not deterministic (Dean et al., 2006). ‘Higher’ strata develop on the basis of
the conditions of ‘lower’ strata, yet possess a greater relative autonomy that enables them to ‘react
back upon their constituent properties and alter their form’ (Roberts, 2006, p. 69).
Critical realism stresses that while social reality is based on causal generalities, these can only be
inadequately interpreted by social agents based on their own limited perspective. People’s observations
of empirical phenomena only cover the superficial, ‘transitive’ dimensions of social reality and are
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thus not sufficient to understand the latent ‘intransitive’ dynamics that make up its underlying causality
(Dean et al., 2006, p. 8ff.). Being able to approach a deeper understanding requires a process of
dialectical abstraction – the creation of theoretical concepts and their deconstruction based on
empirical evidence – that makes ‘empirical’ observations, identifies the ‘actual’ developments that
take place and infers the ‘real’ generative mechanisms that structure those developments (Belfrage and
Hauf, 2017, p. 254). Critical realism further emphasises that the scope of any insights gained from this
scientific understanding is inherently limited, as every social formation is historically contingent:
‘Objects of knowledge and knowledge of objects will be, of necessity, historical’ (Dean et al., 2006,
p. 20). Hence, researchers need to be mindful of the cognitive limitations of their own perspectives,
due to the social embeddedness of their work. Additionally, scientific understanding also has a
performative influence on reality, making researchers capable of affecting social change (Belfrage and
Hauf, 2017, p. 254).
Critical realism is inherently inclined towards the ‘critical’ scientific tradition, motivated by an
emancipatory normative perspective. A critical realist conception of society regards political agency
as being conditioned and limited by material reality and structure, but not to the extent of being
predetermined, thus remaining capable of transforming reality. While people’s everyday material
reproduction is constitutive for their social relations, which in turn inform and shape their
consciousness and political ideas, those ideas can become the basis for a systemic critique of people’s
social relations that informs their abilityto change their material conditions. As this chapter goes on to
show, historical materialist hegemony theory effectively delivers a critical realist theorisation of
capitalism and social struggle, as it conceives of politico-ideological superstructures and social agents
as being foundationally embedded in economic structures, yet also actively engaged in reproducing
and changing those structures. Every part of this thesis is informed by critical realism, including the
choice of theory, the retroductive research approach, the emancipatory normative stance and selfreflective assessment, as well as the overall conception of causality between the structural context and
agency of social movements.

2.2 Hegemony in Times of Crisis – Theorising the Context of Social Struggle
A historical materialist study of social movements has to place these movements within their specific
context of capitalist political economy and social struggles. As a globalised system, capitalism is
fundamentally based on unequal and exploitative relations of economic production and accumulation,
social reproduction and political power. As such, it is defined by constant social struggle between
societal forces in possession of economic power or political status (the capital class, the patriarchy, the
ethnic majority) and the disaggregated mass of the ‘subaltern’, suffering under exploitation,
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dispossession or marginalisation (Marx, 1973; Gramsci, 1992; Poulantzas, 2014; Bhattacharya, 2015).
The specific characteristics and struggles characterising this system are not universal, hence its
contemporary manifestation in Europe is defined by particular material conditions, social power
relations and institutional settings. The European anti-austerity movement is thus embedded in a
context of neoliberal capitalism established through processes of globalisation and European
integration and, more specifically, a context of austerity-based crisis management at the national and
EU level.

2.2.1 Hegemony
Any phase of capitalism is defined by a specific mode of production and social reproduction based on
exploitative relations of class and status (society’s structure), as well as a system of politicoideological hegemony that regulates and legitimises this mode and its underlying social relations
(superstructure). In contrast to economically determinist approaches that consider superstructures to
be dependent reflections of structures, a heterodox perspective informed by Antonio Gramsci’s theory
of hegemony regards their connection as mutually constitutive. Following Gramsci, superstructures
constitute the terrain of civil and political society, including cultural norms, public discourse and
political institutions. They are embedded within the material structure and relations of capitalist
(re)production, but are also capable of shaping social reality by exerting agency and influence, thereby
transforming and creating structures:
A class is formed on the basis of its function in the world of production: the growth of power, the struggle
for power and the struggle to preserve power create the superstructures that determine the formation of a
‘special material structure’ for the diffusion, etc., of those same superstructures (Gramsci, 2011, p. 154).

In this conception, socio-economic, ideological and political spheres are perpetually engaged in mutual
reproduction and contestation (Las Heras, 2018). Social forces are thus not only driven by the material
interests and economic function of their class, but also informed by their shared culture, internalised
moral norms, status and ideologies (Gramsci, 1992, p. 413). Consequently, the theory of hegemony
fundamentally postulates that power cannot be based on material dominance or coercion alone, but has
to rely on politico-ideological consent within civil society. A powerful social group therefore needs to
legitimise its privileges and leadership within the superstructures of civil society in order to attain longterm stability (ibid. p. 57). It has to rely on a combination of consent and coercion, attracting the
consensual support of a sufficient number of subaltern social groups while using coercive force against
those it cannot win over:
[A] a class is dominant in two ways, i.e. 'leading' and 'dominant'. It leads the classes which are its allies
and dominates those which are its enemies (ibid.).
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To generate consent, a powerful social group can dispense material concessions to prospective allies
(e.g. through wages or taxation) which, however, retain strict limitations and do not fundamentally
negate the dominant group’s material interests (Gramsci, 1992, p. 161). Through institutional
governance, it can also provide a share of political influence to former opponents – a tactic referred to
as transformism – by incorporating some of their political demands and co-opting their leaders, thereby
demobilising contestation (ibid. p. 58f.). While this dynamic can be regarded as a strategy by which a
hegemonic system reproduces itself by regularly absorbing oppositional forces, it also represents the
outcome of persistent social struggles that force hegemonic rulers to at least partially accommodate
the needs of the subaltern (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2017). This ambiguity embodies the core dilemma
of political reformism.
Another way of consolidating hegemony is through the gradual inscription of ruling ideology into civil
society’s collective consciousness – its common sense1. This common sense represents the diffuse,
often incoherent and contradictory collection of societal narratives, cultural norms and ethics that
inform people’s everyday perception. Although a dominant social group may not be able to fully
transform this common sense in line with its own ideology, it can universalise certain narratives, ideals
and academic theories to the point of becoming broadly accepted (Gramsci, 1992, pp. 330–340). This
can be done through the education system, the media or organised religion (Althusser, 2008). As a
result, subaltern groups unknowingly internalise and reproduce dominant ideologies, thus legitimising
established power relations. This is arguably an even more significant pillar of hegemony than material
or political concessions, as latent ideology cannot be as easily challenged by pointing to the persistence
of social grievances or presenting alternative perspectives:
The man [sic] of the people thinks that so many like-thinking people can't be wrong, not so radically, as
the man he is arguing against would like him to believe; he thinks that, while he himself, admittedly, is
not able to uphold and develop his arguments as well as the opponent, in his group there is someone who
could do this and could certainly argue better than the particular man he has against him […]. He has no
concrete memory of the reasons and could not repeat them, but he knows that reasons exist, because he
has heard them expounded and was convinced by them. The fact of having once suddenly seen the light
and been convinced is the permanent reason for his reasons persisting, even if the arguments in its favour
cannot be readily produced (Gramsci, 1992, p. 338ff.).

The agents within a social group who are working to consolidate that group’s hegemony are considered
organic intellectuals. These are the leading figures who develop and diffuse ideological narratives,
educate followers, distribute concessions and establish social alliances. Although they are certainly

1

This literal translation of the original Italian senso comune is misleading, as the colloquial use of ‘common sense’ in
English implies a level of reasonable judgment, which Gramsci’s concept does not entail. The German translation as
Alltagsverstand (‘everyday consciousness’) conveys the intended meaning much more clearly.
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trained and educated, they do not necessarily carry academic status, but rather execute functions of
politico-ideological leadership, such as by being politicians, journalists or community organisers (ibid.
p. 9f.).
To sustain a system of hegemony, an alliance of social forces has to be sufficiently ideologically
cohesive, politically inclusive and materially secure to be able to generate the necessary consent and
reproduce itself economically. An alliance capable of fulfilling these requirements at a societal level
constitutes a historic block (ibid. p. 168). An example of a relatively stable hegemonic formation based
on a historic block would be the phase of Fordist capitalism that prevailed in the Global North and
West for most of the 20th century. Fordism was characterised by an economic structure relying heavily
on industrial production and mass domestic consumption, facilitated predominantly by national
industrial capital and a large and cohesive labour force. Ideologically, Fordism was legitimised and
politically regulated by democratically elected governments that implemented demand-oriented
Keynesian economic policy. Although this system was still fundamentally based on capitalist
reproduction, the influence of the well-organised labour force enabled it to challenge the interests of
capital materially (through organised class struggle) and politically (through institutionalised
bargaining and centre-left governments), thus achieving considerable social concessions, such as high
wages, social protection systems and Keynesian regulation (Jessop, 2002; Hirsch, 2005).
Most importantly for a study of hegemony struggles: all dynamics of hegemony apply both to social
forces already in power and to those seeking to contest that power. Hegemonic capital factions and
counter-hegemonic subaltern groups alike have to create broad social alliances and gain politicoideological influence and legitimacy in order to universalise their material and political interests
(Morton, 2007, p. 97). Organic intellectuals are ‘formed in connection with all social groups, but
especially in connection with the more important” (Gramsci, 1992, p. 10), making them integral to the
reproduction as well as contestation of hegemony. Hence, in addition to universal categories of
intellectuals, such as politicians, more group-specific agents including lobbyists and unionists, or
activists, fall within the scope of organic intellectuals as well. A more in-depth conceptualisation of
counter-hegemony follows in section 2.3.

Transnational Hegemony and Neoliberal Capitalism
Since capitalism is a globalised system manifesting on and transcending multiple geographic scales,
hegemony transcends those scales as well. While cross-border economic expansion is grounded in
processes of industrialisation, commodification or migration of capital and labour, hegemony is
transnationalised through the diffusion of ideologies and socio-cultural norms and the consolidation
of supranational political institutions (Waterman, 2001, p. 46).
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Every relationship of ‘hegemony’ […] occurs not only within a nation, between the various forces of
which the nation is composed, but in the international and world-wide field, between complexes of
national and continental civilisations (Gramsci, 1992, p. 350).

This transnationalisation of hegemony is variegated in spatial and temporal terms (Waterman, 2001,
p. 199), resulting in different systems of international or transnational power relations. The Fordist
period, in the middle of the 20th century, displayed a strong international hegemony of US economic
and political elites, which managed to universalise their interests across most of the developed
capitalist countries of the global North and West via consensual geo-political alliances and trade
agreements, while simultaneously applying material and ideological pressure and outright coercion to
numerous countries in the global South (Cox, 1983; Morton, 2007). Since the 1970s and especially the
80s, capitalist reproduction in the global North became increasingly transnationalised as the Fordist
model of strong national production, consumption and regulation was gradually replaced by a
neoliberal model of deindustrialisation, globalised production and trade, privatisation of social
protection, as well as liberal and competition-oriented regulation (Jessop, 2002, p. 103f.). This
transition did not occur swiftly, but was the result of intensified social conflicts between increasingly
flexible transnational and financial capital factions and less mobile national labour forces. While the
former gained considerable economic and political power, the latter’s weaker structural position
prevented them from contesting the transformation of regulatory frameworks and labour conditions in
the interests of capital (Poulantzas, 2014; Bengtsson and Ryner, 2015). At the same time, the
transnationalisation of class relations during the transition towards neoliberal capitalism does not
automatically imply coherence on the part of transnational capital:
What keeps capitalism going is […] less the coherence of the exploiters/oppressors than division
amongst the exploited/oppressed (Waterman, 2001, p. 47).

Being grounded in diverse politico-economic contingencies and social power struggles, the emerging
system of transnational neoliberal hegemony remained in a state of uneven and variegated
development (Brenner, Peck and Theodore, 2010a). The specific manifestation of transnational
hegemony within the EU and its member states can be regarded as a crucial component of the politicoeconomic backdrop of the recent crisis and anti-austerity movement. Characterising this backdrop of
European crisis management as a manifestation of transnational neoliberal hegemony is therefore the
subject of Chapter 5 of this dissertation.

37

2.2.2 The State in Capitalism
Capitalist relations of class and status are reproduced on the basis of various material and ideological
dynamics, but hegemony is ultimately manifested and facilitated through the state. Drawing on the
work of Nicos Poulantzas, the state represents the ‘specific material condensation of a relationship of
forces among classes and class factions’ (Poulantzas, 2014, p. 129). It is the institutional expression of
a social power relation engaged in struggle, while also displaying its own materiality and relative
autonomy. In contrast to more orthodox Marxist approaches which view the state as merely the
executive of the ruling class, Poulantzas’s definition highlights that all of society’s conflicts are – to
some extent – represented within the institutional system, as well as that this institutional system has
some capacity to follow its own logic and resist the influence of social groups. Policy, in this
conception, is the result of a complex process of negotiation between social interests within and
between the state’s relatively autonomous institutions (ibid.).
The state’s relative autonomy can be explained by the development of modern nation state forms
alongside capitalism, as the capitalist system greatly benefitted from relying on a formally independent
political authority that could protect and enforce liberal economic conditions, such as the universal
right to own property or legal equality among market participants (Hirsch, 1978, p. 62ff.). The state’s
autonomy is only relative, since it does not exist completely removed from civil society and thus
incorporates social and political developments (Hirsch and Kannankulam, 2011, p. 15ff.). This
ambiguous nature is reflected in the state’s development of strategic selectivities, which restrict the
potential influence of certain social forces while favouring others (Jessop, 2017). Selectivities are
expressed in the formal institutional operating process, which regulates institutional access, filters
information flows and reproduces inter-institutional hierarchies, thereby guiding the decision-making
process (Poulantzas, 2014, p. 134). They are also expressed informally through the reproduction of
entrenched ideological norms, political biases and habitual practices, due to continuous and normalised
influence of specific social forces (Jessop, 2017, p. 191). Through these selectivities, state apparatuses
tend to reproduce and consolidate the same privileged interests that were historically inscribed into
them, all the while disorganising and demobilising subaltern groups (Poulantzas, 2014, p. 142ff.).
In a capitalist system, the state thus primarily represents the interests of the capitalist power block –
the hegemonic and dominant factions of the capital class – by introducing legislation that secures the
success of capitalist accumulation and ensures the stable reproduction of the economy (ibid. p. 133).
It also actively reproduces political hegemony by providing the power block with the means for
generating consent and inflicting coercion. State apparatuses are capable of executing ideological and
repressive functions, such as the education system, public media and parliament, which inform
society’s common sense and legitimise relations of power, or the police, military and judiciary, which
exert physical and systemic control over dissidents (Althusser, 2008). Although the subaltern can still
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achieve some level of influence within the state, their representation is often relegated to forms of
transformist institutionalisation in less influential apparatuses, referred to as ‘centres of opposition’
(Poulantzas, 2014, p. 142ff.).
The specific structural and political characteristics of the state differ substantially between
geographical contexts and time periods, as they are historically contingent and subject to change based
on societal transformations (ibid.). In particularly contentious situations, such as systemic crises, the
state’s institutional structure and processes can actually change in function and power rather quickly,
depending on their need to respond to political conjunctures and societal power shifts (Demirović,
2007, p. 84). Particularly in the context of capital globalisation since the 1970s, there has been a
fundamental shift away from the hermetically closed protectionist national state, towards a more
transnationalised and multiscalar system involving interconnected nation states and increasingly
influential supranational state apparatuses (Jessop, 2002). The uneven and variegated development of
transnational neoliberal hegemony has thus been unevenly institutionally condensed, perpetuating its
diversified nature (Brenner, Peck and Theodore, 2010b). The EU in particular represents a unique
regional manifestation of this process. Far from simply being a cohesive supranational state structure
comparable to the nation state, it can be considered a ‘multiscalar state apparatus ensemble’ (Buckel
et al., 2014) that incorporates various supranational, national and even local institutions. Lacking a
centralised power structure, the EU condenses multiple scales of power relations within interconnected
institutions, some of which compete for influence. In this setting, social struggle is fought out in a
relatively unstable and contested terrain, whose strategic selectivities can potentially shift rapidly
(Buckel, 2011; Buckel et al., 2012). As the institutional context for European crisis management and
anti-austerity movement, the EU’s development into a multiscalar state apparatus ensemble and the
concrete relation between supranational and national institutions in the wake of the crisis are both
subjects of Chapter 4.

2.2.3 Crisis and Authoritarianisation
As a system inherently built on constant expansion and exploitation, capitalism is routinely
experiencing conjunctural and organic crises. Conjunctural crises represent the cyclical phases of
accelerated economic recession, which tend to affect capitalist economies roughly every other decade.
While these crises may have significant effects within certain economic sectors and on sections of the
labour force, they do not rupture the whole economic model of accumulation or result in additional
crises of the political system. Thus, conjunctural crises may lead to a temporary increase in social
conflicts, but can be dealt with through political readjustments or just given enough time (Gramsci,
1992, p. 178ff.). As Gorz states:
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capitalism can eliminate neither their causes nor their consequences, but it has now learned how to
prevent their becoming explosively acute (Gorz, 2018, p. 17).

An organic crisis, on the other hand, can be constituted when economic accumulation and political
legitimacy are damaged to such an extent that they cannot be easily stabilised. This can occur during
particularly severe economic crises that threaten entire economic models, often in combination with
the widespread erosion of public support for the political leadership. In such an event, hegemony has
been fundamentally lost, as economic elites and political leaders are no longer capable of generating
sufficient societal consent. As social struggles begin challenging the whole politico-economic system,
leaders shift towards a strategy of pure coercion (Gramsci, 1992, p. 178ff.).
This coercive shift is articulated through various institutional transformations within the state. In an
effort to regain political and economic stability during crises, while also fending off the mounting
wave of social contention, a state may implement a number of exceptional measures to retain
governmental control. This may include executing emergency powers to enforce policies without
parliamentary approval or implementing preventive dispositives that permanently remove regulation
from spheres of democratic influence (Poulantzas, 2002, p. 238). In doing so, the state strengthens the
autonomy of executive and judicial apparatuses at the expense of democratically controlled
institutions. As the organic crisis remains unresolved, the state is compelled to increasingly rely on
these coercive measures, which thus lose their exceptional status and become the new institutional
norm, transforming the state towards a model of authoritarian statism (Poulantzas, 2014, pp. 204–
231). In addition to structural authoritarianisation, a state during an organic crisis may also increase
the use of physical coercion against the dissident populace, in part via the delegation of surveillance
and policing to semi-public networks whose autonomous use of force provides an outer layer of
protection for the state (ibid. p. 238f.).
Although all of these measures are intended to restore economic and political stability, they effectively
achieve neither. The enforcement of economic policies reflecting the uncompromising interests of
capital factions intensifies socio-economic inequality and material grievances (ibid. p. 211ff.). The
authoritarianisation of political decision-making erodes the state’s political legitimacy and intensifies
the crisis of hegemony (ibid. p. 231). Both dynamics only increase the public’s motivation to oppose
the state, leading to more frequent instances of disruption and resistance, which further threatens the
state’s stability. Overall, the state becomes at once more overtly powerful and repressive, yet also more
fragile and contested – a ‘clay-footed colossus’ (ibid. p. 205).
What this increasingly volatile process amounts to is entirely dependent on the outcome of social
struggles. Social movements may be able to successfully challenge the coercive state and force it into
a new hegemonic compromise. If they are powerful and radical enough, they may even establish a new
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emancipatory form of counter-hegemony. Conversely, an authoritarian statist regime may successfully
defeat the mounting opposition and regain economic stability. While this does not constitute a
transition into outright dictatorship, it constitutes an ‘authoritarian fix’ (Bruff, 2012), by which
authoritarian statism is established as the new ‘normal’ political form of capitalism (Poulantzas, 2014,
p. 206ff.). Conceiving of the 2008 financial crisis as an organic crisis for neoliberal hegemony within
Europe, the question whether crisis management constitutes a transition towards authoritarian statism,
as well as to what extent the anti-austerity movement has been able to challenge such a transition, are
all subjects of this thesis.

2.3 Struggles for Hegemony – Theorising Social Movements
Social movements can be considered temporally and spatially contingent manifestations of social
struggle within and against a system of power relations. They are carried by networks of (collective)
agents, yet do not represent a single or cohesive group, but rather a broad terrain of interaction (Barker,
2010). In a capitalist system, social movements play a crucial role in challenging or maintaining
relations of capitalist domination and hegemony, thereby advancing the social struggles, crises and
transformations of the system. A crucial distinction must be drawn between social movements ‘from
above’ that maintain capitalist power and emancipatory movements ‘from below’ that challenge it
(Cox and Nilsen, 2014). A historical materialist analysis of emancipatory social movements needs to
apply a ‘methodology of the subaltern’ by placing the subjectivity of subaltern social forces front and
centre, thus considering the complexity of capitalist power relations from the vantage point of those
who seek to challenge those relations (Las Heras, 2018). Following this conception, a historical
materialist study of social movements is required to analyse the origins and forms of subaltern agency,
investigate the formation of collective identity on the basis of this agency and assess the means by
which subaltern agents seek and manage to contest hegemony (Morton, 2007, p. 175).
A social movement takes shape when people begin collectively articulating material and political
grievances in reaction to particular politico-economic context conditions and start engaging in practical
coordinated action to change those conditions. A movement’s composition of social backgrounds and
political organisations indicates its material structure and embeddedness within civil society at large.
Challenging dominant structures and ideological narratives, a movement develops its own collective
identity and political claims, representing its emancipatory ‘good sense’ in opposition to civil society’s
‘common sense’. A movement’s good sense is put into practice through its tactical praxis, involving
various forms of direct action, collective organisation and the creation of prefigurative activist
infrastructures, as well as the strategic expansion of the movement through diffusion and alliancebuilding, based on the work of organic intellectual activists. Eventually, a movement is able to exert
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various forms of influence: its claims can become assimilated into the politico-economic system,
alleviating grievances but risking co-optation and demobilisation. It can create an ideological shift
within society’s common sense, thus changing public consciousness in its favour. And its prefigurative
infrastructure can become materially embedded in civil society, consolidating the movement’s radical
praxis as an organic new part of social life.

2.3.1 Context and Composition – Social Movements against Hegemony
Social movements do not emerge in a vacuum but represent a collective articulation of material and
political grievances and needs by specific social groups struggling over the reproduction and
transformation of hegemony. The initial formation of a social movement can be conceived of as a
result of spontaneous subversive action. People experience grievances in everyday life and become
incentivised to partake in subversive collective action against a perceived opponent within a specific
localised context (Gramsci, 1992, p. 272f.). As such instances of militancy increase in frequency,
people’s subversive agency becomes increasingly intertwined across a larger context, resulting in the
formation of a more cohesive social movement capable of challenging the system of hegemony (Cox
and Nilsen, 2014, p. 78ff.). A movement is thus composed of various groups who experience material
or political grievances, either by being afflicted by relations of exploitation, domination and
marginalisation themselves or by acting in solidarity with others who are. The specific social
constituencies represented within a movement are contingent upon the power relations and societal
cleavages characteristic of a given hegemonic system.
Engaging in collective activity, a social movement seeks to change or maintain structures and
superstructures of hegemony in an effort to alleviate the grievances and fulfil the needs of its
participants (ibid. p. 57). Since hegemony is reproduced by powerful forces and institutions, the
struggle of subaltern social movements is not directed against a static contextual setting but embedded
within a contentious terrain and fought against active opponents. Through this struggle, a social
movement develops over time, attracting additional participants and thereby expanding its social base
and composition. Although social movements do not necessarily develop traditional conceptions of
class identity, the process by which their various subaltern groups coalesce into a cohesive political
force still requires a collective consciousness capable of sustaining a certain degree of political unity.
Social movements are especially likely to develop in a context of organic crises, in which the material
and political foundations of hegemony become particularly vulnerable as subaltern social groups are
no longer integrated within the sphere of hegemonic consent or pacifying common sense (Gramsci,
1992, p. 178ff.). It is during organic crises that ‘dominant groups are confronted with the oppositional
projects of subaltern groups [who] no longer accept the terms on which they are ruled and therefore
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strive to develop alternative social orders’ (Cox and Nilsen, 2014, p. 1f.). At the same time, crises also
represent contexts of increasing institutional coercion, when dominant groups are least likely to make
progressive concessions, hence the mobilisation of radical social movements is met with state
repression. Struggles over hegemony thus become increasingly confrontational within a context of
crisis, as both subaltern social movements and state institutions contribute to further escalation.
Since the politico-economic context of social struggles represents an active terrain rather than a static
setting, social movements can develop a variety of approaches in relation to the existing systems of
economic production or political representation. Whether movements seek to alleviate their grievances
by directly targeting economic or institutional spheres of influence, or reject such spheres in favour of
creating autonomous alternatives, presents a crucial difference in regard to how subaltern struggle is
organised. The eventual impact a social movement can hope to exert on the system of hegemony is
strongly dependent upon this particular positioning.

2.3.2 Claims and Identity – the ‘Good Sense’ of Social Movements
Based on the grievances and needs that subaltern social groups develop under capitalism, a social
movement articulates a political critique of prevailing systems of domination and develops alternative
claims aimed at transforming those systems. This common articulation of grievances and claims helps
bind the movement into a political collective, culminating in the development of a collective identity.
In the short term, a relatively superficial political claim or simple antagonism can serve as a ‘master
frame’ (Benford and Snow, 2000) or ‘empty signifier’ (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001) capable of
motivating people into collective action. In the long-term, sustaining a lasting social movement
requires people to identify with each other on a socio-economic, cultural or political basis (Becker et
al., 2013, pp. 123ff., 237). By recognising common needs and constrained capacities, activists
understand the fundamental inadequacies of the hegemonic system surrounding them and become
conscious of their own place within that system (Cox and Nilsen, 2014, p. 87ff.). A collective identity
is thus not only based on a shared antagonism against systems of domination, but also rests upon the
cultivation of an emancipatory ‘good sense’, which represents the movement’s ideals and visions,
offering a ‘reservoir of practical consciousness that may serve as a basis for subaltern resistance’ (ibid.
p. 74). A movement’s good sense and identity are neither definitive nor entirely cohesive, reflecting
instead the continuous development of its internal ‘dialogical’ processes and composition (Steinberg,
2002; Barker, 2010).
Although collective identity should not be equated with ‘class consciousness’ and is not determined
by the activists’ social class, a social movement’s material needs and capacities are reflected within
the political claims and identity it develops. A movement’s ‘good sense’ contains conceptions of what
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is necessary to alleviate the grievances and fulfil the needs of its social base, as well as a general idea
of how to achieve this. For instance, a movement can be regarded as radical anticapitalist if its
participants consider a fundamental politico-economic transformation beyond the established capitalist
system a necessary requirement to fulfil their needs (Cox and Nilsen, 2014, p. 42). By contrast, a social
movement can be considered more moderate if its needs can be fulfilled through less radical
adjustments within the established system of hegemony. Whether a movement seeks to reform,
overthrow or reject the hegemonic system is thus a reflection of the needs of its constituency and
manifests both in the content of its claims and the targets addressed by those claims.

2.3.3 Praxis and Alliances – the Role of Tactics and Organic Intellectuals
A social movement is able to expand its capacity for struggle by promoting its claims, developing a
cohesive organisational structure, growing a tactical repertoire of collective actions and forging
alliances with like-minded political agents. All of these activities – the articulation of claims,
development of organisational structures and action repertoires and building of coalitions – are the
results of conscious political effort by dedicated social movement activists, who act as organic
intellectuals of the subaltern.
Although the original conception of subaltern organic intellectuals, as developed by Gramsci, mainly
refers to the work of politicians within a socialist party (Gramsci, 1992, p. 199), the concept is easily
applicable to social movement activists as well. Indeed, Gramsci himself delivers the justification for
this, by declaring that the grassroots workers council movement of Turin represents the ‘unity of
“spontaneity” and “conscious leadership” [that] is precisely the real political action of the subaltern
classes’ (Gramsci, 2011, p. 50f.). Thus, instead of political parties, organic intellectual activists can
create autonomous activist organisations, such as councils, SMOs, NGOs, platforms or think tanks,
which offer a strategic infrastructure for the movement and are able to function as collective agents.
Organic intellectuals do not act like centralised leaders, but provide a more horizontal form of ‘organic
leadership’ (Gramsci, 1992, p. 418). Acting as ‘networkers’, they develop and promote the
movement’s claims in an inclusive fashion that allows the integration of political allies (Humphrys,
2013). While they play an influential role in developing the ‘good sense’ of a social movement, they
are not in a position to make binding decisions. Claims, identities and tactics are shaped through a
fluid process of dialogue, practical interaction and learning, involving the entire social base of the
movement (Steinberg, 2002; Cox and Nilsen, 2014, p. 89f.). Similarly, while organic intellectuals are
tied to the struggles of subaltern social groups, they themselves do not necessarily emerge from the
same socio-economic or cultural backgrounds of those groups (Becker et al., 2013, p. 31ff.; Sum,
2019).
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The organisational and tactical praxis of a social movement is reflective of its claims and identity.
Activists develop an action repertoire by engaging in forms of collective mobilisation that they expect
will benefit their struggle by reaching the intended targets, disrupting political opponents, popularising
the movement’s claims and attracting new supporters (Tarrow and Tilly, 2015). Consequently, the
relative radicalism of a movement’s praxis is informed by its needs, claims and identity. Radical
anticapitalist activists are more likely to engage in disruptive militant action or interstitial
prefiguration, whereas moderate activists are more likely to seek reforms via symbolic protests or
institutional advocacy. Hence, a direct causal connection can be drawn between a movement’s
structure, identity and praxis. As movements grow in experience and develop an effective
organisational structure, they become capable of organising longer political campaigns, involving a
whole series of collective actions around a specific theme, time frame or scale (Della Porta et al.,
2006).
To expand and legitimise their movement, activists enter into coalitions with other political actors,
based on shared grievances and claims. Organic intellectuals are crucial in creating collaborative ties
between organisations, due to their specialisation in articulating the movement’s needs and facilitating
collective action. Cooperation across and beyond a social movement can be relatively spontaneous and
opportunistic, but by gradually cultivating a level of mutual solidarity, it can become the basis for a
counter-hegemonic alliance (Humphrys, 2013). Solidarity therefore has to be understood as both
cognitive identification and practical support, which transcend socio-economic categories and
organisation types (Featherstone, 2012). In contrast to the hegemonic leadership of a powerful elite
handing out concessions, a counter-hegemonic alliance capable of forging bonds of solidarity has to
be democratically inclusive of the subaltern social groups supporting it (Anderson, 2017, p. 22f.; Sum,
2019). What form such a counter-hegemonic alliance takes – whether under the umbrella of an
integrative political party, referred to by Gramsci as a ‘modern prince’ (Gramsci, 1992, pp. 125–133),
or a more pluralistic ‘hegemony project’ (Buckel et al., 2014) – is entirely contingent upon the struggle
at hand.

2.3.4 Influence – Impact and Consolidation of Social Movements
The ultimate success of a social movement is difficult to assess, since movements often have an
ambiguous relationship towards their politico-economic context, while their impact on civil society
can be subtle and intangible. As Barker points out, social struggle ‘occurs on a whole variety of
political terrains, where the significance of particular struggles for a total struggle against existing
forms of society is often initially obscure’ (Barker, 2010, p. 29). Which terrains a social movement
seeks to influence in the first place is a reflection of its overall transformative strategy which, according
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to Wright (2010), can either aim for systemic reform (symbiotic strategy), revolutionary change
(ruptural strategy) or societal emancipation through prefigurative organisation (interstitial strategy). In
any case, outside a revolutionary situation social struggle is a slow process of gradually expanding and
retracting influence, which Gramsci refers to as a war of position (Gramsci, 1992, p. 243). To
determine a movement’s significance within the context of counter-hegemonic struggle, one can
distinguish its influence on multiple levels of hegemony: material structure, ideological common sense
and institutional politics.
In terms of material structure, the traditional labour movement plays a unique role in directly affecting
the capitalist mode of production through labour struggles, as well as changing the material conditions
for working-class constituencies on a large scale through processes of collective bargaining (Barker,
2010). While other social movements lack the ability to strike or bargain, they still exert a structural
influence by consolidating their own activist infrastructures. Decentralised activist spaces, social
centres, solidarity networks and autonomous economic collectives all constitute parts of an
infrastructure of dissent, providing a long-term organisational foundation for the movement that allows
it to stay active and secure, even during phases of demobilisation (Sears, 2014). As a sphere for
experimenting with prefigurative forms of democracy and everyday life, an infrastructure of dissent
enables activists to put their good sense into practice and cultivate alternative forms of social, economic
and political reproduction, thereby guaranteeing the survival of activist knowledge and providing a
material foundation for future struggle (Cox and Nilsen, 2014, p. 11).
A social movement may also affect civil society’s collective consciousness by successfully injecting
its critique, claims and narratives into the hegemonic common sense, thus intensifying the pressure on
dominant groups within the terrain of public discourse. The ability to reach and win over an audience
politically depends in large part on the movement’s claims being representative and inclusive in the
first place, in which case the movement is able to draw on pre-existing grievances (Gramsci, 1992, p.
330f.). It also depends on the activists’ ability to frame their claims and narratives in an accessible and
credible fashion, for which experienced and charismatic organic intellectuals are beneficial. A
movement’s action repertoire also needs to be proportionate in relation to its goals, striking a delicate
balance between exerting effective pressure against opponents and not appearing unreasonably hostile
(Benford and Snow, 2000, p. 619ff.; Choi-Fitzpatrick, 2015). Gaining ideological influence within
civil society may not immediately alleviate material grievances or relations of domination, but it
legitimises a movement’s struggle and helps to attract new supporters and allies, ultimately
strengthening its ability to enact emancipatory change in the future.
Finally, a movement may affect the institutional system directly by achieving political reforms or
forging alliances with institutional actors. This type of influence is inherently ambiguous, as it
combines potentially far-reaching achievements with the imminent danger of transformist co-optation
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and subsequent demobilisation (Gramsci, 1992, p. 58f.). Although most social movements formulate
claims for the explicit purpose of institutionalisation, activists are careful to retain a sufficient level of
autonomy from the terrain of institutional politics. This includes cooperation with political parties,
whose inclusion in political alliances can be a rather contentious issue.
All three levels of social movement influence (material, ideological, institutional) target a specific
dimension of hegemony (economy, civil society, state) and thus create the conditions for a shift
towards counter-hegemony. Although social movement activists may focus their efforts on a specific
terrain, scholars of hegemony struggle often emphasise the necessity of pursuing an integrated strategy
capable of contesting hegemony on all terrains simultaneously in order to provide the foundations for
a genuine counter-hegemonic project.

2.4 Transnational Contestation – Theorising Activist Cooperation across Borders
A historical materialist conception of social movements applies at the transnational level just as much
as it does domestically. Transnational social movement activism can still be regarded as a
manifestation of hegemony struggle and investigated in terms of politico-economic context, socioeconomic composition, political claims and identity, organisation and tactical praxis, as well as
influence. However, due to the transnational scale, movement characteristics are more varied and
collective organisation is less consolidated than on a domestic scale (Waterman, 2001, p. 199). While
there are plenty of individual activist organisations operating across borders, the mobilisation of
transnational collective action on a significant scale invariably requires the foundation of transnational
activist coalitions. Besides conceptualising the particular characteristics of transnational activism, this
section therefore pays special attention to the dynamics of transnational coalition-building.

2.4.1 Transnationalisation of Hegemony Struggles
Since capitalism is an inherently transnationalised system, struggles for hegemony can be expected to
develop a transnational dimension as well. Whereas orthodox Marxist currents conceive of the
international sphere as a largely intergovernmental terrain, while locating class struggle primarily at
the domestic level, a historical materialist analysis of hegemony struggles needs to transcend such
statist limitations. Indeed, Marx and Engels themselves acted as transnational activists in their own
right – as did countless other socialists, abolitionists and feminists at around the same time – and the
Communist Manifesto not coincidentally culminates in the rallying cry ‘proletarians of all countries,
unite!’ (Marx and Engels, 2000). The transnationalisation of social movements is thus an innate
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component of emancipatory struggle and arguably a necessary step towards challenging the hegemony
of globalised capitalism.
Social movements develop from the bottom up, as subaltern groups begin their political engagement
through local and domestic struggles. As Gramsci exclaims: ‘the line of development is towards
internationalism, but the point of departure is “national” – and it is from this point of departure that
one must begin’ (Gramsci, 1992, p. 240). Activism thus becomes transnationalised through multiple,
mutually reinforcing dynamics: identification with the plight of other subaltern groups abroad, crossborder diffusion of political claims and frames, externalisation of political targets and direct interaction
through individual brokerage (Tarrow, 2005). Eventually, transnationalisation enables activists to
collaborate on transnational collective action, systematically connect subaltern struggles across
borders, mobilise transnational solidarity, create transnational coalitions and potentially influence
supranational institutions (Sum, 2019). Just like at the domestic level, transnational solidarity crosses
socio-economic and political divisions due to common interests and affinity and manifests as mutual
support and collaboration (Featherstone, 2012). Overall, the process of social movement
transnationalisation is inherently uneven, being grounded in diverse national politico-economic
context conditions, fragmented social power relations and varying dynamics of struggle (Della Porta
and Tarrow, 2005b; Daphi and Anderl, 2016).
Also similar to what happens on the national level, transnational mobilisation is dependent on the work
of organic intellectual activists. Acting as brokers between activist organisations, they can facilitate
communication and promote dialogue, build legitimacy, educate allies, mobilise solidarity, mediate
conflicts and help organise transnational collective action (Waterman, 2001, p. 39; Bandy and Smith,
2005, p. 241). In that sense, organic intellectuals play a crucial role in establishing transnational
coalitions. Due to their simultaneous engagement across different scales and organisational contexts,
transnational organic intellectuals have to reconcile ‘multiple belongings’ (Della Porta and Tarrow,
2005a). More than at the domestic level, they tend to emerge from middle-class and academic
backgrounds, displaying greater language capacities and financial resources for regular travel (Tarrow,
2005, p. 43). This makes them adept at establishing transnational connections, facilitating collective
action and developing common narratives and strategies, but lowers their ability to act as legitimate
representatives of the subaltern (Waterman, 2001, p. 66).
Due to the inherent distance between transnational activist organisations and local subaltern groups,
the question of institutional influence is arguably even more contentious than at the domestic level. In
seeking to influence supranational institutions (such as the EU), activists may try to affect
supranational governance directly, highlight the lack of supranational democratic legitimacy, put
pressure on national governance ‘from above’ or establish new institutional formations to increase
future subaltern access (Della Porta, 2005; Sikkink, 2005). Due to the inherent risk of transformist co48

optation, supranational institutionalisation can be expected to deradicalise and demobilise
transnational activism. It is no coincidence that even activists seeking to contest transnational
hegemony may at times still mobilise against national or local targets, hoping to challenge the interests
of transnational opponents by proxy (Rootes, 2005).

2.4.2 Transnational Coalitions
Transnational activism often manifests in the form of coalitions, which facilitate sustained
transnational collaboration. Coalitions represent relatively consolidated political frameworks, in which
activist organisations are able to engage in continuous exchange and cooperate on transnational
collective actions while still retaining organisational autonomy. In that sense, coalitions exist in an
intermediate position between loose networks and cohesive organisations (McCammon and Moon,
2015). Just like at the national level, transnational coalitions are established through the work of
organic intellectual activists, based on shared contextual conditions, claims and targets.
Where transnational coalitions fundamentally differ from their domestic counterparts is through their
expanded scope and composition. By bringing together activist organisations from different national
contexts, transnational coalitions attempt to integrate multiple subaltern struggles within a relatively
cohesive political framework. Due to the inherent variation among national politico-economic
conditions, this integration requires the reconciliation of potentially widely diverse socio-economic
backgrounds, political cultures and tactical repertoires (Daphi and Anderl, 2016). Although
transnational organic intellectuals tend to specialise in bridging the distance between cooperation
partners, coalitions continue to be informed by the domestic struggles of their members (Tarrow and
McAdam, 2005). Likewise, they also need to reconcile differences in organisation type. Activist
organisations differ in constituency, resources, priorities and terrains of engagement. For instance,
small NGOs may be closely embedded within supranational institutional frameworks, whereas massbased SMOs may be more accountable to their decentralised subaltern members, creating a disparity
of tactical needs (Rootes, 2005, p. 37). Consequently, a transnational coalition has to be able to sustain
a ‘flexible identity’ that can accommodate the diverse ambitions of its members (Della Porta and
Tarrow, 2005a).
That is not to say that transnational activist coalitions can be politically arbitrary. In fact, quite the
opposite: since the larger scale on which transnational coalitions operate inherently raises their
resource requirements, activists are incentivised to establish a particularly strong strategic consensus
to increase functionality (Smith and Bandy, 2005; McCammon and Moon, 2015). Transnational
coalitions can therefore be expected to demonstrate a relatively cohesive fit between political claims,
targets and action repertoires. Depending on a coalition’s claims and targets, it can be either short49

lived and revolve around single instances of transnational collective action, or be sustained for longer
periods of time, facilitating continuous exchange and enabling members to organise transnational
campaigns (Tarrow, 2005). In any case, a coalition can be expected to persist if its members perceive
it to be politically effective (in relation to its declared ambitions) and if it manages to establish an
organisational routine of regular meetings and collective decision-making that binds members
permanently (Bandy and Smith, 2005).
Since a transnational social movement can be considered a manifestation of social struggles against
systems of hegemony, transnational activist coalitions need to be regarded as specific strategic projects
within a context of transnational counter-hegemony. To what extent a coalition contributes to this
context and whether it manages to present a significant challenge to transnational hegemony has to be
determined on the basis of a detailed historical materialist analysis.

2.4.3 Ideal Types of Transnational Coalitions
Transnational activist coalitions are numerous, but their underlying strategies can be distilled in the
form of distinct ideal types. Scholarship on the GJM identifies two major types of coalitions: ‘advocacy
networks’ and ‘global social justice networks’ (Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Bennett, 2005, see section
1.4.1). Drawing on this foundational literature and conducting empirical research into the European
anti-austerity movement, this dissertation is able to inductively expand the typology of transnational
activist coalitions, distinguishing three distinct ideal types: coalitions for reform, disruption and
solidarity. These types are characterised on the basis of their political objectives and targets, action
repertoires, social and organisational composition, as well as geographic scale. As the thesis goes on
to demonstrate (in Chapter 11), the three types of coalitions specialise around distinct dimensions of
transnational hegemony struggle, thus representing separate components of a conceivable counterhegemonic project.

Reform Coalitions
Reform coalitions tend to specialise in seeking EU policy changes by targeting specific political areas
and promoting concrete reforms. This type of coalition can be considered a direct successor of the
GJM’s NGO-driven advocacy networks, combining high levels of financial resources, organisational
professionalism, institutional access (and thus the risk of transformist co-optation) and a propensity
for organising strategic campaigns. Where reform coalitions differ from their pre-crisis counterparts is
in their notably increased inclusivity. While still relatively centralised, reform coalitions are less
homogeneous than their predecessors, bringing together other types of organisations besides NGOs,
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such as decentralised SMOs, think tanks and occasionally solidarity networks. Some member
organisations are specialised in specific policy areas, while others champion multiple causes at once.
Most members have relatively moderate political profiles, challenging processes of neoliberal
globalisation but not capitalism as such, as well as engaging in institutional advocacy and campaigns
rather than militant action. Consequently, reform coalitions seek moderate changes to EU law in areas
such as finance, healthcare or lobby transparency. Due to their relatively high-profile members, some
of which gain EU funding, reform coalitions have a high level of financial resources at their disposal.
This allows them to sustain a broad action repertoire that goes beyond institutional advocacy. The
preferred actions of these coalitions are large public campaigns pushing for EU reform, although some
members actively try to avoid institutional co-optation by pushing their coalitions towards more
decentralised protest activities. Although reform coalitions display a high level of transnational
engagement, not least because many of their most active members are pan-European or transnational
to begin with, they are often centred specifically around Brussels, where many members are also
headquartered. The organic intellectuals engaged in reform coalitions are thus highly transnationalised
and embedded in the terrain and habits of supranational politics. While this enables coalitions to
directly address EU officials, they are also at risk of institutional co-optation and have a limited ability
to integrate subaltern constituencies and potential allies outside the ‘Brussels bubble’. As a result,
reform coalitions encounter significant challenges when trying to translate their claims into something
the general public can respond to.

Disruption Coalitions
Disruption coalitions represent a more radical interventionist type of coalition that continues the
tradition of transnational protest mobilisation performed by global social justice networks. Rejecting
globalised capitalism and the legitimacy of supranational institutions entirely, these coalitions do not
articulate reformist demands but focus on changing hegemonic common sense. Like their historical
predecessors, disruption coalitions rely predominantly on organising transnational protest actions, yet
they are more independent in choosing the dates and locations of their mobilisations, focusing less on
international summits. Disruption coalitions are carried by a very diverse spectrum of activist
organisations, from militant direct action groups to large SMOs, parties and unions. Due to this
heterogeneity, member organisations participate in varying capacity, some planning direct actions and
others acquiring funds or generating public legitimacy. While this does enable some politically
moderate organisations and established actors from the GJM to take part in disruption coalitions, the
bulk of the organisation is handled by younger activists from more radical groups. Disruption
coalitions articulate all-encompassing counter-hegemonic claims, which enables the cultivation of
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flexible identities. They contest neoliberal hegemony, European crisis management and institutional
authoritarianism, which serve as political umbrellas for their diverse members to introduce more
particular struggles. Instead of addressing institutions with reform demands, these coalitions seek to
disrupt the interests of political and economic elites by engaging in mass protests, blockades and civil
disobedience. The aim is to publicly condemn capitalism and reveal its inherently authoritarian nature,
thereby shifting civil society’s common sense and diffusing radical leftist tactics. This strategic focus
on ideological struggle is a response to the politico-economic context conditions of the coalition’s core
members. Most participants are from countries in the EU centre that lacked large leftist anti-austerity
mobilisations (such as Germany, the UK and Italy) and where transnational actions therefore provide
an opportunity for activists to circumvent their otherwise passive domestic environment. A notable
difference from the networks of the past is the relatively short duration of coalitions’ engagement.
Born in part out of a lack of resources, these coalitions place a heavy burden on their members, most
of whom divert very limited capacities away from local engagement. Consequently, disruption
coalitions tend to be either short-lived or only mobilise around specific dates. Hence, while they are
by far the most visible among transnational coalitions, they also exhaust themselves quickly. At the
time of writing, most disruption coalitions against austerity are dormant and their members have
shifted focus.

Solidarity Coalitions
Solidarity coalitions reflect the distinct social grievances and anti-institutional stance of large parts of
the European anti-austerity movement. For these coalitions, horizontal exchange and practical
solidarity between local subaltern groups represents the main purpose of transnational cooperation,
whereas legal reforms or ideological shifts are at most secondary. By focusing predominantly on
supporting the local struggles of their member organisations, solidarity coalitions are somewhat
reminiscent of older grassroots activist networks in the global South, while being a relative novelty in
the European context. Solidarity coalitions bring together a variety of organisations, most of them
horizontal grassroots groups with a focus on issues of solidarity, such as housing, precarious labour,
unemployment, social reproduction and the social economy. Most members are deeply embedded in
the local struggles of subaltern groups, often providing direct support to marginalised communities,
such as by offering legal information, protecting people from evictions or running social centres. Based
on their members’ political foci, solidarity coalitions are active in a wide range of areas, including
housing, labour rights and social reproduction, but they always relate these to the concept of solidarity.
It is no coincidence that solidarity coalitions are often carried predominantly by activist organisations
from the EU South, where the anti-austerity movement developed particularly large and influential
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solidarity initiatives. In practice, solidarity coalitions pursue a largely interstitial strategy of
establishing transnational horizontal infrastructures to build up grassroots subaltern counter-power.
They focus primarily on connecting their members’ local struggles by exchanging knowledge and
competences among organic intellectual activists, creating links between subaltern constituencies and
providing mutual support during local confrontations. Common claims and institutional targets are
secondary, which allows the coalitions to retain a flexible identity and avoid contentious debates about
questions of ideology or institutional demands. Shunning large protests and policy campaigns in favour
of mutual exchange and local support, solidarity coalitions are able to subsist on relatively small
budgets and are not tied to any specific locations, engaging all over the continent. Consequently, these
coalitions are more inclusive than other types, representing a wider range of national backgrounds and
sometimes directly involving local subaltern members who are not professionalised transnational
organic intellectuals. The main challenges for solidarity coalitions are their inherently limited political
output and growth. Since their member organisations tend to lack financial resources, institutional
allies and tactical flexibility, these coalitions are not well equipped to branch out in scale and scope.
While individual members may be quite active and expansive on their own, the coalitions themselves
develop slowly, which can frustrate certain members and lead to political tensions. Some solidarity
coalitions have started working with transnational SMOs and think tanks, whose brokerage may allow
them to expand their scope vicariously. This opens up the possibility for solidarity coalitions to
eventually expand their strategies by targeting new terrains of struggle. Hence, what solidarity
coalitions lack in ‘vertical’ political influence or mobilising capacity, they try to make up for by
creating a ‘horizontal’ foundation for transnational counter-hegemonic struggle. Table 1 summarises
the three ideal types and their defining attributes.
It is important to note that the three types do not represent mutually exclusive characteristics but an
ideal-typical spectrum of contentious politics. Some coalitions combine elements of multiple types,
although they appear to have limited capacities to do so. In rare cases, when a coalition attempts to
simultaneously engage in mutual exchange, mass mobilisation and political advocacy, it tends to be
unable to shoulder the inherent capacity trade-off and quickly becomes demobilised. Hence, the vast
majority of transnational coalitions in the European anti-austerity movement fall into one of the three
categories.
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Table 1: Types of Transnational Coalitions in the European Anti-Austerity Movement
Reform

Disruption

Solidarity

Actors

NGOs, SMOs, think tanks

Militant groups, SMOs, leftist
parties, unions

Solidarity initiatives, social
cooperatives, autonomous
unions

Targets

EU legislative institutions

Supranational institutions and
economic elites

Effects of precarisation and
austerity

Objectives

Affecting policy change in
specific areas

Shifting public consciousness

Building social counter-power

Primary
Activities

Campaigns, advocacy

Protests, blockades

Horizontal exchange, local
support

Main
Resources

Institutional access,
financial support

Mobilising potential, public
visibility

Local activist infrastructures

Scalar
Rootedness

Supranational

EU centre

Local
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3. Research Design
Following the three dimensions of theorisation elaborated in the previous chapters, this thesis employs
a research design that investigates a) the politico-economic context of the European anti-austerity
movement in the form of European and national crisis management, b) the domestic manifestations of
the anti-austerity movement in Spain, Greece and Germany and c) the transnational dimension of the
anti-austerity movement in the form of practical cross-country collaboration and transnational
coalitions between activists2. This research design is predominantly based on a combination of
qualitative methods, as well as social network analysis. Each step employs a distinct set of methods
and draws on different sources of primary and some secondary data. The research design employs a
retroductive approach, integrating inductive findings into an increasingly detailed theoretical
framework.

3.1 Research Strategy
3.1.1 Retroduction
The critical realist ontological perspective at the heart of this thesis implies the use of a retroductive
research approach. Retroduction is distinct from deductive reasoning and inductive inference by
relying both on preconceived theoretical frameworks and semi-explorative data analysis. Departing
from a vantage point of preliminary theoretical understanding, retroductive research does not seek to
test theoretical hypotheses (Roberts 2006), nor to create entirely new theories (Bhaskar, 2008, p. 146),
but to procedurally expand and refine said preliminary understanding.
Retroduction is based on a continuous cycle of empirical analysis and theoretical abstraction, with the
ultimate goal of identifying latent causal mechanisms (Wigger and Horn, 2016, p. 45f.). This involves
a detailed study of specific empirical phenomena in order to gain new knowledge about their
constitutive elements, thereby enhancing the theoretical understanding of underlying causes (Bhaskar,
2008, p. 125). The analytical framework is constantly updated, critically examined and re-adjusted
throughout this process (Wigger and Horn, 2016, p. 46), which requires the researcher to be aware of
their theoretical pre-conceptions and subjective perspective, as well as the implications of their
decisions (Dean et al., 2006, p. 16). Since there is no predetermined end-point to the research cycle, a
retroductive approach aims for a satisfactory level of empirical saturation and theoretical abstraction
that allows for insightful causal explanations, which remain consistent if presented with new data.

2

This structure is loosely inspired by the Historical Materialist Policy Analysis framework (Buckel et al., 2014), which
divides political-economic analyses into a ‘context analysis’, ‘actor analysis’, and ‘process analysis’.
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There is no strict procedure for a retroductive approach to follow, but it entails distinct phases of
abstraction. Research begins with the observation of an empirical phenomenon and a first reflection
of what elements this phenomenon entails and relates to, based on the researcher’s antecedent
theoretical knowledge (Roberts, 2006, p. 70). Informed by that initial impression, data about that
phenomenon is gathered and analysed in order to enhance the understanding of it. This enables a
researcher to identify variations of the empirical phenomenon and place it in its greater societal context,
providing a first level of abstraction (ibid. 83). This abstraction characterises the phenomenon in actual
terms, which entails identifying the common elements that generally define it, as well as the underlying
causes of its variations. Applying this abstraction in the further study of the phenomenon enables a
systematic analysis of how specific outcomes are produced in different contexts. This results in an
overarching theoretical explanation of the phenomenon, which indicates the real mechanisms that
cause and influence it. Since no theoretical explanation can be expected to be universal, its applicability
to the phenomenon’s empirical variations needs to be critically accessed, which demonstrates the
contingency and limits of the acquired knowledge (ibid. 84ff.). Overall, the theoretical understanding
achieved through retroduction contains considerable explanatory capacity, yet is strongly contingent
upon the temporal and spatial context from which it is generated (Belfrage and Hauf, 2017). Figure 1
illustrates the process.

Figure 1: Retroductive Process

Application
This project has followed a retroductive approach from its departure to its conclusion. It began with
the initial recognition of an empirical phenomenon – the European anti-austerity movement, which
mobilised at the domestic and transnational level and whose characteristics and scope varied across
scales. Informed by the existing literature and previous research experience, the project developed a
first explanatory reflection of this variance, linking it to embedded politico-economic differences in
national context conditions. This incentivised the choice of historical materialist theoretical concepts,
56

as well as the empirical focus on struggles against national and European crisis management. The
chosen theory guided the empirical research, while some of its components (categories, ideal types)
were developed and adjusted inductively, based on the data. The research thus followed an
evolutionary design, beginning with a contextual investigation of EU crisis management, moving on
to an analysis of national crisis management and anti-austerity mobilisations, developing theoretical
abstractions based on these national struggles and then applying them to the study of transnational
activism and, finally, characterising ideal types of transnational activist coalitions based on the results.
Every step of this process built on previous findings, while continuously developing the underlying
theoretical understanding.

3.1.2 Qualitative Case Studies
A significant portion of this thesis (chapters 6 through 9) consists of national case studies, focusing on
crisis management regimes and anti-austerity mobilisations in Spain, Greece and Germany, followed
by intermediate conclusions. These represent self-contained analyses of contrasting empirical
developments whose juxtaposition highlights the variegated nature of the European anti-austerity
movement. In that sense, they are not embedded in a systematic comparative analysis (Westle, 2009b,
p. 151ff.), but instead follow the example of historical materialist and social movement studies drawing
on multiple empirical cases to characterise uneven phenomena (Tarrow and Tilly, 2015; Bailey et al.,
2017; Mullis, 2017). This approach allows for a theoretical interpretation and causal explanation of
the anti-austerity movement as a diversified manifestation of domestic social struggles against systems
of hegemony.
The selection of Spain, Greece and Germany is therefore intended to provide a juxtaposition of both
similar and different empirical characteristics in regard to politico-economic context conditions and
activist mobilisations. Spain and Greece are similar cases, being relatively young democracies with
credit-based growth models, which witnessed particularly harsh effects of the crisis and crisis
management, followed by mass anti-austerity mobilisations. Therefore, any variations in the form and
impact of crisis management enable a detailed assessment of the uneven manifestation of authoritarian
neoliberalism and hegemony crises, while differences in the development of anti-austerity activism
offer insights into the underlying causal mechanisms that connect crisis management to contestation.
Conversely, Germany represents a contrast to the other two cases, having experienced a longer phase
of democracy and economic stability, as well as a relatively mild crisis and crisis management,
followed by a more subdued level of anti-austerity activism. The causal connection between
Germany’s relative lack of crisis management and contestation is rather obvious, hence this case study
is most effective at revealing overarching parallels of authoritarian neoliberalism and hegemony
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struggle that exist regardless of context, as well as highlighting the distinct transnational reach of
German crisis management and activism. Overall, the three national case studies not only reveal
parallels and variations across the European anti-austerity movement, but also highlight their
constitutive politico-economic conditions and diverse consequences for transnational activism, which
provides the foundation for the subsequent analysis of transnational cooperation.

3.2 Analysing European and National Crisis Management
Investigating the politico-economic context of the European anti-austerity movement requires an
analysis of the crisis impact and crisis management regimes against which the movement mobilised.
This is done by conducting qualitative document analyses of policy documents reflecting European
and national crisis management, as well as drawing on official statistics showing the social, economic
and demoscopic developments across Europe.

3.2.1 Concepts
Regarding the EU as a ‘multiscalar ensemble of state apparatuses’ (Buckel et al., 2012), the analysis
of crisis management captures the regulatory content, implementation process and enforcement of
austerity-based governance measures at the European and national level. The characterisation of
regulatory content identifies the politico-economic rationale of crisis management measures, while the
investigation of implementation processes and enforcement identifies the institutional apparatuses
involved in legislating and supervising crisis management. In addition to a detailed formal description,
the latter two indicators are also used to assess the extent to which crisis management has induced a
shift towards institutional authoritarianisation, such as by expanding strategic selectivities or
consolidating disciplinary mechanisms. At the national level, the analysis also includes an
investigation of the material and political impact of crisis management, in order to assess the formation
of social grievances and the rupture of hegemonic consent. This is based on changes in socio-economic
and demoscopic indicators, as well as accounts of institutionalised opposition (by unions and parties)
against crisis management measures. Overall, the analysis characterises the politico-economic nature
of crisis management in the context of neoliberal capitalism and assesses to what extent it represents
a crisis of neoliberal hegemony capable of inciting mass contestation.

3.2.2 Method: Qualitative Document Analysis
A qualitative document analysis provides the means to systematically analyse a large number of
documents in terms of their content and formal attributes. It is essentially an analysis of a
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communicative act, which identifies the author, context, form and intended recipient of a document
and distils the subjective meaning and intended message of its content (Westle, 2009a). Particularly in
the case of legislative documents, this intended message carries a prescriptive component. The benefit
of a qualitative document is its ability to analyse both the regulative performativity of a legislative act
itself, as well as the behaviour and reasoning of the institutions that conceive and implement it. The
drawback of a document analysis is the researcher’s inability to request specific information, as in the
case of interviews and surveys, hence the method requires filtering large amounts of empirical material
in search of valuable information (Cooren, 2004). By reviewing a large number of related policy
documents with regard to formal attributes, content and meaning, a document analysis makes it
possible to identify underlying commonalities and tendencies and characterise the overall policy
regime constituted in the documents (Westle, 2009a).

Application
Documents are analysed by coding statements that provide information about the institutional context
and process of the legislation, descriptions of the concrete regulatory political content pertaining to
crisis management, and formulations that exemplify discursive narratives used to justify that crisis
management, as well as information pertaining to the socio-economic and demoscopic impact of crisis
management. This allows for an interpretation of the politico-economic interests represented by the
legislation, the extent to which the implementation of crisis management creates a shift towards
institutional authoritarianisation and the potential social grievances caused by crisis management.
Capturing the institutional context of legislation goes beyond simply tracking which institution was
directly involved in implementing legislative acts, and also assesses to what extent implementation
diverges from the ‘normal’ legislative process. This is the case when crisis measures are introduced
through exceptional processes, such as emergency laws or royal decrees, when implementation is
enforced by external institutions, when laws are decided or contested via public referendum, or when
established processes of democratic consultation are suspended.
In the case of European legislation, the analysis pays particular attention to the extent to which
regulations lead to changes in the institutional process, which may indicate the establishment of
preventive dispositives. These include increases in the political competences of executive institutions,
decreases in opportunities for democratic decision-making or restrictions on the possibility of
reversing new regulations. They also include the disciplining of national government sovereignty, such
as by introducing sanctioning mechanisms that discourage alternative governance or by leveraging
economic dependencies to invoke political conformity. In the case of national legislation, the analysis
59

pays particular attention to the active relation between crisis measures and anti-austerity mobilisations,
taking into account the political confrontations and governmental shifts preceding the implementation.
In capturing the content of crisis management, the analysis focuses primarily on legislation in the areas
of fiscal consolidation, labour market reform and financial regulation. These include changes to public
budgets, social protection systems, state institutions, public employment, taxation, reforms of the
system of collective bargaining and wage-setting, as well as bank bailout programmes, capital market
regulations and the creation of new institutions for financial stability. Discursive narratives are
identified by the repetition and diffusion of political or moral justifications for reforms, the use of
euphemistic descriptions of potentially contentious measures or the superficial incorporation of
political criticisms.
Finally, the socio-economic and political impact of crisis management is investigated on the basis of
changing socio-economic indicators and demoscopic trends. The former include economic growth,
public debt, wages, unemployment, poverty, housing and welfare expenditure and represent the
objective material impact of the crisis and austerity on the population. The latter include data on
people’s life satisfaction, economic security, attitudes towards various political institutions, policy
preferences and voting behaviour, which represent people’s subjective perception of the crisis
management and political system at large. This allows for an interpretation of the extent to which crisis
management results in a loss of political hegemony and an increase of social grievances within civil
society.

Sources
The document analysis is conducted on the basis of around 200 pieces of legislation and economic
policy guidelines aiming to combat the financial and economic crisis, as well as concrete policies
implementing and enforcing those guidelines. Wherever available, selected documents cover a period
from 2007 (the beginning of the crisis in the US) to 2017 (the year the crisis was formally over in
Greece).
At the European level, the analysis covers key legislation instituting austerity-oriented guidelines and
structural adjustment goals, such as the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP), the Fiscal Compact (FC),
the Six-Pack and Two-Pack regulations, the European Semester, as well as the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), into which most of the above are inscribed. It also covers
policy documents that provide specific analyses, opinions and policy prescriptions by European
institutions, such as the EC’s annual growth surveys (AGS), which detail the general economic
development in the EU, and the ECB’s annual reports, which focus in particular on the Eurozone’s
financial and fiscal development.
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At the national level, instead of individual regulations, the analysis draws on annual government
reports that provide a collective overview of the national reforms implemented in Spain, Greece and
Germany. These include stability and growth programmes (SPs) and national reform programmes
(NRPs), in which the national ministries of economy and / or finance describe their country’s fiscal
and socio-economic development, as well as the economic policy reforms undertaken. Since these
programmes partially precede the crisis, they are also valuable sources of information for
characterising the respective countries’ pre-crisis politico-economic development and assessing to
what extent the crisis led to a substantial shift in governance.
The analysis also covers European policy documents that address national governments directly, thus
demonstrating the relationship between these governments and the EU. These documents include
annual country-specific recommendations (CSRs) for Spain, Greece and Germany, in which the EC
and the CEU formulate their annual economic policy suggestions based on the analyses and positions
of their economic and financial departments (DG ECFIN and ECOFIN respectively). They also include
non-regular opinions and recommendations tied to excessive deficit procedures (EDPs), in which the
EC and the CEU provide more detailed and binding advice for countries with excessive public deficits.
In the case of Greece and Spain, the analysis also includes Memoranda of Understanding (MoU),
which are bilateral agreements between national governments and the institutions of the Troika (EC,
ECB and IMF), containing demands for specific economic policy reforms in exchange for emergency
credit payments.
On both the national and European level, the analysis additionally relies on official demographic and
demoscopic statistics in order to gauge the socio-economic and political impact of crisis management.
Sources include statistics by Eurostat, which provides data for the annual development of social, fiscal
and economic indicators, as well as Eurobarometer and the Pew Research Center, which provide
detailed data on demoscopic developments.
With the exception of reports from the Pew Research Center, all of the documents stem from
government sources at the national and supranational level (as well as the ECB), hence they are
reflective of the official state and EU perspective on crisis management. Although the data itself can
be considered trustworthy, the presentation and discursive framing of the documents, as well as any
policy arguments developed within, are assessed with their particular political subjectivity in mind.
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3.3 Analysing Anti-Austerity Activism
Analysing the domestic and transnational manifestations of the European anti-austerity movement
requires a multidimensional characterisation of the agents and strategies contesting austerity-based
crisis management. This is done by conducting qualitative document analyses of activist publications,
as well drawing on secondary statistical data.

3.3.1 Concepts
Based on the theoretical framework of this project, anti-austerity mobilisations and organisations
(domestic and transnational) are characterised in terms of their composition, political profile, praxis
and impact. These dimensions are regarded as mutually constitutive, hence the analysis consistently
relates them to each other and to the activists’ politico-economic context. The composition of activism
refers to socio-structural and organisational characteristics, including the size of mobilisations, the
number and social background of its participants, the relative significance of organic intellectuals and
the geographic distribution of operations. The political profile of an activist organisation is based on
its framing of critique, claims and targets, as well as its underlying ideological stance, which together
provide an overarching political characterisation. Activist praxis refers both to the organisational
structures and processes activists create and to the repertoire of collective actions in which they engage.
The impact of anti-austerity activism is assessed on the basis of the creation of new anti-austerity
alliances, activist infrastructures and electoral projects, the adoption of activist claims and practices by
other political actors and the institutionalisation of anti-austerity claims in the form of electoral shifts
or political reforms.

3.3.2 Method: Qualitative Document Analysis of Activist Publications and Quantitative
Statistics
A qualitative document analysis of activist publications is inherently distinct from a document analysis
of legislation. While the formal elements remain the same – the analysis captures the context and
authorship, political content and meaning and the discursive framing of a written speech act – the
purpose of the analysis lies entirely on characterising the author, rather than the message or its effects.
In this regard, while activist publications are still considered to be performative acts, intended to have
practical consequences (Cooren, 2004), the analysis focuses on assessing what those acts reveal about
the organisation that publishes them.
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Application
The qualitative document analysis of activist publications provides the basis for a detailed analytical
characterisation of domestic and transnational anti-austerity activism. Activist publications are
analysed via open coding, by capturing and interpreting statements that provide information about the
composition, political profile, praxis and impact of activist mobilisations and organisations. With
regard to composition, secondary quantitative studies are taken into account as well. At the
transnational level, the analysis investigates these elements specifically in terms of how they shape
and reflect transnational cooperation
The composition of anti-austerity activism is investigated by coding publications with regard to
information about the size of mobilisations, the class composition, and the educational background
and gender distribution of activists, as well as the geographical scope of collective actions. The analysis
also captures information about the presence of prominent activist organisations and experienced
activists in the context of mobilisations, which is interpreted in terms of their role as organic
intellectuals. Besides providing a descriptive account, the analysis also assesses to what extent the
composition of activism reflects its politico-economic context by relating the number and social
backgrounds of activists to the impact of national crisis management on vulnerable social groups. This
reveals both how different social and political grievances mobilise contestation and to what extent
movement resources vary among countries.
Political profiles are analysed by coding activist publications with regard to the activists’ criticisms of
political institutions, socio-economic conditions and crisis management, as well as their political
claims aimed at alleviating their grievances. Criticisms and claims mainly revolve around material
needs (wages, housing, social reproduction), social justice (inequality, taxation, discrimination) and
self-determination (democratic representation, economic autonomy). Besides identifying the political
content of these claims, the analysis also determines which (if any) institutional targets they are aimed
at and whether activists explicitly seek a radical systemic transition beyond capitalism.
The praxis of activism is captured by coding activist publications with regard to information about
organisational structures and processes within activist organisations, as well as accounts of collective
actions. Organisational praxes include the forms and scales of collective coordination, in addition to
the role of leadership. This includes the presence of internal hierarchies, the relation between
decentralised local groups and central administrative bodies, as well as processes for political decisionmaking, including democratic prefiguration. Action repertoires can include a variety of tactics, such
as individual protest mobilisations and blockades, sustained occupations, regular solidarity practices,
and also ongoing political campaigns involving multiple types of actions. The analysis connects the
political profile and praxis by investigating how the activists’ critique and claims are reflected in their
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action repertoires. This is the case, for instance, when activists engage in prefiguration based on their
political ideals or when their actions target specific institutions tied to their claims and critique. The
analysis also investigates how political profiles are informed by the activists’ politico-economic
context conditions and social backgrounds via their grievances, as well as to what extent the size and
composition of activism invites certain practices while discouraging others.
The impact of activism is inferred by coding information on the creation of anti-austerity coalitions,
infrastructures and electoral projects, the diffusion of activist claims and practices to other political
actors and the institutionalisation of claims as political reforms. Information on coalitions,
infrastructures and electoral projects is drawn from activist publications themselves by coding
instances of inter-organisational cooperation, information on newly founded activist organisations,
networks or social spaces, as well as information on the creation of political parties or electoral
platforms opposing austerity. Investigating the diffusion of claims and practices is done on the basis
of written accounts by the actors adopting them, who tend to be established activist organisations,
unions or political parties in coalition with the anti-austerity activists. The institutionalisation of
activist claims is investigated by triangulating activist sources with secondary demoscopic and
electoral statistics, which indicate shifts in public consciousness and electoral support of anti-austerity
parties, as well as government reform programmes, which display practical changes in crisis
management. The analysis of institutionalisation also assesses whether activist claims are actually
fulfilled and whether there are challenges caused by transformist co-optation.

Sources
The qualitative document analysis of anti-austerity activism draws on a large number of publications
(roughly 1700 individual documents) created by the activists themselves, such as political manifestos,
press releases, newspaper interviews, flyers and online blog entries. In the case of transnational
organisations and coalitions, it also draws on a range of sources specific to transnational cooperation,
including collective manifestos co-authored by multiple groups, calls for solidarity and summit
agendas. Wherever available, documents are selected over a period between 2007 and 2019 – the
period being longer than in the case of crisis management due to the (at times) later mobilisation of
(particularly transnational) activism.
Domestic organisations whose documents are analysed in detail include: the 15M movement, PAH,
marea verde and marea blanca in Spain, the aganaktismenoi, Solidarity4All, Vio.Me and Diktyo in
Greece, as well as the Interventionistische Linke, Occupy Germany, the Blockupy platform and
BASTA! in Germany. Organisations are selected due to their central role in organising square
occupations (15M, aganaktismenoi, Occupy), mobilising major anti-austerity protests (Blockupy,
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Interventionistische Linke) and establishing new activist networks against austerity and for solidarity
(PAH, Solidarity4All, mareas, BASTA). Some less prominent organisations serve as emblematic
examples for specific forms of struggle, such as post-autonomous coalition-building (Diktyo) and
collectivised economic activity (Vio.Me). Additionally, a number of political party publications (by
Podemos, Barcelona en Comú, SYRIZA and Die Linke) are analysed, providing a detailed assessment
of the anti-austerity movement’s consolidation at the institutional level. Demographic statistics about
the activists’ social composition are drawn from secondary studies based on quantitative surveys that
were conducted during the actual mobilisations around 2011 (such as Brinkmann, Nachtwey and
Décieux, 2013; Calvo, 2013; Simiti, 2014).
Transnational organisations whose publications are analysed include: Attac, Comité pour l’abolition
des dettes illégitimes (CADTM), Corporate Europe Observatory, DiEM25, Finance Watch and
transform! europe. Transnational coalitions include: Alter Summit, Beyond Europe, Change Finance,
European Network against Privatisation and Commercialisation of Health and Social Protection,
European Action Coalition for the Right to Housing and the City, NoG20 and Transnational Social
Strike. Transnational cases are selected based on a) the involvement of previously analysed domestic
anti-austerity organisations and b) the organisations’ prominence within the network of transnational
activism, as indicated by the social network analysis (see below).

3.4 Analysing Transnational Activist Cooperation
The analysis of transnational cooperation across the European anti-austerity movement shares
theoretical concepts with the analysis of domestic mobilisations, but applies them to a different
organisational layer of activism, focusing particularly on practical collaboration and coalition-building
at the transnational level. Consequently, the scalar dimension carries special significance. In contrast
to the previous analytical steps, this part of the study relies not only on a qualitative document analysis
of transnational activist organisations and coalitions (see above), but also draws on semi-structured
expert interviews and participant observation, as well as a social network analysis. This method
triangulation is intended to provide a particularly comprehensive analysis that is appropriate for the
more uncharted nature of transnational cooperation in the anti-austerity movement. To that end, the
social network analysis enables the mapping of underlying political trends and sub-networks within
the anti-austerity movement, whose distinct political strategies and challenges are revealed by the
qualitative case analyses of transnational coalitions. The use of interview and participation data in
particular offers insights into the subjective motivations and experiences of transnational activists,
enabling a more in-depth investigation of how and why cooperation occurs.
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3.4.1 Concepts
Transnational activist cooperation is analysed using the same concepts as in the case of domestic
mobilisations – composition, political profile, praxis and impact. Since these concepts are applied to
transnational networks and coalitions rather than single organisations, the analytical focus shifts
accordingly. Instead of providing a relatively uniform account of activist characteristics within a
cohesive organisation, these concepts refer to potentially rather pluralistic collectives of autonomous
organisations. Due to the inherent focus on analysing the causes and dynamics of transnational
cooperation, these concepts are also not primarily utilised to provide descriptive characterisations, but
to investigate the drivers and constraints of collaboration among activists. Consequently, the
transnational composition, political profiles, praxis and impact of anti-austerity activism are
considered both a result of transnational cooperation and a constitutive condition for reproducing it.
Specifically, transnational composition primarily refers to the geographical and political
background(s) of activist organisations engaging in cooperation, whereas socio-economic
backgrounds are only indirectly captured. Political profiles are still analysed on the basis of criticisms,
claims and targets, albeit with a stronger focus on whether activists target EU institutions. The analysis
of activist praxis also still contains a focus on organisational structures and collective action
repertoires, but the scalar dimension is particularly significant. Finally, impact is primarily assessed in
regard to the structural consolidation of transnational cooperation, particularly in terms of growth,
duration and institutional connections of coalitions. As transnational cooperation is investigated using
different methods and types of data, the specific application of individual concepts varies accordingly,
yet the analyses ultimately provide comprehensive results, allowing for overarching theoretical
conclusions.

3.4.2 Method: Social Network Analysis
The analysis of transnational cooperation is partly based on a social network analysis (SNA) of several
hundred activist organisations and their engagement in numerous forms of transnational cooperation.
An SNA systematically captures and investigates the relations between entities which constitute a
social network. Social networks consist of nodes and ties. Nodes represent autonomous but
interdependent actors (or other entities) and ties represent the discursive or practical interactions
between them. Social networks are often formed for a practical purpose, such as allowing the
individual actors to achieve a common goal or reciprocating mutual support (Weyer, 2011). While any
form of social interaction can technically count as a social network, the literature tends to reserve the
term for temporary, horizontal, trust-based forms of cooperation with flexible membership, thereby
distinguishing social networks from formalised hierarchies or competitive markets (Weyer, 2011).
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The task of an SNA consists of analysing the existence and characteristics of ties between nodes. It
does so on the basis of matrices, whose x- and y- axes list the nodes within a given network and whose
table elements provide the values of the ties between them (Jansen and Diaz-Bone, 2011, p. 85). In a
binary network, those values indicate the presence or absence of a tie, while in an ordinal network,
diverse values express the quality of ties. In the latter, high values indicate strong ties, based on closer
or more regular interactions, while low values indicate weak ties (Granovetter, 1973). There are two
possible types of matrices, both of which are utilised in this thesis. A one-mode matrix displays the
ties between all nodes in a network directly, its x- and y-axes being perfectly identical. A two-mode
matrix (or affiliation matrix) displays the ties between one set of nodes (on the x-axis) and another (on
the y-axis), for instance between actors and institutions. The advantage of a two-mode matrix lies in
its ability to depict more complex interactive relations, such as by reconstructing timelines of
interaction. A special version of a two-mode matrix, called an attribute matrix, displays one set of
nodes’ connection to certain attributes. Attribute matrices can be added to and correlated with other
matrices in order to demonstrate to what extent shared attributes influence interaction. A two-mode
matrix can be converted into a one-mode matrix, in which case one set of nodes’ mutual ties are
calculated based on their simultaneous engagement with the other set of nodes (Hanneman and Riddle,
2005; Borgatti and Halgin, 2011).
An SNA can perform various analytical operations on matrices, providing information about the
characteristics of the network. Calculating the proportion of existing ties among possible ties reveals
the network’s density, which indicates how close all nodes are connected to each other (Jansen and
Diaz-Bone, 2011). As networks typically are not perfectly even, an SNA can identify the existence of
sub-groups (also referred to as clusters or factions), whose nodes are more closely connected to each
other than to other nodes in the network (Brass and Krackhardt, 2011, p. 359f.). An SNA can also
investigate the relative influence of an individual node (ego), based on its relation to other nodes
(alters) and its position within the network. A node with a high centrality measure is connected to
many other nodes in the network, potentially indicating a high level of activity or popularity
(Hanneman and Riddle, 2005, p. 146ff.). A node with a high transitivity measure is connected to many
nodes which are not directly connected to each other, thus allowing it to act as a power broker between
them (Jansen and Diaz-Bone, 2011). This is especially true of nodes connecting separate sub-groups,
either by acting as representatives for one or as quasi-neutral mediators between them (Hanneman and
Riddle, 2005, p. 139).
An SNA provides important information about the structure and underlying dynamics of a network, as
well as the strategic options and potential influence of agents within it. It therefore not only offers a
comprehensive empirical overview of transnational cooperation across the anti-austerity movement,
but also reveals which (types of) organisations are predominantly engaged in collaboration and
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whether their interaction follows specific political trends. In particular, the ability to identify distinct
factions within the network provides an important analytical basis for assessing how underlying
divisions across the anti-austerity movement inform the foundation of transnational activist coalitions.
However, ascertaining the actual political content, praxis and challenges of cooperation within those
coalitions goes beyond the method’s capabilities, at least on the scale required in this thesis. Hence,
the SNA is triangulated with other qualitative methods.

Application
In this thesis, an SNA is conducted by creating a large two-mode matrix relating 1162 activist
organisations (agents) to 47 instances of transnational collective action in which they participated
(events). Converting this network into a one-mode matrix then reveals the agents’ mutual connections,
with numerical tie strength indicating the number of times any two agents participated in the same
event. Using the software UCINET and Netdraw, the resulting network is analysed in terms of
centrality and transitivity, thereby identifying the network’s most significant agents.
In a second step, pendants (nodes with only a single tie) are removed from the two-mode matrix,
thereby focusing the analysis only on the 271 agents who cooperate multiple times. To identify trends
in cooperation, agents are inductively categorised in terms of national background, political profile
and organisation type (loosely inspired by Byrd and Jasny, 2010), providing comprehensive attribute
data. The condensed network is again converted to a one-mode matrix and analysed in terms of
centrality and transitivity, as well as sub-groups and attribute distribution. Examining the absolute and
proportionate distribution of attributes among frequently collaborating agents indicates the presence
of underlying preferences and trends towards homophily. Lastly, the network’s stratification is
revealed by highlighting internal factions – a predetermined number of sub-groups characterised by
higher in- than out-group centrality and corresponding ties – which are again investigated with regard
to centrality and attribute distribution. Characterising the distribution of network metrics and attributes
across three distinct factions, the underlying trends of transnational cooperation are made visible and
can be explained.

Sources
Empirical data for the SNA is drawn from primary activist sources, such as calls-to-action,
participation and supporter lists and event agendas, related to instances of activist cooperation against
European crisis management. Attribute data is inductively coded on the basis of activist organisations’
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written output, as well as introductory sections on their websites. Sources span a time frame from 2011
(the year the 15M movement began mobilising) to 2018 (the year fieldwork for this thesis concluded).
Due to the limited availability of reliable data and the inability of the software to compute networks
beyond a certain size, a full sample could not be attained. Data was thus collected by selecting a wide
range of interconnected instances of cooperation across the European anti-austerity movement via
snowball sampling (similar to Vicari, 2014), until empirical saturation was achieved. Sampling began
by selecting a number of prominent events (the European Day of Action and Solidarity in 2012,
Blockupy in 2012 and the Alter Summit in 2013) and then adding events based on the participants’
further activities.

An important note regarding ethics: Data is only drawn from publicly available sources, so as not to
reveal anything the activist organisations themselves may wish to remain concealed. Although this
self-imposed restriction is likely to result in an overrepresentation of activist organisations that are
more willing and safe to provide written accounts about their activities, it is a necessary measure to
protect the activists from potentially harmful consequences such as legal prosecution. The method of
social network analysis is not coincidentally eerily similar to certain tactics used by authoritarian
security apparatuses to keep track of regime opponents (Arendt, 1968, p. 136) and this research is not
intended to aid in such efforts.

3.4.3 Method: Expert Interviews
To investigate transnational cooperation in activist coalitions from a qualitative perspective, this
analysis utilises semi-structured expert interviews with activists. The purpose of expert interviews is
to acquire information directly from qualified individuals who possess ‘special knowledge about a
social situation or a social process’ (Gläser and Laudel, 2009, p. 117), gained through analysis or active
involvement. As the name suggests, expert interviews specifically involve individuals whose
knowledge qualifies them to speak with authority on the subject of study. Although this definition was
traditionally restricted to scientific professionals, it has since been adapted to include non-academics
who possess valuable insider knowledge about their specific social field (Michael Meuser and Nagel,
2009, p. 18ff.). Such insider knowledge is particularly valuable, as it is often exempt from official
sources of information. People engaged in transnational activism, for instance, can be considered
experts on transnational mobilisation and cooperation, as they possess insider knowledge on the
activities of their organisations and coalitions.
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The advantage of interviews over methods that draw on more static sources of data lies in the
researcher’s ability to actively seek the information most valuable to them, thus streamlining the
process of data gathering considerably (Bogner, Littig and Menz, 2009). Semi-structured interviews,
in particular, are adept at acquiring valuable insider knowledge from experts by allowing researchers
to engage respondents in a more flexible style of questioning that includes follow-up questions (Westle
and Krumm, 2009, p. 248ff.). At the same time, such interviews are also particularly challenging to
conduct, as they require researchers to strike a difficult balance between keeping the conversation
focused on their research topic and also allowing respondents to introduce new aspects and elaborate
on their answers (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p. 123ff.).
All interviews are socially situated and performative exercises in which the subject positions of
researchers and interview partners actively interact, determining the flow of the conversation and the
sharing of information (Carter and Bolden, 2012, p. 263f.). This socially situated and subjective nature
of interviews is not necessarily a weakness of the method, since the experts’ distinct social role and
subject position are the reasons why their knowledge is of interest to the research in the first place.
However, in order to take social embeddedness and subjectivity into account, it is necessary to always
interpret the information gathered through interviews in relation to the context in which they are
conducted and the socio-political relation between expert and researcher.

Application
In the context of this thesis, 15 expert interviews were conducted between March 2017 and June 2019
with activists from political organisations engaged in transnational anti-austerity activism. Ten
interviews were conducted in person, mostly in the context of transnational activist events, such as
summits, political seminars and protest events, and five interviews were conducted via Skype. All but
one interview were audio-recorded and transcribed with informed consent by the interview partners.
Interviews ranged in length from 15 to 80 minutes, averaging around 41 minutes.
Interviews followed a semi-structured format, using a prepared questionnaire. Questions were divided
into two sections, the first focusing on the activists’ own organisation (whether national or
transnational) and the second revolving around their engagement and experiences regarding
transnational cooperation. Both sections followed the thesis’ underlying theoretical framework by
including questions pertaining to the composition, political critique and goals, organisational structure
and action repertoire, as well as impact and challenges of activism. Prior to these two analytical
sections, a number of short questions about the activists’ political background and position served as
an introduction to ease respondents into the interview. The questionnaire was adjusted for every
interview, adding specific questions about the activists’ organisation and removing others if the
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information was readily available elsewhere, as well as including questions regarding the particular
activist context in which the interviews took place. Depending on the respondent’s answers, the order
of questions was shifted and follow-up questions were introduced, in order to keep the communication
organic and to pursue particularly interesting conversation threads. Figure 2 shows an example
questionnaire.
Interviews are analysed, using the same qualitative open coding process applied during the document
analyses, by capturing the content and interpreting the meaning of statements, while taking into
account the subjective perspective of the speaker and the context of communication. Information is
then assessed in regard to the underlying theoretical framework of the thesis, feeding into an analytical
understanding of the composition, political profiles, praxis and impact of transnational cooperation.
Due to the inquisitive and reflexive nature of expert interviews, this process is at once much more
insightful than the document analysis, yet also more challenging in terms of theorisation. During the
interviews, the relatively open structure of the questionnaire, combined with the high level of selfreflexion and theoretical knowledge among respondents, often resulted in the conversation
inadvertently revolving around theoretical interpretations of transnational activist cooperation. Hence,
the activists’ own interest in the research questions of this thesis made it surprisingly challenging to
avoid discussing the underlying theoretical framework during the interviews. Additionally, translating
the activists’ own theoretical concepts and interpretations into the framework of the thesis requires
some work to disentangle the various ways in which the two overlap and differ.

Figure 2: Interview Questionnaire
Introductory Questions
How did you first start working at [organisation]?
What is your position / task at [organisation]?
Questions about organisation
What is [organisation] trying to achieve?



What political goals is [organisation] focusing on?
How important is anti-austerity work for [organisation]?

How is [organisation] trying to achieve its goals?



What types of actions are you mainly engaged in?
If applicable: How does [organisation] contest austerity?

How is work organised at [organisation]?





How large is [organisation]? How many members does it have?
Who tends to join?
In which countries / regions is [organisation] active?
How centralised / decentralised is [organisation]? How do you reach decisions?
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How do you share work and responsibilities?

If applicable: What other organisations does [organisation] cooperate with at the national level?



How does that cooperation work in practice? What do you cooperate on?
What works well? Where do you see challenges?

What projects has [organisation] been working on recently?
How successful would you say is [organisation] at achieving its goals?
Questions about transnational cooperation
How important is transnational cooperation for [organisation]?


What does [organisation] expect from transnational cooperation? What goals do you want to achieve
with it?

How does [organisation] engage in transnational cooperation?


How many members of [organisation] are actively working on transnational cooperation? Who in
[organisation] organises it?

If applicable: What is [organisation]’s role in this particular transnational event / coalition?


What is your opinion on the ongoing debates at this transnational event / coalition?

What works well? Where do you see challenges? (for transnational cooperation in general / in this particular
coalition)


What would you improve? How should it develop in your opinion?

What comes next for you?

Sources
The selection of respondents for the expert interviews follows the same criteria as in the case of the
document analysis – aiming to represent the most active and / or unique activist organisations
participating in transnational cooperation. To ensure expert status, interview partners were chosen
based on their personal engagement in facilitating transnational cooperation. Most respondents act as
official transnational representatives of their respective organisations or as facilitators within
transnational coalitions.
Geographical backgrounds within the sample are deliberately evenly distributed between transnational
(seven) and national or regional (eight) organisations, with the latter being evenly split between four
Northern and four Southern European groups. When considering the national backgrounds of
individual respondents, the distribution is more unequal, with nine people from Northern Europe, four
from Southern Europe and two multinationals, owing to the fact that nearly all representatives of
transnational organisations are Northern Europeans. Other demographic indicators did not deliberately
inform the selection and the resulting distribution of gender (nine men, six women) and age (eight
below 40, three above 60) cannot be considered representative given the sample size. A possible
exception is arguably educational background, since every single respondent possesses a university
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degree. Table 2 provides a list of the interviews conducted. To ensure the anonymity of respondents,
the table only cites their function within their organisation but does not mention individual
demographic indicators.

Table 2: List of Interviews
No.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Organisation
DiEM25
DiEM25
En Comú Podem
Alter Summit
BPW
Interventionistische Linke
CADTM
Stop Auctions
PAH
Living Rent
Finance Watch
Corporate Europe Observatory
Attac Austria
transform! europe
ESC

Scale
Europe
Europe
Catalonia
Europe
Netherlands
Germany
International
Greece
Spain
Scotland
Europe
Europe
Austria
Europe
Rome

Function
Local Coordinator
(Berlin)
European Coordinator
Elected Official
European Coordinator
National Coordinator
International Liaison
Salaried Staff
National Coordinator
International Liaison
National Coordinator
Salaried Staff
Salaried Staff
National Coordinator
Salaried Staff
Local Coordinator

Date
25.05.2017
05.07.2017
06.07.2017
24.08.2017
24.04.2018
26.07.2018
23.09.2018
24.09.2018
25.09.2018
25.09.2018
14.02.2019
19.03.2019
20.03.2019
06.05.2019
13.06.2019

3.4.4 Method: Participant Observation
Finally, transnational cooperation is also analysed in person, by engaging in participant observation
during instances of transnational activism. Participant observation is a method primarily employed by
anthropological researchers doing ethnographic fieldwork. Its purpose is to allow researchers to
become personally immersed within the social field they are studying, in order to ‘get close to those
studied as a way of understanding what their experiences and activities mean to them’ (Emerson, 1995,
p. 8). By actively taking part in the everyday processes of social communities, researchers seek to gain
a more comprehensive understanding of the behaviour and subjective perspectives of people living in
those communities. Participant observation requires researchers to take copious amounts of field notes
about their experiences, allowing them to critically examine and interpret their observations.
In contrast to many other research approaches, ethnographic researchers do not attempt to avoid
formative exchanges between themselves and their research field, as their own presence is expected to
facilitate mutual learning experiences, while changes to their own perspective are ultimately the goal
of the method (Emerson, 1995, p. 2ff.). This explicitly non-distanced approach to the field emerged as
a post-colonial critique of researchers employing a strictly Western perspective and analysing ‘other’
regions or cultures only at a distance. Transcending such a narrow view provides its own challenge, as
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ethnographic researchers have to strike a difficult balance between authentically reproducing the
perspectives of research subjects and analysing them academically (Gupta and Ferguson, 1997).

Application
This project relies on participant observation in the form of regular engagement in transnational activist
events, such as summits, coalition meetings and protests. This approach is not a form of ethnographic
fieldwork in a traditional sense, as spatially and temporally disconnected events with shifting actor
constellations do not represent a cohesive empirical field that could be considered a closed ‘culture
area’ (ibid. p. 9). However, as sites of transnational activist cooperation, they represent precisely the
constitutive context in which activists engage with each other to develop cohesive claims, coordinate
collective actions and forge lasting coalitions. In that sense, decentralised transnational activist events
are what the particular field in question looks like.
In practice, participant observation primarily involved attending activist events and taking field notes
about the proceedings, which focused primarily on identifying the participating organisations,
protocolling political debates, locating fault lines, and describing organisational processes and
practical actions. As in the case of documents and interviews, field notes were then analysed via
qualitative open coding and interpreted in relation to the theoretical framework. In addition to field
notes, participant observation at times involved partaking in the various political debates among the
activists, attending working groups and aiding in minor organisational tasks. In order to limit the
formative impact of participation and to ensure transparency, the nature and purpose of this research
project was always openly disclosed to the activists, repeatedly when necessary.
While participation in transnational activist events across Europe did not entail manoeuvring any
underlying post-colonial power relations, the identity of a white, male, German researcher with a
distinct activist background and political affiliations did noticeably influence the fieldwork. In cases
of shared social backgrounds, political ties and common affiliations, the immersion among activist
factions succeeded almost automatically, resulting in in-depth exchange and the connection to various
eventual interview partners. This was particularly the case among critical researchers, leftist parties,
transnational NGOs, as well as Central and North European activist groups. Other types of activists,
particularly from South European solidarity initiatives, tended to keep a noticeable distance that could
not always be overcome. This condition is most likely born out of differences in political identity and
social habitus rather than geographic origin, since immersion among South European critical
researchers, for instance, encountered no such issues.
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Sources
Participant observation was conducted by visiting 22 events of transnational activist cooperation from
December 2016 to July 2019. Events included eight quasi-educational events (including summer
schools, conferences and activist seminars), seven activist forums and summits, five coalition meetings
and two protests. Events were selected using a similar snowball approach as in the case of the SNA,
by choosing a number of highly prolific transnational activist events pertaining to the anti-austerity
movement (the DiEM25 summit in Berlin, the G20 Countersummit and protests in Hamburg and the
Summer University of Social Movements in Toulouse) and then selecting new events based on the
foreseeable participation of significant activist organisations. Preliminary results of the SNA and other
qualitative methods also helped guide the ongoing selection. Table 3 provides an overview of the
activist events attended.

Table 3: List of Events
No.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Date
16-18.12.2016
24-26.05.2017
04-05.07.2017
06-07.07.2017
24-27.08.2017
21-22.10.2017
09.11.2017
11.01.2018
09-11.02.2018
02-06.05.2018
07.05.2018
05.07.2018
11-12.07.2018
13-15.07.2018
19-27.09.2018
22.09.2018
05-07.10.2018
09-11.11.2018
07-09.12.2018
23.01.2019
09-10.03.2019
10-14.07.2019

Location
Berlin
Berlin
Hamburg
Hamburg
Toulouse
Lisbon
Brussels
Brussels
Amsterdam
Berlin
Brussels
The Hague
Vienna
Vienna
Lisbon
Lisbon
Kassel
Bilbao
Berlin
Brussels
Turin
Fiuggi

Event
Building Alliances
DiEM25 Summit
G20 Countersummit
G20 Protests
Summer University of Social Movements
Plan B – Coalition Meeting
Developing a Social and Solidarity Economy
10 Years On – Coalition Meeting
2.Dh5 Festival
Marx200
10 Years On – Coalition Meeting
Stop the Corporate Tax Race to the Bottom
transform! europe Strategy Seminar
European Left Summer University
EAC – Coalition Meeting
Housing Protest
Attac Europakongress
European Forum of Progressive Forces
68/18 Kongress
10 Years On – Coalition Meeting
The Left in Times of Populism
European Left Summer University

Organisers
European Left
DiEM25
Various
Various
Attac France
Plan B
GUE/NGL
Change Finance
Various
RLS
Change Finance
S&D
Transform
European Left
EAC
EAC
Attac Germany
Various
SDS
Change Finance
Transform
European Left
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Part II: European Neoliberalism and the Crisis

The whole of the current phase is permanently and structurally
characterized by a peculiar sharpening of the generic elements
of political and state crisis – a sharpening which is itself
articulated to the economic crisis of capitalism (Poulantzas,
2014 [1978], p. 206).

A historical materialist analysis of the European anti-austerity movement needs to begin by
characterising the politico-economic context represented by European crisis management frameworks
in the years following the 2008 financial crisis. The setting of contemporary European neoliberal
capitalism must also not be regarded in isolation, but placed in its historical context. This part of the
dissertation therefore begins by characterising the politico-economic constitution of the EU prior to
the eruption of the crisis, discussing to what extent it already represented an erosion of hegemonic
stability and a shift towards authoritarianisation. This serves to provide a frame of reference for
assessing the significance of the crisis in shifting the trajectory of European integration. The section
goes on to detail the dynamics and effects of the crisis, as well as the initial decentralised crisis
response by individual governments, followed by a critical account of European crisis management
programmes, including financial stability mechanisms and ECB regulations, fiscal and economic
frameworks, as well as the EC’s new supervisory role via the European Semester.
The investigation of European crisis management focuses on the political content, institutionalisation
process and political justification of regulatory measures. It also captures the socio-economic impact
and public perception of European crisis management, detailing the development of economic and
socio-structural indicators, as well as public opinion. Analysing these dimensions provides the basis
for a discussion of the socio-economic severity of the crisis, the loss of hegemonic legitimacy suffered
by political authorities and the degree of authoritarianisation represented by crisis management
measures. Overall, this part of the dissertation explains to what extent European crisis management
represents a continuity or a break from previous neoliberal capitalism, as well as how far it has shifted
European governance towards authoritarian statism.
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4. European Integration under Neoliberal Capitalism
European crisis management since 2008 represents the latest chapter in the long political and economic
integration process of the EU, which veered towards increasingly disciplinary neoliberal governance
even before the crisis. European integration preceded the current phase of neoliberal capitalism
considerably, having started in 1951 with the foundation of the European Coal and Steal Community,
but it eventually adopted a distinctly neoliberal trajectory. Neoliberalism has become the hegemonic
logic of capitalism across the global North and large parts of the global South since around the 1980s
(see section 2.2.1). It has taken different forms in various world regions and countries, adjusting to
specific economies, state structures and class relations (Brenner, Peck and Theodore, 2010b). To
consolidate neoliberal conditions for production and trade, various transnational rule regimes were
established, which proceeded to reproduce the international capitalist power relations that drive
neoliberalism, as well as the inherent contradictions and divisions of those relations (ibid.). The
European integration process can be regarded, in part, as the most intricate form of such a neoliberal
rule regime. After an initial phase of regulatory experimentation in the 1980s, in which the Keynesian
mode of regulation was increasingly challenged at the European margins, more and more European
governments began adopting neoliberal policies. By working towards increased regional integration,
they established a system of inter-jurisdictional policy transfers that began diffusing neoliberal
governance across Europe. As the EU grew into an increasingly complex ‘multiscalar state apparatus
ensemble’ (Buckel et al., 2014) that connected and expanded the states’ material condensation of
power relations transnationally, the institutionalisation of neoliberal economic policy frameworks
consolidated neoliberalism at the European level (Brenner, Peck and Theodore, 2010a, p. 335). After
enjoying a fairly stable hegemonic position for almost two decades, consensual support for neoliberal
integration began to erode in the early 2000s and a process of authoritarianisation began to set in, thus
establishing a system of ‘disciplinary neoliberalism’ even prior to the crisis (Gill, 2001).

4.1 European Integration as a Response to the Crisis of Fordism
The surge of increased politico-economic integration in Europe in the 1980s was not initially geared
towards neoliberalism, but represented a rather pragmatic response by European economic and
political elites to counter the effects of the crisis of Fordism since the 1970s. In those years, many
European countries had encountered stagnating demand due to market saturation, rising inflation due
to high unit labour costs, as well as rising public debt. The inadequacies of the Keynesian mode of
regulation became increasingly apparent, as deficit spending proved to be ineffective to alleviate
economic recessions and macroeconomic regulation was unable to establish new forms of
accumulation or guarantee stable growth and employment (Jessop, 2002, p. 175f.). Additionally, the
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relatively strong position of organised labour prevented companies from easily gaining more
favourable economic conditions (Bailey et al., 2017, p. 59f.).
Gradually, some companies began shifting towards more skill-based accumulation strategies, thereby
relying on smaller groups of highly-trained employees, rather than large masses of workers (Jessop,
2002, p. 129ff.). Their economic success allowed them to merge and acquire smaller companies,
eventually expanding their scope transnationally (Hirsch, 2005, p. 133). While US-based companies
were quickly able to globalise and relocate their production to other world regions with less tightly
regulated economies and lower labour resistance (Van Der Pijl and Yurchenko, 2015, p. 505), only a
few large European companies were able to do the same. A strong concentration of industrial capital
into large companies on one side was mirrored by a perpetual expansion of the tertiary sector and the
foundation of large numbers of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) on the other (Peters, 2011,
p. 85f.). This process had been politically encouraged since the 1970s. European economies that could
not rely on strong exports were increasingly depending on attracting foreign direct investment (FDI)
(mainly from the US), which they did by restraining their domestic wage development, privatising
their public sector companies and deindustrialising their economies in favour of the service and
financial sector (Cabrera and Del Rey, 2007; Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014).
The newly emerging companies in the tertiary and private sector lacked the same level of trade union
representation and regulatory protection, respectively, thus providing less stable forms of employment
as well as lower wages. Their expansion resulted in an increasing material stratification of the
traditional working class, which decreased the structural and organisational power of unions, thus
perpetuating a cycle of weakening labour strength and deteriorating working conditions (Peters, 2011;
Bailey et al., 2017, p. 59f.). A large portion of these new forms of employment was also performed by
women, whose increased influx into the labour market since the 70s was therefore marked by a
systematic undervaluation (Wagner and Wiethold, 2009). In combination with the scaled-back
employment and wage restraint in the male-dominated industrial sector, the traditional Fordist malebreadwinner household was increasingly replaced by nuclear families in which both partners had to
engage in paid work. While this did break up traditional patriarchal family dynamics to a certain extent,
the uneven wages of men and women, as well as the asymmetrical performance of house and care
work, still perpetuated the existence of unequal gender roles (Scheele, 2009).
These nationally quite diverse developments represent a form of regulatory experimentation with
neoliberalism. As the accumulation strategies, class relations and social norms of Fordism were
transformed, neoliberal intellectuals gained influence and began promoting monetarist market
radicalism, free trade and austerity, which led to a protracted ideological shift at the political level
(Hirsch, 2005, p. 85; Tansel, 2017). Individual countries began implementing neoliberal reforms
without yet embedding them within a cohesive, overarching neoliberal framework. These shifts led to
79

a surge in social struggles involving the often still relatively influential labour force. The most
spectacular confrontation in this regard occurred between British industrial workers – especially in the
mining industry – and the neoliberal government of Margaret Thatcher, which after a prolonged phase
of class struggle managed to defeat the mobilising labour force and legally curtail the influence of
trade unions (Gallas, 2016). Over the course of the 1980s, other governments followed and began more
systematically removing capital restrictions, privatising public companies, restraining the influence of
labour organisations, liberalising the competences of banks and reducing public spending and social
protection (Mertens, 2017). Although this development did not represent a widespread
authoritarianisation of capitalism at the scale anticipated by Poulantzas in his concept of authoritarian
statism (Poulantzas, 2014), it has been aptly described as a ‘state-orchestrated assault on the working
class’ (Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014, p. 31) which led to an intensification of
exploitation and a weakening of organised labour that has lasted to this day.
The spread of material insecurity among the working class was partially offset, however, by the
increasing availability of financial credit. As the simultaneous liberalisation of financial capital and
institutionalisation of public austerity sparked a dramatic expansion of speculative private investment
across the whole economy, banks and financial institutions provided loans at record low rates in order
to expand their business and compete with capital markets (Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz,
2014, p. 32; Mertens, 2017). This inevitably fuelled the growth of financial bubbles and led to an
increase in private household debt, yet it also generated social acceptance for the neoliberal transition
by enabling relatively large sections of the population to increase their consumption. Naturally, it also
greatly expanded the profits of the financial sector in the process. A new post-Fordist class compromise
between capital and (at least) the asset-owning middle classes emerged in many European countries,
in which the bargaining power of labour played an ever-smaller role (Van Der Pijl and Yurchenko,
2015, p. 502; Bailey et al., 2017, p. 13).
As the internationalisation of capital increasingly affected the development of European economies,
motivation grew to create a more cohesive regulatory frame that could strengthen their competitiveness
against external rivals such as the US and Japan. European governments thus began pushing towards
greater integration, many of them specifically in favour of European protectionism, with the ambition
of facilitating a more homogenous European market and stronger cooperation (van Apeldoorn, 2002,
p. 123ff.). This neo-mercantilist current represented the hegemonic perspective of European
integration for most of the 1980s, while neoliberal influences only played a dominant role in specific
member states such as the UK. Integration was also supported by social-democratic political leaders
via the French government and the European Commission, which intended to establish an overarching
European social model, based on common regulatory guidelines for social protection and a
consolidated position of European labour forces (van Apeldoorn, 2002, p. 78f.). One immediate step
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towards greater integration was to counter the adverse effects of disconnected currencies after the
collapse of Bretton Woods by creating the European Monetary System in 1979, which was intended
to stabilise national exchange rates as well as keep inflation under control (Hirsch, 2005, p. 126). In
preparation for creating a fully integrated European market, the European member states signed the
Single European Act in 1987 (Dellheim, 2017), which expanded the competencies of the European
Commission (EC), the Council of the European Union (CEU) and the European Parliament (EP).
The shift towards neoliberal capitalism effectively solved the crisis of Fordism by creating a new basis
for economic accumulation and regulation that managed to stabilise Atlantic capitalism for the time
being. While it substantially increased class contradictions between a weakened labour force and an
empowered and financialised capital elite, it did not lead to widespread political authoritarianisation.
The resulting stability was based more on passive acceptance rather than active support by civil society,
but it did represent a form of hegemony. At the European level, integration moved from neoliberal
experimentation to gradual consolidation. Although the goal of global free trade was not hegemonic
and the interests of national capital factions and social-democratic political forces were aiming for a
more social-protectionist form of integration, many national governments had already shifted towards
a clear neoliberal trajectory. Hence, the establishment of common economic policy mechanisms,
however motivated, represented an inter-jurisdictional policy transfer that helped consolidate
neoliberalism across Europe.

4.2 Institutionalised Neoliberalisation via European Integration
After European economies and their governments had become increasingly neoliberalised, the late
1980s and 90s saw a more systematic institutionalisation of common neoliberal frameworks at the
European level. Whereas previous integration of the 1980s largely followed a pragmatic, neomercantilist strategy that aimed to increase economic cooperation and protectionism within Europe,
the new integration measures were firmly embedded within a neoliberal paradigm. Integration pursued
an overarching strategy of liberalising trade and promoting financialisation, increasing national
competitiveness by reducing labour costs and limiting inflation and fiscal deficits.
A core reason for this shift can be found in the increasing internationalisation of European capital and
the growing influence of financial actors. Since the 1980s, financial actors had become much more
influential due to the growing significance of FDI, which empowered foreign shareholders and
transnational investment banks (Peters, 2011, pp. 74–85). Banks increasingly adopted practices such
as loan securitisation, which greatly increased their liquidity and expanded the role of subprime asset
markets. Speculative hedge funds and financial rating agencies were established and gained in
influence (Langley, 2010; Mertens, 2017). The financial sector as a whole was successful in removing
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its accumulation from the ‘real economy’, so that financial profits eclipsed and eventually dwarfed
those of industrial companies, which in turn began shifting their accumulation towards financial
markets as well (Bengtsson and Ryner, 2015; Van Der Pijl and Yurchenko, 2015). As various
European companies became increasingly internationalised and financialised, their scope and
accumulation strategies shifted notably towards greater international trade and mobility. They made
concerted efforts to influence the trajectory of European integration, as exemplified by the lobbying
activities of the European Roundtable of Industrialists (ERT). This group in particular was able to play
a decisive role in preparing many of the integration measures in this phase, demonstrating the
increasing entanglement of private interests and institutional politics. By the late 1980s, the course of
European integration had become openly neoliberal in nature, losing many of the initial protectionist
and social ambitions (van Apeldoorn, 2002, p. 132ff.).
In quick succession the EC fully liberalised the movement of capital throughout the European
Community (CEU, 1988) and broadened the scope of banking operations, thus providing them with
the ability to grant mortgage loans (CEU, 1989b). This greatly enhanced the mobility of transnational
capital and expanded the possibility for banks to engage in the financial market. Meanwhile, the
member states set up a common system of competition regulation which enabled the EC to issue
privatisation directives to combat state monopolies (CEU, 1989a). The prevailing logic behind this
step followed the assumption that an increase in intra-European competition would lead to an increase
of European competitiveness overall. Since not all member states could specialise on the same exportbased accumulation strategy, competitive internal devaluation between them was the logical result
(Wigger, 2008; Wigger and Buch-Hansen, 2014). In 1990 various member states established the
Economic and Monetary Union, which centralised European financial policy and laid the groundwork
for the eventual adoption of a common currency (van Apeldoorn, 2002). Soon thereafter, member
states signed the treaty of Maastricht (1992), in which they agreed to coordinate their economic policies
and which liberalised capital flows between member states and third countries (ibid.). The treaty also
transformed the EC into the EU (Dellheim, 2017), establishing a binding economic framework based
on the convergence criteria that focused on promoting growth and financial stability while limiting
inflation and sovereign debt. Thus, the common economic and fiscal basis for the EU was fully in line
with neoliberal economic logic and particularly the economic growth model of Germany (van
Apeldoorn, 2014, p. 192). The new excessive deficit procedure (EDP) was introduced as a disciplinary
instrument targeting countries whose public deficit or debt exceeded 3% or 60% of their GDP,
respectively, which provided EU institutions with a preventive dispositive against countries planning
to diverge from said neoliberal logic (Oberndorfer, 2014, p. 35).
By 1993, the European Single Market was officially completed. Over the span of only five years,
European member states had integrated their capital and financial markets, centralised their monetary
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policies, established a common competition regime and committed themselves to strict fiscal and
economic performance rules. The EU thus quickly established the most advanced transnational
neoliberal rule regime on the planet, in which an ever-increasing number of competencies became
denationalised, as European institutions gained increasing influence over economic policy. This power
transfer was not completely unidirectional, however, as European institutions were able to exert both
constraining and multiplicatory effects on national and local institutions (Jessop, 2002). The ensemble
of European state apparatuses is also more heterogeneous and incoherent than nation states, fuelling
institutional rivalries and resulting in a perpetual struggle over the location and authoritative influence
of ‘terrains of confrontation’ (Buckel et al., 2012, p. 14 translation BB). By only integrating the
inherently unequal and competitive economic terrain without also creating a comparable level of
democratic or social integration, the EU set up a highly strategically selective system, in which
transnationalised capital factions possess even greater influence on the political process than they do
on the national level. The growing reliance of European institutions on transnational lobby
organisations such as the ERT is clear evidence of this (Lösche, 2007, p. 65). Even though European
institutions did not immediately exert any overtly repressive or authoritative influence over national
politics in the 1990s, the concentration of political power within widely inaccessible supranational
apparatuses represents an erosion of democratic accountability.
Preventive dispositives were also introduced at the level of public discourse. The increasingly overt
neoliberal trajectory of the integration process was justified by emphasising the need for economic
flexibility in the face of increasing international competition. Framing other global powers
(particularly Japan) as an omnipresent economic threat, neoliberal elites were able to establish a new
common sense in which economic competitiveness was in everyone’s interest, including that of the
working class. Echoing Margaret Thatcher’s declaration that ‘there is no alternative’, the
internationalisation of domestic political economies was used to delegitimise any criticisms and
demands for improved labour conditions. As Charnock et al. explain:
European national states found, in the process of integration and convergence toward a single market and
then full monetary union, an anti-inflationary means of confining the demands of their own working
classes within the limits of accumulation (Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014, p. 60).

The construction of these overarching limitations was complemented with the seemingly empowering
neoliberal mantra of individual responsibility and the possibility for success (Jessop, 2002, p. 133). In
practice, neoliberalisation primarily brought success to large, highly internationalised companies as
well as financial actors, while at the same time putting pressure on the wide range of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that could not catch up (van Apeldoorn, 2002, 2009b). These
selective benefits increased the uneven regional development throughout the EU. Countries of the
European centre, from which the largest, most internationalised and competitive companies originated,
83

were able to generate high trade surpluses (Germany, Netherlands, Denmark, to some extent Italy) or
orient their economies towards financialised accumulation (UK, France). While many countries in the
EU periphery were able to raise workers’ nominal wages, their economies could not compete with
those in the North, forcing them to specialise towards more volatile and dependent economic sectors,
such as intra-EU exports (Central and Eastern Europe) or tourism and debt-financed construction
(Spain, Portugal, Greece) (Hassel, 2015; Stockhammer, 2016; Becker, 2018). This asymmetric
development was not accidental, as regulations such as the no-bailout-clause of the Maastricht Treaty,
which ruled out the possibility for member states to rely on each other for financial assistance during
recessions, made it clear that the EU was not intent on facilitating any material support for weaker
economies (Oberndorfer, 2014, p. 33). As Hassel emphasises:
Over time current account deficits and surpluses accumulated and competitiveness diverged. These
problems with the EMU were known from the beginning and did not come as a surprise to policymakers or analysts (Hassel, 2015, p. 123).

Overall, European integration in this phase perfectly encapsulates the dynamics of variegated
neoliberalisation, as the newly established European rule regimes primarily reflected the interests of
the most competitive economies in the European centre – and specifically their transnational capital
factions – while creating inherent disadvantages for subaltern class factions and structural
dependencies for the European periphery. In spite of this, throughout the late 1980s and 90s,
neoliberalism in general and European integration in particular were widely hegemonic. The economic
unevenness was perceived to generate an overall convergence, as the core countries enjoyed high levels
of productivity but comparatively low growth rates, while the countries of the periphery seemed to
‘catch up’ due to their (often debt-driven) higher growth rates. This impression was also reflected in
their wage development, with countries such as Germany and France enforcing strict wage restraint
while the periphery witnessed notable wage increases (Stockhammer, 2016). For many southern
European countries, the EMU in particular represented an opportunity to gain a (temporary) respite
from the pressures of international competition, deindustrialisation, unemployment and debt
(Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014, p. 60). European integration was also successful in
embellishing its neoliberal trajectory by accommodating certain social-democratic demands. The often
very rudimentary welfare systems in the European periphery were gradually expanded, while citizens
(particularly students and workers) throughout the EU enjoyed an unprecedented freedom of
movement. Although the idea of a European social model was never realised in the form of common
guidelines or welfare standards, it was never officially abandoned either, thus ensuring the continued
transformist attachment of social democratic forces to neoliberal integration, despite largely being in
opposition at the time (van Apeldoorn, 2002; Bruff, 2017).
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4.3 Disciplinary Neoliberalism at the European Level
By the late 1990s, some of the popular support for further integration began to decrease. Criticism was
fostered from multiple political sides, with left wing forces being disenchanted by the obvious lack of
social integration and the increasingly neoliberal direction of the EU, while right wing forces were
opposed to transferring national sovereignty onto supranational institutions and increasing the flow of
cross-border migration (Buckel et al., 2012). This did not severely slow down the integration process
overall, but rendered it more contentious. Political pushback against new integrative measures became
a more regular occurrence, which in turn prompted governments and European institutions to design
the new frameworks to be more resilient and disciplinary (van Apeldoorn, 2009b).
With the introduction of the Stability and Growth Pact (1997), compliance with the EU’s fiscal and
economic guidelines became more enforceable. The original excessive deficit procedure introduced in
the Maastricht Treaty relied on a long process of ‘naming and shaming’ by the CEU and formal
warnings by the EC before any real sanctions could be applied against member states. The SGP
streamlined this process considerably by authorising the EC to apply financial sanctions in case a
member state failed to adjust its fiscal policy accordingly (CEU, 1997). By increasing the mandatory
nature of the EU’s neoliberal guidelines and strengthening punitive mechanisms to enforce them,
market interests to consolidate state budgets, increase exports and restrain wages effectively gained
legal status at the European level (Gill, 2001).
The Treaty of Amsterdam (1998) established the European Central Bank (ECB) as the core institution
regulating monetary policy in the EU. Its modelling after the German Bundesbank, with its formal
political autonomy and its focus on preventing inflation at all costs, was a further indicator that
European integration was becoming more strict, while also universally applying a governance
framework that was specifically tailored in line with the economic interests of the European centre
(Sandbu, 2015). Soon thereafter, the establishment of the Euro (1999) was met with notable
contestation in various member states, including the opting out of the UK (van Apeldoorn, 2009a). At
the same time, the Bologna Process (starting in 1999), which unified European education systems by
providing a common system of performance benchmarks and orienting educational facilities towards
greater marketability, resulted in an eventual wave of student protests in various countries (Bailey et
al., 2017, p. 210ff.). Although the Lisbon Agenda (2000) was initially supported by trade unions due
to its (superficial) commitment to social cohesion, its neoliberal focus on boosting national
competitiveness via tax benefits while reducing public expenditure quickly cost it that support (van
Apeldoorn, 2014). A result of this perpetual erosion of neoliberal EU legitimacy was the failure to
establish a European constitution in 2005, due to its rejection by French, Dutch and Irish voters (van
Apeldoorn, 2009a; Bailey et al., 2017, p. 141). This was only a symbolic defeat, since most of the
actual content of the planned constitution was later ratified in the form of the Lisbon Treaty (2007).
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This decision to ignore widespread dissent towards further integration by core member states and to
push on via less democratically demanding procedures signified a crucial departure from previous
phases of integration. Whereas earlier European integration only lacked the active consent of civil
societies due to democratic inaccessibility, integration during the 2000s began losing even passive
consent and turning to coercion in order to proceed.
These instances of authoritarianisation were not yet systematic and the overall hegemony of European
integration prior to the crisis must be described as uneven and ambiguous. On one hand, European
institutions increasingly created institutional preventive dispositives by introducing disciplinary
neoliberal guidelines for the express purpose to prevent political divergence and ‘insulate policies and
institutions from dissent’ (Clua-Losada and Ribera-Almandoz, 2017, p. 33). On the other hand, many
of these new guidelines were not all that rigorously enforced and divergence was very much possible
and actively exercised at various times (Parker, 2008). The Maastricht Treaty’s convergence criteria
were applied flexibly for certain countries aiming to join the monetary union, most notably in the case
of Greece (Bakas, 2014) and when the French and German governments openly violated the SGP,
some of its rules were actually softened (Oberndorfer, 2014, p. 37). On top of this, most people had
quite a positive image of the EU, whose institutions enjoyed their highest level of popular trust between
2001 and 2004 (EC, 2005, p. 114ff.). Popular criticism was largely only levied against the efforts
towards continued integration, not against the EU itself and even this was not universal. The majority
of people in Southern and Eastern European countries in particular were quite supportive of further
political integration and even willing to expand the EU’s budget accordingly (ibid. 122ff.). Hence,
despite the gradual authoritarianisation and the occasions of political dissent, characterising the
integration process at this stage as fully authoritarian or speaking of a ‘post-Maastricht crisis’ (as
various critical scholars had done; see, for instance, Deppe, 1993) was somewhat premature. It was
not until the eruption of the 2008 financial crisis and its diverse effects on European economies and
state budgets that the stability of neoliberal hegemony within the EU was seriously ruptured.
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5. Crisis and Crisis Management in the EU
The global financial and economic crisis began in late 2007 in the US, but quickly spread across the
world. In Europe, the crisis exerted a widely uneven impact among member states, affecting the creditdriven economies of the South particularly severely, where it thus developed into an outright organic
crisis of neoliberal capitalism. These countries experienced strong economic recession and rapidly
increasing unemployment, resulting in a spike in labour mobilisations and protests, as well as changes
in government. After individual member states initially attempted to solve the crisis on their own,
generating vast amounts of public debt in the process, a number of European crisis management
frameworks were eventually installed, including financial stability mechanisms and fiscal and
economic surveillance schemes. These measures were not merely geared towards alleviating the
widespread economic (and now also fiscal) crisis, but represented an increasingly authoritarian
consolidation of neoliberal governance, in reaction to the rapid deterioration of neoliberal hegemony.
By increasing the direct influence of EU institutions (especially the EC and ECB) on national policymaking and creating binding legal requirements for fiscal discipline and economic competitiveness,
European crisis management established a system of preventive dispositives and invasive control that
constitutionalised neoliberal governance and greatly reduced the sovereignty of democratically elected
institutions. This development moved beyond the pre-crisis mode of ‘disciplinary neoliberalism’ and
towards the consolidation of supranational authoritarian statism. Due to the uneven impact and
persistence of the crisis across Europe, this authoritarian transformation has had rather diverse
implications among countries, resulting in an equally diverse development of the crisis of neoliberal
hegemony and anti-austerity contestation.

5.1 The Outbreak of the Crisis
The 2007 crisis had its origins on the US real estate sector, yet due to the globalisation of finance,
production and trade, European banks and, by extension, economies were quickly affected as well.
Without wanting to recount the entire development of the crisis in detail, the general dynamic can be
summarised as follows.
Widespread financialisation and increasing competitiveness between banks and other financial actors
had systematically driven up the availability of easy credit for private consumption, fuelling the growth
of private debt throughout the entire US economy and in the real estate sector in particular. Mortgage
credit was provided with little regard for the existence of equivalent counter-value or the
creditworthiness of households, leading to an increase of the mortgage market from USD 30 billion in
1990 to USD 625 billion in 2005 (Harvey, 2013, p. 47). The resulting financial volatility was concealed
via the securitisation (bundling) of bonds, making it possible to trade them far above value (Panitch
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and Gindin, 2005, p. 57). This dynamic fuelled the growth of a massive real estate speculation bubble
over the years, which eventually ‘burst’ in late 2007, thereby exposing the spread of ‘toxic credit’
throughout the US financial sector and beyond. Banks and investment funds were forced to adjust their
balance sheets accordingly, leading to a massive crisis of financial liquidity, which culminated in the
bankruptcy of investment bank Lehman Brothers in September 2008 (Langley, 2010). The lack of
available investment credit directly affected the ‘real economy’ and several sectors had to scale back
their operations significantly, often resorting to collective dismissals of employees as well. The US
government was only able to stop the acceleration of this development by introducing a massive
financial bailout programme of more than USD 700 billion to refinance its most affected banks, as
well as a stimulus package to keep economic operations afloat and having the Treasury buy bank stock
directly (Panitch and Gindin, 2012, p. 317ff.; Stockhammer, 2016, p. 373).
This dynamic soon spread throughout Europe as well. European banks had cultivated a close
cooperation with the US banking sector and many were heavily involved in the international trade of
securitised bonds, hence the ubiquity of toxic credit affected them directly (ECB, 2008a, p. 39ff.). The
full force of the crisis of financial liquidity hit European economies after a slight delay in 2009. A wide
variety of banks became insolvent, while industrial production, construction, international trade and
private consumption receded in virtually all member states. This resulted in an overall drop of national
GDPs throughout the Union while the average unemployment rate climbed from 7% in 2008 to 9.6%
in 2010 (OECD, 2020e). The concrete severity of these developments differed considerably among
individual states, owing to the lack of actual economic convergence across Europe (Demirović and
Sablowski, 2011). At the time of the crisis in 2008, the economies of Spain, Greece and Portugal had
grown account deficits between 8.9 and 15.1%, while the German economy generated a surplus of
5.7% (OECD, 2020a) (see Figure 3). Unemployment rates in those same countries had been relatively
equal at 8% to 9 % in 2007, but by 2010 they had diverged to between 7% (Germany) and 19.9%
(Spain) (OECD, 2020e) (see Figure 4). While every country in the EU generated a public deficit during
the crisis, by 2009 there was still a dramatic difference between Sweden (0.7%), Germany (3.2%),
Spain (11.3%) and Greece (15.1%), with the average EU rate being 6.6% (OECD, 2020c) (see Figure
5).
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Figure 3: Account Balance

(OECD, 2020a)
Figure 4: Unemployment Rate

(OECD, 2020e)
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Figure 5: Public Deficit

(OECD, 2020c)
As a result of this highly uneven impact, policies to counteract the crisis were initially implemented
by governments at the national level without any supranational guidance or coordination. Governments
implemented bank refinancialisation programmes and stimulus packages, nationalised a number of
insolvent banks and created ‘bad banks’ to absorb toxic financial assets in order to remove them from
circulation. A number of governments also introduced emergency welfare schemes in order to alleviate
the decrease in social cohesion due to the sudden surge of unemployment (ECB, 2010). European
institutions largely approved of these interventions, despite their ad-hoc, uncoordinated nature. Having
not anticipated the crisis, they recognised the need for rapid and decisive action:
The extraordinary remedial actions taken by central banks and governments from late 2008 onwards
were successful in restoring confidence in and improving the resilience of euro area and global financial
systems (ibid. p. 132).

Overall, financial guarantees over EUR 3 trillion (roughly a third of the EU’s entire GDP) were
approved, of which almost half was actually utilised (Budd, 2013, p. 281). In spite of the sheer scale
of these measures, the inadequacy of trying to solve the crisis individually soon became apparent.
While some countries successfully regained a certain level of financial liquidity within their banking
systems and were able to stabilise their economies rather quickly, the more credit-dependent
economies of the European periphery slipped into severe recessions (Stockhammer, 2016). A mutually
reinforcing cycle of negative growth (due to low investments and consumption), low financial liquidity
(due to high interest rates based on poor credit ratings) and increasing public debt (due to escalating
expenses on bank recapitalisation and welfare) intensified the crisis in those countries and increasingly
put the state in danger of bankruptcy as well (EuroMemo Group, 2011; Stockhammer, 2016). Between
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2007 and 2010, the average public debt in the EU rose from 57.6% to 79%, while differences between
individual member states were becoming more pronounced, with Greece, Italy, Ireland and Portugal
in particular witnessing dramatic debt increases (Eurostat, 2018b). This was perceived as a danger to
the rest of the EU, as ‘the sovereign debt crisis […] and its harmful interplay with the banking sector’
(ECB, 2013, p. 110) were threatening the financial and fiscal stability of neighbouring countries.
Hence, while countries in the EU centre were beginning to recover from what they experienced as a
conjunctural crisis, much of the periphery was entering a new stage of organic crisis, which put their
entire economic model and mode of governance into question.

5.2 European Crisis Management – Neoliberal Continuity and Authoritarianisation
After the immediate crisis period, in which European member state governments largely fought the
adverse developments of their financial systems and ‘real’ economies individually, the EU (primarily
EC, ECB and CEU) began setting up common financial stability mechanisms for the purpose of
combatting some of the still palpable aftereffects, as well as providing a more unified response to
similar crisis developments in the future. This was followed by the rapid institutionalisation of various
economic governance and fiscal austerity guidelines for member states, which largely built upon
existing regulations (such as the SGP), transforming them into a much more extensive and restrictive
policy framework.
This succession of EU crisis management measures constituted a stepwise authoritarian statist
transformation of supranational politics. They systematically enshrined neoliberal fiscal and economic
policy into European law, while establishing a system of supranational economic surveillance and
automatised punitive mechanisms to force governments into compliance. This creation of institutional
preventive dispositives was explicitly intended to restrain future political divergence, as evidenced by
the constitutional embeddedness and mutually reinforcing nature of various measures. Due to the
inherently uneven application of the European crisis management framework across countries, its
socio-economic impact and political fallout was quite diverse, resulting in an intensification of the
economic and hegemonic crisis of neoliberal capitalism in multiple countries, while stabilising it in
others. Table 4 provides an overview of the timeline of implementation.
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Table 4: Timeline of European Crisis Management Measures
Year
2008

2009
2010

2011

2012

2013

2014
2015

2016
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Measure
ECB interest rate is lowered from 4.25% to 2.5%
ECB accepts covered bonds
TARGET2 system
Capital Requirements Directive
ECB interest rate is lowered to 1%
Europe 2020 Strategy
Securities Markets Programme
European Systemic Risk Board (ESRB)
European Financial Stability Mechanism (EFSM)
Troika
1st MoU for Greece
Basel III Agreement
Euro-Plus-Pact
European System of Financial Supervision (ESFS)
European Banking Authority (EBA)
European Securities and Markets Authority (ESMA)
European Insurance and Occupational Pensions Authority
(EIOPA)
Proposal for a European Financial Transaction Tax (FTT)
European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF)
Six-Pack
Outright Monetary Transactions
Fiscal Compact
ECB interest rate is lowered to 0.75%
2nd MoU for Greece
MoU for Spain
European Stability Mechanism (ESM)
ECB interest rate is lowered to 0.25% (0% for deposits)
Two-Pack
MoU for Cyprus
Single Resolution Mechanism
ECB interest rate is lowered to 0.05% (-0.2% for deposits)
Expanded Asset Purchasing Programme
ECB interest rate for deposits is lowered to -0.3%
3rd MoU for Greece
ECB interest rate for deposits is lowered to -0.4%

Implemented by
ECB
ECB
ECB
EC, ECB
ECB
EC
ECB
Eurosystem, EC
EC
EC, ECB, IMF
EC, ECB, IMF
Basel Committee
Eurozone + DK,
PO, RO, BU
EC
EC
EC
EC
EC
CEU
EC
ECB
EC
ECB
EC, ECB, IMF
EC, ECB, IMF
CEU
ECB
EC
EC, ECB, IMF
ECB
ECB
ECB
ECB
EC, ECB, IMF
ECB

5.2.1 Tentative Financial Regulation and Stability Mechanisms
The first crisis management measures to be implemented at the European level were focused on
enhancing the stability of financial markets and the availability of credit. In contrast to later crisis
management measures, these financial regulations represented a notable strategic readjustment of EU
governance that could have led to a real divergence from the previous course of neoliberalisation. By
2009, the ECB had lowered the general interest rate from 4.25 to 1% (ECB, 2009, p. 98, 2010, p. 16)
and sought to make international financial operations simultaneously more fluid and stable by
engaging in quantitative easing (QE) and launching the TARGET2 system, which expanded the scope
of ECB lending, while also introducing stricter collateral conditions for credit operations (ECB, 2008b,
p. 107, 2009, p. 109, 2010, p. 18). The EC and ECB began introducing new regulations for banks and
other financial actors, such as the Capital Requirements Directive (ECB, 2009, p. 131), the introduction
of new registration requirements for rating agencies and hedge funds (ibid. 139), the Basel III
agreement about increased capital requirements (ECB, 2012, p. 142) and, eventually, the introduction
of a Single Resolution Mechanism to recover failing banks (ECB, 2015, p. 131). This range of new
financial regulations indicated a departure from indiscriminate market liberalisation and demonstrated
a willingness to reign in the power of financial capital, in reaction to its demonstrable instability
(Heinrich, 2012; Baker, 2015).
Nevertheless, efforts to consolidate this shift were not followed up or were seriously weakened by
loopholes. Despite the new capital requirements and bank recovery mechanisms, the existence of ‘toobig-to-fail’ banks remained unchanged, speculative financing was largely unrestricted and the new
rules for rating agencies and hedge funds left a lot of room for interpretation (EuroMemo Group, 2011,
2012). Although many new financial surveillance frameworks were introduced form 2010 onwards,
such as the European Systemic Risk Board (ESRB), the European System of Financial Supervision
(ESFS) and the European Banking Authority (EBA), their influence was strictly advisory (ECB, 2010,
p. 136f.; EuroMemo Group, 2011). Efforts to create a transnational Financial Transaction Tax (FTT)
did not come to fruition (Heinrich, 2014). This lack of consistency can be drawn back to overarching
political conflicts among legislators, since various governments (especially Germany, France and the
UK) disagreed substantially about the necessity and form of financial regulations (Quaglia, 2012). This
in turn indicates underlying conflicts within the neoliberal power block, as separate capital factions
engaged quite differently with the financial market (Heinrich, 2014). Additionally, as economies in
the European centre began to stabilise their financial sectors and tentatively returned to growth from
2010 onwards, any serious challenges to the interests of financial capital were quickly losing political
support. The prevailing hegemonic narrative itself began to change, as central EU governments and
European institutions began to shift their stance from blaming the financial sector for its inherent
instability to condemning the still struggling member states for their seemingly irresponsible fiscal and
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economic governance (Heinrich, 2012; Balibar, 2016). The dishonesty of this narrative was apparent
in the actions of the ECB, which had to circumvent its own no-bailout policy by allowing Outright
Monetary Transactions (ECB, 2014, p. 89), lowered interest rates close to zero (negative in the case
of deposits) (ECB, 2016, p. 42) and eventually began purchasing EUR 60 billion in state bonds per
month (ibid. p. 4). Regardless, crisis management stopped prioritising financial regulation and shifted
towards the creation of a common fiscal and economic framework.
This transition manifested itself politically in the introduction of various financial stability
mechanisms, which provided countries unable to solve the crisis with emergency credit payments, tied
to invasive neoliberal restructuring programmes, whose implementation was enforced by the ‘Troika’
of the EC, ECB and IMF. The first European Financial Stability Mechanism provided EUR 60 billion
in credit payments and was quickly followed by the European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF),
which provided an additional EUR 440 billion, supplied by the Eurozone member states (Scagliusi and
Huber, 2015, p. 4). The administration of those credit payments was tied to strict economic policy
reform requirements, whose details were conceived and whose implementation progress was
monitored by the Troika (ECB, 2012, p. 132). The prevailing argument for the Troika’s necessity
revolved around the need to automatise reform measures, improve the independence of surveillance
bodies and limit the influence of the CEU (ibid. p. 160). The EFSF was eventually replaced by the
European Stability Mechanism (ESM) in 2013, which was institutionalised as a permanent mechanism,
holding a volume of EUR 700 billion in financial assistance (EuroMemo Group, 2012; ECB, 2014, p.
135). Credit payments from these mechanisms were utilised to a lesser extent by Portugal and Ireland,
more substantially by Cyprus and Spain and to the largest degree by Greece (Scagliusi and Huber,
2015, p. 4). In the latter cases, the availability of emergency credit was conditional on the signing of
Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) between the national governments and the Troika, which
entailed economic policy requirements that the governments had to adhere to (Stockhammer, 2016).
While the MoU for Spain (2012) and Cyprus (2013) were largely focused on reforming the financial
system, the three MoU signed by Greek governments (2010, 2012 and 2015) entailed detailed
restructuring programmes that covered all areas of fiscal and economic governance (see section 7.2)
(EC, 2010e, 2012d; EuroMemo Group, 2012).
The creation of financial stability mechanisms and their administration by the Troika turned crisis
management into a vehicle for European and international institutions to exert direct influence on
national economic policy. This represents a considerable expansion of the dynamics of disciplinary
neoliberalism prior to the crisis. While the neoliberal content of governance remained largely
unaltered, the degree of political authoritarianisation gained a new quality. This shift influenced in no
small part the development of social struggles and the transformation of political power relations in
multiple European countries.
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5.2.2 Authoritarianisation through Fiscal and Economic Surveillance
The introduction of fiscal austerity frameworks from 2011 onwards continued the transition towards
supranational authoritarian statism, by legally (and constitutionally) embedding the EU’s invasive
crisis management measures and establishing a range of preventive dispositives, such as automated
sanction mechanisms, to negate the possibility of future divergence. This was accompanied by a shift
in the EU’s overarching political narrative, according to which financial markets were already
stabilised, whereas the growing sovereign debt of many member states represented the most serious
problem preventing a full economic recovery. This juxtaposition was in line with the interests and
concerns of financial market actors. As most public credit was provided by private lenders from the
European centre (German, French and Swiss banks), their liquidity was dependent on the financial
credibility of the states they gave the credit to (Stockhammer, 2016). Since several states were faced
with an impending inability to repay their debt, lenders and, by extension, governments and European
institutions perceived this as a severe danger to the entire Euro area, capable of reigniting the financial
crisis and jeopardising the common currency (EC, 2012a). Consequently, European institutions such
as the EC, CEU and ECB, as well as a number of national governments, particularly from the EU
centre, began urging for a more disciplinary approach to fiscal and economic policy (ECB, 2012, p.
160).
The general guidelines of this trajectory were outlined in the intergovernmental adoption of the Europe
2020 strategy (2010), which succeeded and continued the Lisbon Strategy, containing a common
commitment to increased economic competitiveness and budgetary discipline. Despite formally
targeting issues such as employment, research and development, education levels, climate protection
and poverty (European Council, 2010), the strategy focused almost exclusively on economic
performance and output, without addressing the economic diversity among member states (Budd,
2013; EuroMemo Group, 2014). A year later, the Euro-Plus-Pact, pushed primarily by the German
and French governments, re-articulated these strategic goals and emphasised the common commitment
to financial stability and sustainable public finance (Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und
Technologie [BMWT], 2012, p. 22; EuroMemo Group, 2012, p. 30). These guidelines made it
abundantly clear early that, in spite of the crisis, no substantial departure from the previous neoliberal
integration course could be considered. As in the 1990s, the inclusion of ecological and social goals
as part of European integration strategies represented only minor transformist concessions, while the
main focus lay squarely on economic growth, austerity and competitiveness.
The introduction of the Six-Pack by the EC and CEU in 2011 signified a considerable institutional
authoritarianisation of European economic governance, rapidly pushing it towards a system of
authoritarian statism. These six measures (five regulations and one directive) expanded the
supranational pressure towards neoliberal discipline through the SGP, while providing the EC with
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enhanced abilities to monitor the fiscal and macroeconomic development of member states as well as
the means to invoke policy change by force. The Six-Pack institutionalised a new level of supranational
surveillance in the form of the European Semester, which required government to provide biannual
stability reports and increased the necessary fiscal adjustment for countries under EDPs, while
reducing the possible time to achieve compliance (CEU, 2011f, 2011c, 2011a). Although the
regulations did not explicitly prescribe specific economic policy for achieving the SGP’s fiscal and
economic targets, the EC’s central role in recommending and approving planned measures narrowed
down governments’ options considerably. States in crisis were now increasingly under pressure to
implement crisis management in the interests of capital, as fiscal consolidation had to be ‘growthfriendly’, while growth and competitiveness needed to overcome the burden of ‘labour rigidities’ (EC,
2013a, p. 7ff.). It is no coincidence that there is evidence that the European lobby group
BusinessEurope had direct influence on drafting the Six-Pack and was the first group to promote its
implementation (Niemann and Ioannou, 2015). An even more explicitly authoritarian element of the
Six-Pack came in the form of a new automatic sanction mechanism, which enabled the EC to impose
sanctions of up to 0.2% of a country’s GDP in the case of governmental non-compliance with its
economic recommendations. Sanctions could only be halted via a qualified majority decision of the
CEU within ten days, making them effectively automated (CEU, 2011d, 2011e). This mechanism was
evidently a punitive instrument without any real corrective content, since imposing fines on a state
under fiscal duress was obviously counterproductive for recovery. Consequently, at the time of writing
it has never been fully enforced, instead serving to threaten governments into political compliance, by
entering into adjustment agreements and signing MoUs (Scagliusi and Huber, 2015, p. 6). Lastly, the
Six-Pack also established the Macroeconomic Imbalance Procedure (MIP), which replicated the
function of the EDP within the whole area of macroeconomic governance, potentially enabling the EC
to dictate a country’s entire economic policy during a crisis. The triggering condition of
‘macroeconomic imbalance’ was defined deliberately broadly, on the basis of adverse developments
in a country’s public and private debt levels, financial market stability, unemployment rate, external
capital flows and national competitiveness (CEU, 2011g). Although the MIP could technically be used
to address an overly excessive account surplus (such as Germany’s), the EC made it explicit in practice
that only account deficits incur real consequences (BMWT, 2012, p. 30), thus only pressuring countries
with low competitiveness into inducing internal devaluation (Oberndorfer, 2014, p. 43).
Another crucial piece of legislation consolidating government austerity was the Treaty on Stability,
Coordination and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union, or Fiscal Compact, introduced
in 2012. This measure complemented the Six-Pack by establishing restrictive surveillance frameworks
based on enforced austerity at the national level directly, committing states to having a balanced or
surplus budget at all times and sanctioning non-compliance. As an intergovernmental treaty, the Fiscal
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Compact had to be ratified by individual member states, which was also conditional for their ability to
receive financial assistance through the ESM. The Fiscal Compact accommodated the German
government’s unique fixation on balanced budgets in particular and was explicitly modelled after the
German Schuldenbremse (‘debt brake’) (see section 8.2). By signing it, member states committed
themselves to implementing a structural budget deficit limit of at most 0.5% of their GDP, preferably
in the form of a constitutional reform (Fiscal Compact, 2012, p. 7ff.). This constitutional embedding
ensured that the Fiscal Compact’s budget requirements could not easily be adjusted or removed by
future governments, thus establishing a particularly resistant preventive dispositive. Indeed,
Germany’s chancellor Angela Merkel explicitly denied any possibility of future adjustment: ‘The
fiscal pact has been negotiated, it has been signed by 25 government leaders [...] It cannot be negotiated
anew’ (The Guardian, 2012). The Fiscal Compact also reproduced the Six-Pack’s restrictive
surveillance measures at the national level, requiring states to implement automatic fiscal correction
mechanisms in their national governance (Fiscal Compact, 2012, p. 7ff.). While the Compact was also
intended to increase intergovernmental economic coordination in the Eurozone through biannual Euro
Summit meetings, it undercut any goodwill of increased coordination by encouraging states to
denounce each other in front of the European Court of Justice (ECJ) for their economic noncompliance (ibid. 16ff.). Despite the supposed urgency behind it, the Compact’s national
implementation progressed relatively slowly and many countries did not implement all required
mechanisms by 2017 (ECB 2017).
Finally, the Two-Pack in 2013 consolidated the EU’s authoritarian transformation, by introducing two
regulations that officially institutionalised the Troika as a formal part of EU governance and expanded
the monitoring process of the European Semester. In doing so, the Two-Pack turned an exceptional,
highly contentious crisis management strategy into European law, thus further establishing a system
of supranational authoritarian statism. States facing financial difficulties and / or requiring ESM credits
could now be put under ‘enhanced surveillance’ by the EC. This required them to implement
macroeconomic adjustment programmes, monitored by the Troika, which could demand the execution
of financial stress tests and propose disciplinary mechanisms (CEU, 2013b). Additionally,
governments were now also required to submit ‘medium-term fiscal plans’ to the EC and Eurogroup
as part of the European Semester (CEU, 2013c). This establishment of multiple overlapping
surveillance procedures represented a form of legal ‘double stitching’, making it increasingly difficult
for governments to justify any political divergence from the designated neoliberal path. Perhaps most
significantly, in addition to further subjecting national governments to EU-enforced neoliberal
discipline, the Two-Pack provided the IMF – an international organisation completely autonomous
from EU law – with formal political authority over governmental economic policy. The system of
European crisis management therefore lost even the formal pretext of democratic accountability.
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5.2.3 The European Commission’s Neoliberal Influence
The EC played a decisive role in facilitating authoritarian neoliberal crisis management, as the
institutionalisation of fiscal and economic supervisory frameworks provided it with greatly expanded
competences to influence national economic policy. While the invasive regulatory frameworks
themselves remained relatively open in regard to how national governments should achieve fiscal
discipline and competitiveness, it was this enhanced influence of the EC that actively pushed for public
austerity and neoliberal restructuring. The EC’s proposed policies and its line of argument displayed
an increasingly open commitment to the interests of capital, in which the curtailment of labour interests
and social protection appeared as a common sense necessity. At the same time, the EC was notably
more coercive towards some countries than others and eventually shifted its strategy as the crisis
developed further.
From the beginning of the crisis, the EC demanded that EU member states pursue ‘rigorous fiscal
consolidation’ beyond the SGP’s requirements (EC, 2010a, p. 4). It explicitly discouraged higher
taxation except in the case of indirect taxes, making it clear that revenue increases should be generated
by drawing on consumers rather than businesses. This capital-friendly redistribution of tax burdens
was often euphemistically concealed behind the recommendation to ‘broaden’ the tax base (EC, 2012a,
p. 10). The EC also explicitly recommended public austerity, primarily through rationalising national
pension systems (EC, 2010a, p. 6) and cutting welfare expenditure (EC, 2014a, p. 12), as well as
reducing institutional bodies, accelerating administrative processes, decreasing public employment
and privatising public companies (EC, 2012a, p. 12f.). These measures were framed as steps towards
the ‘modernisation’ of the public sector and social protection systems (ibid. p. 10), while the adverse
socio-economic impact of austerity was downplayed as a short-term side effect that would be offset
by its positive long-term ‘multiplier effects’ (ibid. p. 3).
To promote economic growth, competitiveness and employment, the EC pushed for particularly
labour-hostile reforms, often without even creating a euphemistic pretext to generate popular consent.
It prescribed the removal of structural barriers to trade (EC, 2011a, p. 8, 2012a, p. 8f.), the deregulation
of labour protection and wage development (EC, 2011a, 2012a, 2013a) and the restriction of access to
unemployment benefits and pensions (EC, 2013a, p. 12ff.). Under the guise of correcting ‘economic
imbalances’, the EC demanded that countries with high account deficits, in particular, should remove
‘labour market rigidities’ by constraining wages and deregulating collective bargaining. The institution
was remarkably explicit about the class character of these proposed reforms, declaring that their goal
was to ‘reduce [the] over-protection of workers with permanent contracts’ (EC, 2011a, p. 7). It also
made a point of explicitly promoting the quantity rather than the quality of employment, justifying the
spread of precarious employment (in the form of low-paid, flexible or short-term jobs) by claiming
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that ‘[e]conomic theory suggests that household consumption should react more strongly to
employment growth than to real wage increases’ (ECB, 2016, p. 22).
As crisis dynamics diverged across the EU, the EC’s uneven authority over different countries became
increasingly apparent. States with growing debt levels were pushed to enforce further fiscal
consolidation at the threat of disciplinary action, while countries with recovering economies were
encouraged to promote growth and consumption (EC, 2014a, p. 14). The EC displayed a particularly
authoritarian stance towards countries under EDP, whose austerity programmes encountered domestic
political resistance, which the institution considered a lack of ‘ownership’ (EC, 2011a, p. 3). It
encouraged those governments to facilitate ‘greater involvement of national parliaments, social
parliaments and civil society […] in order to secure public understanding and acceptance of the
necessary reforms’ (EC, 2013a, p. 5). In other words, instead of democratic decision-making,
parliaments should function as top-down political multipliers to manufacture popular acceptance for
policies conceived by the EC. By contrast, countries with relatively stable and competitive economies
such as Germany were given highly beneficial treatment. Despite constituting a macroeconomic
imbalance, Germany’s high account surplus was not regarded as much of a problem and certainly did
not require disciplinary action (BMWT, 2012, p. 30). Even as the EC tentatively suggested that
Germany should increase its efforts to stimulate domestic consumption, the German government
simply disagreed and disregarded the recommendation (Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und
Energie [BMWE], 2014, p. 7, 2015, p. 11), something most other governments would have been unable
to get away with.
By 2015, the EC had begun changing its political tone and promoting more proactive socio-economic
policies, reflecting a conscious effort to de-escalate the crisis of neoliberal hegemony and creating a
new basis of consent for further European integration. This strategic reorientation came only after the
EU’s coercive subjugation of the Greek SYRIZA government (see section 7.4) and was further
motivated by the rapidly growing influence of nationalist political parties and the UK’s decision to
leave the EU in 2016, which put the integration project in serious jeopardy. The EC started encouraging
member states to address the socio-economic impact of austerity by introducing adequate minimum
income benefits, as well as facilitating universal access to public healthcare (EC, 2016, p. 10ff.). It
also began putting stronger emphasis on the integration of women and migrants (particularly refugees)
into the labour market (EC, 2015a, p. 11f.). Under the overarching goal to create a ‘European industrial
policy’ (Wigger and Horn, 2019), or more ambitiously a ‘European Industrial Renaissance’ (Wigger,
2018, p. 3), the EC was now seeking to reignite European integration by pursuing new economic
governance initiatives. However, this shift did not result in any major divergence from the neoliberal
course and did little to counteract the systematic erosion of welfare systems and the structural
disempowerment of the labour force. Rather than representing a fundamental transition in economic
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governance, the EC’s new strategy largely followed the trajectory of liberalising national markets,
deregulating labour conditions and rationalising the public sector, albeit now in combination with
greater public investments. The EC provided EUR 315 billion for the purpose of making strategic
investments (EC, 2014a, p. 8f.) and promoted the idea of a European Capital Markets Union to
complement the banking system and support SMEs (EC, 2016, p. 5f.), yet at the same time it also
further liberalised international trade (Wigger and Horn, 2019). Finally, in 2017, the EC introduced
the ‘European Pillar of Social Rights’, together with the EP and CEU, promoting ‘equal opportunities
and access to the labour market’, ‘fair working conditions’ and ‘social protection and inclusion’ (EC,
EP and CEU, 2017). Again, this did not lead to a significant readjustment of the EU’s overall economic
trajectory, as the Social Pillar remained fundamentally market-oriented and its social goals were not
legally enforceable (Lahuerta and Zbyszewska, 2018). Nevertheless, the conscious effort to generate
popular consent through the transformist integration of progressive demands demonstrates a clear
departure from the practice of open coercion during the crisis. The EC’s changing conduct over the
course of the crisis therefore demonstrates that institutional authoritarianisation is not a perpetual
process and that political leaders may eventually seek to re-establish hegemonic consent, albeit only
after heavy casualties. Whether this strategy will succeed is questionable, since the EC’s concessions
are largely rhetorical and do not reverse the substantial erosion of democratic sovereignty implemented
through crisis management. The EU’s crisis of hegemony can thus be expected to continue for some
time.

5.2.4 The Uneven Impact and Perception of EU Crisis Management
The deterioration of neoliberal hegemony in the wake of the crisis was not universally consistent across
the EU, as both the crisis and crisis management measures had a diverse impact among countries.
Many countries in the EU North and East regained stable growth and a public surplus as early as 2010,
while others, particularly Spain, Greece, Portugal and Italy, experienced a second wave of recession
and deficits until 2014 or even longer (Eurostat, 2019b, 2020). The effects of the EU’s austerity-based
crisis management were therefore primarily felt in countries of the European South, and the
deterioration of social cohesion as a result of austerity and deregulation exacerbated and prolonged the
crisis in those countries. EU crisis management thus intensified the already significant socio-economic
divisions across the EU, leading to a similarly divided political response to European crisis
management, which culminated in an organic crisis of neoliberal hegemony in many countries of the
European South.
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Socio-Economic Impact
It is entirely debatable to what extent the EU’s crisis management succeeded in reigniting economic
growth, as the quick economic recovery of many Northern countries actually preceded the
implementation of most supranational measures. Northern economies recovered largely due to their
reliance on exports and international finance, which regained momentum through increasing
international demand from other recovering economies outside Europe. As many Eastern European
countries were economically tied to Northern countries’ production chains, they benefitted from this
rebound as well (EuroMemo Group, 2011). What is clear, however, is that crisis management led to a
direct increase in social inequality. When asked in 2010, 89% of Danish citizens reported living under
good financial conditions, whereas only 48% of Greeks said the same (Eurobarometer, 2010b, p. 21).
In 2016, this contrast had grown to 93% and 26%, respectively (Eurobarometer, 2016, p. 162).
Although there was an average increase in wages at the EU level, this concealed not only differences
between countries but also the underlying intensification of income inequality and precarisation within
each state. While most countries experienced steady average wage increases, wages in Greece,
Portugal and Cyprus decreased after 2011 (Eurostat, 2017a). Since 2009, income inequality slowly but
steadily rose across the EU, particularly after the supposed end of the crisis in 2014, especially in
Southern and Eastern Europe (Eurostat, 2018d). Across the board, low-income workers, people
dependent on social protection and particularly the women and young people from those categories
were most affected by this development. The proportion of low-wage earners among the workforce
grew during and after the crisis (Eurostat, 2017d) and the rate of in-work poverty, which was actually
in decline during the crisis, has steadily risen again since 2011 (Eurostat, 2018c). This demonstrated
that employment did not provide protection against the effects of the crisis, negating the EC’s argument
that creating new jobs was inherently preferable to increasing wages. Conversely, lower wages did not
stop the rise of unemployment across Europe either, which grew from 7% at the beginning of the crisis
to almost 11% in 2013 (Eurostat, 2018e). The variation between countries was exceptionally wide,
ranging from below 3.8% in Norway to above 27% in Greece (ibid.), with the rate of youth
unemployment being twice as high (Eurostat, 2018f). Even in 2017, after the crisis had supposedly
long passed, there was still a remarkable spread between unemployment in Germany (3.8%) as
opposed to Spain (17.2%) and Greece (21.5%) (Eurostat, 2018e). The impact of this increasing social
division on the population was immense, yet also quite uneven across Europe. The segments of the
population at risk of poverty grew in some countries (such as Greece, where it went from 28% in 2007
to 36% in 2014), but shrank in others (such as Poland, which went from 34% to below 24%) (Eurostat,
2017g). In all cases, poverty was more severe for women and especially people with comparatively
lower education levels (ibid.). In countries suffering from a receding wage rate, these increases in
poverty were even more serious than the numbers indicate, as the poverty threshold itself was actually
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lowered in tandem with the wages. Similarly, as the rate of social protection expenditure (relative to
GDP) decreased particularly in countries affected by continuous recession (Eurostat, 2017c), the
severity of these developments was particularly felt by welfare dependents. Tellingly, throughout this
entire period, the EU’s pursuit of fiscal consolidation did not prove successful in alleviating the debt
crisis. This is evident in the continuous rise of public debt in the EU until 2015, when it hit 87.2% of
GDP (Eurostat, 2018b) and especially in the fact that countries exposed to the most intense austerity
measures, such as Greece and Portugal, also continued to display the highest deficit rates (Eurostat,
2018a). Instead of alleviating the impact of the crisis, EU-enforced austerity and deregulation
ultimately reinforced socio-economic differences between European countries and social classes.

Public Perception
After the initial shock of the crisis, the diverse socio-economic development across Europe was
mirrored by a similar divergence in support for political institutions and economic governance,
demonstrating the uneven deterioration of ideological hegemony. At the time of the crisis itself, public
perception was defined by widespread economic insecurity and pessimism throughout the EU.
Although people’s personal socio-economic affliction was quite diverse, concerns about their
economic future increased, as positive assessments of national economies dropped by over 30%
between 2007 and 2009 (Eurobarometer, 2015b, p. 29). The vast majority of Germans, for instance,
started worrying about a perceived lack of jobs and unsustainable public debt, despite knowing that
their country’s economy was considerably better off than others (Pew Research Center, 2012, p. 16ff.).
Even years later, most people still expected to face a sustained phase of stagnation (Eurobarometer,
2016, p. 162). The extent to which this led people to question their political authorities differed
substantially, as people’s perception of their political system was strongly influenced by their
individual economic situation. On average, trust in national governments receded only slightly from
32% in 2008 to 25% in 2013 (Eurobarometer, 2008, p. 33, 2013c, p. 55), yet these numbers ranged
from 62% in Luxembourg to 10% in Portugal (Eurobarometer, 2013c, p. 55). People whose countries
faced severe economic setbacks also displayed greater dissatisfaction with their national political
development, including the state of democracy in general (Eurobarometer, 2010b, p. 57). Assessments
of the European level started off more positively but decreased more rapidly, falling from 50% in 2008
to 31% in 2013, while displaying an almost equally wide spread (Eurobarometer, 2008, p. 30, 2013b,
p. 98). This erosion of political trust was particularly visible in regard to the crisis management.
Confidence was relatively low to begin with, as only 21% trusted the EU to solve the crisis and only
12% had confidence in their own governments (Eurobarometer, 2009). These average numbers
improved over time, but the national division was massive, ranging from an 80% approval rating in
Germany to less than 30% in Poland at the end of 2011 (Pew Research Center, 2012, p. 7). Support
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for individual crisis management policies varied widely as well, especially in regard to fiscal austerity
and intergovernmental support (ibid. p. 31ff.). The eruption of social movements throughout Europe
in 2011 represented a culmination of this political discontent. It marked the point at which the erosion
of hegemony developed into an outright crisis, particularly in countries that were most severely
affected by the crisis and austerity measures (see chapters 6 through 8). Importantly, crisis
management frameworks such as the Fiscal Compact and the Two-Pack were only introduced after
this explosion of contestation, demonstrating the mutually escalating dynamic between
authoritarianisation and contestation. Consequently, distrust of political institutions kept increasing
until around 2014 (Eurobarometer, 2014b, pp. 62, 94), after which a gradual relaxation began to set in,
parallel to the economic recovery in many parts of Europe.

5.3 Conclusion: Uneven Supranational Authoritarian Statism
The implementation of European crisis management programmes has greatly accelerated the EU’s
process of neoliberal transformation, shifting it from a pre-crisis mode of disciplinary neoliberalism
towards a condition of supranational authoritarian statism (as discussed by Konecny, 2012; Bruff,
2014; Oberndorfer, 2016b). The authoritarian form and neoliberal content characterising this
transformation cannot be separated from one another, but represent a mutually constitutive response
to the organic crisis of neoliberal hegemony in the EU.
Crisis management was defined by the rapid institutionalisation of control and sanction mechanisms
at the supranational and national level, giving the EC invasive competences to pressure national
economic policy towards further neoliberalisation, while constitutionally embedding fiscal discipline.
In doing so, the EU created a new quality of preventive dispositives far beyond its pre-crisis measures.
While the previous trend of disciplinary neoliberalism was marked by an erosion of neoliberal
hegemony and an increasing disregard for democratic accountability, these new measures displayed a
shift towards outright domination. By implementing these measures, EU institutions and national
governments responded not only to the crises of economic growth and sovereign debt but also to the
crisis of neoliberal hegemony. As shown, neoliberal integration had already passed the zenith of
popular acceptance by the early 2000s and was quickly losing political support. The crisis accelerated
this deterioration of hegemony, while also creating a window of opportunity for European economic
elites and neoliberal policymakers, who were able to use its inherent urgency to justify the rapid
implementation of neoliberal reforms they had been working towards for years. Hence, while the
political content of EU governance did not represent a break with previous regulation, the level of
coercion, implementation speed and disregard for short-term adverse consequences certainly did
(Kannankulam, 2010). Instead of re-establishing consent, measures such as the Six-Pack, Two-Pack
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and Fiscal Compact were explicitly designed to create institutional preventive dispositives capable of
automatically enforcing fiscal austerity and neoliberal restructuring against possible contention by the
labour force, while systematically removing the possibility for future political divergence through
democratic decision-making. This systematic curtailment of political opposition in anticipation of
resistance also demonstrated the awareness of European policymakers of their deteriorating popular
support and democratic legitimacy (Bruff, 2014; Clua-Losada and Ribera-Almandoz, 2017).
Despite the institutional solidification of neoliberal interests and the systematic marginalisation of
subaltern political influence, this transformation did not represent a singular strengthening of the
neoliberal power block but further intensified its underlying crisis. The undiluted implementation of
dominant class interests into law and the lack of democratic legitimacy or social concessions fed into
the erosion of hegemony, thus fuelling further popular discontent and social struggles. The wave of
radical democratic social movements and rapid political shifts across Europe from 2011 onwards was
therefore simultaneously one of the triggers of the authoritarian statist transformation, while also
embodying a ‘veritable explosion of democratic demands’ (Poulantzas, 2014, p. 247) against it. This
is especially pertinent due to the supranational dimension, as crisis management reduced not only
democratic influence but also governmental sovereignty, thus raising the potential for interinstitutional conflicts and the volatility of neoliberal governance.
In contrast to the original theoretical conception of (national) authoritarian statism, its supranational
manifestation through European crisis management developed highly diverse socio-economic and
political effects across countries. Since the application of crisis management programmes was, by
definition, dependent on the existence of an economic or fiscal crisis, it varied considerably across the
EU due to the strong heterogeneity of European economies (Sablowski, 2018; Kriesi and Hutter, 2019).
Countries with high levels of debt, account deficits and a lack of competitiveness tended to receive the
full brunt of punitive crisis measures, whereas more competitive and economically stable countries
remained less affected. European crisis management thus intensified pre-existing inequalities across
Europe, perpetuating the uneven development of variegated neoliberalism. Consequently, national
differences in the impact of the crisis and crisis management fed into the corresponding erosion of
neoliberal hegemony, pointing towards a crucial causal determinant of why some countries witnessed
the mobilisation of mass social movements and radical political shifts, whereas others saw a return to
relative hegemonic stability. Part III of this dissertation now investigates this mutually constitutive
dynamic between the uneven implementation of authoritarian neoliberal crisis management and the
equally uneven mobilisation of anti-austerity activism in detail.
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Part III: National Case Studies of the European Anti-Austerity
Movement
If the rulingclass has lost its consensus, i.e. is no longer
‘leading’ but only ‘dominant’, exercising coercive force alone,
this means precisely that the great masses have become
detached from their traditional ideologies and no longer
believe what they used to believe previously, etc. The crisis
consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new
cannot be born (Gramsci, 1992, p. 276).

The implementation of crisis management measures led to an eruption of social mobilisations across
Europe, which reflected and deepened the crisis of neoliberal hegemony. The European anti-austerity
movement became a major force of counter-hegemonic struggle, manifesting almost simultaneously
across the whole continent and resulting in significant political shifts in multiple countries. The
movement was also a very uneven phenomenon, mobilising varying numbers of supporters between
countries and forming unique political alliances among the subaltern. This diversity was a constitutive
characteristic of the movement, as it arose to challenge the variegated nature of neoliberal capitalism
and austerity-based crisis management. It would therefore be of little use to try characterising the
content, form and scope of the European anti-austerity movement, as well as its political legacy, in
simple and universal terms. Instead, a systematic investigation of individual domestic mobilisations in
relation to their national politico-economic context conditions offers a more nuanced understanding of
the movement’s diverse causal trajectories. This part of the thesis provides such an investigation. It
compares crisis management regimes and manifestations of anti-austerity contestation in Spain,
Greece and Germany, showcasing the diverse progression of social struggles and explaining the
underlying causes of divergence. In drawing on a historical materialist conception of social
movements, this part demonstrates that the anti-austerity movement developed distinct material,
political and praxeological characteristics in the three countries, in response to the distinct economic
and political manifestations of neoliberal capitalism.

105

6. Spain: Coercive Neoliberal Adjustment and the Struggle for
Real Democracy
Spain was among the countries most severely affected by the 2008 financial crisis in Europe. The
country’s real-estate-driven economic model collapsed, sending millions of people into
unemployment, which successive governments attempted to alleviate by implementing far-reaching
labour deregulations and austerity programmes, increasingly at the cost of democratic accountability.
This rapid and authoritarian neoliberal transformation resulted in a hegemony crisis not only of the
governing parties but of political representation itself. The eruption of the 15M movement of 2011
therefore expressed the popular indignation of large sections of workers, students and public
employees over enforced neoliberalisation, while at the same time spreading forms of horizontal
participatory democracy as an alternative to traditional political organisation. This emphasis on ‘real
democracy’ inspired anti-austerity activists across Europe and became a defining feature of social
struggles in Spain, up to and including the movement’s institutionalisation through electoral projects.
Although this led to a significant rupture of Spain’s political party spectrum, the anti-austerity
movement struggled to incorporate its radical democratic ideals into institutional politics.

6.1 Pre-Crisis Economy and Social Struggles: Unsustainable Neoliberalisation and
Growing Discontent
The financial and economic crisis of 2008 may have started outside Europe, but the underlying
conditions for a severe rupture of economic reproduction were present within the Spanish economy
long before. Despite its long history as a colonial superpower, Spain in the 20th century was no longer
in a position to compete with the largest European economies. After experiencing a late and slow
industrialisation process as well as four decades of fascist dictatorship under Franco, the country
entered a phase of democratic transition and economic deindustrialisation from the 1970s onwards,
marked by regular social conflict.

Neoliberalisation, Austerity and Real Estate Boom
Spain’s economy in the 1970s was comparatively underdeveloped, overspecialised and uncompetitive
in relation to the rest of Western Europe. Following its transition into democracy, Spain began
undergoing processes of neoliberal deindustrialisation and financialisation in line with general trends
in Western capitalist countries. By the 1990s, most of the country’s public sector had been privatised,
although companies were still protected and subsidised by the state (Cabrera and Del Rey, 2007, p.
166f.). Capital was concentrated within a few large companies and the liberalised financial sector in
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Madrid, while the vast majority of the economy was based on SMEs (Köhler and Calleja Jiménez,
2013, p. 12; Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014, p. 93). This led to an overspecialisation
towards credit- and import-dependent sectors, such as construction, utilities, tourism and finance, at
the expense of productive industries (Huke, 2017, p. 110). Neoliberalisation had negative
consequences for the Spanish labour force in particular, which experienced a wage decline in spite of
the economy’s growing productivity. By the 1990s, labour’s share of the national income was lower
than it had been under Franco, although the spread of private credit compensated for this by allowing
up to 80% of the population to become homeowners (Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014, pp.
61ff., 93). Meanwhile, Spain’s welfare system remained relatively basic and selective, especially in
the areas of unemployment benefits and pensions, and its social protection expenditure rate was below
20% of GDP, far lower than the EU average (Eurostat, 2017c).
From the 1990s onwards, Spain actively doubled down on its specialisation in tourism and real estate,
by heavily deregulating the construction sector and implementing redistributive policies in favour of
capital (López and Rodríguez, 2011). The country subsequently experienced a construction boom that
culminated in three million people being employed in the construction sector (often precariously),
which in turn generated 20% of the country’s GDP (Banyuls and Recio, 2012). This boom was heavily
inflated and volatile, as housing prices tripled in the decade leading up to the crisis (López and
Rodríguez, 2011) while local credit institutes (cajas) reduced their rate on mortgage credit by more
than two thirds. As a result, the mortgage market grew to over EUR 350 billion and private debt
increased to 130% of GDP (Government of Spain, 2011a; Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014,
p. 91ff.). Most ominously, Spain’s mortgage law heavily penalised debtors in the event of insolvency,
requiring them to repay up to half of their debt even after being evicted (Huke, 2017, p. 207).
Regardless, no major political institution showed any signs of concern prior to the 2008 crisis. Even
as the US real estate market was already collapsing, the Spanish government only expected a minor
growth slowdown (Government of Spain, 2007, p. 25) and the EC saw no immediate risk to Spain’s
financial sustainability (EC, 2008c, p. 11). Instead, the government implemented austerity measures
in the areas of education and healthcare and lowered income and corporate taxes, despite the country’s
40% public debt rate being remarkably low (Government of Spain, 2007, 2008).

Inconsistent Democracy and Social Struggles
Spain’s political system was marked by an inconsistent democratic transition after 1975, which
provided greater democratic freedom, regional autonomy and regular centre-left governments by the
Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE), yet also reproduced various authoritarian elements,
especially within the hierarchical state apparatus. The transition itself was an elite-driven ‘passive
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revolution’ orchestrated by Francoist regime elites, who sought a controlled transformation of the
political system after the dictator’s death. A constitutional process culminated in a new constitution in
1978, which certainly represented a major democratic opening, yet was also performed in a context of
implicit coercion that kept organised labour and regional independence efforts in check (Bernecker,
1999, p. 116f.; Rendueles and Sola, 2018, p. 9f.). The new Spanish Republic retained powerful
executive and judiciary functions, with the government being able to circumvent parliamentary debate
via Royal Decree and the Constitutional Tribunal being able to directly intervene in the legislative
process (Clua-Losada and Ribera-Almandoz, 2017). Many Francoist elites also continued running the
state apparatus, especially in the judiciary and police (Rendueles and Sola, 2018, p. 9f.) and the main
conservative party Partido Popular (PP) was a direct successor to the fascist Falange (Cabrera and Del
Rey, 2007, p. 138ff.). Consequently, the system was relatively non-transparent and plagued with
corruption. The state also used repressive force at times, such as by supporting autonomous ‘death
squads’ in their extrajudicial killings of ETA members during the 1980s (Bernecker, 1999, p. 120;
Cabrera and Del Rey, 2007, p. 159). In spite of all this, the widespread increase in living standards
guaranteed relatively stable government support (Bernecker, 1999, p. 124).
As in most Western capitalist countries, social struggles in Spain were driven by both organised labour
and the ‘new’ social movements of students, feminists, environmentalists and eventually the GJM.
Labour struggles were defined by spontaneity but low long-term organisation (Rendueles and Sola,
2018, p. 29). The two major trade unions Unión General de Trabajadores (UGT) and Comisiones
Obreras (CC.OO.) had strong ties to the PSOE and were consequently embedded in ‘collaborationist’
industrial relations during the party’s long times in government. This arrangement provided broad
labour agreement coverage of most workers, which in turn demobilised spontaneous resistance against
the PSOE’s shift towards ‘Third Way’ neoliberalism, at least until a range of general strikes in the late
1980s and early 90s (Köhler and Calleja Jiménez, 2013, p. 7; Huke, 2017, p. 145). A range of smaller,
more radical unions challenged the PSOE’s status quo more forcefully and allowed workers to develop
stronger ties with the far left (Köhler and Calleja Jiménez, 2013, p. 2). In the 1980s, Spain also
experienced a range of new social movements, such as second-wave feminism, anti-militarism,
environmentalism, anti-Imperialism and the spread of anarchist social centres. These movements were
notably weaker than in many other Western countries, however, being largely carried by students from
the small emerging middle class (Tudela and Cattaneo, 2016). After distancing themselves from
institutional politics, these movements eventually supported the foundation of the far-left party
Izquierda Unida (‘United Left’, IU) in 1986 (Tudela and Cattaneo, 2016; Rendueles and Sola, 2018,
p. 9f.). In the context of the GJM, activists started founding more formalised organisations, such as the
Espacio Alternativo (later Izquierda Anticapitalista) in 1995 and Attac España in 2000 (Attac España,
2013), as well as establishing new autonomous neighbourhood groups (Bailey et al., 2017). Due to
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Spain’s regional diversity, social movements had a distinct spatial dimension, with working-class
mobilisations having the strongest presence in the Basque Country and in Catalonia and new social
movements focusing mainly on large cities – except for the ‘neo-rural’ environmentalist movement,
which often mobilised in the Basque countryside (Tudela and Cattaneo, 2016). Struggles for greater
regional autonomy were a regular occurrence as well, most dramatically in the Basque Country, where
the Spanish government was engaged in a violent conflict against the secessionist terrorist group ETA
for most of the 1980s and 90s (Zelik, 2018).
In the years leading up to the crisis, struggles for regional independence largely ceased, but Spain saw
an increase in decentralised activist mobilisations related to the GJM. Students protested against
neoliberal university reforms in 2001 and later founded the leftist youth platform Juventud Sin Futuro
(‘Youth Without a Future’, JSF) (Castañeda, 2012; Ferrer, 2014). After a disastrous oil spill off the
coast of Galicia in 2002, the Nunca Máis (‘Never Again’) platform was founded to protest against
environmental destruction. As in many other countries, there were also large mobilisations against the
war in Iraq in 2003. In 2004, people protested against the PP government’s attempt to justify repressive
measures against opposition forces by blaming an Islamist bomb attack on ETA (Ferrer, 2014, p. 36).
Although very few of these mobilisations were directly targeting Spain’s shift towards neoliberal
deregulation and fiscal austerity, they gradually created a network of new connections between various
activist groups, which went on to provide the basis for the large mass mobilisations of the eventual
anti-austerity movement.

6.2 Crisis and Management: Neoliberal Authoritarian Statism and the Crisis of
Representation
The collapse of the US subprime mortgage bubble quickly affected the Spanish real estate market,
throwing Spain’s economy into a deep crisis. As the amount of toxic credit in Spain’s inflated mortgage
market came to light and banks stopped lending credit for real estate purchases, the construction sector
started collapsing (Government of Spain, 2008, p. 16), taking the economy’s growth model with it. In
2008 over a million houses remained unsold (López and Rodríguez, 2011) and as many people in the
construction sector lost their jobs (Government of Spain, 2010a, p. 5). The crisis on the financial
markets also affected other economic sectors, especially the automotive industry, tourism and
agriculture (Li, Roca and Papaoikonomou, 2011; Huke, 2017, p. 103). Tens of thousands of SMEs
were forced to declare bankruptcy as a result (Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014, p. 101).
Overall, economic growth collapsed to negative 3.8% in 2009 (see Figure 6) (EC, 2010d, p. 10) and
the country’s account deficit rose to 10% (Government of Spain, 2008, p. 16). Unemployment
increased to 19% and kept growing (see Figure 7), which particularly affected young people, low109

skilled workers and migrants (EC, 2009d, p. 23). In contrast to many other countries, women were
only marginally more affected by this than men (Eurostat, 2018e). Private debt soared to 200% of GDP
(EC, 2017b, p. 13). In addition to losing their jobs, hundreds of thousands of people were also suddenly
unable to repay their mortgages, which the banks were unwilling to extend due to their lack of liquidity,
leading to a wave of forced home evictions. Due to the peculiarity of Spain’s housing law, people were
required to pay off up to half of their original mortgage debt even after being evicted (Huke, 2017, p.
207). The state generated a large public deficit of more than 11% in 2009, due to the cost of emergency
financial aid and the sudden spike in unemployment benefits, which quickly raised the national debt
from below 40% to just under 60%, triggering an EDP (CEU, 2009d; Eurostat, 2018a, 2018b).

Figure 6: Annual GDP Growth in Spain

(OECD, 2020d)
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Figure 7: Annual Unemployment Rate in Spain

(OECD, 2020e)

Spain’s crisis management can be separated into two phases. The initial PSOE-led government
responded to the crisis by intensifying its Third Way neoliberal governance. It bailed out the financial
sector and attempted to rekindle economic growth and increase competitiveness via internal
devaluation, implementing extensive labour market deregulations, public sector rationalisations and
fiscal austerity. To pacify labour resistance, it integrated trade unions into the policy-making process,
but increasingly disregarded their objections. Mass mobilisations promptly demonstrated the
government’s loss of political consent within civil society and expressed a disillusionment with the
PSOE in particular. In late 2011, Spain’s government changed, bringing the conservative PP into
power. While the new government largely implemented the same neoliberal policies, it facilitated a
notable transition towards authoritarian statism by relying increasingly on executive powers,
suppressing protests and suspending regional autonomy. In doing so, the PP systematically
concentrated power in the executive, enshrined capital interests into law and intensified the coercion
of labour and political contestation.

6.2.1 Crisis Management under the PSOE (2008–2011)
As in most countries hit by the financial crisis, the Spanish government responded first by trying to
restore liquidity to the financial sector through bailout programmes, as well as offset the collapse of
the construction sector through stimulus packages and subsidies. Financial guarantees amounted to
EUR 100 billion and were mainly used by the small, local banks which had provided the majority of
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mortgage credit (Government of Spain, 2009, p. 6f.). In return, those banks had to provide 8-10% core
capital deposits (Government of Spain, 2011a, p. 9). The government also created public funds aimed
at restructuring the financial sector by removing toxic credit (‘bad banks’), such as the Financial Asset
Acquisition Fund and the Fund for Orderly Restructuring of Banks (EC, 2009d, p. 4, 2010d, p. 21). In
total, bailout payments and funds directed around 2% of Spain’s GDP from the public into the financial
sector, all done via Royal Decrees (Government of Spain, 2009, p. 6f.; Charnock, Purcell and RiberaFumaz, 2014, p. 111). The government’s stimulus package for the ‘real economy’ was a lot smaller,
containing around EUR eight billion, although it also created an investment fund to the tune of EUR
23 billion. These were primarily conceived to support local investment, the car industry, research,
development and innovation (RDI), as well as the creation of infrastructure (Government of Spain,
2009, pp. 22, 37, 2010b, p. 33). Company internationalisation, SMEs and transport systems were also
subsidised in an effort to create new sources for economic growth (Government of Spain, 2008, pp.
27, 74). Later on, the government also liberalised public procurement and reduced the costs and
requirements for starting new companies (Government of Spain, 2010a, p. 8ff.).
Most of the government’s support for the ‘real economy’ eventually took the form of tax reforms,
which represented a considerable redistribution of wealth in favour of capital and high-income earners
at the expense of the poorest sections of the population. Corporate taxes were reduced from 30% to
20%, the wealth tax was eliminated, taxes on lower incomes were raised and the VAT increased (EC,
2009c, p. 6; Government of Spain, 2010b, p. 19, 2011b, p. 31). The government also divided tax
brackets for higher incomes, thus creating a stronger stratification of tax payers (Government of Spain,
2011b, p. 32). The only measure that arguably put stronger pressure on the wealthy was the removal
of home purchasing tax deductions for high incomes, which in the context of a collapsing housing
market did not actually make much of a difference (Government of Spain, 2010b, p. 7). Even among
capital factions, the government facilitated a redistributive shift in favour of large companies by
increasing the tax burden on SMEs via wider tax brackets and providing subsidies for RDI and building
renovation (ibid. p. 13, 2011a, p. 12). To counter Spain’s quickly rising public debt rate without having
to compromise on its neoliberal tax policies, the government implemented a wide range of fiscal
austerity measures, largely affecting public employees and social services. Measures included a stop
to public hiring, a public wage decrease by 5%, a reduction of healthcare expenses by EUR three
billion and various indirect pension reductions (Government of Spain, 2008, p. 23, 2011a, p. 7, 2011b,
p. 35; Poza, 2018). To enforce fiscal discipline against any political or administrative resistance,
austerity was consolidated via a constitutional reform in August 2010 which established a public debt
limit and gave primacy to debt repayments over other types of expenditure (Guamán and Lorente,
2016). It also gave Spain’s autonomous communities a large share of the responsibility to implement
spending cuts, while the central government increased its own revenue share and created monitoring
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and penalty mechanisms to ensure the autonomous communities’ compliance (Government of Spain,
2011b, p. 40ff.). It is important to note that these austerity measures did not create budgetary stability
in the short term, with debt reaching 69.5% in 2011 and continuing to rise (Eurostat, 2018b).
From 2010 onwards, the government implemented a number of labour reforms that handed companies
far-reaching powers to suspend labour agreements, and greatly diminished the working conditions and
material security of the PSOE’s own core electorate. By introducing the ‘Royal Decree Law on Urgent
Measures for Reforming the Labour Market’, the government gave companies the ability to suspend
wage agreements and dismiss large numbers of employees at lower cost on the grounds of facing
economic difficulties (Government of Spain, 2010a, p. 6). This was later even extended to include any
situation in which a company had to ‘adapt their workforce to new market conditions’ (Government
of Spain, 2011a, p. 16). The law also decentralised collective bargaining to company level, which
effectively removed tariff protection from the vast majority of workers (Köhler and Calleja Jiménez,
2013, p. 7ff.). Wage agreements now had to be reached within six months, otherwise the state would
set wages directly. Additionally, the government restricted public contract extensions and introduced
temporary employment for hazardous work. The only arguably progressive change was a stricter
selection mechanism for salary bonuses, as well as subsidies for hiring young and long-term
unemployed workers (Government of Spain, 2010a, p. 6f., 2011a, p. 19).
Despite the PSOE’s outright assault on the rights of workers, the main trade unions remained relatively
passive at first, since the government managed to prevent major labour unrest by nominally including
them in the policy process. Unions agreed to accept wage moderation, demonstrating their own
concerns about rising unemployment, as well as their continued trust in the PSOE (Government of
Spain, 2010a, p. 3). As the government proceeded to ignore their objections against loosening labour
protection, this trust increasingly eroded (ibid. p. 20; Haas and Huke, 2015). As with austerity, the
labour reforms did not actually alleviate the situation in the short-term. By 2011, collective
redundancies in the private sector had increased by over 36% (Government of Spain, 2014a, p. 19) and
unemployment rose to 20% (well over 40% for young people) (CEU, 2011b, p. 2). While average
wages saw a nominal increase of 2.2% between 2006 and 2011, this was completely absorbed by
inflation (2.8%) and dwarfed by productivity increases (5%, despite the crisis). Additionally, income
inequality in Spain had become one of the highest in Europe and child poverty rose above 26% (CEU,
2012, p. 9; EC, 2017b, p. 6). Finally, the government engaged in selective damage control to contain
the housing crisis, which only benefitted people who could keep their homes. On one hand, it reduced
the VAT on real estate, provided mortgage tax breaks, extended credit deadlines and promoted rental
housing (Government of Spain, 2008, p. 54, 2009, p. 22, 2010a, p. 4). On the other hand, it also
accelerated home eviction procedures (PAH, 2011a). In 2009 alone, over 90 thousand people were
evicted from their homes, despite the millions of empty real estate units (Fòrum Hipotecari, 2010).
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6.2.2 Crisis Management under the PP (2012–2015)
The PP government continued where the PSOE left off, implementing further fiscal austerity measures,
deregulating labour conditions and removing restrictions on capital. Its crisis management resulted in
the further advancement and legal consolidation of capital interests at the expense of most people’s
working conditions and living standards. A cornerstone of the PP’s fiscal policy was the
implementation of the ‘Organic Law of Budgetary and Fiscal Sustainability’ (LOEPSF) in April 2012,
which constitutionalised a national budget deficit limit in line with the Fiscal Compact and introduced
a strict system of fiscal monitoring, including corrective and sanctioning mechanisms for all branches
of government. Public debt was limited to 60% of GDP and administrations at the regional and local
level were restricted in their ability to lend money. Non-compliance carried penalties and even the
threat of political dissolution via Article 155 of the Constitution (Government of Spain, 2012a, p. 61ff.,
2012b, p. 84f.). The government also implemented direct austerity measures, cutting around EUR 150
billion in public expenditure (Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014, p. 2). It increased public
sector working hours, while freezing wages and employment and eliminating holiday bonuses
(Government of Spain, 2012a, pp. 2, 92f.). More than the previous government, the PP’s measures
targeted spheres of social reproduction in particular. Healthcare expenses were reduced by 14% and
hospitals were privatised, education was cut by 24% while teaching hours increased and pensions were
lowered by up to 30% (Government of Spain, 2013b, p. 22, 2015b, p. 71, 2016b, p. 93). By restricting
health insurance to people with social security, the government prevented 800 thousand migrants and
a large section of the unemployed from receiving medical aid (Marea Blanca, 2014a). It also reduced
unemployment benefits and increased the VAT (Government of Spain, 2013a, p. 3). A new
‘Commission for the Reform of Public Administration’ was tasked with merging and eliminating
administrative bodies, which eventually reduced public sector employment by 7%, primarily at the
regional level (Government of Spain, 2017b, p. 47). At the same time, the PP also introduced a number
of socially progressive measures in the area of taxation. It (temporarily) raised corporate tax to 30%,
reintroduced the wealth tax and created a number of special new taxes on tourism, energy and nuclear
waste. It also penalised companies for firing elderly employees (Government of Spain, 2012a, p. 71ff.,
2012b, p. 60, 2013b, p. 23f.).
In regard to labour regulation, the PP continued the PSOE’s assault on the working class, simplifying
collective layoffs, limiting wage growth and promoting the spread of ‘flexible’ employment models.
It enabled companies to opt out of collective agreements even more easily, simply by citing revenue
declines or technical requirements. Company wage agreements were given primacy over sector-wide
agreements and had to be renewed annually, thus removing any protection of labour conditions even
for unionised workers. The duration of redundancy pay was also cut from 45 to 24 months
(Government of Spain, 2012a, p. 162ff.). To combat growing unemployment, the government
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promoted mini-jobs, part-time work and pseudo-self-employment via temp agencies (ibid. p. 157ff.).
In regard to capital, the PP government conducted deregulation on a major scale. It removed regulatory
standards on competition, licensing, land use and safety standards and liberalised a wide range of
economic areas, such as transport, trade, water, energy and communication, tourism, as well as social
and environmental services (Government of Spain, 2012a, p. 11ff., 2014a, p. 54, 2015a, p. 60, 2016a,
p. 22, 2017a, p. 19). It also further subsidised SMEs and company start-ups and gave shareholders
stronger legal authority over their companies (Government of Spain, 2012a, p. 19, 2013b, p. 8ff.,
2015a, pp. 21, 54, 72).
Instead of providing long-term relief against the housing crisis, the PP effectively facilitated the
creation of an entirely new housing bubble. While it did implement some temporary measures to
alleviate the situation, it did little to change the underlying causes or the restrictive legal frameworks
of the mortgage crisis. It restructured the mortgage debt of certain groups of debtors, temporarily
suspended a number of evictions and extended access to rental housing for specific marginalised
groups (Government of Spain, 2013b, p. 33, 2014a, p. 6). However, the moratorium on evictions only
affected around 8%, while the eviction procedure for all the rest was further streamlined and the
minimum duration of rental contracts was reduced (PAH, 2012d, 2014c). At the same time, real estate
investors remained unrestricted to hold tens of thousands of unsold apartments, while Spain’s
Constitutional Tribunal blocked any attempt to regulate them at the regional level (PAH, 2015d,
2015i). Finally, after signing an MoU, the government implemented a number of new financial
regulatory mechanisms, while at the same time liberalising speculative practices. After receiving an
ESM credit of more than EUR 100 billion, it committed itself to restabilising Spain’s financial system
by increasing capital requirements for banks, creating new bad banks and strengthening existing ones,
and establishing a new financial surveillance system involving the Spanish Central Bank, the ECB,
EC, EBA and IMF (Memorandum, 2012). At the same time, the government also liberalised SME
financing, expanded credit securitisation and promoted alternative, non-bank sources for business
investments (Government of Spain, 2014a, p. 19f.), thereby directly encouraging practices that led to
the financial crisis in 2008.
The PP’s crisis management did not lead to economic recovery until 2014 and even then, its erosion
of social cohesion and democratic legitimacy left Spain in a state of heightened instability. Prior to the
recovery, working conditions and financial security for large portions of the population were
deteriorating, especially in the public sector, which the return to growth alleviated only in part. Fiscal
austerity only led to a gradual decrease in Spain’s public deficit and debt peaked at around 100% GDP
in 2014 (see Figure 8) (OECD, 2020b). Half the population reported having financial troubles
(Eurobarometer, 2012d, p. 24) and close to 30% were at risk of poverty (see Figure 9) (Eurostat,
2017g). Unemployment had reached its highest point in 2013 (27%) (CEU, 2013a, p. 83) and in
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contrast to the PSOE era, it now increasingly affected public sector employees as well, throwing an
entire new stratum of society into material insecurity (Government of Spain, 2016b, p. 59f.). Beginning
in 2014, Spain experienced a gradual shift towards economic recovery. Positive growth rates returned
(1.4% in 2014, 3.2% in 2015), exports gained a surplus and unemployment decreased (22.1% in 2015,
18.6% in 2016) (EC, 2017b, p. 4ff.). In 2015, average incomes increased for the first time since the
crisis, if only by 2.4% (Government of Spain, 2017a, p. 43). This recovery had an ambiguous impact
on the population. While people reported higher levels of life satisfaction and financial security, their
assessment of the economy’s general state remained disastrous (Eurobarometer, 2014a, pp. 8, 28ff.,
2015a, p. 8ff.). This reflected the highly ambiguous nature of the recovery process itself, which brought
growth and employment at a heavy social cost. Spain’s trade surplus was initially only generated due
to the decreasing domestic demand resulting from the deregulated wage system and was only later
supported by actual improvements in the country’s economic performance (Government of Spain,
2013a, p. 10f.; EC, 2017b, p. 13). Jobs were created when companies stopped laying off masses of
workers and began opting out of collective agreements and decreasing wages. Half of those new jobs
were on a temporary basis and most had heavily reduced wages to begin with (Government of Spain,
2014a, p. 19f., 2015a, p. 22). Consequently, people’s assessment of their own working conditions were
relatively negative and large numbers of young Spaniards were migrating abroad (Eurobarometer,
2014b, p. 9ff.; Bailey et al., 2017). Additionally, austerity measures were taking a toll on the population
as well. A third of people dependent on care services were stuck on waiting lists (EC, 2017b, p. 43)
and among the large number of people still unemployed were many who had lost their eligibility for
unemployment benefits (Government of Spain, 2013b, p. 51). Adding to this the fact that private debt
levels were still remarkably high (167% in 2016) and the number of home evictions had climbed to
half a million by 2014 and was still growing rapidly (PAH, 2014a), and it becomes abundantly clear
that, for large sections of the population, the crisis never ended.
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Figure 8: Annual Government Debt Rate in Spain

(OECD, 2020b)

Figure 9: Poverty Risk Rate in Spain
(Spain: green, EU: blue)

(Eurostat, 2018c)
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6.2.3 Hegemony Crisis and Authoritarian Statism
Crisis management in Spain led to the erosion of neoliberal hegemony and the widespread public
disillusionment with the system of political representation. Although the EU exerted significant
pressure on Spain, both the government and the population treated crisis management as a
predominantly domestic project, hence the backlash targeted the government’s bailout and
deregulation measures rather than the EU’s influence. In 2009, the EC imposed an EDP against Spain
due to its growing public debt and started demanding further fiscal consolidation and labour
deregulation (CEU, 2009d, 2011b; EC, 2010b). This did exert political pressure, but it was not an
overtly invasive process on the level of the Troika’s dictate of Greek governance (see section 7.2.2)
and effectively encouraged the government to continue what it was already doing. The PSOE
government showed no signs of contention against this pressure, having fully internalised the
neoliberal common sense narrative according to which further liberalisation and competitiveness were
necessary to alleviate the crisis. It specifically pointed towards the German SPD as a direct inspiration
and highlighted Germany’s relative success in manoeuvring the crisis (Navarro, 2012; Zelik, 2018).
Trying to uphold a leftist image, the PSOE framed policies as progressive that clearly were not, for
instance by referring to blanket pension decreases as ‘redistributive’ because they affected higher
pensions more, or by claiming that eliminating the wealth tax would boost consumption, although it
cost the state EUR 1.8 billion in revenue at a time of increasing austerity (Government of Spain, 2009,
p. 37, 2011b, p. 36). The government also promised far-reaching plans to support marginalised groups
and provide decent housing, which did not come to pass. Even after the PSOE lost the 2011 elections,
its leadership claimed to have sacrificed the government to save Spain (Navarro, 2012).
The public response to the PSOE’s governance was divided between a harsh backlash and the
internalisation of neoliberal narratives within civil society’s common sense. The PSOE’s election loss
was itself a result of the backlash, as people primarily blamed the government (and banks) for the
crisis, while few held the EU responsible (Pew Research Center, 2012, p. 18). This indicated a growing
erosion of hegemony in general, as popular frustration was not only directed at the country’s economic
situation but also against political representatives in parties and unions and indeed the concept of
political representation itself (Eurobarometer, 2009, p. 73ff., 2011b, p. 31). Between 2009 and 2010,
trust in the government fell from an already low 36% down to 20%, while trust in political parties
dropped to 14% (Eurobarometer, 2010a, p. 120ff.). Trust in the EU also suffered notably, but at 30%
it was still higher (Eurobarometer, 2011b, p. 67). At the same time, people had also internalised some
of the government’s narratives, with up to half the population agreeing that decreasing public debt
should be given political priority (Eurobarometer, 2010b, p. 104), while critics of austerity remained
a vocal minority on the left (Pew Research Center, 2013, p. 31). This also makes the loss of trust in
trade unions somewhat ambiguous, with people on the left blaming them for not confronting the PSOE
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enough, while others regarded them as a threat to economic growth (Pew Research Center, 2012, p.
21). Nevertheless, up to 84% of Spanish people expressed a desire to live in a society based on stronger
mutual solidarity (Eurobarometer, 2012b, p. 111), demonstrating that neoliberal narratives were only
part of a more complex and contradictory public discourse that, by and large, was calling for greater
social cohesion. As the crisis unfolded into widespread socio-economic distress, the PSOE’s crisis
management eroded people’s expectation that the institutional system could protect them. The impact
of labour deregulation and austerity on the material conditions of workers, social dependents and
students, combined with the growing disillusionment with representation, led to an erosion of
hegemonic consent that fuelled the eventual mass mobilisations of 2011 and informed their antiinstitutional identity. Since Spanish society was evenly divided between reproducing and rejecting
neoliberal narratives, these mobilisations did not achieve a major left-wing political shift and
neoliberal crisis management continued.
After the elections, the new PP government did not merely continue the course of austerity and
deregulation, but also shifted governance towards a more coercive mode of authoritarian statism by
reducing democratic accountability and stifling resistance. It also positioned itself firmly on the side
of capital, excluding social partners from policy consultations and effectively inscribing profit interests
into law. The government fully embraced the neoliberal logic of austerity and deregulation without
attempting to frame its reforms in a more socially just light. It claimed that the crisis was caused in
equal parts by volatile finance, excessive government spending and ‘structural rigidities’ like wage
bargaining and labour protection (Government of Spain, 2012a, p. 4). Various tax reforms were
explicitly projected to reduce public revenue but promote growth (Government of Spain, 2014b, p.
37), justifying the direct financial redistribution from the public to the private sphere. The
decentralisation of collective bargaining was hailed as a way to pressure unions into ‘internalising the
need to adapt to the needs of companies’ (Government of Spain, 2012a, p. 163 translation BB), thereby
explicitly proclaiming that capital interests were the benchmark of legislation. The PP also decreased
the democratic accountability of the policy process itself. It relied on Royal Decrees to pass a third of
its legislation, thereby minimising parliamentary oversight (Clua-Losada and Ribera-Almandoz,
2017). It also stopped engaging in political consultations with trade unions before passing laws (Köhler
and Calleja Jiménez, 2013; Government of Spain, 2015a, 2016a). By introducing Spain’s new fiscal
framework, the PP also consolidated the central administration’s authority over regional budgets and
later actually intervened to enforce regional spending cuts in 2016 (Government of Spain, 2016b, p.
65). In response to the protests of the 15M movement, the PP turned towards outright oppression. It
implemented the Ley Mordaza (‘Gag Law’), introducing exorbitant fines for acts of civil disobedience,
such as up to EUR 30 thousand for passive resistance and up to EUR 600 thousand for unregistered
demonstrations (Hayes, 2017, p. 30f.). This led to the legal prosecution of hundreds of unionists and
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critical journalists (Bellera-Kirchhoff, 2016; Flesher Fominaya, 2017). Even people harshly
condemning an eviction on Facebook were charged with EUR 14 thousand in fines (PAH, 2015j).
Other measures had the purpose of reappropriating public space more indirectly. Regulations against
public loitering, besides being restrictive against marginalised groups such as homeless people,
beggars and street musicians, also penalised square occupations (Schols et al., 2013). In order to regain
democratic legitimacy somewhat, the government imposed stricter transparency requirements for
public administrations and party finances (Government of Spain, 2012a, pp. 6, 68ff., 2015a, p. 37). It
framed these measures as a form of fighting corruption, yet they fell within its neoliberal budgetary
discipline framework. In contrast to the government of Greece, which acted mainly as an executive to
the Troika’s interests, the PP government was firmly in line with the European institutions monitoring
its performance. The EC and CEU regularly declared their satisfaction with the implementation of
austerity and deregulation and occasionally urged the government to push reforms even further, despite
acknowledging that there was really no need to do so:
[W]hile the Spanish tax-to-GDP ratio is among the lowest in the EU, the efficiency of the tax system can
be improved by increasing the share of more growth-friendly indirect taxes (CEU, 2012, p. 8).

That this was indeed a symbiotic relationship is evident in the fact that the EU constantly pressured
Spain to exert stricter control over its regional budgets (CEU, 2012, p. 7), which effectively gave the
PP government an excuse to increase its own institutional power over other administrative bodies. The
EC and CEU also cancelled the SGP’s automatic sanctions against Spain due to its ‘strong progress’
(CEU, 2016), demonstrating that the government did not have to fear punitive measures even when
missing fiscal targets, as long as its general neoliberal alignment could be trusted.
The intensifying economic crisis and confrontational conduct of the PP radicalised the political
discourse and turned people against the government, turning the erosion of neoliberal hegemony into
an outright hegemony crisis. Public opinions of political representation and crisis management, which
had been polarised to begin with, deteriorated further as more and more people experienced negative
socio-economic effects. More than 80% of people were dissatisfied with how the PP handled the crisis
(Eurobarometer, 2012d, p. 19), to the point where more people approved more of what they knew of
Germany’s crisis management than of what they experienced from their own (Pew Research Center,
2012, p. 37). The government’s neoliberal narratives were also increasingly rejected. While most
people still had favourable views of fiscal consolidation, they now gave higher priority to issues like
unemployment, the state of SMEs and the deterioration of education (Eurobarometer, 2012d, p. 24,
2013a, p. 48). Almost everyone saw the increasing social inequality as a problem, although few
expected that the government could do anything about it in the short-term (Pew Research Center, 2013,
p. 17). This opposition to the PP’s crisis management was again embedded in widespread
disillusionment with the political system as a whole. Less than a quarter of the population were
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satisfied with the state of democracy and less than 10% trusted parliament, the government or political
parties in general (Eurobarometer, 2013c, p. 72, 2013d, p. 50). The EU’s approval also deteriorated
after the adoption of the MoU in 2012, but national politics was still seen much less favourably
(Eurobarometer, 2014a, p. 89). Some 94% of people felt that the decisions of national politicians did
not reflect the views of ‘ordinary people’ and only around 60% felt that elections even had any effect
at all (Eurobarometer, 2012d, p. 34, 2013c, p. 18ff.). A majority perceived the country to be the most
corrupt nation in Europe (Pew Research Center, 2012, p. 39). This crisis of hegemony was deeply
embedded in class differences, as people’s political grievances were influenced by their own socioeconomic background. Managers displayed the highest levels of political satisfaction, while
unemployed people reported the lowest. Students and white-collar workers tended to be on the lower
end of the spectrum as well (Eurobarometer, 2016, pp. 55f., 121). Hence, the increasing social
inequality brought on by the PP’s neoliberal governance effectively guaranteed that the political
divisions became systemically entrenched. Consequently, people’s harsh judgment of Spain’s political
system only softened slowly, even after the economy began recovering in 2014 (Eurobarometer,
2015b, p. 136). By contrast, trust in the EU rebounded significantly faster and people were even willing
to provide it with more political authority (ibid. p. 103ff., 2015c, p. 162ff.). This context of intensified
political confrontation facilitated further social mobilisations, this time involving sections of the
population which had not taken part in the 15M movement, such as organised labour and public
employees. It was also in this context that the Spanish anti-austerity movement finally reached the
parliamentary level in the form of Podemos.

6.3 The Anti-Austerity Movement: Struggles for Real Democracy
The Spanish 15M movement can be regarded as the initial spark of the European anti-austerity
movement. It mobilised millions of people against the government’s crisis management by integrating
claims for material security and economic equality with the simple and straightforward demand for
‘real democracy’. By establishing the praxis of horizontal democratic square occupations, the 15M
movement gave the European anti-austerity movement its defining characteristic of prefiguration,
which Spanish activists adhered to more consistently than others. After the initial phase of occupations,
activists returned to work in their various local contexts and organisations. In response to the
intensification of austerity measures and the systemic crisis of housing, two types of activism became
increasingly prominent in Spain: autonomous labour mobilisations by public sector employees, called
the mareas (‘tides’), and mobilisations around the sphere of housing, by the Plataforma de Afectados
por la Hipoteca (‘Platform of those affected by mortgages’, PAH). Both were deeply influenced by the
radical democratic claims and practices of the 15M movement, while engaging in a more focused
struggle against the impact of austerity-based crisis management on public sector working conditions
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and the security of living space. By building stable organisations and developing long-term strategies,
both the mareas and the PAH were able to move beyond the spontaneity of the 15M movement and
achieve limited success in contesting neoliberal governance and building counter-hegemonic alliances.

6.3.1 The 15M Movement
As a mass activist movement against crisis management, the 15M movement of 2011 (alternatively:
indignados, ‘the indignant’) was able to break the political passivity of the Spanish left following the
crisis. Prior to its mobilisations, the implementation of crisis measures by the PSOE government
encountered little sustained opposition. The main trade unions organised symbolic protests and a
general strike in 2010, but ultimately accepted the government’s reforms. Consequently, many people
not only regarded the PSOE’s neoliberal governance as a betrayal, but also lost confidence in the
effectiveness of unions. The left party IU did not enjoy widespread approval either. After being a part
of PSOE-led governments, as well as implicated in corruption scandals in the past, the party’s image
as a radical alternative was tarnished and it was perceived as too institutionalised and bureaucratic
(Huke, 2017, p. 227ff.). With few credible political alternatives among the traditional left, activist
networks became the core organisers of ever-growing mass protests across Spain (Durgan and Sans,
2012; Romanos, 2013). For some years, activist groups, neighbourhood collectives and social centres
had been established and engaged in organising various smaller protests and campaigns, especially
around the themes of housing and education. However, the main organisations leading the antiausterity movement were only founded after the outbreak of the crisis (Steidinger, 2012; Roos and
Oikonomakis, 2014). The student group JSF started organising protests against the neoliberalisation
of education in 2008 (Castañeda, 2012) and the housing platform PAH started blocking evictions in
2009 (although it did have predecessors). Protests against the implementation of a restrictive Internet
law (Ley Sinde) began in 2011 (Flesher Fominaya, 2014). The same year, the protest platform
Democracia Real Ya! (‘Real Democracy Now!’, DRY) was established with the explicit goal of
challenging the authoritarianisation of Spanish politics after the crisis (Romanos, 2013). Mobilisations
peaked on 15 May 2011, when 300 thousand people protested nationwide following an online protest
call by DRY and supported by a vast alliance of political groups and civil society initiatives, including
Attac and JSF (Rovisco, 2016; Flesher Fominaya, 2017). Inspired by the ‘Arab uprisings’ in North
Africa in late 2010, protesters occupied the Puerta del Sol in Madrid and the Plaça de Catalunya in
Barcelona and erected protest camps. After being removed by police the next day, thousands of
protesters returned to hold spontaneous assemblies and decided to continue the occupations. In the
coming days, the Madrid camp grew to over a hundred tents and additional smaller protest camps were
set up in over 50 cities, many of which remained in place for several weeks (Huke, 2017, p. 231).
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Activists started calling their movement the ‘15M’, in reference to the date of the first occupation. As
the movement developed, its material, political and praxeological characteristics were directly
informed by the specific conditions of Spain’s authoritarian statist crisis management regime and the
social grievances and hegemonic deterioration it created. The movement thus carried the struggle of
disaffected young people, the increasingly precarious educated middle class and the growing mass of
the unemployed far into the public space, challenging both neoliberal economic governance, as well
as the deteriorating democratic legitimacy of representative politics. Although the 15M movement was
not the first anti-austerity movement in Europe after the crisis – that distinction belonged to the
Icelandic ‘Saucepan Revolution’ in 2009 – it acted as a catalyst that inspired activists far beyond Spain.
The movement’s inclusive political identity, rejection of institutional targets in favour of ‘real
democracy’ and prefigurative praxis of square occupations, represented the components of a new
counter-hegemonic ‘good sense’ that resonated across the European anti-austerity movement and
eventually also influenced the Occupy movement in the US.

Political Profile
The 15M movement formulated a wide range of claims, integrating demands for democratic
participation, social protection and economic justice into a diffuse yet comprehensive counterhegemonic profile. The demands were a direct response to the socio-economic impact of the crisis and
the undemocratic implementation of austerity and labour deregulation. In their first manifesto, activists
cited general claims for ‘the right to housing, employment, culture, health, education, political
participation, free personal development and consumer rights for a healthy and happy life’ (DRY 2011).
These became increasingly concrete and eventually developed into three areas of demands:
democratisation of Spanish politics, which included revoking elite privileges, reforming the electoral
system, abolishing restrictive laws and limiting the influence of the EU and IMF; material security and
social protection, based on universal public services and the provision of social welfare, housing and
education; and economic equality, which entailed a fairer tax system, the restriction of financial
markets, nationalisation of banks and companies and the repeal of labour deregulation (Pino, 2013, p.
229; Flesher Fominaya, 2014, p. 172). By addressing these three spheres simultaneously, the
movement inherently connected socio-economic struggles with struggles for greater political
participation and democratic accountability, challenging multiple dimensions of hegemony at once.
Consequently, the activists’ primary slogans targeted political and economic elites, claiming ‘They
don’t represent us!’ and ‘We are not products in the hands of politicians and bankers!’ (Romanos, 2016,
p. 106).
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While the movement was unambiguously leftist in nature, seeking democratisation and social justice
without any reference to nationalism, the activists refused to place it in a specific political tradition
and instead created their own. They referred to themselves as neither left nor right, but as a movement
of those at the ‘bottom’ against those at the ‘top’ (Castro, 2018, p. 184). Instead of drawing on
traditional notions of class struggle, the indignados created an inclusive collective identity around
being ‘regular citizens’ opposed to the ‘political class’ and ‘dictatorship of major economic powers’
(DRY 2011). Although this could be interpreted as the instrumental use of populist rhetoric for the
purpose of attracting a wider range of followers, the movement’s rejection of traditional identities had
real strategic implications. Activists did not develop a prominent cadre of organic intellectual leaders,
refused to be politically represented by left organisations and hesitated for a long time before opening
themselves up to cooperation (Hylmö and Wennerhag, 2012; Della Porta, 2015). In doing so, the 15M
movement effectively mobilised certain neoliberal narratives against neoliberalism. The strong distrust
of politicians (and unions), the seemingly post-ideological identity and the emphasis on individual
expression and active ‘citizenism’ (Bailey, 2017) all represented typical neoliberal frames that the
activists used to challenge their government. Fittingly, some researchers found 15M activists to be less
in favour of material redistribution than other types of protesters (Hylmö and Wennerhag, 2012). The
movement was still a genuinely anti-neoliberal force overall, seeking to strengthen the welfare state,
regulate capital and nationalise private property, but it was able to innovatively draw on society’s
common sense and accuse political and economic elites of not living up to their own hegemonic
narratives.

Praxis
The 15M movement’s organisational structure and action repertoire reflected the activists’ rejection of
traditional representation, as well as their direct challenge of the Spanish government. Activists
occupied public squares for several weeks, predominantly in front of government buildings, and
created protest camps based on horizontal democracy and autonomous self-determination. Regular
assemblies were held on the squares, often involving hundreds of people who engaged in open debates
and reached strategic decisions on the basis of universal consensus (Sitrin and Azzellini, 2014, p. 138).
Detailed political decisions (on issues such as economic demands, feminism or internationalism) and
day-to-day organisational questions were dealt with by specialised working groups, which were strictly
horizontal and consensus-based as well (Pino, 2013, p. 300). To sustain the protest camps, activists
created self-organised infrastructures for material and social reproduction, managing food provision,
medical assistance and internet access (Hughes, 2011, p. 412). Beyond the occupied squares, the
movement also engaged in mass street protests and direct action (Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz,
2014, p. 113), while adhering to a policy of strict pacifism (Pino 2013). More so than previous
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movements, the activists relied heavily on online platforms to coordinate their activities and
disseminate their message (Casero-Ripollés and Feenstra, 2012).
After the squares were cleared by police in June 2011, the movement kept mobilising on specific
occasions, such as in support of general strikes and to commemorate its own anniversary (Abellán,
Sequera and Janoschka, 2012, p. 320; Huke, 2017, p. 232f.). By creating self-sustaining, horizontally
organised protest camps, the indignados were able not only to stay consistently visible for weeks in
the centre of Spain’s largest cities but also to put their own horizontal democratic ambitions directly
into practice. The camps functioned not only as organisational hubs for the activists but also as
experimental models for a more equal and participatory form of politics. In doing so, the movement
challenged both the government’s crisis management policies, as well as the system of political
representation as a whole (Steidinger, 2012). Although radical democratic prefiguration has a long
tradition among the radical left – the Zapatistas in Mexico or the Landless Movement in Brazil created
entire horizontal democratic forms of governance (Sitrin and Azzellini, 2014) – the scale and
inclusivity of the 15M movement’s democratic experimentation reached unprecedented levels for
Spain. This allowed the activists to generate a large public following and leave a lasting impact on the
entire Spanish left, for whom horizontal democratic participation became a vital necessity.

Composition
The 15M movement reached a significant size owing to the severe impact the crisis and crisis
management in Spain had on the population, in particular young people. While the movement was
largely organised by activists with previous political experience and academic backgrounds, it was
nonetheless more heterogeneous than comparable mobilisations in the past, reflecting its open and
purposefully non-committal political identity. Between 13% and 17% of people reported taking part
in some form of protest action of the 15M movement, with up to 3% (1.5 million people) being active
supporters (Huke, 2017, p. 233). The movement’s active core consisted of experienced leftist activists
(notably from DRY, JSF and PAH) who acted as a horizontal and latent organic intellectual leadership,
organising the camps and protests and attracting a growing mass of inexperienced supporters, most of
whom were directly affected by the crisis and austerity (Bailey, 2017). Although the various anarchist,
post-autonomous leftist and socialist groups involved in the movement had different ideas about
concrete political goals and practices, they were able to compromise on a relatively pragmatic strategy
(CrimethInc. Ex-Workers Collective, 2017, p. 90ff.).
The movement’s open and undogmatic political framing, as well as its integrative horizontal structure,
attracted the support of much larger sections of the population than previous leftist movements in
Spain, making it more socially heterogeneous in the process (Calvo, 2013, p. 240). Academic
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backgrounds were still highly overrepresented and workers remained a small minority, yet the
movement was by no means a strictly middle-class phenomenon. Due to the deterioration of working
conditions in public administration and especially the education system, many public employees and
research personnel experienced a process of proletarisation, which motivated them to join the
movement. This is evident in the discrepancy between ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ class representation.
While two thirds of the activists mobilising in Madrid were students or university graduates and only
around 12% traditional workers, around 41% identified explicitly as members of the working class
(Hylmö and Wennerhag, 2012, p. 41f.). This self-placement among the subaltern demonstrates the
impact of the crisis and austerity politics on the material reality of large sections of the population,
while also reflecting the lack of union involvement in anti-austerity mobilisations. Tellingly, some of
the JSF’s political slogans revolved around the lack of material security they were faced with in the
future, such as ‘You won’t have a house of your own in your fucking life!’ (Dufour, Nez and
Ancelovici, 2016, p. 297). The activists’ relatively low average age of 33 years shows the high
participation of young people (Huke, 2017, p. 233), who were also disproportionately affected by
unemployment. Apart from class, gender representation among the activists was relatively equal, while
migrants were largely absent (Sitrin and Azzellini, 2014, p. 140), again indicating that while the
movement was indeed more heterogeneous than others, its inclusiveness was also limited. Leftist
professor and founder of Podemos, Pablo Iglesias, fittingly characterised the movement as an alliance
between impoverished middle classes and young workers with no strong union affiliation (Iglesias,
2015, p. 213). As such, the 15M were neither entirely class-based like traditional labour movements,
nor primarily identity-based like the 1970s new social movements (Hylmö and Wennerhag, 2012), but
incorporated aspects of both.

Impact and Alliances
The 15M movement sparked a broad popular mobilisation against Spain’s neoliberal crisis
management regime, accelerating the crisis of neoliberal hegemony and laying the foundation for
broad counter-hegemonic contestation by forging new alliances outside the established framework of
organised labour and party politics. Like many other social movements, the 15M movement was not
able to directly change government policy, but its radical contestation of neoliberal hegemony became
deeply ingrained in civil society, providing a basis for further cooperation on the left. Giving voice to
radical political and redistributive claims on a grand scale, the activists thus politicised and inspired
society far beyond their own circle of supporters. The 15M movement received a largely hostile
reception from the Spanish mainstream media, whose coverage was often either negative or
misrepresentative, with news outlets framing them as a chaotic mass or, at best, a well-intentioned but
politically incoherent multitude (Pino, 2013, p. 300). Online media coverage was more vivid and
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insightful in comparison (Casero-Ripollés and Feenstra, 2012). The state reacted largely with
repression, with police regularly attempting to evacuate the occupied squares by force, which in turn
only exacerbated the confrontation (Köhler and Calleja Jiménez, 2013, p. 14). Despite this hostile
response, the movement’s support among the population grew immensely, as around two thirds of the
Spanish population declared their sympathy for the activists and their goals (Huke, 2017, p. 233). It
also received a lot of attention abroad and the various square occupation movements of the following
months and years (in Greece, Turkey, the US and elsewhere) directly cited the Spanish movement (in
addition to the Arab uprisings) as their direct inspiration (Flesher Fominaya, 2017, p. 11).
While activists were opposed to cooperating with traditional organisations on the left, the movement
quickly became a hotbed for cooperation among activist networks, providing them with a space to
engage with each other and reach new supporters. The various groups which initiated the occupations,
such as DRY and JSF, as well as some anti-austerity groups that were close to it, such as the PAH and
unemployed initiatives, immediately began consolidating their newly forged alliances (Bailey, 2017).
Through the movement’s organisational infrastructure, they were able to organise and coordinate their
own collective actions, which allowed some groups, most notably the PAH, to grow rapidly in scale
(Romanos, 2014). After the occupations were forcibly dispersed in June 2011, the activists continued
their work on a smaller scale in their respective local contexts, such as via the Plataforma Ciudadana
de Auditoria de la Deuda (‘citizen platform for a debt audit’), which began organising citizen debt
audits in various Spanish cities (Huke, 2017, p. 233). Due to the creation of an extensive new network
of contacts, activists were able to organise larger mobilisations more easily. Some major protest events
were even coordinated internationally, such as the ‘Global Days of Action’ around 15 October 2011,
which brought half a million protesters onto Spanish streets and saw the coordination of parallel mass
protests all across Europe and beyond (Steidinger, 2012; Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014,
p. 111). Activists in 15M eventually loosened their stance towards cooperating with trade unions as
well, especially after the election of the PP in late 2011, and went on to support the upcoming general
strikes (Köhler and Calleja Jiménez, 2013). Although 15M activists may not have been able to forge a
genuine counter-hegemonic alliance on their own, they laid the foundation for its creation and offered
a prefigurative example of what counter-hegemony could look like in practice. After 2011, horizontal
democracy and political autonomy became staples of leftist political organisation, which informed the
development of all subsequent anti-austerity projects in Spain.
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6.3.2 Autonomous Labour Struggles in the Public Sector – the Mareas
Beginning in 2012, Spain experienced a rise in labour organisation both among established trade
unions and independently from them. A new movement phenomenon emerged in which public sector
employees began organising via horizontal autonomous networks called mareas (‘tides’), in order to
mobilise against the deterioration of working conditions and job security in their respective branches.
These struggles were a distinct response to crisis management under the PP, which increasingly
affected public employees, particularly in the socially reproductive spheres of healthcare and
education, and was openly hostile towards organised labour. As such, the mareas were only
tangentially connected to the 15M movement, yet they actively incorporated the activists’ disposition
for radical democracy and political autonomy, setting them apart from traditional labour unions.

Composition
In contrast to the 15M movement, the mareas were a more explicitly class-based phenomenon that
mainly mobilised public sector employees and their clients, who colour-coded themselves according
to their profession. The two largest networks were the marea verde, made up of teachers and supported
by students and parents, and the marea blanca, made up of medical staff and patients. Both emerged
in response to austerity measures affecting their respective sectors. The marea verde was founded after
the city government in Madrid fired 3000 teachers, while simultaneously increasing the working hours
of the remaining staff. It soon spread across the country in response to similar education cuts elsewhere
(Huke, 2017, p. 238). The marea blanca formed as a reaction to the privatisation of several hospitals
and health centres across Spain, merging multiple regional health networks and doctors’ associations
(ibid. p. 241ff.; Marea Blanca, 2014b). Besides the two of them, a wide range of additional mareas
mobilised around other struggles. The marea amarilla mobilised against the privatisation of public
records, the marea granate represented young emigrants forced to leave Spain due to the lack of
employment and the marea violeta organised feminist protests (El Mundo, 2015; Marea Granate, 2019;
Marea Violeta, 2019). In part due to the mobilisations of the mareas, the overall social composition of
the Spanish anti-austerity movement shifted notably after 2012. While it had been largely carried by
students and the precarianised educated middle class in the early days, by 2013 the vast majority of
protesters was fully employed and identified explicitly as ‘working class’ (Della Porta, 2015, p. 59ff.).
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Political Profile
The mareas staunchly opposed the PP’s austerity measures, especially in the form of budget cuts and
privatisations, and demanded that the state provide comprehensive financial support, institutional
autonomy and universal access to public services. Being carried by public employees, the mareas did
not follow the 15M movement in completely rejecting the authority of the state, and instead sought
gradual institutional reforms of Spain’s public sector. However, at least some of their participants
actively sought a more radical counter-hegemonic transformation of neoliberal capitalism. The marea
verde in particular demonstrated a counter-hegemonic stance, rejecting the ‘neoliberal model’ of
capitalism. It opposed budget cuts and privatisations, the deterioration of teachers’ working conditions,
restrictions on students and the elitist ‘excellency’ ideal in education based on market competition,
while fighting for the democratisation of educational administration. Regarding education as a
fundamental right, it demanded an ‘educational model in the service of the people’, in which education
should be ‘public, free of charge, secular, democratic, participatory, coeducational, cooperative,
scientific, free and made by all and for all’ (Marea Verde, 2014 translation BB). This model also
intended education to promote progressive values, such as non-discrimination, feminism, antiracism,
environmentalism and social justice. In that regard, the marea verde also vocally opposed the
privileged treatment of private and religious universities, criticising their perpetuation of class and
gender segregation. In terms of concrete regulation, the marea verde demanded that the government
should repeal its austerity laws and labour reforms, revert the rationalisation of education and the
privatisation of services, invest at least 7% of GDP in education and provide social measures for
children from income-poor families (ibid.). While formulating far-reaching demands, the marea verde
was also keenly aware that the problems in education were less visible and thus less easily politicised
than in other areas, due to the more gradual deterioration of education compared to the outright
‘selling’ of public assets in the health sector (Moreno, 2011). Its more radical demands were thus partly
an attempt to drum up attention.
By contrast, the marea blanca was more politically pluralistic. It regarded healthcare as a significant
public good, opposed the privatisation and marketisation of medical services and demanded the remunicipalisation of hospitals. It also fought the reduction of medical staff, deterioration of working
conditions and the subsequent negative impact on patients through higher costs and lower quality care
(Marea Blanca, 2014b, 2014a, 2015c, 2018). Beyond these common foundational claims, the marea
blanca’s various regional groups developed different political ambitions. Some groups were highly
socially conscious, demanding far-reaching systemic changes. These groups regarded healthcare as a
human right and emphasised that poverty was one of the greatest threats to people’s health. They
explicitly rejected the influence of ‘neoliberal and economic elites’ and demanded an end to health
inequality due to unemployment, poverty or discrimination. They also called for broad social
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mobilisations and alliances to defend healthcare and promote the organisation of a citizen audit on
health debt, while vocally opposing neoliberal projects such as TTIP (Marea Blanca, 2013, 2014b,
2016d). Some argued from an explicitly feminist perspective, pointing to the gendered impact of
healthcare cuts and demanding the repeal of restrictive abortion laws. Other groups were less overtly
political, focusing more on internal problems of the health system and even arguing from a technocratic
standpoint that budget cuts decreased the health system’s efficiency and could be better applied
elsewhere (Marea Blanca, 2018). Perhaps as a result of this more reformist stance, the marea blanca
eventually shifted its focus to the European level and started demanding policy changes from the EU
(Marea Blanca, 2016a). At the same time, the activists were aware of the EU’s entrenched
neoliberalism and the inherently limited support that progressive policy reforms were likely to receive
(ibid.), so they were by no means strictly moderate reformists.
Praxis
The mareas engaged in practical actions characteristic of both social movements and labour unions,
displaying a tactical approach appropriately labelled ‘social movement unionism’ (Clua Losada and
Horn, 2014). This included strikes, protests, occupations, community outreach, as well as political
lobbyism (Gavroche 2013; Marea Verde 2014). The mareas’ inspiration from the 15M movement was
evident in their horizontal democratic organisational structures. In the marea verde, educational staff
started meeting in large assemblies (sometimes initiated by union representatives, but more often
completely autonomously) that were directly inspired by public asambleas on the occupied squares
(Huke, 2017, p. 238). The marea verde engaged in a wide range of sector-specific and general strikes,
generally following the call of trade unions (Marea Verde 2012). Besides publicly visible
mobilisations, the marea verde also distributed alternative teaching materials to alleviate teaching
institutions’ budget cuts (Marea Verde, 2019). It also occasionally parodied the government, such as
by ‘grading’ the bad spelling in governmental press releases (Marea Verde, 2011).
The marea blanca engaged in regular strikes and protests as well, though due to its stronger
heterogeneity, its action repertoire was also more diverse. Actions differed between regions and often
involved the occupation of specific hospitals. Certain organisations participating in the marea blanca
also became engaged in long-lasting legal procedures against the privatisation of clinics. At the same
time, the marea blanca also organised nationwide coordination assemblies and formulated common
demands during elections (El Diario, 2013; Marea Blanca, 2016b, 2017). Reflecting their stronger
focus on the European level, activists of the marea blanca occasionally engaged in pan-European
mobilisations, such as the EuroMarches in 2015 and a healthcare pledge campaign during the 2019 EP
elections (Marea Blanca, 2015a; Europe Health Network, 2019).
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Impact and Alliances
The mareas contributed to expanding anti-neoliberal counter-hegemony by politicising the struggles
of public employees, particularly in the area of social reproduction, connecting them to activist and
labour struggles and generating solidarity among increasing sections of the population. Similar to the
15M movement, the mareas remained politically autonomous, while also cooperating with other
organisations engaged in the struggle against austerity in order to coordinate collective actions. Some
of the mareas were able to create bridges between the 15M movement and organised labour,
facilitating the gradual expansion of counter-hegemonic networks across the Spanish left. The marea
verde, for instance, organised its early meetings with the help of the indignados’ education working
group, while also often engaging in strikes together with trade unions (Moreno, 2011; Marea Verde,
2012). The marea blanca cooperated regularly with the iaioflaut@s, a group of senior citizen activists
protesting the deterioration of pensions and elderly care (Marea Blanca, 2015b). By including many
of their clients, the mareas were also able to forge subaltern alliances beyond the scope of traditional
trade unions (Gavroche, 2013), creating small communities of solidarity among people directly and
indirectly affected by austerity.
In terms of concrete political change, the mareas had limited success in contesting austerity and the
eventual foundation of leftist electoral projects in 2014 appears to have had a demobilising effect on
them, as activists increasingly put their hopes into institutional change (Librán, 2018). Nevertheless,
the marea blanca managed to stop the privatisation of various hospitals through its engagement in the
courts and the marea verde helped repel a number of conservative education reforms (El Diario, 2013;
Librán, 2018). In more abstract terms, their ability to enhance subaltern cooperation through solidarity
allowed the mareas to expand the basis for counter-hegemonic struggle. This also helped revitalise the
larger union federations, which were already becoming more proactive in reaction to the labour-hostile
PP government, by increasing their cooperation with radical activists. The UGT and CC.OO. enjoyed
an increase in organisational power and were able to mobilise multiple general strikes in 2012 and
2013, supported by 15M activists and coordinated with other unions across Europe (Cerrilo Vidal
2013). Many workers took another cue from the mareas and 15M movement and began organising
labour strikes and company occupations independently from their trade unions (Bailey et al., 2017, p.
121ff.). By 2013, employment in horizontal democratic economic cooperatives had more than doubled
(Wigger, 2016), indicating the rapidly growing appeal of democratic self-organisation among the
labour force explicitly for the purpose of creating prefigurative alternatives to capitalist production.

131

6.3.3 Housing Struggles – the PAH
A major terrain of Spain’s anti-austerity movement was the struggle for housing. After the collapse of
Spain’s real estate sector resulted in a severe crisis of unsustainable mortgage debt, threatening
hundreds of thousands of households with forced evictions, people began creating neighbourhood
groups and activist networks to protect themselves from losing their homes. Even prior to the square
occupations, organisations such as V de Vivienda and FAVB engaged in local housing activism,
particularly in Barcelona, culminating in the foundation of the PAH in 2009 (Huke, 2017, p. 235). In
contrast to the more direct-action oriented 15M movement and mareas, the PAH also offered direct
support to its mortgage-affected constituents, thus creating a solidarity-based infrastructure to alleviate
the impact of the crisis. As the housing crisis continued and the 15M movement introduced millions
of people to radical activism, the PAH grew into the largest housing activist network in Europe,
expanded its range of political activities and even saw some of its activists enter political office.

Composition
The PAH experienced an immense surge in growth over the course of the 15M movement as an
increasing number of people became aware of its existence and motivated to join. After being founded
in Barcelona, the city most severely affected by the housing crash and tourism bubble (Castro, 2018,
p. 198), the PAH eventually numbered over 200 local groups by 2015 (PAH, 2016d). Its rapid growth
was also a direct response to the continuous severe impact of the financial crisis on private home
owners, threatening tens of thousands of people with forced evictions. By focusing primarily on
protecting and improving the material living conditions of those people, the PAH brought questions of
political struggle into everyday life, fostering cross-class cooperation between the 15M movement’s
more educated, middle-class milieus from city centres and the marginalised, often migrant groups
residing in city peripheries (Huke, 2017, p. 236). The PAH’s social base was therefore quite
heterogeneous and inclusive. At the same time, activist turnover was relatively high (Bailey et al.,
2017, p. 287ff.), highlighting the strong connection between people’s engagement in the PAH and their
affliction by unsustainable debt. Most members did not seek out to become radical activists, but started
creating or joining local neighbourhood groups to support each other against evictions, which led them
to become part of the PAH, if only temporarily (PAH, 2011g). More than many other activist
organisations across the European anti-austerity movement, the PAH also brought forth prominent
organic intellectual leaders, particularly women, such as the eventual mayor of Barcelona, Ada Colau
(PAH, 2014b; Colau, 2016).
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Political Profile
The PAH’s political claims focused squarely on contesting the neoliberal commodification and
financialisation of housing and protecting people’s security in their living space. The network
articulated a number of key demands which eventually formed the basis of an envisioned Ley de
Vivienda (‘Housing Law’) (PAH, 2017f). Most prominently, the PAH sought to abolish the existing
mortgage law, which required people to repay up to half of their mortgage even after losing the house
and instead institutionalise an automatic debt write-off upon returning the property (called dación en
pago; ‘dation in payment’) (PAH, 2010a, 2010b). It also demanded an immediate stop to all evictions
and a decriminalisation of civil disobedience against evictions (PAH, 2012e, 2013e). To further
alleviate the struggles of low-income families, the PAH demanded the provision of social housing,
specifically targeting the tens of thousands of empty apartments owned byreal estate investors (PAH,
2013e). Finally, by demanding the regulation of rent prices and the establishment of guaranteed
minimum social standards, the PAH transcended its usual focus on home ownership and aimed towards
social redistribution on a wider scale.
Despite primarily seeking legal reforms, the PAH was quite radical in its political outlook, openly
challenging the power of the ‘banking class’ whose interests, it claimed, were controlling the PP and
Constitutional Tribunal (PAH, 2015d, 2015f, 2018). Like the 15M movement, the PAH was not
affiliated with any political party and was deeply sceptical of the institutional system (PAH, 2012b,
2016c), at times declaring PP and PSOE its ‘enemies’ (PAH, 2011f) and speaking of their policies as
‘financial genocide’ (PAH, 2012f). This behaviour was mutual and PP politicians did not shy away
from calling Ada Colau a ‘terrorist leader’ (PAH, 2014b). At the same time, the PAH was also capable
of very considerate and nuanced dialogue with political leaders it hoped to sway in its favour (PAH,
2017c). Unlike the 15M, whose claims were often purposefully abstract and utopian, the PAH
cultivated a more sober and concrete line of argument, often pointing towards the financial benefits of
its demands and rarely invoking abstract moral imperatives (PAH, 2014e, 2014b). In line with the
more beneficial attitudes Spanish people had towards the EU, the PAH also saw European institutions
in a relatively positive light, especially compared to activists in Greece and Germany (see chapters 7
and 8). The European courts (ECJ and ECHR) in particular were regarded favourably, due to their
supportive role in combatting Spain’s mortgage law (PAH, 2015e), which demonstrated that certain
European institutions could be successfully appealed to in order to challenge neoliberal crisis
measures.
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Praxis
Similar to the mareas, the PAH followed the horizontal democratic tradition of the 15M movement,
but demonstrated a much higher level of organisational professionalism. Local PAH groups met
weekly to discuss and plan actions, activists had formal membership and reached consensus decisions
through democratic deliberation. The largest group in Barcelona developed an intricate organisational
structure based on large general assemblies for strategic planning and specialised working groups for
specific tasks, such as publicity, organising direct actions, providing legal aid, dealing with gendered
violence or negotiating with banks (PAH, 2016d, p. 17ff.). At the national level, the PAH met
biannually to decide on overarching political strategies (ibid. p. 15). Taking the 15M movement’s
emphasis on democratic self-expression to heart, the PAH displayed a strong emphasis on individual
self-empowerment. One of its central slogans became the highly chantable Sí se puede (‘Yes you can’)
(PAH, 2014e). At the same time, the PAH also elected multiple national spokespeople on a rotation
basis, most prominently Ada Colau (PAH, 2014b; Colau, 2016).
The PAH also employed a remarkably wide range of tactics, including awareness-raising, direct aid,
civil disobedience, regional campaigns and institutional advocacy, culminating in a comprehensive,
multidimensional political strategy. In raising awareness about the crisis of housing and the legal
conditions of mortgage debt, the PAH directly challenged the neoliberal common sense of blaming
individuals for systemic problems (PAH, 2009b). Aiming to empower people through knowledge, it
published pamphlets and books, offered consultations and organised seminars. New members were
introduced to the PAH via dedicated ‘welcome assemblies’ (PAH, 2014e). The PAH directly supported
people affected by mortgage debt, providing legal document ‘kits’ for requesting credit extensions,
renegotiating debt conditions with banks, as well as preventing housing auctions and blocking
evictions (PAH, 2009a, 2011b, 2014d). As part of its obra social (‘Social Work’) campaign it also
occupied empty homes to provide shelter for evicted families (PAH, 2011e). In terms of protest, the
PAH organised demonstrations and manifestations (PAH, 2009c, 2011c), as well as more radical
actions such as bank occupations and escraches, in which individual PP politicians were confronted in
front of their homes (PAH, 2013a, 2015a, 2016a). The PAH’s political advocacy largely centred on
changing Spanish mortgage legislation by way of party consultation and a plebiscitary legislative
initiative (PAH, 2010a, 2010b, 2013c). While this did not prove successful (PAH, 2013b), the PAH
managed to get the Catalonian parliament to provide social housing in the case of evictions (PAH,
2015g). Since 2015, the PAH began organising pledge campaigns during elections, asking parties to
commit to its proposed Ley de Vivienda (PAH, 2015c, 2017f).
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Impact and Alliances
One of the PAH’s most significant achievements was its ability to politicise broad sections of society
and expand counter-hegemonic cooperation between otherwise disconnected subaltern groups and
political organisations in civil society. Due to the PAH’s wide action repertoire and increasing
involvement in institutional politics, it also breached some of the divide between radical activism and
political representation, developing a more comprehensive strategy for contesting the influence of
financial capital and challenging neoliberal governance. Analogous to the 15M movement and mareas,
the PAH emphasised its political autonomy and non-partisanship, while regularly engaging in
coalitions with other activist organisations and trade unions in an effort to integrate its particular
struggle within a broader counter-hegemonic context. Even before 2011, it took part in the
Autonomous Mortgage Forum of Catalonia, together with unions and NGOs (Fòrum Hipotecari, 2010)
and called on its members to participate in the unions’ general strike (PAH, 2010c). At the height of
the 15M movement, the PAH was an avid contributor to its mobilisations and continued collaborating
with DRY afterwards (PAH, 2011d, 2012c). While promoting its legislative initiatives, the PAH
cooperated extensively with the main trade unions UGT and CC.OO. (PAH, 2013d). After the election
of leftist city governments in Madrid and Barcelona, it tentatively developed more constant links to
city councillors and political parties (PAH, 2015b, 2016b). At the transnational level, the PAH was
one of the most prominent Spanish activist groups, participating in the European Days of Action and
the first Blockupy meetings in Germany in 2012 (PAH, 2012g, 2012a). In 2013, it also helped create
the European Action Coalition for the Right to Housing and the City (see section 6.2.3), which allowed
it to coordinate transnational campaigns against the financialisation of housing (EAC, 2019e).
Individual PAH activists were also active outside Europe, taking part in the Left Forum in New York
(PAH, 2015h), the World Social Forum in Montreal (PAH, 2017h) and the UN’s Habitat III Forum in
Ecuador (PAH, 2017d). In the context of the 2019 European elections, the PAH eventually supported
the European Citizen Initiative ‘Housing for All’, thus expanding its advocacy to the supranational
level (PAH, 2019c).
Although the PAH was unable to fully realise its main claims of changing Spain’s housing law and
ending evictions for good, it did have a considerable impact on the material living conditions of its
social constituency, particularly in Catalonia. By 2014, it had prevented over a thousand evictions and
negotiated the write-offs of thousands of mortgages (PAH, 2014e). Its Obra Social campaign
succeeded in turning 30 apartment blocks into social housing and relocating around 3500 people who
lost their homes (PAH, 2015i, 2017e). In part due to the PAH’s transnational advocacy, Spain’s
mortgage law and eviction policy were eventually condemned by the ECHR and UN (PAH, 2014d,
2017b), although the central government avoided having to implement significant reforms thus far
(PAH, 2017a, 2019a). By contrast, the PAH’s legislative efforts were particularly successful in
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Catalonia, where courts effectively started enforcing the dación en pago (PAH, 2017g) and the
regional government implemented a reform improving the living conditions of tenants (PAH, 2019b).

6.4 Institutionalisation: A New Radical Left in Parliament
After the eruption of the 15M movement and the mobilisations of the mareas and PAH were not able
to shift the neoliberal crisis management course of the government or prevent its further descent into
authoritarian statism, sections of the Spanish left began developing an electoral approach. In 2014, this
resulted in the formation of the far-left party Podemos, as well as a number of leftist municipal election
platforms. Both types of organisations gained considerable electoral support and managed to take the
anti-austerity movement to the level of institutional politics, thus entering a new terrain in the ‘war of
position’ against neoliberal hegemony. A number of municipal platforms even won local elections in
Spain’s largest cities, entering local government. All of these projects were thus confronted with
entrenched strategic selectivities in the operation of the state apparatus, which greatly restricted their
ability to effect substantial political change and pressured them to accept a certain degree of
transformist assimilation, thereby severing many of their ties to social movements.

6.4.1 Podemos
Podemos was founded in 2014, at a time when the economy was gradually beginning to recover again,
without actually benefitting most people yet. The party’s founders were only tangentially related to
the 15M movement themselves, emerging largely from Marxist academic circles, JSF, Izquierda
Anticapitalista and critical political broadcasting (Iglesias, 2015, p. 191ff.; Huke, 2017, p. 247).
Nevertheless, Podemos considered itself the institutional manifestation of the 15M movement,
embodying its political demands and rejection of traditional politics (Iglesias, 2015, p. 183). Since the
existing far-left party IU had been unable to gain the anti-austerity movement’s favour due to being
perceived as too orthodox and institutionally co-opted, the perspective of a new movement-based party
– a ‘Spanish SYRIZA’ – carried a lot of political potential3 (Rendueles and Sola, 2018, p. 15). In
conceiving Podemos as a new form of radical ‘movement party’, its founders explicitly drew on
Gramscian concepts like the ‘modern prince’, developed grassroots democratic decision-making
processes (albeit only temporarily) and purposefully cultivated a populist counter-hegemonic identity.

3

Which was ironic, given that Syriza was more similar in style to IU than to Podemos.
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Political Profile
Podemos sought to institutionalise the struggle of the Spanish anti-austerity movement. The party
initially did not have a traditional party programme, but presented a general list of goals, most of which
mirrored the 15M movement’s claims. Specifically, Podemos aimed to repeal the PSOE’s and PP’s
crisis management measures by decreasing working hours, lowering the retirement age, renationalising
hospitals and raising the wealth tax again. It also promised to organise a citizen debt audit, suspend
the debt for low-income households, raise the minimum wage, introduce a basic income scheme and
stop all home evictions. Drawing on the 15M movement’s criticism of political and economic elites,
Podemos also vowed to fight corruption and limit high salaries (Mahler, 2015). While these goals were
relatively typical for a far-left political party, Podemos distinguished itself from IU by adopting a
decidedly populist discourse that more closely resembled the 15M’s framing, while also relying on the
charisma of its young leader Pablo Iglesias. Instead of promoting a Marxist class perspective, the party
painted itself as representing ‘ordinary citizens’ against what it called the ‘political caste’ (Tormey and
Feenstra, 2015; Ramiro and Gomez, 2017) and the ‘Party of Wall Street’ (Iglesias, 2015, p. 106).
Echoing narratives of the 15M activists, Podemos initially rejected the traditional left-right dichotomy
of the political spectrum, only embracing a more explicitly leftist identity after some contentious
internal discussion (Borriello and Mazzolini, 2017).
The party’s status as a political novelty wore off relatively quickly. After gaining a lot of popular
support in a short amount of time, Podemos developed a strong focus on winning elections, aiming to
replace the PSOE as the main force on the left (Iglesias, 2015, p. 195). To do so, it scaled back many
of its political demands and moderated its conduct, such as by dropping any ambition to fundamentally
change Spain’s constitution (Borriello and Mazzolini, 2017). Iglesias admitted that ‘winning an
election by no means equates to winning power’ (Iglesias, 2015, p. 167), but he justified the party’s
electoral focus by arguing that it had to engage in a ‘politics of chess’ rather than a ‘politics of boxing’
(ibid. p. 15f.). This argument was directly drawing on Antonio Gramsci’s differentiation between a
‘war of position’ and ‘war of manoeuvre’, while conveniently ignoring that the author explicitly
warned against the dangers of a transformist assimilation into the state. Podemos’s more openly leftist
identity eventually motivated a merger with IU into the electoral platform Unidos Podemos, which
further diluted the party’s unique character (Zelik, 2018).

Praxis
Podemos initially attempted to reproduce some of the 15M movement’s democratic horizontalism, but
it soon conformed to the strategic selectivities of the state, becoming more centralised and hierarchical
in order to more effectively compete in elections. The party was originally built on the basis of around
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200 regional and thematic círculos (‘circles’) which engaged in horizontal democracy (Huke, 2017, p.
248). Podemos additionally planned to hold regular open citizen assemblies to elect party councils and
special commissions (Mahler, 2015). This ambition was relatively short-lived and it adopted a more
centralised vertical hierarchy, based on a strong party secretariat and weakened círculos (Huke, 2017,
p. 249). Podemos thereby also embraced its reliance on recognisable, charismatic leaders, placing
media-friendly candidates on the ballot and letting popular economists draft its election programme
(Mahler, 2016). This political hierarchisation and professionalisation was not well-received across the
party and intense internal conflicts broke out. Podemos’s political identity was increasingly called into
question, leading to public confrontations between its leftist and moderate liberal wings (Rendueles
and Sola, 2018, p. 26; Zelik, 2018). In 2019, the party’s former second in command Íñigo Errejón even
separated from the party to run on a different electoral platform (Gilmartin and Greene, 2019), further
entrenching the divisions within the institutional left.
Impact and Alliances
Before tensions escalated that far, Podemos was actually quite successful in establishing itself as the
only major parliamentary force contesting austerity and gaining significant electoral support at a
remarkable rate. In 2014 it already received almost 8% of the vote during the European elections
(European Parliament, 2014) and eventually 20.7% during the national elections a year later (The
Guardian, 2015). Podemos’s electorate was similar to that of IU (educated middle class, critical
academics, skilled labour), but the new party was much more successful in attracting former nonvoters as well as people not explicitly identifying as leftists (Ramiro and Gomez, 2017, p. 117ff.). At
the regional level, Podemos managed to replace the PSOE as the main force on the left, often by
entering into diverse anti-austerity alliances, such as En Comú Podem in Catalonia or En Marea in
Galicia, usually in cooperation with IU and the small ecological party eQuo (Mahler, 2016).
At the national level, however, Podemos fell short of overtaking the PSOE and becoming the Spanish
equivalent to SYRIZA (Iglesias, 2015, p. 195). This was by no means a political failure, as the party
gained a level of popular support and legitimacy that others like Die Linke in Germany could only
dream of (see section 8.4). Nevertheless, the results disappointed the leadership’s high expectations.
This disappointment grew even further after the party’s merger with IU into Unidas Podemos delivered
election results below the sum of the two parties’ individual performances, indicating that the more
explicitly leftist identity and centralised electoral strategy alienated more voters than it attracted (Zelik,
2018). This alienation was a reflection of the distinct conditions of counter-hegemonic struggle in
Spain, which were still strongly influenced by the 15M movement’s claims for horizontal, participatory
democracy. In another context, Podemos’s approach might have been more successful (see SYRIZA
in Greece), but in Spain, the widespread rejection of traditional representation in response to the
country’s crisis management created certain expectations of what a political alternative should look
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like. By identifying as a left political party and adopting a hierarchical organisational structure,
Podemos betrayed those expectations in the eyes of many of its erstwhile supporters. The party thus
failed to avoid transformist co-optation and became increasingly assimilated into the political system
it sought to transform.
From 2018 onwards, Podemos supported the PSOE in running a minority government and in 2020
joined it as a junior coalition partner (Marcos, 2018; El País, 2019b), having garnered only 10% of the
vote, compared to the PSOE’s 33% (BBC, 2019b; European Parliament, 2019). Technically, this
represented the most high-profile institutionalisation of the Spanish far left since the civil war, but the
extent of Podemos’s actual political influence remained questionable and its electoral support steadily
declined (Moury, Cardoso and Gago, 2019). Hence, after trying in vain to become the main force on
the Spanish left, Podemos eventually helped consolidate the PSOE’s claim to that title, partially
restoring Spain’s pre-crisis bipartisanism and centre-left hegemony. Whether Podemos’s government
participation will lead to a renewal of neoliberal hegemony with limited social adjustments or allow
for an actual alternative to austerity and deregulation remains to be seen, but the ongoing deterioration
of the Spanish far left makes the latter option increasingly unlikely.

6.4.2 Radical Municipalism – Barcelona en Comú
Radical municipalist platforms were a more direct institutionalisation of the 15M’s horizontal
democratic practices than Podemos. Consisting of pluralistic networks of activists, parties and civil
society organisations, they sought to challenge the traditional institutional process by heavily relying
on citizen participation, such as by organising open neighbourhood assemblies to formulate policy
goals. Due to their grass-roots nature, municipalist platforms provided an electoral alternative capable
of organically linking counter-hegemonic struggle within and outside the state. Since these projects
were still experimental, they encountered various difficulties and were forced to adapt. The most
influential Spanish municipal platform was Barcelona en Comú, consisting of the Guanyem Barcelona
citizen platform, the political parties ICV-EUiA, Podemos, Procés Constituent and Equo, as well as
various independent activists.

Political Profile
Barcelona en Comú developed a broad and comprehensive counter-hegemonic programme, tackling a
wide range of social, economic and legal issues. True to form, its political claims did not aim just to
challenge the social and economic aspects of neoliberal capitalism, but to transform the political
process itself. During the platform’s election campaign in 2015, it formulated three distinct policy
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goals, which formed an ‘emergency plan’ for the first months in government. The first goal was to
guarantee basic rights and ensure a dignified life by providing decent housing and income support,
stopping the privatisation of healthcare, improving the provision of food and lowering energy costs
(Barcelona en Comú, 2015b, p. 4ff.). The second goal was to shift Barcelona’s economic model
towards a socially and ecologically just alternative by diversifying the city’s production, lowering the
dependence on tourism and halting privatisations (ibid. p. 3ff.). Lastly, the platform aimed to raise the
administration’s democratic accountability by increasing the transparency of decision-making,
creating new means of popular input, binding public officials to ethical commitments and financial
limits and facilitating equal gender representation in public offices (ibid.; 2019b). To adhere to these
transparency principles itself, Barcelona en Comú established a Code of Ethics on the basis of input
from civil society groups (Colau, 2016, p. 6; Barcelona en Comú, 2019a).

Praxis and Alliances
Barcelona en Comú’s organisational structure differed fundamentally from traditional political parties.
The platform’s ambition to facilitate horizontal citizen participation was deeply ingrained in its form
and practices. Prior to being elected, it organised decentralised neighbourhood assemblies to gather
people’s input and create its electoral programme (Colau, 2016, p. 7). After the election, it established
a formal separation between institutional and community-based bodies, while still facilitating constant
connections and exchange between the two. Barcelona en Comú’s elected officials make up its
‘Municipal Group’ and ‘District Councillors’ in the City Council, while the platform is embedded in
civil society via its Comú (annual grand assembly), its ‘Plenary’ (strategic decision-making body),
‘General Coordination Team’ (executive body) and various quasi-autonomous control committees and
specialised working groups. A ‘Political Council’ connects both levels by bringing together elected
officials and platform members every six weeks to discuss and decide on political and strategic plans.
All bodies maintain strict gender parity (Barcelona en Comú, 2016). The organisation had to make
some compromises in order to function in government, adopting a more stratified structure than the
15M movement initially had in mind. Like Podemos, it also relied extensively on charismatic
leadership to generate support (Huke, 2017, p. 253). However, the extent of transparency, political
exchange and democratic accountability it managed to establish outrank the vertical hierarchy adopted
by Podemos.
In order to compensate for the inherent isolation and weakness of a municipal government at the
national level, Barcelona en Comú forged ties to other leftist projects across Spain and beyond. In
Spain, it developed strong connections to municipal platforms in other city councils, such as in Madrid,
Zaragoza or Valencia. While possibilities for direct mutual support were limited, councillors were able
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to exchange experiences and develop a common repertoire of anti-austerity ‘best practices’. Madrid’s
economic councillor, for instance, invested the city’s public budget surplus in social initiatives, thereby
proving to other city governments that certain acts of disobedience against the state’s Budget Stability
Law are possible. Municipal platforms also regularly cooperated with Podemos at the national level in
an effort to oppose further austerity measures in Congress (Interview En Comú Podem, 06.07.2017).
At the transnational level, Barcelona en Comú began engaging in the Fearless Cities network, which
includes other leftist municipal governments from cities such as Naples (Italy), Grenoble (France),
Attica (Greece) or Valparaíso (Chile) (Fearless Cities, 2017b). By organising an international coalition
around radical municipalism, this network intends to break the paralysing neoliberal dynamic between
nation states and supranational institutions (Mac1, 2016). It created a Specialised International
Committee, with the task of facilitating the growth and deepening of municipal cooperation (Castro,
2018, p. 214f.). Barcelona en Comú hosted some of the network’s meetings itself, including an
International Municipalist Summit in 2017 (Fearless Cities, 2017a). Besides neoliberal crisis
management, this cooperation between city governments also extended to dealing with the migration
crisis, as Barcelona signed a co-agreement with the island governments of Lampedusa and Lesbos to
provide decent care for refugees (Solidarity4All, 2016d).

Impact
Barcelona en Comú provided a way for the 15M movement’s counter-hegemonic contestation of
neoliberalism and traditional political representation to enter the institutional system more immediately
than through Podemos. In 2015, Barcelona en Comú gathered 25.2% of the vote, allowing it to form a
coalition with the regional leftist parties ERC and CUP, as well as the PSC (Catalan PSOE). In that
role, Barcelona en Comú was able to achieve (limited) material improvements, implementing many of
its proposed reforms, particularly in regard to transparency, housing, austerity and economic
restructuring. In the area of transparency, the new government introduced a special councillor for
democratic participation, created an anti-corruption office and established new plebiscitary
instruments (Barcelona en Comú, 2015a; El Periodico, 2017). To deal with the housing crisis, it
imposed fines on banks holding empty apartments, thus putting one of the PAH’s major demands into
practice. It also took up a loan with the European Investment Bank to create 18 thousand apartments,
although progress in this regard was quite slow (Barcelona en Comú, 2017a). By institutionalising a
housing mediation unit, it also decreased evictions by 8% (Castro, 2018, p. 217). Seeking to reduce
Barcelona’s reliance on tourism, the government increased the tourist tax, limited tourist
accommodation and introduced fines against illegal tourist flats (Barcelona en Comú, 2017a).
Economic growth was spurred by increasing municipal investment fourfold and investing EUR 4
million in local businesses and the social and solidarity economy (La Vanguardia, 2017; Castro, 2018,
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p. 217). Austerity was counteracted in a variety of ways. The city hired 2000 new public staff members,
raised social investments by 50% and created a new municipal energy provider (Barcelona en Comú,
2017d, 2017c). Barcelona en Comú also expanded welfare by re-municipalising childcare and
women‘s support centres and providing social subsidies for low-income families (Sánchez, 2017, p. 2;
Castro, 2018, p. 206). Public transportation was expanded and ticket prices were lowered for the
unemployed. This policy was combined with a restriction of car access to the inner city, thus lowering
Barcelona’s carbon footprint (Barcelona en Comú, 2017b). Since it could not rule out privatisations
entirely, the government introduced a social clause, requiring the process of procurement to include
civil society initiatives as negotiating partners (Barcelona en Comú, 2017d). In regard to social rights,
Barcelona en Comú opened public offices to provide information on labour rights in low-income
neighbourhoods (Llabina, 2017). It also created the position of ‘Councillor for Feminism and LGBTI’
and implemented a 50% women’s quota in all government bodies (Castro, 2018, p. 192). In response
to the migration crisis, Barcelona was declared a Sanctuary City and the government successfully
lobbied for Spain to accept more asylum seekers (Sánchez, 2017).
While Barcelona en Comú consolidated a feasible alternative to neoliberal governance and
authoritarian statism at the local level, its endeavours were systemically limited by strategic
selectivities in the operation of municipal governments. Anti-austerity reforms were inherently
restricted by Spain’s Budget and Stability Law and re-municipalisation efforts were also resisted by
companies and administrative branches themselves (Rendueles and Sola, 2018, p. 40). As a city
council, Barcelona en Comú did not have the authority to regulate housing rents and it also lagged
behind its goals to create new apartments (Barcelona en Comú, 2017a; Castro, 2018, p. 200). Caught
in this context of limited institutional capacity, Barcelona en Comú underwent a gradual transformist
assimilation, making unpopular compromises, sacrificing much of its democratic horizontalism and
activist connections and thus entering into various conflicts with the electorate. For instance, the
platform engaged in political confrontations with a local metro union after refusing to give long-term
contracts to precariously employed metro workers. This conflict was exacerbated by the revelation that
the city was trying to conceal the payment of inflated salaries to higher administrative personnel,
hurting the platform’s credibility as an agent of transparency (Zelik, 2018, p. 146f.). A similar conflict
flared up when it criminalised street vendors (Castro, 2018, p. 202). Many of the platform’s activist
supporters also perceived its cooperation with the PSOE as a form of betrayal in and of itself (Sánchez,
2017, p. 3). Eventually, Barcelona en Comú also encountered difficulties retaining a mediating position
between the Spanish left and the Catalan Independence movement (El Periódico, 2018; Zelik, 2018).
Barcelona en Comú ultimately lost considerable support in the 2019 elections, due to its inability to
implement a comprehensive anti-austerity agenda effectively and avoid transformist co-optation into
the institutional structure. Its experience shows that institutionalising a radical social movement within
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the state is functionally impossible without fundamentally altering its nature to accommodate the
state’s strategic selectivities, even at the local level. Although Barcelona en Comú was able to form a
second government coalition (unlike all other municipalist platforms), it did so by acquiring the
support of a local branch of the centre-right Ciudadanos (Nichols, 2019), which is likely to alienate a
large number of leftist voters in the future and diminish the platform’s governmental capacity further.
The future of radical municipal experiments is thus increasingly uncertain.

6.5 Interim Conclusions
The anti-austerity movement in Spain created a significant counter-hegemonic rupture in civil society
as well as institutional politics without, however, gaining enough support to implement its alternative
vision on a large scale. While there were certainly radical anti-neoliberal mobilisations in Spain prior
to the crisis, the eruption of the 15M movement was rather unique in bringing together millions of
people in support of a fundamental overhaul of Spain’s political and economic system. As such, the
movement was a dual response to the crisis of neoliberal hegemony, expressing material grievances
due to the severe socio-economic impact of neoliberal crisis management on workers, employees and
welfare dependents, as well as rejecting democratically illegitimate representation through the
increasingly authoritarian statist political system.
This duality continued to inform counter-hegemonic struggles in Spain. On one hand, the anti-austerity
movement was socially heterogeneous and politically decentralised, with square occupations, housing
activism, public sector mobilisations and electoral projects all emerging at different times, attracting
diverse class constituencies and pursuing distinct goals. On the other hand, all of these struggles were
connected through the central claim for radical horizontal democracy. The ambition to democratise
politics became a central integrative component of the Spanish far left’s new ‘good sense’, which
greatly influenced the praxis of new leftist electoral projects like Podemos and the radical municipalist
platforms. By facilitating greater levels of democratic participation and accountability, these projects
sought to be more resistant against the dangers of transformist co-optation than the traditional Spanish
left and thus more capable of achieving genuine counter-hegemonic change.
Institutional strategic selectivities in the Spanish state eventually proved too challenging to overcome
and the left’s war of position stagnated. After Podemos and the radical municipalist platforms managed
to achieve considerable electoral support in 2015, fracturing Spain’s traditional two party system, they
soon struggled to reconcile their embeddedness in radical contestation with institutional constraints on
leftist governance. Being largely unable to retain their radical anti-austerity momentum, they
disappointed the counter-hegemonic expectations of their followers and quickly lost electoral support
again. In turn, the PSOE managed to regain its status as the main force on the Spanish left, restoring
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the pre-crisis status quo on the left and reducing the institutional influence of the anti-austerity
movement to a minimum.
As of this writing, it is evident that the end of the anti-austerity movement’s mobilisation cycle did not
bring an end to the hegemony crisis of the Spanish state, nor to radical social contestation. Since late
2017, there has been a sustained confrontation between Spain’s national government and a burgeoning
independence movement in Catalonia. While not inherently leftist, the movement shares some of the
anti-austerity activists’ grievances against the system of enforced fiscal discipline and especially the
authoritarian statist governance of the PP. This led to intense political confrontations over attempts by
the Catalonian government to declare the region nationally independent, culminating in the outright
physical suppression of voting and the criminal prosecution of elected Catalonian politicians (Zelik,
2018; The Guardian, 2019b). The most recent centre-left government has been more willing to deescalate this conflict, but it is clear that the underlying contradiction between Spain’s coercive
institutional system and a civil society that has deeply internalised the demand for democratic
legitimacy and political autonomy is going to fuel social struggles for the foreseeable future.
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7. Greece: EU-Induced Authoritarian Neoliberalism Versus
Popular Counter-Hegemony
No other European country was as severely affected by the crisis and austerity-based crisis
management as Greece, where it caused an outright humanitarian crisis. In contrast to most other
countries, the neoliberal ‘shock therapy’ of austerity measures in Greece was primarily enforced by
supranational institutions, thus effectively subjugating the country’s national sovereignty to the EU’s
system of supranational authoritarian statism. Against this backdrop, the Greek anti-austerity
movement not only mobilised the largest popular following in Europe, but also developed a counterhegemonic momentum that connected the struggles of multiple social groups and political
organisations, culminating in the formation of a far-left government. However, being confronted by a
broad neoliberal alliance of European institutions and pro-austerity governments, the Greek
government was ultimately unable to pursue an effective politico-economic alternative to austeritybased crisis management.

7.1 Pre-Crisis Economy and Social Struggles: Debt-financed Growth and Moderate
Centrism
In the 20th century, Greece experienced a development similar to Spain, albeit departing from unequal
starting positions. Whereas Spain used to be a colonial empire that deteriorated to a position of
economic dependency, Greece started out as a poor, peripheral Balkan country, whose strategic
location in the Mediterranean enabled it to gain some political and economic weight. Like Spain,
Greece transitioned into democracy in the 1970s, following decades of authoritarianism and civil war,
after which it experienced systematic deindustrialisation and became economically dependent on
international credit and the economies of the European North. Unlike Spain, Greece retained a
considerable public sector, generating an increasingly unsustainable amount of public debt in order to
finance economic growth prior to the crisis.

Dependent Neoliberalisation
The development of the Greek economy prior to the crisis was less overtly neoliberal than in Spain,
due to the country’s expanding public sector and tentatively growing welfare system, and the crisis
itself thus became defined by unsustainable public rather than private credit. In the 1970s, Greece was
making most of its profits through shipping, tourism and remittances, making it highly dependent on
Northern Europe. An elite of ship owners and merchants ran a large trading fleet, while the vast
majority of the economy consisted of small enterprises, family businesses and self-employment. Much
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like Spain, the Greek economy went through a period of deindustrialisation and tertiarisation in the
following decades (Close, 2014, p. 171), but it also developed a sizeable public sector, raised public
wages and increased social expenditure, taking up increasing amounts of foreign credit (Passas, 2010;
Karamessini, 2012; Chasoglou, 2015). A mutually reinforcing dynamic of higher wages, consumption,
company profits and public investment generated a steady growth rate (Karamessini, 2012, p. 157),
but Greece was also faced with growing unemployment and lagged behind in technological and
administrative innovation (Close, 2014, pp. 161–178, 232). From the 1990s onwards, the country
became increasingly reliant on industrial and food imports, making it dependent on the economies of
the EU North (Vlachou, 2012; Backes et al., 2018). It also received international financial assistance,
both from foreign banks and through European infrastructure subsidies (‘Delors packages’), for which
it was put under fiscal supervision by the EC and IMF and had to adopt a more neoliberal course by
deregulating wage bargaining, reducing social insurance payments and liberalising investments. As in
Spain, unemployment steadily rose and social stratification intensified, yet Greek governments
continued to enjoy relatively stable consensual support due to increasing household income,
urbanisation and greater access to higher education (Close, 2014).
In the decade leading up to the crisis, Greece’s credit-driven growth model was already unsustainable,
yet remained largely unaddressed by both national governments and EU institutions. Public debt
reached 99% of GDP in 1999 (Eurostat, 2018b), while the country had a trade deficit of 8%, both of
which were steadily increasing (EC, 2008b, p. 10). While the expansion of Greece’s hitherto
rudimentary welfare system over the years benefitted large sections of the population, the government
had no capacity to finance it in the long run (Close, 2014, p. 208). Social expenditure also
disproportionately prioritised pensions, making households materially dependent on retired family
members (Eurostat, 2017b). Attempts to promote investment through financial privileges for dock
companies and the church did not alleviate the situation (Vlachou, 2012; Chasoglou, 2015). Despite
not adhering to the Maastricht criteria, Greece attained EMU membership status in 2000, in part by
concealing some of its budgetary problems through additional foreign credit (Clogg, 2013, p. 239;
Bakas, 2014). High debt, low competitiveness and high imports continued a self-perpetuating cycle,
which further increased Greece’s dependency on volatile economic sectors like shipping and tourism
(Hellenic Republic Ministry of Finance [HRMF], 2011b, p. 13). In 2004, Greece was put under an
EDP (EC, 2009b, p. 19), which the EC quickly lifted again after the government decreased income
and corporate taxes and stepped up the persecution of tax evasion, thereby reducing the deficit without,
however, addressing the persistent public debt and lack of competitiveness (HRMF, 2007, p. 12; EC,
2008b, pp. 5, 21, 43f.). This decision reveals that the EC was willingly ignoring Greece’s volatile
economic and fiscal situation, so long as the country remained on a neoliberal path. Sustainable
economic growth or public financing were secondary goals behind business-friendly taxation and the
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reduction of ‘excessive wage growth’ (EC, 2008b, p. 20). Consequently, the Greek government was
completely unprepared to respond to the eventual outbreak of the crisis, and the EC would eventually
take control of the situation itself.

The Rule of Moderate Centrism
After Greece’s transition into democracy in 1975, Greek civil society did not experience major activist
mobilisations beyond the struggles of organised labour, largely due to the transformist influence of the
centre-left and a relative lack of political tensions (compared to Spain). Like Spain, Greece’s
democratic transition was also a passive revolution driven by conservative elites, yet there was a
stronger push towards anti-authoritarian atonement, as the leaders of the military junta had become
highly unpopular even among capitalist elites and conservatives and were promptly put on trial (Close,
2014, p. 121ff.). This facilitated a reconciliation between the political left and right (Clogg, 2013, p.
167f.) and led to the establishment of a stable bipolar party system, alternating evenly between the
conservative Nea Dimokratia (ND) and the Panhellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK). The
Communist Party (KKE) was unable to create a sizeable alternative in this arrangement, stagnating at
around 10% of the vote (Close, 2014, p. 151ff.). PASOK succeeded in integrating most of the left as
well as centrists by distancing itself from Marxism and traditional socialist ideals and promoting
national pride and sovereignty (Clogg, 2013, p. 187). In spite of the democratisation process, Greece’s
state apparatus also retained a number of authoritarian elements. The executive branch had
considerable power over the political process, whereas parliament and public media were relatively
weak (Close, 2014, p. 145). The government also had the ability to change electoral rules, such as by
granting the strongest parliamentary faction (usually itself) additional seats, thereby making absolute
majority rule relatively likely (Clogg, 2013, p. 191). Greece’s state apparatus was also afflicted by
widespread corruption and clientelism, in which both ND and PASOK regularly indulged (Close,
2014, p. 232). A peculiar characteristic of Greek politics was the establishment of a ‘gerontocratic
ruling class’ of 80 year old men holding a high proportion of political seats (Clogg, 2013, p. 219),
which may have been a factor in creating Greece’s overinflated pension budget.
In contrast to Spain, labour struggles in Greece were not at all pacified during the period of democratic
transition, and industrial workers engaged in extensive mobilisations, achieving high wage increases
and a reduction in working hours. PASOK institutionalised the unions’ influence, expanding their
competences for collective bargaining, while also tying them to the state. Industrial relations in Greece
were thus characterised by a high level of labour organisation and employment protection, but also a
strong state involvement in wage setting (Karamessini, 2012; Close, 2014, pp. 146ff., 161f.). After
PASOK began aligning itself with ‘Third Way’ social democracy in the 1990s, public and private
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sector bargaining were decoupled, increasing inequalities between the two spheres (Karamessini,
2012). Like the PSOE in Spain, PASOK was deeply embedded among organised labour, which
allowed its neoliberal governance to pass by with less contention than if it had been implemented by
a conservative government. As social inequality increased, people eventually became disillusioned
with the party’s political shift, leading to increasing labour mobilisations and a notable split between
unions and parties (Clogg, 2013, p. 216; Close, 2014, p. 243ff.).
Apart from organised labour, Greece did not experience a considerable growth of major social
movements in the 1970s, at least in part due to PASOK’s ability to incorporate activist demands. The
party promoted feminism and implemented various laws in favour of women’s rights early on, thus
absorbing (and defusing) the movement’s momentum (Close, 2014, p. 149). This situation started
tentatively changing in the 1980s, with the growth of an increasingly influential environmentalist
movement (Close, 1999), followed by the GJM in the 1990s, which brought forth radical leftist and
antifascist activist networks (Diktyo, 2016b). Eventually, leftist infrastructures of squads and
alternative cultural spaces were established, especially in the area of Exarchia in Athens (Cappuccini,
2017). The early 2000s also saw the formation of new leftist parties besides PASOK and KKE, most
importantly the Coalition of the Radical Left (SYRIZA), which entered parliament in 2004 with 3.3%
of the vote, demonstrating that the Greek far left was beginning to organise. It was only after the
outbreak of the financial crisis, however, that SYRIZA and the various activist networks started
playing a major political role.

7.2 Crisis and Management: Supranational Coercion
Greece was not immediately affected by the financial crisis in 2008, but hit all the harder a year later
as the intra-European market deteriorated. Financial investments by Greek banks quickly dried up, as
did the demand for Greek goods and services. Practically overnight, construction and shipping
decreased by 30%, trade by 20% and tourism by 11% (Clogg, 2013). This resulted in a recession of
4.3%, which kept intensifying over the following years (see Figure 10) (OECD, 2020d). At 9.6%, the
unemployment rate was nowhere near as high as Spain’s at this point in time, but it went on to grow
rapidly (see Figure 11) (OECD, 2020e). One of the most critical developments was Greece’s budget
deficit, which climbed to 15.1%, raising the country’s already vast public debt to 126.7% and higher
(Eurostat, 2018a, 2018b).
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Figure 10: Annual GDP Growth in Greece

(OECD, 2020d)
Figure 11: Annual Unemployment Rate in Greece

(OECD, 2020e)

Like many other countries, the Greek government responded to the crisis with a bank bailout
programme, followed by fiscal austerity measures. The country’s already vast amount of debt quickly
proved unmanageable, making a potential credit default increasingly likely. The government was
confronted with growing pressure from international lenders and eventually signed an MoU with the
Troika in return for financial assistance. Instead of a transformation towards domestic authoritarian
statism as in Spain, Greece’s crisis management was subsequently embedded in the larger authoritarian
statist transformation at the European level (see Chapter 5), as the country’s economic governance was
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directly dictated by supranational institutions. From 2010 onwards, multiple Greek administrations
implemented rapid internal devaluation in accordance with the Troika’s demands, resulting in a
humanitarian crisis. Due to the constant supranational pressure towards further austerity, crisis
management in Greece not only caused a crisis of neoliberal hegemony, but also curtailed the
government’s political sovereignty, preventing it from democratically legitimising its policies.
Similarly to Spain, this process continued and intensified after the massive social mobilisations in
2011.

7.2.1 Crisis Management Measures
Greece’s ability to respond to the crisis suffered from a lack of public funds early on, which was only
exacerbated by the country’s eroding financial credibility. At EUR 28 billion, Greece’s bank bailout
programme was comparatively small, and instead of providing an economic stimulus package, the
government tried to induce growth through lower income and corporate taxes. It did, however, confront
the sudden surge in unemployment by creating an emergency welfare package of EUR 1.5 billion
(HRMF, 2009, p. 27f., 2010c, p. 15). To offset the costs of these measures, the government cut public
expenditure by 10% and restricted public sector financing. It also centralised social security funds and
pledged to reform its budgetary system (EC, 2009b, pp. 11, 27ff.). These measures did not take hold,
as the collapsing economy brought down tax revenue and the bailouts and welfare payments raised
public expenditure (HRMF, 2010c, p. 7).
After a government shift from ND to PASOK in 2009, the new administration revealed the full extent
of the country’s sovereign debt crisis by acknowledging the public administration’s ‘serious statistics
credibility problem’ (ibid. p. 14). This raised serious concerns among international creditors about the
country’s ability to stabilise on its own. As credit risk premiums increased and refinancialisation
became more costly, this concern turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy (CEU, 2010b, p. 2). Greece
was faced with the immediate danger of credit default, which in turn threatened the country’s
international lenders and convinced European institutions and governments that the whole Eurozone
was in danger of a ‘severe contagion impact’ (EC, 2011b, p. 7). The EC and CEU immediately put
Greece under an EDP, demanding strict fiscal austerity via drastic reductions in healthcare, pensions,
public wages and public employment (CEU, 2009a, 2009c). The government complied, reducing
public expenditure by EUR 2.3 billion by lowering public wages, allowances and holiday payments,
freezing pensions, reducing investments and cutting hospital subsidies (HRMF, 2010c, p. 15, 2010a,
p. 4ff.). It also began deregulating parts of the country’s shipping sector (Clogg, 2013, p. 252). These
measures did not go far enough for the European institutions, which continued to demand further cuts
and deregulation (CEU, 2010a, p. 7). Realising that it would not be able to acquire enough financial
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credit to continue, the Greek government asked European institutions for financial assistance (EC,
2010e, p. 12f.).
‘Assistance’ came in the form of an MoU, which established regular credit payments for Greece, tied
to strict economic policy conditions. In order to avoid state bankruptcy, the Greek government had to
implement a ‘shock treatment’ of far-reaching austerity and deregulation measures. These measures
facilitated a significant redistribution of wealth from the public to the private sector, as well as from
the general population to international creditors and corporations, which resulted in the structural
weakening of labour unions and the precarisation of large sections of the population and caused a
humanitarian crisis. The details of the MoU were conceived by the Troika of the EC, ECB and IMF,
which agreed to supply Greece with minimum-interest credit payments of EUR 110 billion (80 billion
provided by the EMU, 30 billion by the IMF), in return for implementing a long and detailed list of
neoliberal structural adjustments (EC, 2010e). As part of the MoU, the Greek government
implemented an austerity programme that contained expenditure cuts of 7% GDP and revenue
increases of 4% (ibid. p. 47f.). Budget cuts targeted specific areas, following obvious political
considerations and gravely affecting vulnerable social groups. Public salaries were cut by 10% across
the board and wages at state-owned companies fell by up to 30%. Public employment was reduced by
10% as well, primarily by dismissing administrative and legal personnel, whereas military and security
employees actually increased in number (EC, 2011c, pp. 12ff., 33ff.). The latter not only demonstrates
entrenched privileges of the security apparatus, but also indicates that the government was preparing
to meet growing social unrest with force.
Social expenditure was cut by 10%, which entailed a drastic 30% reduction in the healthcare budget,
while at the same time increasing hospital working hours and patient costs (ibid. p. 17). Additionally,
pensions were reduced, 30% of public schools were merged and public transport fees increased by
30%. To raise revenue, the government redistributed the tax burden from companies to consumers by
reducing corporate taxes and increasing indirect taxes (EC, 2011b, p. 42, 2011c, pp. 8, 48ff.). In
addition to fiscal austerity, the government also significantly weakened the employment protection
and working conditions of the labour force, mirroring similar measures in Spain. It deregulated
collective bargaining, froze wages for three years, simplified collective dismissals, reduced severance
pay and expanded short-term employment. Additionally, it also introduced a new ‘sub-minimum
wage’ for people under 25 (EC, 2011d, p. 34; HRMF, 2011a, p. 28). Remarkably, many of these
measures were not even supported by Greek capital factions, which argued against wage restraint and
in favour of improving the overall business environment instead (EC, 2010e, p. 26f.). This singular
pursuit of neoliberalisation even at the expense of domestic growth and competitiveness demonstrates
that the MoU was not actually intended to improve Greece’s economy, but solely to satisfy the
financial interests of the country’s international lenders.
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Nonetheless, the MoU was renewed multiple times. In 2012, the government received additional ESM
assistance to the tune of EUR 130 billion, tied to a second MoU (CEU, 2011b, p. 4). In return, it
implemented further rigorous fiscal consolidation and labour-hostile reforms. While austerity
measures were not quite as drastic as the ones introduced in connection to the first MoU, they
represented a cumulative extension of the former. Fiscal consolidation amounted to 6.5% of the
country’s GDP and consisted of further welfare and pension cuts, as well as public wage decreases and
rationalisation (EC, 2012b, p. 6, 2013b, p. 21). Part-time employment in the public sector was reduced
by 20%, the education budget was reduced and airports, sea ports and water provision were privatised
(EC, 2013b, p. 25; HRMF, 2013, p. 26, 2014, p. 28). These privatisations only represented a small part
of the government’s commitment to eventually privatise EUR 50 billion worth of public assets (EC,
2011d, p. 24). As in Spain, the repayment of public debt received constitutional priority over other
expenses (EC, 2012d, p. 6). The government also shifted the tax burden further to the detriment of the
poor by reducing the annual tax-free threshold to EUR five thousand, thus extending income taxation
far below the minimum wage level (HRMF, 2013, p. 46). Labour reforms directly targeted low-wage
employment and deregulated working conditions. In regard to labour conditions, the government
reduced the minimum wage by 22% (32% for young people), suspended the possibility of wage
increases and limited the duration of collective agreements to three years. Automatic extensions of
labour agreements were abolished and company-level agreements were given priority over sector-wide
arrangements (HRMF, 2012, p. 6, 2013, p. 37).
As in the case of Spain, austerity and deregulation did not alleviate the crisis but intensified social
hardship, particularly among workers and welfare dependents. Many of the measures were clearly not
designed to actually stabilise the Greek economy but to redistribute the costs of the crisis from the
private sector to the public, hence growth, employment and social cohesion deteriorated rapidly. Public
debt climbed to over 160% in 2012 (see Figure 12) (OECD, 2020b), while production and trade
continued to fall, leading to an economic recession of 7% (EC, 2012d, p. 16), as well as an
unemployment rate of 17.9% (Eurostat, 2018e). At the same time, the deregulation of labour protection
led to an average wage decrease of 3% per year, exacerbated by a 4% inflation rate. Some economic
sectors saw wage decreases of up to 20% (EC, 2012c, pp. 16, 45). In this context, households quickly
reached their financial limits. By 2011, less than 20% of people reported being in a financially stable
situation (Pew Research Center, 2012, p. 18), whereas the rate of people at risk of poverty climbed to
over 30% (see Figure 13). The latter is particularly serious considering that the decreasing wages
actually lowered the poverty threshold (HRMF, 2013, p. 44). This deterioration of people’s financial
security ultimately led to increasing malnutrition and homelessness (Solidarity4All, 2013a; Backes et
al., 2018). Due to austerity, none of these developments could be compensated for by the welfare
system. Healthcare cuts in particular had a severe impact, leaving a third of the population without
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healthcare and raising medicine costs by 70%. This effectively sent Greece into a self-made
humanitarian crisis, leading to an increase in infectious diseases, patient mortality, depression and
suicides (Solidarity4All, 2013a, p. 10, 2015a, p. 10f.). Women in particular suffered additional effects
of this crisis by losing access to gynaecological care, as well as shouldering most of the burden of
caring for sick and elderly family members (Kosyfologou, 2017).
The second MoU was no more successful in creating growth and reducing public debt than the previous
one. Although the intensity of crisis management measures was scaled back in comparison to the first
MoU, the cumulative effects of austerity and deregulation drove Greek society further into existential
crisis. By 2012, Greece’s GDP had decreased by 25% since the beginning of the crisis, as had domestic
demand (Solidarity4All, 2013a, p. 9). Average wages fell by 6% since the last MoU (EC, 2012c, p.
16) and unemployment rose to 25% (21% among men, 28% among women, over 50% among young
people) (Eurostat, 2018e, 2018f). Due to the steady reduction of social protection, only about 200,000
of the 1.3 million unemployed people actually received unemployment benefits, contributing to
widespread precarisation and the spread of undeclared work (Solidarity4All, 2013a, p. 3f.;
Kosyfologou, 2017, p. 14). Tentative signs of economic recovery in 2014 did little to alleviate people’s
precarious living conditions and the ongoing humanitarian crisis. Net household income had fallen by
around 40% since the beginning of the crisis (Solidarity4All, 2015a, p. 9; Mullis, 2017, p. 180) and
income inequality had become one of the highest in Europe (HRMF, 2015, p. 60). Three-quarters of
the population had at least some financial difficulties (Eurobarometer, 2013d, p. 17) and over 30%
lived below the poverty line, despite that threshold constantly being lowered (HRMF, 2016, p. 53f.).
As economic emigration rapidly increased (Solidarity4All, 2015a, p. 5), Greece veered ever closer to
complete economic collapse.
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Figure 12: Annual Government Debt Rate in Greece

(OECD, 2020b)

Figure 13: Poverty Risk Rate in Greece
(Greece: blue, EU: green)

(Eurostat, 2018c)

154

7.2.2 Supranational Coercion and a Crisis of Hegemony
The devastating social impact of Greece’s crisis management led to a fundamental erosion of
neoliberal hegemony within civil society, even more so than in Spain. Public support for Greek
political representatives therefore deteriorated earlier and faster. In 2009, trust in the government had
already decreased to 25% and only 15% trusted political parties. At the same time, the EU was still
seen quite favourably (Eurobarometer, 2009, pp. 73ff., 123). This changed as the economic and
humanitarian crisis became more severe and the newly elected PASOK government signed the MoU
in 2010, providing the Troika with far-reaching competences to determine Greece’s economic
governance. Due to the country’s dependent position in this supranational authoritarian statist
arrangement, the government effectively acted as the executive to the Troika’s wishes, having to
declare its unwavering commitment to austerity, even as social discontent and labour mobilisations
were increasing (HRMF, 2010b, p. 14f.). In this regard, PASOK proved to be no different from its
conservative predecessor, as it fully adopted the neoliberal common sense of blaming the public sector
for the debt crisis (HRMF, 2011b, p. 14), holding society responsible for Greece’s corruption problem
and urging people to refrain from contesting austerity (Mullis, 2017, p. 200).
The Troika, in turn, demanded a more rigorous implementation of neoliberal restructuring and
criticised the government’s inability to pacify popular contestation, eventually suggesting a restriction
of political opposition by withdrawing labour unions’ ability to provide even non-binding political
assessments of legislation (EC, 2010e, p. 34, 2011d, p. 32). This pressure to be more authoritative
spiked in 2011, after the government attempted to pacify political tensions by holding a democratic
referendum on the implementation of the second MoU, which the Troika, Eurogroup and international
financial creditors reacted to with severe disapproval. After cancelling the referendum, Greece’s Prime
Minister stepped down and was replaced by a former ECB vice-president (Mullis, 2017, p. 165). This
cancellation of a democratic procedure at the behest of international creditors represented an
unparalleled suspension of the political sovereignty of a national government (at least in Europe),
demonstrating the increasingly authoritarian nature of EU crisis management with unprecedented
clarity. It consequently led to a crisis of hegemony in Greece, as people turned against the government
and the EU. By 2012, only 15% of Greeks were still satisfied with the country’s state of democracy
(Eurobarometer, 2012a, p. 25), whereas 90% rejected the government’s crisis management measures
and blamed it for exacerbating the crisis (Eurobarometer, 2011a, p. 14; Pew Research Center, 2012, p.
18). The Troika and the German government were perceived as major sources of problems, as more
than two thirds of people openly distrusted European institutions (especially the ECB) and over 80%
regarded the increasing influence of the EU and Germany as an economic threat4 (Eurobarometer,
4

Interestingly, opinions on questions of European influence appear to be more polarised in Greece than elsewhere, as very
few people tend to take a neutral or ambivalent stance. This reflects both the immediate significance of European influence
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2011b, p. 61ff.). That is not to say that Greek people were completely free of internalising the
neoliberal common sense. Almost 50% placed at least partial blame for the crisis at their own feet,
demonstrating that the government’s collective accusations did take hold. Analogous to Spain, a
majority of people identified Greece as being the most corrupt country in Europe (Pew Research
Center, 2012, p. 2) and around 40% of people regarded trade unions as an economic threat, indicating
a lack of solidarity with labour struggles (ibid. p. 18ff.).
The crisis of hegemony reached the institutional level during the 2012 parliamentary elections,
rupturing the political party spectrum earlier than in Spain and demonstrating that people were actively
seeking political alternatives. The governing PASOK lost over three quarters of its voters, falling from
44% of the vote to 13%. Even ND slumped from 33% to 19%, despite being in opposition at the time.
Voter support spread to smaller parties on the political fringes, both left and right, reflecting the
disillusionment with mainstream politics across the population. The party spectrum was fragmented to
such an extent that the formation of a new government became impossible. New elections then resulted
in a polarisation of support around ND (30%), which went on to form the next government, and
SYRIZA (27%), which became the new main opposition party. On the far right, the neo-fascist Golden
Dawn received 7% of the vote, dramatically increasing its support from below 1% (Clogg, 2013, p.
260; Mullis, 2017, p. 169). Throughout the election period, the Troika delayed the disbursement of
emergency payments and started discussing the possibility of a Greek exit from the Eurozone as a
serious political option (EC, 2012c, p. 1).
Similarly to Spain, the shift from a social-democratic to a conservative government at the height of
social mobilisations resulted in a notable increase in the state’s authoritarian conduct, albeit not in a
major shift in neoliberal policy. Although the new ND government was not the primary source of crisis
management measures, it actively embraced its role as neoliberal enforcer and began cracking down
on leftist social centres and marginalised social groups such as immigrants, sex workers and drug users.
It also criminalised various solidarity initiatives that people relied on to endure the humanitarian crisis
(Mullis, 2017, p. 171). The Troika intensified its coercive conduct as well, criticising the speed of
fiscal adjustment, demanding a faster privatisation of public assets and especially urging the
rationalisation of social protection and healthcare (EC, 2013b, 2014c). This reached outright inhumane
levels, when the EC celebrated the ‘elimination’ of thousands of hospital beds as a positive
development (EC, 2013b, p. 36) and suggested raising medicine costs to reduce the ‘unnecessary
demand for healthcare services’ (EC, 2012d, p. 9), thus quite literally trading in people’s health to
reduce the deficit.

on Greek governance, as well as the above-average level of political interests and knowledge among Greeks
(Eurobarometer, 2010a, p. 98).
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Predictably, support for the new administration was quite low from the beginning. Over 80% of Greeks
were dissatisfied with democracy as a whole and just as many distrusted the government
(Eurobarometer, 2014a, pp. 63ff., 125). Only 22% of people approved of ND’s crisis management,
while a majority demanded that austerity should end in favour of a return to public investment (Pew
Research Center, 2013, p. 3ff.). By late 2014, less than three years into the government’s legislature,
a shift towards an anti-austerity government helmed by SYRIZA practically became a certainty.

7.3 The Anti-Austerity Movement: Popular Counter-Hegemony
The Greek aganaktismenoi of 2011 created a massive popular uprising in the wake of the first MoU,
intensifying Greece’s crisis of hegemony. The movement followed closely on the heels of the Spanish
15M movement and achieved even larger mobilisations. It brought together broad sections of Greek
society in opposition to the Troika-dictated MoU, thus integrating a wide range of class backgrounds
and political currents into a wide counter-hegemonic front. While this made the movement more
politically moderate than its Spanish counterpart, its sheer magnitude allowed it to achieve faster and
more substantial political shifts. Consequently, many forms of anti-austerity activism in Greece that
emerged out of the aganaktismenoi focused on building social and political counter-power, with the
explicit goal of facilitating a radical left government takeover. Solidarity initiatives were founded to
alleviate Greece’s mounting humanitarian crisis and grew into a massive alternative infrastructure with
ambitions to create a new system of economic and social reproduction. Meanwhile, radical
anticapitalist networks such as Diktyo began to support the idea of a far-left government under
SYRIZA and shifted their practices towards counter-hegemonic coalition-building, in order to create
a strong extra-parliamentary basis for transformation.

7.3.1 The Aganaktismenoi
The Greek anti-austerity movement was larger and more socially and politically inclusive than the
15M movement, responding to the more devastating social and political impact of the crisis and
austerity. Similarly to Spain, Greece witnessed a number of protests and occupations prior to 2011,
largely carried by students and anticapitalist groups, in response to the crisis and first crisis
management measures, as well as over the police shooting of a 15-year-old protester in 2008 (Clogg,
2013; Sotiris, 2013). While these actions did not yet constitute a social movement, lacking political
claims and organisational consistency, they did facilitate the expansion of activist networks, which the
eventual square occupations would draw on. Around the time of the first MoU in 2010, activists were
engaging in more frequent and politically consistent actions. Under the slogan Den Plirono (‘I do not
pay’) people stopped paying for public services, such as transport and highway tolls. Students occupied
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their schools and universities and began targeting ministerial buildings. Various solidarity initiatives
and social collectives were founded, such as the ‘Potato Movement’, which responded to increasing
food prices and the crisis of healthcare. Activists also started ‘expropriating’ supermarkets by stealing
food and redistributing it on the streets (Pautz and Kominou, 2013; Mullis, 2017, p. 144ff.). In contrast
to Spain, Greece experienced a wave of radical labour mobilisations against the government’s crisis
management early on, as trade unions mobilised five general strikes between February 2010 and 2011
(Diani and Kousis, 2014, p. 391). Unions were also immediately supported by radical activists, who
organised large demonstrations in solidarity with the strikes. Despite this militancy, neither protests
nor labour struggles affected the implementation of the MoU, leading to widespread disillusionment
with the government and EU and the realisation that more concerted efforts were necessary to
challenge austerity (Mullis, 2017, p. 151).
On 25 May 2011, only ten days after the square occupations in Spain, thousands of Greek activists
occupied Syntagma Square in Athens, as well as other squares around the country, and started building
protests camps. The activists openly acknowledged their inspiration from the 15M movement and its
particular ‘good sense’, using the similar slogan ‘Direct Democracy Now’ (Rocamadur, 2011).
Consequently, the movement’s unofficial name aganaktismenoi (‘the indignant’) was a direct
translation of ‘indignados’ and the movement went on to employ very similar anti-neoliberal claims
and prefigurative tactics. At the same time, the activists developed a distinct focus on contesting the
supranational authoritarian influence of the Troika, which contributed to the movement’s more
affirmative stance towards national sovereignty and the need for electoral change.

Political Profile
Like the indignados, the aganaktismenoi expressed a dual challenge against neoliberalisation and
institutional authoritarianisation in the context of crisis management, articulating a wide range of
political claims around the themes of democratic accountability and social equality. Due to specific
grievances connected to Troika-induced austerity, the activists’ priorities and demands differed from
those of the 15M movement in a few significant ways, making the movement more politically inclusive
and moderate. The occupants of Syntagma Square drafted several declarations, not only expressing a
rejection of the Troika and austerity, but also articulating an implicit counter-hegemonic condemnation
of neoliberal capitalism, in the form of economic exploitation, social inequality, the power of financial
creditors and the political administration perpetuating these conditions (People’s Assembly of
Syntagma Square, 2011). As in Spain, the demand for democratic accountability was a central
motivation for the activists’ struggle, but it was also intrinsically linked to a demand for popular
sovereignty (Diani and Kousis, 2014, p. 392). Due to the enforcement of austerity measures by the
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Troika and Eurogroup, the movement’s rejection of austerity contained an inherent challenge of
supranational institutions. This antagonism against foreign entities, combined with the widespread
mistrust of the EU, enabled the political right to join the movement. Although the aganaktismenoi
were a predominantly leftist movement, nationalist narratives had a palpable influence and resulted in
claims for national sovereignty (Simiti, 2014). Hence, in contrast to the 15M movement, the
aganaktismenoi actually did integrate people from the left and right, which at times required
considerable political compromises. This was evident in the movement’s adoption of comparatively
moderate and liberal slogans, such as ‘Freedom – Justice – Dignity!’ (People’s Assembly of Syntagma
Square, 2011).
The aganaktismenoi also displayed a less fundamental rejection of traditional representative
organisations than the 15M movement, again reflecting the external source of their grievances.
Whereas the predominantly domestic crisis management regime in Spain convinced activists to break
with the political system as a whole, Greek activists could more easily blame supranational institutions
or ‘weak’ and ‘traitorous’ national leaders, without questioning the entire system (Della Porta, 2015,
p. 137). For many of the aganaktismenoi, restoring democratic accountability did not require a
complete transformation of the political system, but could be done by replacing politicians and
regaining national sovereignty (Sergi and Vogiatzoglou, 2013). Similarly, the activists did not reject
the legitimacy of trade unions and, in addition to calling for radical mobilisations, they called for an
engagement in general strikes (Rocamadur, 2011). This arguably more traditional political stance was
also a result of the Greek anti-austerity movement’s immediate struggle for basic necessities, since the
drastic deterioration in household income and social protection presented an existential threat. Greek
activists were effectively mobilising to restore basic human dignity by gaining access to food, housing,
healthcare and education, which required an immediate change in legislation and working conditions.
Demands for political reform were by no means universally accepted across the movement and many
far-left actors vehemently opposed such claims (CrimethInc. Ex-Workers Collective, 2017, p. 119f.).
Nevertheless, due to the sheer size and heterogeneity of the movement, as well as the urgency of
people’s grievances, a certain level of pragmatism became dominant.

Praxis
Much like their political profile, the aganaktismenoi’s praxis was a more moderate and pluralistic
adaptation of the 15M movement’s approach. Activists occupied public squares and established
democratically organised protest camps in the same vein as the Spanish movement (Sergi and
Vogiatzoglou, 2013). The largest camp on Syntagma Square in Athens, directly in front of the
Parliament, provided constant public visibility and represented a symbolic political challenge to the
159

government, while serving as an infrastructural hub for the activists to organise their actions. As in
Spain, the Greek protest camps created a prefigurative space for the activists to experiment with
democratic horizontalism, resulting in regular collective assemblies and the diffusion of
responsibilities via specialised working groups (Mullis, 2017, p. 155). The Greek movement also
helped greatly accelerate the mobilisation of other activist networks. Just like the PAH in Spain grew
by engaging in the 15M movement, so too did the Greek solidarity initiatives which provided food,
medical treatment and shelter expand into a far-reaching network after aiding in the organisation of
the protest camps (Solidarity4All 2015). Unlike the 15M movement however, the political divisions
among Greek activists limited the scope of horizontal democratic prefiguration. While leftist activists
resided in the lower part of the square and engaged in horizontal decision-making, right-wing activists
remained in the upper square and refused to take part, only ever appearing at general assemblies
(Kousis, 2015). Apart from organising the square occupations, the aganaktismenoi engaged in a variety
of protests and direct actions. They held large protests around Syntagma Square, mobilised in solidarity
with the unions’ general strikes and attempted to encircle Parliament in order to prevent politicians
from extending the MoU (People’s Assembly of Syntagma Square, 2011; Mullis, 2017, p. 159). After
the dispersion of the protest camps in August 2011, the activists continued organising regular protest
events for several months, often again in cooperation with unions, which organised six more general
strikes before the implementation of the second MoU in mid-2012 (Diani and Kousis, 2014, p. 391).
By that point, the Greek anti-austerity movement had largely dispersed into a myriad of local or
thematic activist initiatives. Like the 15M movement, the aganaktismenoi remained predominantly
focused on their domestic context, but the activists did engage in a number of transnationally
coordinated actions, such as the Global Day of Action on 15 October 2011 or the ‘We are all Greeks’
solidarity campaign in February 2012 (ibid. p. 392).

Composition
The aganaktismenoi attracted an even larger following than the 15M movement, due to the farreaching impact of the crisis and austerity in Greece. Depending on the source, between 28% and 47%
of Greeks claim to have taken part in some form of anti-austerity protest (Solidarity4All, 2015a, p. 13;
Mullis, 2017, p. 156), demonstrating that the uniquely severe impact of austerity motivated large
sections of Greek society to mobilise against the Troika’s crisis management. Consequently, the
movement was quite a heterogeneous cross-class phenomenon, bringing together a diverse ensemble
of social groups (Diani and Kousis, 2014). The occupation of Syntagma Square, the most welldocumented part of the movement, consisted of a small majority of private sector workers (23.8%) and
an almost equal distribution of public employees, pensioners, unemployed, self-employed and students
(12-14% each) (Simiti, 2014, p. 16f.). Although academic backgrounds were still slightly
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overrepresented, this distribution represented a closer approximation of Greek civil society than any
other domestic anti-austerity movement. The significant participation of the traditional working class
also reflects the more active and radical role of trade unions in Greece, as well as their closer
cooperation with activists. As in Spain, women also played a more prominent role in the Greek antiausterity movement than in prior comparable mobilisations (Kosyfologou, 2017). The broad social
range of participants in the movement also informed its political pluralism, represented by the inclusion
of both left- and right-wing activists, although outright far-right groups were quickly expelled (Simiti,
2014). The sheer size of the Greek anti-austerity movement, combined with the political pragmatism
of its participants, all but guaranteed that it would go on to have a more palpable impact on the political
level than the 15M movement.

Impact
The aganaktismenoi received a response similar to the 15M movement’s, facing institutional
repression by the state, while gaining broad popular support in civil society. Media coverage of the
mobilisations was more ambiguous than in Spain, due to the difficulty of fully assessing the activists’
political stance. In contrast to the PSOE in Spain, the PASOK government initially expressed
understanding for the activists’ grievances, but when they refused to leave the squares and continued
challenging the government’s legitimacy, it responded with increasingly repressive force. Attempts to
evict the camps and clashes between activists and police became more frequent, as government
politicians denied any legitimacy to the protesters’ actions. Nonetheless, more than 80% of the
population kept a positive impression of the anti-austerity movement, which remained in control of
the squares much longer than the 15M movement (Mullis, 2017, p. 155ff.).
Like their Spanish counterparts, the aganaktismenoi were not able to directly prevent or reverse any
austerity measures, but they were able to leave a lasting impact on civil society in Greece. After not
having especially large anti-neoliberal movements in the past, Greece was now experiencing massive
popular mobilisations, which politicised large sections of the population and created a dense network
of new activist infrastructures. Compared to the 15M movement, the aganaktismenoi’s more pluralistic
political identity, broader societal base and thus stronger embeddedness among the labour force
provided the conditions for quickly setting up large and inclusive counter-hegemonic alliances. The
movement consequently developed a close proximity to the struggles of organised labour early on and
activists organised various protests in solidarity with general strikes (Sergi and Vogiatzoglou, 2013).
In 2012, hundreds of thousands of activists still protested in support of the striking unions, while state
ministry employees expressed solidarity by occupying their own offices (Mullis, 2017, p. 167). In
2013, activists supported laid-off employees of the public ERT broadcaster in occupying their radio
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station and airing a critical programme (Roos and Oikonomakis, 2013). Similarly, activists organised
events in support for the self-organised Vio.Me factory workers (Solidarity4All, 2015a) and
cooperated with unions to contest the privatisation of water (Bieler and Jordan, 2017). In regard to
political parties, the aganaktismenoi forged close connections with the leftist parties SYRIZA and
Antarsya, both of which had actively supported the square occupations from the start. There was no
cooperation with the more orthodox KKE, however, which had been the only leftist party that
denounced and even mobilised against the anti-austerity movement. Cooperation between antiausterity activists and traditional organisations was by no means free of conflict and political fault lines
were highly decisive in shaping prospective alliances (Kanellopoulos et al., 2017, p. 108ff.).
Nevertheless, since all of the actors uniformly rejected the Troika’s austerity measures, they were able
to mobilise against a common opponent. The aganaktismenoi’s capacity to facilitate pluralistic interorganisational cooperation within a shared counter-hegemonic struggle ultimately allowed the Greek
anti-austerity movement to affect the parliamentary level much quicker and more substantially than in
Spain.

7.3.2 Solidarity Initiatives and the Social Economy
After the onset of the crisis in 2008, people in Greece immediately started establishing solidarity
initiatives to alleviate rising food prices, the erosion of social protection and growing homelessness.
Like the PAH in Spain, these initiatives were directly involved in organising the square occupations
in 2011 and their numbers grew considerably as a result. Additionally, economic cooperatives grew in
numbers as well, providing a small but growing prefigurative alternative to the capitalist economy. As
austerity continued under the ND government, the need for affordable sources of food, medicine and
shelter grew and solidarity initiatives increasingly replaced the rapidly dissolving welfare state. By
2012, over two hundred solidarity and social economy initiatives were operating across Greece and
creating an increasingly interconnected network.

Composition
Unlike the PAH in Spain, Greek solidarity initiatives did not constitute one large national organisation,
but a broad network of small, local, autonomous collectives. The vast majority of solidarity initiatives
counted only a few dozen members (Velagrakis and Kosyfologou, 2018, p. 230), although some were
able to expand over time (Solidarity4All, 2015a, p. 15). Almost all activists engaging in solidarity
initiatives were volunteers and, just as in the PAH, young women were in the majority (Kosyfologou,
2017). Activists were largely affected by precarisation themselves and many were unemployed
medical students, nurses and teachers, who were unable to work in the socially reproductive sector due
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to austerity, but now instead drew on their professional experience to organise social clinics and
educational classes (Solidarity4All, 2013a, p. 15ff.). While economic cooperatives only made up a
small portion of the network of solidarity initiatives, they added a representation of industrial workers
and service employees (Arampatzi, 2018, p. 56). As of this writing, Solidarity4All encompasses 215
registered solidarity initiatives in Athens and the surrounding area and another 130 groups throughout
mainland Greece, as well as 35 on various islands (Solidarity4All, 2019).

Political Profile
Solidarity initiatives did not merely aim to provide relief against the ongoing humanitarian crisis, but
also served as prefigurative spaces for developing alternative political and economic practices, thereby
creating a far-reaching infrastructure for social reproduction and counter-hegemony. Many activists
made it explicitly clear that they had no intention of permanently replacing the welfare system,
demanding that the state should provide sufficient social protection and free access to healthcare for
everyone. Some engaged in active political work, organising protests together with activists and
unions. Others did have the ambition to replace the traditional welfare state with a more democratic,
self-organised alternative institutional infrastructure (Arampatzi, 2018). In either case, solidarity
initiatives were pursuing long-term political goals, trying to target specific causes of precarity, as
opposed to only treating the symptoms. Mirroring the prefigurative praxis of square occupations, most
solidarity initiatives also practiced horizontal democratic decision-making (Arampatzi, 2017;
Velagrakis and Kosyfologou, 2018, p. 230ff.). The explicitly political ambitions of solidarity initiatives
led to increasing cooperation between activists and the traditional working class, as activists would
often provide material support and organise solidarity events during strikes or after layoffs. Examples
include the organisation of solidarity concerts for Vio.Me workers, the support for the ERT radio
station, which was occupied and run by laid-off employees for close to two years, and the organisation
of protests in support of the hundreds of cleaning personnel laid off by the Ministry of Finance
(Solidarity4All, 2015a, p. 23ff.; Bekridaki and Broumas, 2017).

Praxis
Whereas solidarity initiatives in other countries responded to very specific crisis dynamics, thus being
relatively homogenous (housing activism in Spain, refugee solidarity in Germany), the spectrum of
solidarity activism in Greece was relatively wide, due to the far-reaching effects of austerity. Initiatives
can be roughly grouped into two categories: the provision of basic needs and the social economy. Basic
needs initiatives provided essential social reproductive services that had been curtailed by austerity
and deregulation. They offered food, shelter, medical treatment, legal support and social spaces for
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those affected by austerity and precarisation. Some groups offered goods and services for free. Soup
kitchens provided meals for the homeless, striking workers and protesting activists. Social centres and
women’s shelters allowed people to temporarily escape social pressures and violence and become
engaged with a supportive community. Housing initiatives, while not as active as in Spain, fought
home foreclosures, offered legal support and provided shelter. Refugee aid initiatives gathered
donations, provided legal aid against deportations and offered language classes. The majority of
solidarity initiatives, however, could not operate entirely non-monetarily. Social grocery stores were
at least able to sell food at cheaper prices, accommodating people with low incomes. Despite being
entirely run by volunteers and dependent on regular food donations, they supplied about 6% of the
Greek population. Social clinics and pharmacies provided medical treatment and medicine for people
without health insurance, usually unemployed Greeks and migrants. Staffed by only a few dozen
volunteers on average, these clinics received thousands of patients a year. Cultural initiatives provided
alternative education, musical concerts and political art (Solidarity4All, 2013a, p. 15f., 2015a, p. 17ff.).
The second group of social economic cooperatives provided a prefigurative alternative to capitalism
in embryonic form, by engaging in democratically organised and non-profit driven forms of economic
production, services and trade. These organisations consisted largely of self-organised, collectively
owned businesses, such as coffee-shops, pubs, delivery services, bookstores, agricultural groups and
repair shops. Many of them had existed before the crisis, but in the wake of the aganaktismenoi their
numbers doubled and they started developing ambitions to transcend the need for profit accumulation
and create the basis for a new, solidarity-based economy (Solidarity4All, 2013a, p. 18; Backes et al.,
2018). Some groups created new dynamics of market exchange, such as non-monetary sharing bazaars,
social currencies and time banks (Arampatzi, 2018, p. 56). Most prominently, the ‘No-Middlemen’
organised the transport and sale of food in cities, thus generating higher gains for farmers and lower
prices for consumers. In return, farmers donated a percentage of their food to be distributed freely at
soup kitchens (Solidarity4All, 2015a, p. 21). Although still relying on monetary exchange, these
markets at least partially emancipated food provision from capitalist competition (Solidarity4All,
2013a, p. 17). Economic cooperatives also included worker-occupied and self-organised factories, the
most prominent being the Vio.Me factory in Thessaloniki. After being shut down in the wake of the
crisis, Vio.Me was taken over in 2012 by laid-off workers, who turned the industrial factory into a
horizontal democratic cooperative and started producing ecological cleaning products (Open Solidarity
Initiative, 2017a). Opposing the influence of their former bosses, Vio.Me’s workers established an
organisational praxis of autonomy and democratic prefiguration, best summarised in their slogan ‘If
you cannot do it, we can!’ (Vio.Me, 2012). All decisions of Vio.Me, including work assignments, were
made by majority voting among the workers, who also shared the factory’s financial profits and losses
(Vio.Me, 2013). Like other solidarity and social economy initiatives in Greece, Vio.Me was not
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content to be a self-contained project and workers began demanding that all economic power should
go to the working class (Vio.Me, 2015a). The shift towards ecological production also signified their
ambition to contribute to a fundamental socio-ecological transformation of the economy (Open
Solidarity Initiative, 2017a). Consequently, Vio.Me’s workers engaged in constant cooperation with
activists, who founded a solidarity initiative in support of the factory and established connections to
other cooperatives abroad (Sold, 2012; Vogiatzoglou, 2015; Open Solidarity Initiative, 2017b). In spite
of these achievements, Vio.Me continued to suffer under insecure legal conditions and workers were
afflicted by systemic precarity (Vio.Me, 2015b; Greeknewsagenda, 2017). Thus, while Vio.Me
demonstrated that social, democratic and ecological alternatives to capitalist production were possible,
it was not able to transcend the competition-driven pressure towards (self-) exploitation.

Impact
Due to the severe crisis and level of austerity in Greece, solidarity and social economy initiatives
played a critical role in supporting those affected by precarity, unemployment and the eroding welfare
system. At their height, ‘No-Middlemen’ markets provided more than a fifth of households in Athens
with food (Solidarity4All, 2013a, p. 17). What started as a temporary coping mechanism quickly
turned into a space for alternative prefiguration and an infrastructure for political struggle, as solidarity
and social economy initiatives provided growing sections of society with the means for collectivised
social reproduction and non-profit-oriented economic engagement. The activists consequently
received an ambiguous reaction by the state, which largely tolerated solidarity initiatives shouldering
the burden of the failing welfare system, while simultaneously criminalising projects that organised
alternative economic activities, such as the ‘No-Middlemen’ (Solidarity4All, 2015a, p. 22). This
demonstrates a conscious effort by the state to promote the transformation of formerly public social
reproduction into volunteer-run activities, while making sure that market competition remained
unaffected.
To provide solidarity and social economy initiatives with a collective organisational structure that
could allow them to focus their work around a more cohesive counter-hegemonic strategy, activists
founded the network Solidarity4All in 2012, with financial backing from SYRIZA (Solidarity4All,
2015a, p. 28). Solidarity4All pursued the long-term ambition of achieving a ‘deep radical democratic
social transformation’ (Solidarity4All, 2013a, p. 2f.), by expanding the commons-based economy
(Solidarity4All, 2015a, p. 16). Highlighting the value of self-organisation and democratic
horizontalism, the network did not claim to speak for the solidarity initiatives, but only to support them
in expanding their transformative capacities (Solidarity4All, 2013a, pp. 2, 15ff.). Indeed, while
Solidarity4All called for political struggle, it rarely commented on politics directly, reserving most
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criticism for administrative structures and the police (Solidarity4All, 2014b). This approach also
signalled a level of political non-partisanship that downplayed the network’s connection to SYRIZA,
increasing its inclusivity and ability to cooperate with any type of political organisation
(Solidarity4All, 2013a; Giovanopoulos, 2019). In this regard, Solidarity4All represented the polar
opposite of the PAH (see section 6.3.3), which used its actual non-partisanship to openly criticise
politicians across the party spectrum. In practice, Solidarity4All mostly acted as a mediating platform,
providing logistical, administrative and occasionally material support to solidarity and social economy
initiatives. It diffused information about austerity measures and reported on successful solidarity
actions in Greece and abroad, as well as on instances of police repression and actions of neo Nazis
(Solidarity4All, 2013a, 2013f, 2013e, 2013c). It also amplified the activists’ message, forwarding press
releases, promoting events and spreading calls for support. At times, Solidarity4All also organised
fundraisers and forwarded donations from SYRIZA (Solidarity4All, 2013b, 2013a, 2015a). Beyond
this day-to-day work, Solidarity4All organised a number of political campaigns around issues like
school supplies, migrant integration and home foreclosures (Solidarity4All, 2015a, 2016e), as well as
minor but symbolic acts of dignity, such as giving every unemployed person a bottle of olive oil
(Solidarity4All, 2013a, p. 21). Solidarity4All’s work often reached beyond Greek borders, seeking to
mobilise international solidarity with the Greek people. Activists visited dozens of international
meetings and connected with other solidarity campaigns (Solidarity4All, 2015b, 2015a, 2016b, 2016c,
2016a), successfully generating large amounts of international donations (Solidarity4All, 2015a, p.
18). Additionally, Solidarity4All participated in an EU-wide campaign against homelessness and
helped organise a number of international events in Greece, such as the Alter Summit and various
antifascist events (Solidarity4All, 2013d, 2014a, 2015c).
Due to its proximity to the far-left party SYRIZA, Soldarity4All eventually became an institutional
anchor for activists, providing them with a direct link into parliamentary politics. This had an
ambiguous effect on the work of solidarity and social economy initiatives, as it provided them with
greater political legitimacy and security from legal persecution, while also increasing their transformist
dependency on the state. Especially after the election victory of SYRIZA in 2015, Solidarity4All
became a direct channel between activists and the government, providing solidarity initiatives with
increased political influence. Solidarity4All introduced various new social services, such as regularly
informing welfare dependents about the availability of benefits. It also integrated activist perspectives
into public consultations about the regulation of the social economy, which resulted in the legalisation
of ‘No-Middlemen’ markets (Solidarity4All, 2016f, 2016g, 2017). On the flipside of this increased
institutionalisation, the network started garnering criticism from activists, who accused it of no longer
seeking a radical transformation and instead building a humanitarian network in support of the
government (Giovanopoulos, 2019). In response, SYRIZA effectively proved the critics right, by
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pressuring Solidarity4All to only support initiatives that remained uncritical of the party, thus driving
a wedge between activists (Velagrakis and Kosyfologou, 2018, p. 232). In the end, while one faction
of solidarity initiatives remained committed to creating a counter-hegemonic infrastructure for
alternative social and economic reproduction, another large faction became institutionally dependent
and functioned as an unofficial substitute for the welfare state.

7.3.3 Anticapitalist Networks – Diktyo
The aganaktismenoi’s broad political pluralism had a notable effect on the strategies of the Greek far
left. A wide range of radical left activist organisations, many of which had existed on the political
fringes for years, only started developing a supportive stance towards leftist parties in the wake of the
square occupations. The anticapitalist network Diktyo is an emblematic example of this. Initially being
a part of the radical autonomous wing of the Greek GJM (Diktyo, 2016b), the anti-austerity movement
convinced it to shift its priorities towards the creation of more inclusive political alliances.

Political Profile
As a radical anticapitalist network, Diktyo’s goal was a radical transformation of capitalism towards
democratic socialism (Diktyo, 2011e). After the outbreak of the crisis, Diktyo shifted its focus
primarily towards contesting austerity and neoliberal restructuring, though its opposition against the
SGP and Troika was connected to an overall condemnation of capital, governments, the EU and the
IMF (Diktyo, 2010a). The network highlighted the inherent class character of austerity, as well as the
systemic connection between rising police repression and the interests of neoliberal institutions
(Diktyo, 2010b). Activists aimed to struggle for the interests of the working class from the bottom up,
by fighting for higher wages and pensions, as well as taxing the rich, nationalising banks and refusing
to repay national debt (Diktyo, 2010a, 2011a). Consequently, Diktyo was very supportive of the spike
in general strikes around 2010 (Diktyo, 2010a). Diktyo’s radical class perspective was complemented
by an avid commitment to antifascism and antiracism (Cardinali and Scampoli, 2017), as well as a
feminist commitment to fight against sexism and for LGBT rights (Diktyo, 2011c). In particular, the
political and personal connections between the Greek far right and police force (Diktyo, 2009b) and,
on a more abstract level, between fascism and capitalism (Diktyo, 2009a) were of constant concern for
the activists. Despite Diktyo’s prominent criticism of the EU, it was also inherently pro-European
(Cardinali and Scampoli, 2017), arguing against nationalist perspectives and for the need for
international collaboration (Diktyo, 2011a). It did, however, warn that the Greek left should at least
prepare for the possibility of a Eurozone exit (Diktyo, 2016a, p. 42).
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Praxis
Diktyo operated in a similar fashion to other anticapitalist networks, displaying a decentralised
organisational structure and a focus on direct action. Activists regularly engaged in protest
mobilisations, many of them in solidarity with workers, such as during general strikes (Diktyo, 2010c,
2013) and against the Troika’s austerity programmes (Diktyo, 2012). Eventually, the network actively
participated in the square occupations in 2011, considering them a unique chance for the creation of a
new counter-hegemonic alliance (Cardinali and Scampoli, 2017). By mobilising millions of people
across society, the aganaktismenoi made this ambition of a counter-hegemonic shift in Greece a
feasible option. Motivated by this, Diktyo thus began cultivating a particular focus on alliancebuilding, seeking to overcome the petty infighting among far-left activists, to allow them to become a
core part of the new anti-austerity movement (Diktyo, 2011f). After the square occupations, increasing
political cooperation across the left, from anarchists to social democrats, became a core priority for
Diktyo (Giannopoulos, 2014a). Criticising both the KKE and anarchist groups for trying to take
exclusive ownership of the anti-austerity movement, Diktyo consistently argued for the need for
political parties and social movements to cooperate (Diktyo, 2011b). The network also extended this
perspective beyond the scope of domestic alliances and sought to facilitate greater transnational
cooperation among radical activists (Diktyo, 2016a, p. 42). It took part in a the transnational Blockupy
coalition and the anti-G20 mobilisations in Hamburg in 2017 (Lomani and Rollhäuser, 2014; Diktyo,
2017).

Institutional Stance
Due to Diktyo’s inclusive counter-hegemonic perspective, it demonstrated a critical but favourable
attitude towards institutions and left parties. The network openly declared its support for SYRIZA,
regarding the party as a promising vehicle for leftist political change, while also highlighting the strict
conditionality of that support (Diktyo, 2011f). Being conscious of the inherent limits of leftist
governments, Diktyo often expressed the need to retain a strong extra-parliamentarian, antiauthoritarian movement that the government would have to answer to (Giannopoulos, 2014b). On
SYRIZA’s expected election victory, Diktyo proclaimed:
‘If the movements have shaped SYRIZA as a left-wing radical party, in the aftermath of an electoral
victory, they are called upon to preserve, expand and deepen this radical character’ (Seferiadis, 2015
translation BB).

Naturally, Diktyo’s position was not representative of the entire far left in Greece and various
antiauthoritarian networks, such as Alpha Kappa, remained sternly opposed to any form of cooperation
with SYRIZA (Beyond Europe, 2013b). But in contrast to the Spanish anti-austerity movement, where
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such scepticism continued to be widespread, the singular scale of the aganaktismenoi convinced many
far-left activists to pursue governmental change. Many actors on the left, including Diktyo, hoped that
SYRIZA’s eventual electoral win in 2015 would trigger leftist governmental shifts across Europe, so
as to not leave Greece politically isolated (Seferiadis, 2015). The network developed a catalogue of
demands for SYRIZA, urging it to end austerity, implement progressive labour reforms, provide free
education and universal healthcare, guarantee the rights and protection of marginalised groups and
reform Greece’s restrictive border and asylum regime (Diktyo, 2015a, 2015c, 2015b, 2015d, 2015e).
Consequently, after SYRIZA’s eventual capitulation to the Troika in 2015, Diktyo quickly condemned
the party’s turn towards neoliberalism (Diktyo, 2015f).

7.4 Institutionalisation: The Anti-Austerity Movement in Government
The Greek anti-austerity movement reached the parliamentary level almost immediately. The elections
in 2012 were marked by a stark defeat of the two major parties, while strengthening SYRIZA
considerably. The meteoric increase in its support reflected the widespread contestation of austerity
expressed by the aganaktismenoi less than a year earlier. Consequently, SYRIZA soon became the
central vehicle for political change that much of the Greek left tied its hopes to, eventually winning
the elections in 2015. The widespread popular support for SYRIZA’s anti-austerity government,
combined with the gradual establishment of alternative democratic infrastructures for social
reproduction and economic activity, provided the building blocks for what could have conceivably
become a genuine counter-hegemonic alternative to neoliberalism in Greece. Likely for that very
reason, SYRIZA faced overwhelming pressure from the authoritarian ensemble of state apparatuses
represented by the Troika and Eurogroup, which eventually prevented such a counter-hegemonic
alternative from taking shape, thus turning the institutionalisation of the Greek anti-austerity
movement from a success story into a cautionary tale.

Political Profile
As a far-left party, SYRIZA exhibits a comprehensive counter-hegemonic profile based on democratic
socialism, ecology, feminism and antiracism. Like Podemos, it focused most of its attention on the
issue of neoliberal crisis management and austerity. Going into the 2015 elections, SYRIZA ran on a
platform of renegotiating the repayment of public debt with the Troika and repealing the MoU reforms,
as detailed in its ‘Thessaloniki Programme’ (SYRIZA, 2014). Syriza sought to emancipate the Greek
economy from the creditors by demanding a debt write-off to a sustainable level and the scaling back
of repayments. To reverse the imperative of fiscal austerity, it suggested that public investments should
be excluded from SGP restrictions and that the EIB and ECB should facilitate public investment and
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quantitative easing. Domestically, SYRIZA planned a significant departure from the MoU’s neoliberal
trajectory by reinstituting a greater level of social protection and bolstering household demand through
progressive redistributive measures. It sought to counter the humanitarian crisis by providing free
meals, medical aid, debt write-offs and electricity to impoverished households, creating thousands of
new apartments and reducing indirect taxes. To restore the economy and promote tax justice, the party
planned to restore the minimum wage, create a public bank for investments and shift the tax burden
from low incomes to big property owners. Finally, SYRIZA planned to democratise the political
system by introducing new direct democratic legislative initiatives and lifting the immunity of MPs.
All of these demands drew direct inspiration from the ongoing struggles of the Greek anti-austerity
movement. SYRIZA framed itself not as the sole representative of the movement, but as a connective
platform that could integrate different types of social struggles, thus explicitly seeking to take on the
role of a counter-hegemonic ‘modern prince’:
[W]e seek to form new social alliances that will unite the working and middle classes, the unemployed,
the most disadvantaged members of society, intellectuals and social movements, around a common
struggle (Tsipras interviewed by Golemis, 2015).

This counter-hegemonic perspective extended beyond Greece. As the growing support for SYRIZA
pointed towards its future role in government, the party began outlining a path for an anti-neoliberal
transition at the European level (ibid.). SYRIZA developed the ambition to not only oppose European
crisis management but to change it entirely, by establishing a European ‘Marshall Plan’ of debt aid
(Janssen, 2014). It did not expect to be able to do so alone, but rather to initiate a transnational ‘domino
effect’ that would strengthen left alternatives across the continent (Tsipras interviewed by Golemis,
2015). To that effect, SYRIZA began courting the support of other European left and social-democratic
parties (Tsipras, 2013, p. 45), with the explicit aim of creating a rupture within the Eurogroup and
challenging German hegemony (Varoufakis, 2017).
SYRIZA’s ambitions changed after entering into government, particularly after signing the third MoU,
reflecting its forced transformist assimilation into EU neoliberalism. During the initial confrontation
with the Troika and Eurogroup, the party still condemned fiscal austerity and labour deregulation
(HRMF, 2015, p. 6). Yet, after accepting the Troika’s conditions for further credit payments (and
losing much of its left wing over the decision), SYRIZA increasingly adopted a more statist
perspective, shifting its profile closer to that of a more centrist social-democratic party. It fully
acknowledged that it was incapable of implementing the social and economic improvements it
promised, but framed the new neoliberal trajectory as a necessary compromise that was less harsh than
it would have been under a conservative administration. Government officials also pointed to the surge
of nationalist populism across Europe, arguing that SYRIZA had to stay in office in order to show that
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the far right was not the only alternative to the status quo (Tsakalotos interviewd by Golemis, 2017).
Consequently, SYRIZA shifted its goals more towards improving the legal situation for migrants and
the LGBT community, which allowed it to pursue a progressive agenda that was not dependent on
substantial economic redistribution (Kosyfologou, 2017).

Praxis
SYRIZA’s practical conduct was more similar to other established far-left parties such as IU or Die
Linke, rather than a movement party like Podemos. Like the former, SYRIZA was founded prior to
the anti-austerity movement through a merger of multiple pre-existing parties. Nonetheless, SYRIZA
was uniquely capable of establishing itself as an integrative counter-hegemonic electoral project that
the whole anti-austerity movement could rally behind. One of the reasons for this was its increased
legitimacy among the radical left, borne out of SYRIZA’s early support of the square occupations,
which distinguished it from the staunchly orthodox KKE (Mullis, 2017, p. 167). In contrast to IU in
Spain, SYRIZA also had never held public office before 2011 or been involved in any corruption
scandals, giving activists less of a reason to distrust it. By seeking to create new alliances with social
movements rather than acting as their representative, seen for instance in its support in founding
Solidarity4All, the party was thus able to convince many on the left to support it, at least conditionally
(Prentoulis and Thomassen, 2014; Solidarity4All, 2015a; Spourdalakis, 2016). SYRIZA’s strategy
also fell on particularly fertile ground, since the aganaktismenoi were less disillusioned with political
representation than the 15M movement, due to their opposition to a supranational crisis management
regime rather than a domestic authoritarian statist transformation. While activists in Spain rejected
representation by the ‘political class’ entirely (DRY 2011), the aganaktismenoi were more concerned
with their country’s loss of sovereignty and subjugation under the MoU (People’s Assembly of
Syntagma Square, 2011), which could conceivably be challenged by a different government. Finally,
due to the severe socio-economic impact of crisis management in Greece, more people than in any
other country were in a precarious position and desperate to find an alternative.
After SYRIZA’S share of the vote jumped from 4.6% to 26.9% during the 2012 national elections
(Clogg, 2013, p. 260), its further success became something of a self-fulfilling prophecy, as it grew
into the most promising counter-hegemonic project of the Greek left (and beyond) and prepared to
take over government. The party went on to win the majority during the 2014 European elections and
took over dozens of municipal governments (Giannopoulos, 2014a). In 2015, SYRIZA eventually
gained 36.3% during the national elections, allowing it to form the next government (Hellenic
Parliament, 2019). Its coalition with the nationalist ANEL irritated many leftists, despite actually
resembling the political distribution of the square movement quite closely. In government, SYRIZA
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was able to implement certain parts of its ‘Thessaloniki Programme’ (see above), albeit only for a few
months. Among other things, it halted privatisations, provided subsidies and electricity for thousands
of impoverished households, raised pensions for low-income earners, reduced the restrictions on public
hiring, collective bargaining and minimum wages and expanded the education system (HRMF, 2015).
As promised, SYRIZA also established a new mechanism of direct democratic consultations, which
resulted in the legalisation of the ‘No-Middlemen’ street markets (Solidarity4All, 2017).
In actively counteracting the neoliberal conditions of the MoU, SYRIZA was entering into direct
conflict with the supranational state apparatus ensemble represented by the Troika and Eurogroup,
which deployed increasingly authoritarian force to subjugate it. Due to Greece’s reliance on emergency
credit rates, the government was forced to negotiate the conditions for further credit. It held a public
referendum about the acceptance of a third MoU, which was rejected by 61.3% (Mullis, 2017, p. 178),
but instead of strengthening SYRIZA’s bargaining position this ended up solidifying the noncompromising stance of its opponents (Juncker, 2015). After the ECB threatened to cancel Greece’s
emergency credit rate, thereby ensuring the country’s insolvency practically overnight, the government
accepted a third MoU on the Troika’s conditions, disregarding its own referendum (Varoufakis, 2017).
This outcome reflected the weakness of the Greek government, whose lack of experience and political
isolation prevented it from resisting the pressure of a whole ensemble of states and institutions that
were singularly committed to retaining the neoliberal status quo. Unlike Podemos in Spain, SYRIZA
was not primarily a victim of strategic selectivities in its own state apparatus, but of the authoritarian
statist crisis management regime of the EU and Eurogroup, which were willing to protect the course
of fiscal austerity and neoliberal deregulation, even at the cost of driving Greece into economic
collapse.
Signing off on the third MoU forced SYRIZA to call new elections, after large sections of its left wing
quit the party in protest. The same government coalition was reinstated (Mullis, 2017, p. 177) and
began implementing the exact neoliberal adjustment programmes that it sought to overcome a few
months prior. While SYRIZA’s neoliberal governance was indeed less invasive than under previous
administrations, it still proceeded along the same trajectory of enforcing fiscal austerity and eroding
the working conditions and influence of the labour force. Markets were liberalised, social security
funds were centralised and the healthcare and education systems were further rationalised (EC, 2015e;
HRMF, 2016). The VAT was set at 23% and pensioners’ social contribution payments were increased
(EC, 2015d, p. 4f.). To bring the system of collective bargaining into line with ‘EU best practices’
(EC, 2015e, p. 22), the government restricted the ability of labour unions to strike (Kritidis, 2018). It
also committed itself to implementing an ‘irreversible’ privatisation programme of EUR 6.4 billion of
public assets, including the country’s largest ports and airports (EC, 2015e, p. 28).
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At the same time, SYRIZA also achieved a number of limited social concessions. It prepared a
guaranteed minimum income scheme, reduced Greece’s military budget by EUR 500 million and
raised corporate taxes from 26 to 29% (EC, 2015c, p. 11, 2015e, pp. 7, 17). In some regards, the EC
also displayed a more conciliatory conduct, conceding that social justice, fairness and a ‘genuine social
safety net’ were of crucial concern for Greece’s recovery (EC, 2015e, p. 4), although this can be
regarded as little more than superficial lip-service5. After receiving its last emergency payment in 2018,
the Greek government was able to provide further social improvements, such as raising the minimum
wage by 11%, abolishing the sub-minimum wage, restoring collective bargaining in certain areas and
selectively increasing social benefits (Koltsida, 2019). It also introduced various progressive reforms
in support of Greece’s LGBT community, mirroring the feminist approach of projects like Barcelona
en Comú (Kosyfologou, 2017). This shift has not signified a complete return to national selfdetermination, however, as Greece’s public budget – which still stands at around 180% at the time of
writing (Eurostat, 2019a) – is projected to be supervised by a special security fund until 2060
(Giovanopoulos, 2019).

Impact
SYRIZA’s ultimate impact is difficult to assess due to the extraordinary circumstances under which it
was governing. Faced with imminent economic collapse, the party chose to abandon many of its
political ambitions, resulting in its transformist assimilation into the neoliberal status quo. SYRIZA’s
ability to include limited social concessions did little to offset the compounding socio-economic impact
of the third MoU on a population of which roughly 40% were living under conditions of material
deprivation (Eurostat, 2017e). Public trust in the government, which had initially improved after
SYRIZA’s election, plummeted to 16% and satisfaction with democracy decreased to 27%
(Eurobarometer, 2015c, pp. 75, 130). A large portion of Greek activists and trade unions were newly
disillusioned with institutional representation, resulting in a polarisation between political currents,
some of which became newly radicalised, while others were demobilised out of resignation (Diktyo,
2016a). The government’s restriction of union competences and eviction of various social centres
further escalated these tensions (Dreis, 2016). The infrastructure of solidarity initiatives continued to
provide relief against the erosion of the welfare system by creating new community centres, day care
centres and social pharmacies, although large portions of it were vocally criticising the governments’
austerity and migration policies (HRMF, 2016). Only Solidarity4All remained relatively uncritical of

5

The EC also made liberal use of misleading euphemisms again, referring to a VAT decrease by 0.5% as ‘super-reduced’,
while at the same time claiming that an increase in multiple other tax rates ‘unified’ them (EC, 2015c, p. 9).
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SYRIZA, not least due to its close personal and financial ties to the party, which also allowed it to
continue its work in closer collaboration with the government (Solidarity4All, 2015a).
The new political divisions among the Greek left reverberated far beyond the country, as SYRIZA’s
capitulation had a profound impact on the entire European left, affecting anti-austerity activism
transnationally (see also Chapter 11). Many activists and leftists in other European countries accused
SYRIZA of betraying its core political ambitions, while others accepted its behaviour as the only
possible solution under the extreme circumstances. Regardless of which position people took, the
feasibility of challenging austerity as a leftist government was fundamentally questioned, likely
influencing Podemos’s lower-than-expected election results in 2015 as well (Zelik, 2018, p. 112f.).
The left’s relation to the EU became severely strained, as the open display of supranational
authoritarian force by the EC and ECB was widely considered an outright political ‘coup’. The
question of whether to seek a leftist exit from the EU or Eurozone thus became a highly divisive issue
among activists (Attac Österreich, 2017) and especially political parties. The almost simultaneous
creation of transnational left networks that were EU-affirmative (like DiEM25) and EU-opposing (like
Plan B) reflected this division (Horn, 2016). Cooperation with SYRIZA itself became a contentious
issue as well and in 2018 various member parties of the European Left exited the transnational alliance
in protest over its unwillingness to exclude SYRIZA (Bierbaum, 2019).
Eventually, gradual economic recovery set in and Greece experienced a 2.1% growth rate and
unemployment of ‘only’ 18% in 2018 (Eurostat, 2018e, 2019b). The rate of people at risk of poverty
fell to just over 30% and for the first time since the beginning of the crisis, social inequality decreased
notably (Eurostat, 2018c, 2018d). This recovery was arguably achieved in spite of austerity rather than
because of it, which members of SYRIZA readily admitted (Koltsida, 2019). After already
experiencing significant losses during the 2019 European elections, SYRIZA promptly called new
national elections and was surpassed by ND, which went on to form a new right-wing government.
This defeat stems less from a loss of popular support for SYRIZA and more from the unification of
the entire Greek right behind ND. In contrast to Spain, where Podemos became increasingly
marginalised next to a recovering PSOE, SYRIZA remained the main party of the Greek left and still
received 31.5% of the vote (Politico, 2019). Thus, instead of rupturing the bipolar party spectrum as
in many other countries, the Greek anti-austerity movement ended up reproducing it, with SYRIZA
and ND now representing the main parties of the left and right. Whether its new role in opposition
allows SYRIZA to rekindle its relationship with the activist community and thus provide a strong
institutional anchor for the ongoing war of position against neoliberalism remains to be seen. ND’s
immediate restriction of solidarity networks and violent crackdown on activist infrastructures
(Giovanopoulos, 2019) suggests that there is definitely an urgent need to do so.
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7.5 Interim Conclusions
Due to Greece’s unique level of socio-economic devastation brought about by austerity and the related
loss of neoliberal hegemony, the Greek anti-austerity movement managed to initiate a popular counterhegemonic shift that was only halted by supranational coercive interference. In contrast to Spain,
where the anti-austerity movement and its affiliated electoral projects created a forceful leftist shift but
never attained the support of a broad popular majority, the aganaktismenoi and SYRIZA achieved that
majority in Greece. The existential deterioration of material security through austerity measures,
combined with the primarily external source of political authoritarianisation, motivated broad sections
of Greek society into mobilising, while also making quick and decisive electoral change a widely
accepted goal. The subsequent broad popular support for SYRIZA enabled a more momentous shift of
the political party spectrum than in Spain, whereby the far left effectively replaced the centre-left
entirely. At the same time, the consolidation of a prefigurative infrastructure for collectivised social
and economic reproduction that was directly supported by SYRIZA embodied a ‘dual strategy’
(Poulantzas, 2014; Gorz, 2018) of contesting neoliberal hegemony within and against the state. Left
undisturbed, this political momentum could have conceivably resulted in a far-reaching counterhegemonic transformation of Greece’s economic model. Most likely for that very reason, SYRIZA’s
anti-austerity government was actively prevented from succeeding by the coercive intervention of the
Troika institutions and Eurogroup. This development represented a more invasive and allencompassing manifestation of authoritarian statism than in Spain, as it involved the supranational
domination of an entire sovereign government. Despite the momentous anti-austerity movement and
radical electoral shift, the neoliberal status quo was eventually restored by forcefully assimilating
SYRIZA into it.
SYRIZA’s experience revealed the fundamental political limitations of the European anti-austerity
movement, and indeed, of European democracy as a whole. By challenging foundational dimensions
of neoliberalism, the anti-austerity movement became such a threat for capitalist interests that
European institutions and governments adopted increasingly authoritarian measures to suppress it.
This demonstration of open coercion marked the beginning of the end of the anti-austerity movement
not just in Greece but across Europe, as the demonstrable inability to affect substantial political change
demobilised large sections of the left. At the same time, this escalation also further ruptured the EU’s
democratic legitimacy, contributing to an increase in Eurosceptic tendencies, both on the left and on
the right, which would feed into other mobilisations in the future.
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8. Germany: Challenging the Hegemony of Modell Deutschland
Germany only experienced a short crisis episode in 2009 and was able to completely avoid a rise in
unemployment. Due to the government’s relatively successful crisis management and ability to provide
selective social concessions, fiscal austerity enjoyed widespread popular approval. Against this
backdrop, no major anti-austerity movement could develop in Germany and far-left activists developed
a strategy centred around symbolic protest, awareness-raising and transnational cooperation instead.
Without a movement-driven political shift towards the left, Germany eventually witnessed increasing
support of the far right.

8.1 Pre-Crisis Economy and Social Struggles: Ordoliberalism and Radical Left
Networks
Unlike Spain and Greece, Germany transitioned into a democratic system directly after the second
World War and experienced a phase of continuous industrial growth during the entire phase of postwar Fordism. The country adopted the ordoliberal economic model of Soziale Marktwirtschaft (‘social
market economy’), which combined corporatist industrial relations with high levels of corporate and
labour regulation, as well as a far-reaching welfare system.

Modell Deutschland
Germany’s economic liberalisation after the Fordist period was less pronounced than in many other
Western countries, not least because the country’s ordoliberal mode of regulation, neomercantilist
export focus and anti-inflationary pressure on worker’s wages made its economy highly internationally
competitive. Germany’s strategy of high-quality production and export, supported by systematic wage
moderation and flanked by an austere and selective investment policy, became known as the Modell
Deutschland, whose basic foundations continue to define German economic policy to this day (Unger,
2015). Like most Western capitalist economies, Germany responded to the crisis of Fordism by
reducing public investments (Krüger, 2015, p. 43). Deindustrialisation was not pursued as rigorously
as elsewhere, however, and large portions of the growing German service sector remained directly tied
to industrial manufacturing, in the form of repair services, maintenance, transport and sales (Streeck,
2015, p. 82). By the 1980s, Germany was able to achieve high levels of growth again, with exports
making up almost half the country’s GDP (Hall, 2015), which earned it the moniker of ‘export world
champion’ (Krüger, 2015, p. 32). A significant reason for this success was Germany’s artificial
undervaluation of its currency (Scharpf, 2015a). Another reason was the relative stability of industrial
relations and the pacification of class struggle, due to low unemployment, the expansion of highly176

skilled and well-compensated labour and the externalisation of low-income jobs to seasonal migrant
workers (Hall, 2015; Seeleib-Kaiser, 2015). In this context, industrial employers and workers were
willing to compromise on shortening and flexibilising labour time, thus beginning a process of
liberalising working conditions (Reisenbichler and Morgan, 2015, p. 67). After the country’s
unification in 1990 led to a decrease in economic productivity, this liberalisation process accelerated
(Streeck, 2015), as capital internationalisation increased and German companies started moving their
production to Eastern Europe (Becker, 2015; Krüger, 2015). At the same time, the German financial
sector retained a strict division between commercial and savings banks, building societies and social
security funds (Krüger, 2015, p. 18; Mertens, 2017).
Throughout the 1980s and 90s, economic liberalisation was carried out by the conservative
governments of the Christlich Demokratische Union (CDU) (Mayer 2016, p. 230), which rolled back
Keynesian regulations, lowered corporate taxes and abolished the wealth tax (EC, 2008a, p. 16ff.). As
in many other countries, including Spain and Greece, the most forceful deregulatory reforms were
eventually implemented under centre-left governments pursuing a model of ‘Third Way’ neoliberalism.
In the decade prior to the crisis, a coalition of the social-democratic Sozialdemokratische Partei
Deutschlands (SPD) and Die Grünen (‘The Greens’) further lowered taxes for companies and
shareholders while increasing the VAT. It also provided companies with a recursive tax refund
mechanism, which resulted in four years of non-existent and even negative corporate tax revenue, as
well as a drastically reduced public budget (EC, 2008a, p. 12ff.). The government also introduced the
Agenda 2010, which reduced the payment period of unemployment benefits by a third and established
a secondary low-benefit scheme, partially privatised the German healthcare and pensions systems and
effectively reduced pension rates from 70% to 52% of wages (Seeleib-Kaiser, 2015, p. 190f.). This
massive financial redistribution in favour of capital certainly attracted international investors (Hassel,
2015, p. 118), but it also led to a considerable degradation of living standards among workers,
pensioners and the unemployed, creating a rift between well-compensated and long-term employed
workers and a new precariat of those with temporary or no employment (Nachtwey, 2014; Behrens,
2015; Hassel, 2015). This division was closely tied to sectoral and gender lines, as traditionally male
sectors such as industrial manufacturing enjoyed high levels of protection, whereas services, care and
academia suffered increasing exploitation (Hall, 2015, p. 49).
After a brief period of economic stagnation in the early 2000s, in which Germany was put under an
EDP and labelled the ‘sick man of Europe’ (EC, 2008a, p. 9; Streeck, 2015, p. 83), the economy began
growing as exports became more competitive and unemployment decreased to one of the lowest rates
in the world (Bundesministerium für Finanzen [BMF], 2007; Hall, 2015). This was partially a delayed
result of the Agenda 2010 reforms, since wage restraint and short-term contracts lowered the cost of
labour, while the rationalisation of social protection decreased public expenditure (Unger, 2015; EC,
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2017a; Eurostat, 2017a). At the same time, Germany’s economy also singularly benefitted from the
EMU, which prevented other states from devaluing their currencies in relation to Germany, thus greatly
bolstering the competitiveness of German exports at the expense of almost everyone else (Scharpf,
2015a). By outcompeting other European industries, Germany effectively pushed countries towards
further deindustrialisation, internal devaluation and indebtedness, thereby intensifying the causes of
the eventual crisis in Europe (Wigger, 2018). Even within Germany, the new economic upswing did
little to correct the increasing social inequality, as the low unemployment rate was based on the
expansion of precarious atypical employment (Hall, 2015, p. 48). Ignoring these downsides, the new
CDU government from 2005 onwards continued the SPD’s policies, lowering corporate taxes and
increasing the VAT even further, while also rationalising pensions and healthcare (EC, 2008a). Public
expenditure cuts and unexpectedly high tax revenue resulted in a slight budget surplus in 2007,
allowing Germany to exit the EDP just in time to witness the financial crisis hit the American housing
market (BMF, 2007, p. 15).

Hegemony and the GJM
German politics was characterised for a long time by a bipolar system similar to Spain and Greece,
around the conservative CDU and the social-democratic SPD, both of which usually governed in
coalitions with smaller junior partners. While the CDU allied itself with the capital-oriented Freie
Demokratische Partei (‘Free Democratic Party’, FDP), the SPD eventually developed a close
cooperation with the Green Party, which emerged during the 1980s as a parliamentary manifestation
of the new social movements (Rüdig and Sajuria, 2018). Throughout the country’s development, the
conservative party tended to maintain the upper hand, often governing for three or four terms at a time.
This hegemonic stability was also a result of trade unions’ integration into an institutionalised
bargaining system, which enabled (industrial) workers to have a relatively high level of political
influence and keep stable working conditions. At the same time, the unions’ ability to strike was legally
curtailed, which also prevented the escalation of labour struggles (Becker, 2015). During the 1990s,
the compromise between workers and employers increasingly eroded and conflicts became more
pronounced. By this point, unions had lost much of their organising capacity due to the increasing
tertiarisation and heterogeneity of the workforce, while company-level works councils had gained the
ability to facilitate wage bargaining (Hassel and Trampusch, 2006, p. 112ff.). Although this did allow
workers to gain more specific benefits tailored to their profession, it also forced them to internalise the
logic of inter-firm competition, often leading to wage moderation in return for flexible work time
(Reisenbichler and Morgan, 2015). Because of this material stratification and internalisation of
capitalist common sense among German workers, the SPD’s adoption of a distinctly capital-friendly
approach was not immediately met with indignation. By 2005, however, there was an increasing
178

disillusionment among large sections of the labour force, as well as within the party itself. The
government lost a vote of confidence and was replaced by a CDU-led administration. The same year
also saw the foundation of the far-left party Die Linke (‘The Left’), based on a merger of two preexisting parties, including former members of the SPD’s left wing (Die Linke, 2011). Like SYRIZA,
Die Linke entered the federal parliament with a relatively weak share of the vote, thereby indicating
the gradual dissolution of Germany’s bipolar political system, immediately prior to the crisis.
Outside parliament, cooperation among far-left forces had been steadily increasing in the context of
the GJM. Activists from various political currents came together to found the German section of the
anti-globalisation network Attac in 2001, followed shortly thereafter by the post-autonomous left
networks Interventionistische Linke (IL) and …ums Ganze! (uG) (IL, 2014b; ...ums Ganze!, 2019).
These organisations gradually overcame long years of infighting, fragmentation and isolation within
the German radical autonomous left (hence ‘post-autonomous’) and began organising larger collective
protests. As in Spain, the emergence of a student movement against the rationalisation of education,
known as the Bildungsstreik (‘education strike’), played a significant role in politicising scores of
young people and integrating them into the new activist networks. German activists also cooperated
on a variety of additional projects, such as mass blockades of neo-Nazi rallies or barricades of nuclear
waste transports. A particular milestone for German activists was reached in 2007, on the eve of the
crisis, when a broad coalition of anticapitalists, alterglobalists, climate activists, unions and Die
Linke’s youth wing were able to organise mass protests around the G8 summit (Mullis, 2017, p. 224ff.).
Despite the persistence of political rifts between the more moderate and radical parts of the GJM
(Daphi, 2017), inter-organisational cooperation around symbolic direct action became a defining
characteristic of German activism. Indeed, at the time it seemed that far-left activism in Germany was
expanding faster than it did in Southern Europe – a dynamic that drastically changed after the crisis.

8.2 Crisis and Management: Low Crisis Impact and Stable Hegemony
The crisis had a limited impact in Germany, consisting of a strong but short dip in growth and a quick
recovery. Between 2008 and 2009, the German economy receded by 5.7% (see Figure 14), as German
banks registered heavy losses, leading to a 20% decrease in private investment, while industrial exports
suffered from decreasing international demand (BMF, 2008, p. 18, 2010, p. 19). The German financial
system remained fairly stable throughout the crisis, due to the country’s low exposure to volatile
financial markets, combined with a massive bailout programme (EC, 2009a, p. 3). By 2010, the
economy was already recovering and a year later it was back on its pre-crisis level. Throughout the
crisis and afterwards, unemployment actually kept falling (see Figure 15), due to companies’ increased
reliance on short-term work (BMF, 2012).
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Figure 14: Annual GDP Growth in Germany

(OECD, 2020d)
Figure 15: Annual Unemployment Rate in Germany

(OECD, 2020e)

Germany was able to traverse the crisis with relative ease due to the country’s beneficial starting
conditions, the government’s willingness to induce significant financial bailout and countercyclical
measures and its ability to reduce per-capita work time. To compensate for the costs of crisis
management, the government implemented a constitutional fiscal deficit limit that enforced austerity
indirectly, thus avoiding unpopular public budget cuts. By 2011, the German economy had already
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recovered and was growing again, having experienced a relatively seamless transition between the preand post-crisis periods. Despite rising social inequality, Germany’s budgetary and trade surpluses
allowed the government to implement socially redistributive reforms, which increased its popularity
and stabilised the hegemony of its economic model. At the same time, scepticism towards the rest of
the EU began to increase, leading to a spread of right-wing nationalism in German politics.

8.2.1 Crisis Management Measures
Germany’s financial system was less volatile than that of many other countries to begin with, on top
of which the German government injected massive amounts of money into the banking sector and
economy, minimising the impact of the crisis on companies and households. In 2008, it implemented
a bailout programme to the tune of EUR 480 billion (BMF, 2008, p. 5) and set up a comprehensive
‘bad bank’ scheme (EC, 2009a, p. 4ff.). It also embraced a limited countercyclical strategy by
introducing two large economic stimulus programmes of EUR 30 billion (eclipsing Greece’s entire
bank bailout), which provided support for companies, public administrations and individual
households. Subsidies were used to fund private investment, short-term employment and R&D, and to
hire extra staff for the Federal Employment Agency, as well as extend unemployment benefits and
give discounts on car purchases (BMF, 2008, p. 6, 2009, p. 2). In addition to the stimulus packages,
the government also introduced a range of capital-friendly regulations by expanding tax deductions
for corporations, providing tax benefits for SMEs, simplifying public procurement, lowering the VAT
on hotels and lowering healthcare and unemployment contributions. On the side of households, it
lowered income taxes and increased child benefits (BMF, 2008, 2009, 2010).
The government’s crisis measures created a public deficit and raised Germany’s debt rate from 65.1%
in 2008 to 81% in 2010 (Eurostat, 2018b). The EC consequently opened an EDP against the country
(EC, 2010c, p. 10). In response, the German government implemented a constitutional deficit limit,
the Schuldenbremse (‘debt brake’) in 2009 (BMF, 2011). The debt brake established a structural deficit
ceiling of 0.35%, to be reached by 2016 (EC, 2010c, p. 13) and prohibited structural deficits at state
level entirely from 2020 onwards (BMF, 2011, p. 12). It also restricted the financial options of
municipalities, allowing them to only borrow money for the purpose of funding profitable investments
(BMF, 2013, p. 12). As in Spain, a budgetary surveillance framework was set up in the form of a
‘Stability Council’, which decided whether Germany’s states would receive financial assistance and
monitored their compliance with budgetary consolidation programmes (ibid.). Germany’s crisis
management quickly reignited economic growth and prevented a rise in unemployment, albeit at the
cost of further normalising irregular and often precarious forms of work. Up to a fifth of German
companies made use of the government’s subsidies for reduced work time, which on one hand allowed
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them to avoid collective layoffs, but on the other hand contributed to further social stratification of the
labour force by expanding the low-wage sector (Becker, 2015, p. 120; Hassel, 2015, p. 241). Since this
was a relatively seamless continuation of pre-crisis developments, it did not create a particularly
noticeable rupture, especially considering the crisis conjuncture. Whereas in Greece net household
income decreased by up to 25% between 2007 and 2012, Germans only saw marginal decreases at the
lower end of the income spectrum (George, Dimitrios and Stergios, 2015, p. 29ff.). Similarly, while
the debt brake constituted a substantial restriction on public finance, which greatly limited the political
capacities of local and state governments, it was not accompanied by drastic public budget cuts like in
Spain and Greece. Due to Germany’s perceived economic stability, government bonds had uniquely
beneficial interest conditions, allowing the country to keep its deficit relatively low (Lehndorff,
2012b). As a result, German austerity measures were more pre-emptive and subtle than elsewhere.
Although German crisis management certainly did not improve people’s material conditions, its
negative effects remained relatively subdued compared to Southern Europe. This can also be seen as
a reflection of Germany’s economic governance model still being distinctly ordoliberal, thus relying
heavily on financial and fiscal regulatory frameworks to consolidate economic growth and
competitiveness, rather than exclusively empowering capital to act on its own terms (Young, 2014).
From 2011 onwards, the German economy was continuously growing and the country’s public debt
was decreasing. This placed the government in the beneficial situation of being able to implement
further Keynesian regulatory measures that provided small concessions to large sections of the
population, stabilising its hegemonic position. Germany’s economy experienced accelerating growth
after the crisis, from 0.7% in 2012 to 1.9% in 2016 (BMWT, 2013, p. 4; EC, 2017a, p. 1), driven in
part by economic recovery and growing demand in other world regions. By exporting three quarters
of its wares to countries outside the EU while receiving a majority of imports from within, Germany
was not negatively affected by the continuous crisis in other parts of Europe, and indeed, profited from
it (Becker, 2015; BMWE, 2017, p. 9). By 2012, Germany was also able to achieve a balanced public
budget, followed by a budget surplus after 2013 (Eurostat, 2018a), allowing it to steadily decrease its
public debt (see Figure 16). Hence, in contrast to Southern Europe, the German government had
relatively free reign in regard to economic governance, allowing it to simultaneously hand out selective
social concessions while limiting the intensity of fiscal consolidation measures, thus avoiding public
indignation (Kaindl and Nagel, 2019). It froze pension increases for the coming years and further
liberalised public transport, neither of which carried immediate material consequences for people. Due
to the debt brake, municipalities were forced to decrease local expenditure, again not implicating the
government directly (BMF, 2011, p. 25; BMWT, 2011, p. 10). Since the debt brake already had a
stricter deficit ceiling than the Fiscal Compact, the latter’s implementation quite literally did not make
a difference (BMWE, 2014, p. 15). Some public expenses, like healthcare, were even increasing
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(Eurostat, 2017f). Since the government was able to consistently undershoot its self-imposed deficit
reduction targets, it could regularly celebrate its progress towards sustaining a balanced budget (BMF,
2014, p. 24).
The government was also able to implement a number of socially progressive regulations that provided
a minor degree of material redistribution in favour of large sections of the population. It increased
capital requirements for banks, as well as regulations for rating agencies, and banned certain forms of
speculative trading, thereby reigning in the freedom of financial markets (BMWT, 2011, p. 16ff.). It
also expanded childcare facilities and parental leave and introduced new taxes on aviation and nuclear
fuel, which represented minor but highly appreciated improvements to the gender representation and
ecological sustainability of Germany’s economy (ibid. p. 13ff., 2012, p. 27). On the labour market, the
government created new integration programmes for highly-skilled migrants and civic work
programmes for the long-term unemployed (BMWT, 2011, pp. 9, 24, 43). After elections in 2013
resulted in a CDU-SPD coalition, the new government implemented Germany’s first minimum wage,
extended certain wage agreements, provided pension increases for people with low incomes, created a
mandatory 30% women’s quota for company boards and established gender-neutral parental leave
benefits (BMWE, 2014, p. 32, 2015, p. 20ff.; Seeleib-Kaiser, 2015).
The effects of the government’s economic policies were ambivalent. While various disadvantaged
groups did enjoy greater labour market inclusion and unemployment decreased even further, there was
no sustained reduction of social inequality. Employment of women and elderly people increased
significantly, reaching more than 10% above the European average (BMWE, 2016, p. 17). After 2014,
unemployment in Germany was below 5% (EC, 2015b, p. 16) and youth unemployment was the lowest
in Europe, at 7.3% (BMWE, 2014, p. 19). At the same time, even the government’s most progressive
reforms retained considerable gaps and loopholes, preventing the alleviation of the country’s high level
of social inequality (EC, 2017a, p. 6; Eurostat, 2018d). The country’s average trends in wage growth
and poverty reduction concealed the growing differences among social groups due to decreasing labour
agreement coverage and employment in the low-wage sector. Since the new minimum wage was below
the low-wage threshold and temporarily excluded young people and the formerly long-term
unemployed, it did not significantly alleviate precarity (BMWE, 2017, pp. 12, 37; Eurostat, 2017f,
2017e). Due to the streamlining of unemployment benefits and the introduction of new sanction
mechanisms, those who were still unemployed had the highest rate of poverty in Europe (69%)
(Seeleib-Kaiser, 2015, p. 195). Germany was thus gradually replacing its social protection system with
a ‘workfare’ scheme, in which material security was singularly dependent on continuous employment
(Knuth, 2015).
In spite of these shortcomings, conditions in Germany were still far better than in Southern Europe.
Whereas people in Spain and Greece were faced with existential material deprivation accompanied by
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authoritarian institutional transformations, the vast majority of Germans had to deal with neither. As a
study of transform! europe succinctly summarises: ‘For the majority of Germans the crisis remained
an event they only heard of from media reports’ (Hildebrandt, 2013, p. 151). Less than 10% of people
in Germany were affected by poverty and only a fifth were at risk of it (see Figure 17) (Seeleib-Kaiser,
2015, p. 195; Eurostat, 2017g). Private consumption had decreased only slightly during the height of
the crisis and picked up quickly afterwards (BMWT, 2012, p. 7). The rate of Germans expressing high
levels of economic satisfaction climbed from 80% in 2012 to 91% in 2015 (Eurobarometer, 2012b, p.
24, 2015b, p. 8). Naturally, this level of satisfaction was not evenly distributed across society, with
white-collar workers and the unemployed being significantly less satisfied than managers and students
(Eurobarometer, 2013c, p. 62ff.). Nevertheless, the proportion of people experiencing serious material
deprivation as a result of the crisis or austerity remained comparatively low. While Germany’s
economy did not generate widespread wealth or decrease social inequality, it did facilitate a level of
socio-economic stability for most people, thus consolidating the government’s hegemonic position.

Figure 16: Annual Government Debt Rate in Germany

(OECD, 2020b)
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Figure 17: Poverty Risk Rate in Germany
(Germany: blue, EU: green)

(Eurostat, 2018c)

8.2.2 Stable Hegemony
Due to its apparent success, German crisis management did not lead to an erosion of political consent
or an organic crisis of capitalism, but was instead heralded as evidence of the long-term stability of the
ordoliberal Modell Deutschland. Germany’s conservative CDU government created a narrative that
identified fiscal discipline and international competitiveness as central pillars of the country’s
economy, even prior to the crisis. A balanced public budget was framed as crucial for the prosperity of
coming generations and the Finance Ministry’s goal of retaining the Schwarze Null (‘black zero’,
referring to a neutral balance sheet) became symbolic for the government’s economic rationale (BMF,
2007, p. 6). Consequently, the government regarded Germany’s relatively successful traversal of the
crisis as further proof of concept: ‘The economic development in Germany also shows that
consolidation and economic growth go hand in hand’ (BMF, 2012, p. 8). This claim conveniently
ignored the country’s considerable countercyclical stimulus packages and wage moderation, as well
as the fact that fiscal consolidation measures largely went into effect after the economy was already
recovering.
Germany was quickly perceived as the most crisis-resilient economy in Europe and the EU echoed the
government’s narrative (CEU, 2009b). The government in turn began promoting its crisis management
strategy as a template that the rest of Europe should emulate, ‘lecturing’ other countries about the need
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for wage moderation and fiscal discipline (BMF, 2008, p. 16, 2010, p. 7; Lehndorff, 2012b). After
initially opposing European bailouts and financial stability mechanisms, the German government
eventually supported the creation of the ESM, provided that it was tied to rigorous fiscal and economic
adjustment programmes (Thompson, 2015). Some of Germany’s crisis mechanisms soon became
blueprints for austerity across Europe (see section 5.2). The Fiscal Compact, for instance, pressured
other countries into implementing constitutional deficit limits such as the debt brake, while the Troika
operated similarly to Germany’s Stability Council. By 2014, however, the EC started pointing out
Germany’s concealment of social inequality behind seemingly positive trends and criticised the
disintegrative effects of the country’s competitive export sector on the rest of the EU (EC, 2014b,
2017a). These criticisms were still far less forceful than anything directed against Greece or Spain, and
Germany’s economic strength shielded it from having to actually adhere to any of the EC’s
recommendations. Indeed, due to the country’s uniquely powerful position within the EU, the
government was able to openly contradict the EC’s claims that German competitiveness was anything
but a ‘key asset’ for Europe or that greater public investments would be necessary (BMWE, 2014, p.
7, 2015, p. 11). Hence, in contrast to Spain or Greece, the German government was not dominated by
the EU’s supranational authoritarian statist regime, but rather a driving force behind it.
Germany’s economic stability, combined with the selective generosity of crisis management measures,
strengthened the government’s popularity among the German public and made the Modell
Deutschland, and particularly austerity, widely hegemonic. Between 67% and 80% of Germans
approved of the CDU’s crisis management, while only a fifth of the population thought austerity had
gone too far (Eurobarometer, 2012d, p. 19; Pew Research Center, 2012, p. 31ff., 2013, p. 7).
Satisfaction and optimism towards the German economy was mirrored by a high level of trust in the
political system as a whole (Eurobarometer, 2012e, p. 53). Although popular trust in the government
was declining to 32% around the height of the crisis (Eurobarometer, 2010b, p. 120), satisfaction with
the state of national democracy as a whole stayed fairly positive at 62% even then (Eurobarometer,
2010a, p. 147). Consequently, various German states constitutionalised the debt brake via democratic
referendum, earning majorities of 70-90% in favour (HR-Online, 2011; BR24, 2013).
There were certainly criticisms by the German labour force, particularly in regard to the scope of
financial bailouts, but there was no major uproar against the country’s political leadership. Grievances
expressed by trade unions and the left often only represented small sections of society, as most people
had internalised the ordoliberal common sense, due to the government ability to defuse contention by
providing selective concessions. This ‘asymmetric demobilisation’ allowed the government to brush
off contention and even gain the partial support of the opposition (Kaindl and Nagel, 2019, p. 93).
During the initial phase of crisis management, trade unions were integrated in a relatively stable ‘crisis
corporatism’ with employers’ organisations and the government, which enabled the flexibilisation of
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work time in exchange for continued employment (Urban, 2012). While the left opposition was highly
critical of bank bailouts and fiscal austerity, it largely approved of the implementation of stimulus
packages (Mullis, 2017, p. 223). Later, unions and the left criticised the implementation of
unemployment benefit sanctions and the annulment of special labour agreements through sectoral
regulations (Tagesschau, 2014). Strike participation remained low, however, reflecting a long
downward trend in labour mobilisations (Lesch, 2015), while public opinion was simultaneously
supporting labour action in the care sector, but opposing strikes of railway personnel (YouGov, 2015;
Statista, 2015). German civil society had internalised liberal narratives to an extent that made crossclass solidarity unlikely. A majority of people agreed that material security should be conditional on
people’s individual economic performance, thus demonstrating that they had embraced the
individualistic and meritocratic logic of ‘workfare’ (Klein, 2014). Conversely, only half the population
expressed the opinion that society could benefit from more collective solidarity (Eurobarometer,
2012b, p. 111). In this context, the government’s implementation of countercyclical measures seemed
downright generous, considering the CDU had always been vocally in favour of ordoliberal discipline.
This represented the polar opposite of the neoliberal shift of centre-left governments in Spain and
Greece (as well as Germany prior to the crisis) which created feelings of betrayal and disillusionment
among their electorate. Ultimately, neither the crisis nor the government’s crisis management had a
severe enough impact on the German population to damage hegemonic narratives, let alone motivate
mass popular mobilisations. Consequently, whereas crisis management led to changes in government
in Spain and Greece, the German CDU government was re-elected in 2013 with substantial additional
support (Hildebrandt, 2013, p. 149).
At the same time, the perception of Germany as uniquely stable also resulted in the spread of
chauvinistic and nationalist narratives, as many people developed a hostility towards the rest of the
EU. As the crisis in Southern Europe intensified, large sections of society took this as evidence that
while Germany was doing everything in its power to fend off the crisis, other countries were not putting
in enough effort. The ‘crisis countries’ of the European South had a relatively negative image among
the German population and almost half of all Germans regarded the public debt of other countries,
particularly Greece, as a direct threat to Germany and the EU (Pew Research Center, 2012, p. 21;
Eurobarometer, 2014a, p. 49). These opinions were actively promoted by the German government and
conservative media, which accused Southern Europeans of letting Germans carry the full financial and
social responsibility for saving the Eurozone (Thompson, 2015; Ervedosa, 2017). As approval ratings
for the national government kept rising, trust in the EU was receding and most Germans opposed the
idea of giving the EU more authority (Eurobarometer, 2012c, p. 90; Pew Research Center, 2012, p.
34). In 2013, this spread of anti-solidarity and anti-EU sentiments resulted in the foundation of the
right-wing party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), primarily by nationalist and conservative
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economists, which started promoting the dissolution of the EMU (Werner, 2013). In this context, it
was exceedingly difficult for German activists to generate sympathy for those suffering under the
Troika’s austerity measures. Protests against Germany’s crisis management or in solidarity with other
countries were bound to gain little traction and leftist activists went on to frame their grievances around
condemning EU authoritarianism and focusing on international finance.

8.3 The Anti-Austerity Movement: Challenging the German Common Sense
Since the vast majority of German society was not significantly affected by the crisis and the
government’s crisis management enjoyed widespread consensual support, Germany did not experience
large-scale anti-austerity mobilisations. Leftist activists did attempt to spark a German Occupy
movement, but did not manage to mobilise large numbers of supporters. Lacking a mass anti-austerity
movement, the German left eventually formed the inter-organisational Blockupy coalition, which
organised symbolic direct actions, targeting the ECB. While still not able to reach a critical mass of
participants, Blockupy managed to articulate a counter-hegemonic challenge against European crisis
management and neoliberal capitalism on a highly publicised platform. It was also deliberately
transnational in scope and integrated various activists from outside Germany. Through Blockupy,
leftist activism in Germany effectively continued the tradition of the GJM of building political
networks around symbolic protest events. At the same time, post-autonomous networks such as the
Interventionistische Linke (IL) played a major role in integrating a younger generation of activists and
establishing radical civil disobedience as a widely accepted protest praxis. Although German activists
did not establish large infrastructures for alternative social and economic reproduction, they did create
smaller solidarity initiatives in the context of housing and unemployment, which developed a strong
focus on direct action.

8.3.1 Occupy
In Germany, there was no mass square occupation movement comparable to those in Spain and Greece.
The GJM had still been relatively active prior to the crisis and even managed to expand interorganisational cooperation across the left until 2007. However, instead of providing the basis for
growing a mass movement (which many on the left hoped for), mobilisations had reached a plateau
that activists were unable to break through. Protests against the German (and European) crisis
management from 2009 onwards, such as the ‘We won’t pay for your crisis!’ protests in Berlin and
Frankfurt, remained relatively small in comparison to the mobilisations in Southern Europe (Mullis,
2017, p. 224ff.). By late 2011, German activists started taking inspiration from Occupy Wall Street
and attempted to mobilise a German square occupation movement. During the transnationally
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coordinated Global Days of Action on 15 October, several German cities saw protest mobilisations
under the Occupy banner. These remained relatively small as well, numbering around 40 thousand
participants nationwide (Taz, 2011b). In Berlin, around three thousand people occupied the public
square in front of the German parliamentary building, although their occupation lasted only a few
hours and they resorted to holding daily meetings afterwards (Npr, 2011). In Frankfurt, several hundred
activists occupied a public park in front of the ECB headquarters and created a protest camp that was
able to stay in place until the late summer of 2012. Due to its presence in the middle of Germany’s
financial capitol, this became the central German Occupy camp, hosting various public protests,
gatherings and political speeches (Taz, 2011b).

Political Profile
As is evident in the name, Germany’s Occupy mobilisations drew more immediate political inspiration
from Occupy Wall Street than the 15M movement or aganaktismenoi. Activists demonstrated a strong
focus on contesting the power of international finance, whereas themes like austerity and democracy
were somewhat secondary. This focus on financial capital provided an opportunity for explicitly
anticapitalist narratives to take centre stage. Activists prominently challenged the ‘power of banks and
corporations’ (Neue Züricher Zeitung, 2011) and some explicitly opposed the capitalist system,
although many saw the responsibility lay only with personal greed (N-TV, 2011; Zeit Online, 2011).
At the same time, by underemphasising other topics, Occupy’s political profile remained relatively
narrow and the activists were not able to develop a more all-encompassing counter-hegemonic
perspective. In contrast to the indignados or aganaktismenoi, they did not develop long lists of political
claims, instead demanding in general terms that the state should hold banks responsible for the crisis
(Neue Züricher Zeitung, 2011). In certain camps, activists actively opposed the idea of developing
political demands at all and instead sought to provide a forum for political exchange about Germany’s
financial system (NDR, 2011). Like their predecessors in the US, German Occupy activists referred to
themselves as the ‘99%’ and regarded their mobilisations as part of a global movement. They also
rejected political representation and cooperation with political parties, demanding that protesters leave
any official party insignia at home (The Guardian, 2011).

Praxis and Composition
Occupy’s strong focus on the financial system informed the activists’ praxis. Unlike the other
movements, which occupied public squares primarily in front of government buildings, the central
German Occupy camp was positioned in front of the ECB, in the middle of Germany’s largest financial
district. This highlighted both the direct link to Occupy Wall Street and the distinct perception of crisis
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management in Germany. Since Germans were largely not suffering under severe austerity, activists
were more aggravated by the country’s massive bank bailout programme, thus targeting those banks
and the institution responsible for European financial policy. The symbolic importance of this spatial
dimension went on to inform the German anti-austerity movement in the long run. However, due to
the relatively low levels of popular indignation across Germany, Occupy never grew into a strong
movement. Camps only reached sizes of around 20 tents and the occasional protest mobilised no more
than a few thousand people. Although activists were able to organise daily necessities and live selfsufficiently in the camps, they spent much of their time trying in vain to increase their political
influence, rather than presenting a real challenge to hegemonic common sense or creating a
prefigurative alternative to other forms of organisation. Some activists even asked city councils to
assign them official camping spaces, revealing not only their inability to mobilise collective action but
also a lack of understanding of the power structures they were ostensibly contesting (N-TV, 2011; Taz,
2011a). Like other square occupation movements, the activists of Occupy Frankfurt were largely from
academic backgrounds and many were precariously employed (Nachtwey, 2014, p. 9). Due to the
relative lack of participation in the occupations, this core of activists never expanded far, making
Occupy less heterogeneous and pluralistic than the movements in Southern Europe.

Impact
Many Occupy camps remained in place for much longer than those of the indignados and
aganaktismenoi – the camp in Hamburg was evicted as late as January 2014 (Spiegel Online, 2014) –
but they did not have a significant political impact or greatly expand the societal base for counterhegemonic struggle. In hindsight, it is clear that anti-neoliberal sentiments in German civil society had
already reached a zenith by the time the crisis hit. The rapid expansion of the German far left during
the GJM, combined with the mass mobilisations abroad, had raised expectations among activists that
their movement would continue to grow further. However, the socio-structural conditions in Germany
did not provide the necessary opportunities for that. In 2011, the crisis was already winding down in
Germany and most people realised that they were not as negatively affected as they had initially feared.
Germany’s strong economic position and seemingly successful crisis management justified the
implementation of fiscal austerity measures in people’s eyes (BMF, 2007; Mertens, 2017). In addition
to these socio-structural reasons, Occupy’s lack of reception also revealed a hesitation on the part of
Germany’s established radical left to participate in protests that it perceived as too politically noncommittal. At this point in time, much of the German radical left saw the emerging square occupation
movements as a generally positive phenomenon that should be supported, but nonetheless criticised
many of their defining characteristics. The occupants’ practice of radical democracy via public
assemblies was seen as a significant innovation, but the declared political ambivalence (‘neither left
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nor right’) was highly criticised for opening spaces for regressive political discourse (IL, 2011).
Especially in Germany, where the occupation protests were singularly aimed at contesting the power
of banks, there was a lingering concern that protests would invite anti-Semitic actors and conspiracy
theorists, which in fact they did, albeit to a marginal extent. On a more general political level, the
square occupation movements’ belief in their own potential for revolutionary transformation, as well
as their refusal to engage with political representatives, were regarded as understandable but naïve and
strategically immature (ibid.). This assessment was particularly reflective of the German postautonomous left’s experience with inter-organisational coalitions, as activists had already developed a
tactical rapport with unions and parties. Although most radical leftists in Germany supported the
Occupy mobilisations, they would have preferred a different approach and saw their own strengths
elsewhere. Consequently, the central Occupy camp in Frankfurt was disbanded in 2012 (Occupy,
2012) and German anti-austerity activists soon dropped the ambition to recreate a square occupation
movement; instead, they engaged in inter-organisational cooperation and symbolic direct actions via
the new Blockupy coalition (Blockupy, 2013b).

8.3.2 Blockupy
After Occupy Frankfurt was unable to create a mass square occupation movement in 2011, German
activists made another attempt in 2012 under the banner of Blockupy. During the ‘International Action
Days’ in May 2012, commemorating the first anniversary of the 15M movement, the newly established
Blockupy coalition – whose name was a portmanteau of ‘blockade’ and ‘occupy’ – organised various
direct actions throughout Frankfurt. The aim was to publicly oppose the Troika’s austerity policies by
protesting in front of the ECB, as well as to highlight the responsibility of Frankfurt’s financial sector
for the crisis. The protests were also intended to generate solidarity among the most crisis-affected
social groups across Europe, such as precarious workers, the unemployed, students and refugees
(Blockupy, 2012b, 2012c). The coalition had originally planned a mass demonstration and blockades
of the Frankfurt banking district, as well as decentralised occupations of multiple public spaces
(Blockupy, 2012d, 2012e). Eventually, only the demonstration was authorised, after the city
government prohibited all other forms of protests and organised a heavy police presence in anticipation
of rioting (Mullis, 2017, p. 238). Although Blockupy did not create any lasting occupations, the mass
demonstration attracted around 30 thousand participants, which was no small feat for an openly
anticapitalist protest in Germany (Blockupy, 2012a). The heavy police presence also turned out to be
a blessing in disguise, effectively blocking Frankfurt’s inner city and doing the activists’ work for
them. The peaceful progression of the demonstration also helped legitimise Blockupy among the
population. Consequently, the coalition deemed the actions a success and decided to continue
organising symbolic direct actions that exposed the state’s authoritarian protection of financial
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interests (ibid.; Mullis, 2017, p. 238f.). Instead of trying to emulate the Southern European square
occupation movements, German activists now turned Blockupy into an annual protest tradition, while
also increasingly developing its transnational scope6 (Mayer, 2016).
Composition
The Blockupy coalition was small in scale but broad in scope. It included anticapitalist activist groups,
anti-neoliberal SMOs, union youths and parties, most of whom had already started cooperating within
the more radical wing of the GJM prior to the crisis. The organisations most actively involved were
the post-autonomous left networks IL and uG, the German wing of Attac, the Die Linke party, the
ver.di service sector union and the unemployed solidarity initiatives BASTA! and Erwerbslosenforum.
New groups such as Occupy Frankfurt and activists from the European South were also involved in
the planning (Blockupy, 2013b). From 2013 onwards, the composition of Blockupy became more
transnational, although it did not grow substantially. The participation of unions and unemployed
groups allowed Blockupy to integrate working-class constituencies to some extent, but the vast
majority of activists were from academic backgrounds, especially in the inner coordinating circle. The
German post-autonomous left predominantly consisted of students and other young academics, while
participants from Attac and Die Linke were older but no less educated and a large portion of the
mobilisations were conducted by youth and student organisations (Interview IL, 26.07.2018). This
composition of the inner core of organic intellectuals leading the mobilisations was technically not
much different from the indignados and aganaktismenoi, but the Southern European movements also
attracted millions of additional followers and quickly became more representative of civil society at
large, whereas Blockupy did not grow much beyond established radical left circles. Although the
coalition did not actively exclude moderate political organisations opposed to austerity, humanitarian
and social-democratic groups kept their distance due to Blockupy’s relatively radical political
presentation (Neues Deutschland, 2013). In the absence of a strong crisis impact and political
disillusionment with the political system, German civil society was not particularly interested in
engaging with radical anticapitalist activism.

Political Profile
Blockupy’s political claims and framing reflected its radical left and intellectual composition, and the
coalition soon expressed an unambiguously Marxist opposition to capitalism. While the first Blockupy
in 2012 did not yet mention capitalism – only the IL and critical academic network Assoziation für
kritische Gesellschaftsforschung (AkG) did so in their own calls to action (AkG, 2012; IL, 2012b), by

6

For a detailed analysis of Blockupy’s activity as a transnational coalition, turn to section 11.2.1.

192

2013 an anticapitalist stance became the norm. Blockupy began framing crisis management in the
context of global capitalism and European authoritarianisation, proclaiming: ‘They want capitalism
without democracy, we want democracy without capitalism’ (Blockupy, 2013f). The coalition
expressed a message of radical class struggle, urging people to ‘resist the rehabilitation of capitalism
on the backs of employees as well as the unemployed, retirees, migrants and the youth’ (Blockupy,
2013b). It also explicitly connected the struggle against austerity to those against racism, sexism and
militarisation, creating an intersectional approach to counter-hegemony (ibid.; 2013a). Due to
Blockupy’s small and intellectual constituency, the coalition’s political output displayed a distinctly
academic jargon. Whereas movements in Southern Europe voiced their indignation in relatively simple
and inclusive terms to generate broad appeal, Blockupy catered more to its own milieu by denouncing
the ‘authoritarian execution of austerity-measures’ and the ‘profiteers of the European crisis regime’
(Blockupy, 2013b).
Due to Blockupy’s radical oppositional stance, as well as the pluralism of actors involved, the coalition
did not develop specific regulatory claims. The activists also rejected the EU as a democratically
legitimate or politically viable institutional sphere, hence institutional reforms were not the goal.
Instead, Blockupy sought to reject and politicise the exploitative and authoritarian nature of European
crisis management and neoliberal capitalism, thus rupturing the pro-austerity common sense in
Germany:
[T]hese mobilisations concentrate on the goal of breaking the ideological domination of the current
state-and-nation propaganda. To break or at least to influence the discourse of the so-called ‘lazy
Greeks’. To break the consensus in society, to at least to [sic] send a message of solidarity to other
struggles and to show that at least some people, some thousands, in the heart of the beast, have a problem
with the status quo (...ums Ganze!, 2013b).

This ambition also demonstrated the coalition’s increasingly transnational orientation. Blockupy
activists condemned crisis management at the European level and emphasised the need to organise
anti-austerity struggles transnationally by generating solidarity across borders and ‘building
democracy from below’ (Blockupy, 2014b). Drawing explicit parallels to the GJM, they envisioned
Blockupy as a ‘transnational social movement coalition (or even a coalition of coalitions)’ (Blockupy,
2013e), capable of generating such transnational solidarity by enabling people from all over Europe to
come to Germany and voice their grievances directly in front of the ECB (Blockupy, 2013b). Despite
not formulating reform demands, Blockupy took a collaborative stance towards left parties. Die Linke
was an active participant and the coalition expressed its support for far-left parties and governmental
projects such as SYRIZA and Podemos. Indeed, the Blockupy protests in 2015 were explicitly meant
to support the SYRIZA government’s struggle against the Troika (Blockupy, 2015b).
193

Praxis
Blockupy pursued a dual strategy of collective organisation and counter-hegemonic alliance-building
on one hand, and targeted mass direct action around specific dates and symbolic locations on the other.
Collective organisation was based on consistent networking between various groups of the German
and European left, as well as through a number of large activist festivals and conferences. Blockupy’s
overarching strategy was discussed at open democratic assemblies, while its actions were planned by
the Koordinierungskreis (‘coordinating circle’, KoKreis) (Blockupy, 2015a). Assemblies consisted of
150 to 300 activists and represented the coalition’s decision-making body. They were initially held
with relative regularity every few months, but became increasingly rare after 2013. The KoKreis was
a smaller, closed group of dedicated activists which acted as the coalition’s executive and consisted of
various working groups focused on specific tasks, such as preparing protests, doing media work or
dealing with legal matters. As the large assemblies decreased in frequency, the KoKreis became
increasingly influential. Direct actions took many different forms, from large demonstrations, to small
symbolic protests and decentralised blockades, based on the concept of civil disobedience. This concept
was specified in Blockupy’s common ‘action consensus’, which stated that actions should disrupt the
everyday functioning of capitalism, remain non-violent, though not necessarily legal, and be as
inclusive as possible towards the rest of the coalition and civil society at large (Mullis, 2017, pp. 228,
275ff.). For instance, by blocking the financial district in Frankfurt, the activists intended to disrupt
financial capitalism without doing any physical damage or antagonising individuals: ‘By preventing
bankers and employees from going to work, we are intervening [in] the norms of daily capitalist
business and blocking it’ (Blockupy, 2012b). Due to Blockupy’s specific focus on capitalism and
European crisis management, actions largely did not take place in front of national government
buildings, like in Spain and Greece, but around the ECB, banks and zones of transit (Blockupy, 2013a).
Blockupy’s approach had the dual benefit of allowing the coalition to put its more transnational,
anticapitalist perspective directly into practice, while also requiring smaller groups of participants than
the mass occupations in Madrid or Athens. The diverse protest praxis also accommodated the
coalition’s political pluralism. Participating organisations had to accept the general action consensus,
but were otherwise free to pursue their own direct actions. Most organisations participated in the large
central demonstrations, while some organised special blockades and erected activist camps that served
as infrastructural hubs (...ums Ganze!, 2013a; Blockupy, 2013a). Groups such as the IL, trade unions
and critical academic networks often also drew up their own specialised calls-to-action (AkG, 2012;
IL, 2012b, 2016f; Blockupy, 2013c). In addition to direct actions, Blockupy also organised a festival
in 2014 that included strategic debates and cultural events. In doing so, the coalition created a space
for activists to enter into less formalised interpersonal exchange and celebrate their common
counterculture (Blockupy, 2014a). For its last mobilisations in 2016, the Blockupy coalition protested
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in front of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs in Berlin, trying to expand its focus towards
challenging German capital and economic policy, as well as the spread of racism (Blockupy, 2016a).
This was not met with success and only around three thousand protesters showed up – a tenth compared
to previous years (Blockupy, 2016c). The coalition’s mobilising potential had evidently run its course,
prompting the organisers to terminate the project (Blockupy, 2016b).

Impact
The political impact of Blockupy was relatively limited, not least due to the depoliticising media
coverage, which largely focused on clashes between activists and police, rather than the coalition’s
message. Public sympathies varied over time, criticising the excessive use of police force in 2013 and
later condemning the protesters for destroying public property in 2015 (...ums Ganze!, 2013a;
Blockupy, 2015a). Consequently, Blockupy was not able to shift the German debate on austerity or
enact any legislative changes, but it did manage to consolidate a higher level of cooperation across the
German left. Activists of the post-autonomous left deliberately pushed for greater cooperation with
organised labour and certain unions responded in kind, openly supporting Blockupy and linking their
own protests to the coalition (Junge Welt, 2012; Blockupy, 2013c; Mullis, 2017, p. 266). In
strengthening far-left cooperation, Blockupy also normalised the radical praxis of civil disobedience
among the German left, which lowered the potential for conflicts about the legality of protest actions.
This made Blockupy an important achievement in the eyes of its participants, who regarded it as a
crucial milestone for the development of the German far left, while still recognising its failures and
limitations. Not least due to the increasing cooperation brought about by Blockupy, protest
mobilisations in Germany doubled between 2008 and 20157 (Leisewitz et al., 2019). In turn, the police
and judiciary also ramped up their coercive treatment of the far left, leading to a gradual escalation of
Germany’s political discourse and introduction of individual authoritarian statist elements (see section
8.4). While Blockupy continued to be a primarily German project, it managed to become significantly
more transnationalised than other domestic anti-austerity movements, forging new links among the far
left across Europe (Risager, 2015). Blockupy’s consolidation of counter-hegemonic cooperation
among the German far left would eventually outlast the coalition itself. The protests against the G20
summit in Hamburg in 2017 were at least in part organised by the exact same activist organisations
that had carried Blockupy (including international partners) and were exhibiting the same action
repertoire of civil disobedience. They were also marked by a further escalation of violence between
protesters and the police (see section 11.2.2). In that sense, Blockupy rekindled and to some extent
radicalised the struggles initiated by the GJM in Germany prior to the crisis.
7

This includes all forms of protest, including labour strikes and marches by the right-wing Pegida movement.
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8.3.3 Post-Autonomous Networks – The Interventionistische Linke
The IL was the largest network of the German post-autonomous left and one of the driving forces of
the Blockupy coalition. Its intricate anticapitalist perspective, disruption-focused praxis and emphasis
on counter-hegemonic alliance-building were emblematic for German anti-austerity activism.
Consequently, the IL managed to grow and consolidate its strategy over the course of organising
Blockupy, whereas larger but more traditional activist networks such as Attac gradually lost
momentum.

Composition
The IL gradually emerged between 1999 and 2004 as a merger between autonomous radical left groups
with various anarchist and antifascist groups. The network’s foundation was in part motivated by
earlier experiences of the GJM in Germany, in which the radical left felt marginalised among a
majority of moderate and reformist actors. To date, the IL has grown to around 30 local groups and
several hundred members, making it considerably smaller than Southern European solidarity networks
or the German wing of Attac, yet larger than other post-autonomous networks such as Diktyo. Most
of the IL’s activists were relatively young, having been politicised between the early 2000s and the
financial crisis, although it also had older members, stemming from the new social movements or the
antifa mobilisations in the 1990s. The vast majority of IL members were from academic backgrounds
and the network had a relatively equal gender composition (IL, 2014b, pp. 15ff., 31).

Political Profile
As a post-autonomous network, the IL sought to connect a variety of emancipatory struggles and forms
of activism into an overarching, anticapitalist counter-hegemonic strategy. It was comparatively
pluralistic (within the context of radical leftism), bringing together socialist, anarchist and feminist
traditions. Its goals were openly anticapitalist, aiming towards a revolutionary rupture of all power
relations, including class, gender, race, culture and ideology (ibid. p. 4). Due to its fundamental
rejection of the political and economic system, the IL did not formulate concrete demands for reform,
but concentrated on building a counter-hegemonic force and intervening in the public discourse. One
focus of the network lay in its ability to transcend and bridge social struggles and activist subcultures,
with the goal of creating an inclusive revolutionary subject (ibid. p. 4ff.). To what extent this subject
should be explicitly based on class was contentiously debated within the IL (Eberle, 2017; Friedrich,
2017; Neumann and Mezzadra, 2017). Despite consisting primarily of German groups, the IL pursued
a strictly internationalist approach, promoting transnational cooperation and aiming for a progressive
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Europe beyond the bounds of the EU (IL, 2014b, p. 10). Especially after the crisis, the IL put great
emphasis on the need to support the struggles in Southern Europe, calling for solidarity with the strikes
in Spain and Greece (IL, 2012a) and entering into close political exchange with Southern European
activist groups (IL, 2012c; ...ums Ganze!, 2017b). Consequently, the network actively pushed the
Blockupy coalition towards greater transnationalisation.

Praxis
The IL had a decentralised, grassroots-oriented organising structure, as groups practiced horizontal
democratic decision-making in relative autonomy, while a coordinating committee (KoGre) facilitated
the overall exchange and specialised working groups created publications, ran the network’s website,
coordinated campaigns and created transnational connections (IL, 2014b, p. 28). The activists’ mode
of organising shifted over time, initially meeting in closed, exclusive sessions and only gradually
opening themselves up to new members. In 2010, the IL initiated a process of self-reflection about its
overall strategy and internal organising principles (ibid. p. 4). Since then, it has organised regular grand
assemblies and activist retreats, as well as large strategy conferences with external guests. The number
of members actually adopting ‘Interventionistische Linke’ as their official name also grew in the
process (ibid.; 2016e). Besides its main website, the IL also ran a debate blog in which members
engaged in strategic discussions in a public fashion, demonstrating the network’s increasing
transparency compared to its more secretive beginnings (IL, 2019).
The IL’s practical actions reflected its radical political stance. It rejected institutional advocacy and
instead focused on interventionist direct actions based on civil disobedience. The network relied on
‘the radicalising effect of resistance and self-empowerment through collectively organised,
disobedient mass action’ (IL, 2014b, p. 4, translation BB). By organising large, symbolic protest
events, it tried to rupture the routines of everyday life and politicise the public discourse (Laquer,
2017). Besides direct action, the IL also engaged in information campaigns and awareness raising,
such as by creating alternative media channels (IL, 2015a). It also organised political campaigns and
engaged in local work in areas such as housing and urban citizenship (IL, 2017a, 2017b). As a major
actor of the German post-autonomous left, the IL’s quintessential strategic focus lay in alliancebuilding. It explicitly followed the Gramscian notion of the ‘hegemonic block’ (IL, 2016d) by trying
to connect different types of subaltern struggles without dominating them (IL, 2014b, p. 22). While
Blockupy was the IL’s central project in this regard for a few years, it also participated in a variety of
other mobilisations since then, following the same strategy. These included protests against G7, G8
and G20 summits, demonstrations on the International Refugee Day in 2015 and protests against the
German ‘black zero’ austerity policies, all of which were organised in cooperation with other activist
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groups and unions (IL, 2015b, 2016a; Aktionsbündnis ‘Weg mit der Schwarzen Null’, 2016). The IL
also engaged in transnational cooperation beyond Blockupy, participating in Europe-wide
mobilisations in solidarity with the Greek anti-austerity referendum in 2015 (IL, 2015c). Its main
transnational cooperation partners tended to be Italian activists who mobilised relatively large
contingents to Blockupy (see also section 11.2.1). In return, the IL participated in various protests and
activist summits in Italy (IL, 2014a, 2015d). While it did not engage in institutional advocacy, the IL
did not reject political parties either and indeed regularly cooperated with Die Linke, while still being
critical of the party’s more reformist endeavours (IL, 2016b, 2017d).

Impact
The IL was able to expand its scale and scope following the crisis and especially through its
involvement in Blockupy. Having become a prominent part of the German extra-parliamentary left, it
was increasingly able to attract new members, especially among leftist students. To some extent, this
was to the detriment of established alterglobalist networks such as Attac, which suffered a considerable
decrease in active members after the crisis. Although this dynamic represented a larger generational
and political shift, Attac vocally criticised the post-autonomous left for its attraction of young people
through ‘radical actionism’ (Sander, 2016, p. 14, translation BB). This accusation was undoubtedly
born out of frustration and misplaced resentment, but it was not entirely without merit. The IL
cultivated a strong focus on mobilising direct actions, while the development of internal organisation
processes was not a priority. Hence, although the anti-austerity mobilisations in Germany certainly
strengthened the IL and rejuvenated the milieus of the radical left as a whole, the eventual
demobilisation of anti-austerity protests after 2015 had a disorienting effect on anticapitalist activism.
While the large solidarity networks in Spain and Greece continued operating long after protests
subsided, the German activists lacked the same locally embedded counter-hegemonic infrastructure
and were inherently limited to mobilising around specific dates and locations. Hence, the end of
Blockupy meant the loss of a flagship project for the IL and indeed the German far left at large.
IL members sought to pre-empt this development, publishing a strategy paper in 2014 for the purpose
of rethinking the network’s organisational and political practices (IL, 2014b). Nevertheless, by 2016
the dissolution of Blockupy, deradicalisation of the SYRIZA government and growth of the German
far right meant that the IL was left in a state of strategic uncertainty. Members began questioning the
effectiveness of civil disobedience and the feasibility of counter-hegemonic alliances. Some criticised
the IL’s attempts at appealing to moderate actors as a loss of political autonomy. Others doubled down
on the idea of counter-hegemonic alliance-building by mobilising the ‘dissident third’ of German civil
society. Some even suggested that the IL should create a Podemos-style movement party to the left of
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Die Linke (IL, 2016c; Sanna and Sebbo, 2016; Seibert, 2016; Mimi, Titow and Terz, 2017; Tacko,
2017). Although the activists did not find a solution to reinvigorate the struggle against neoliberal
capitalism and austerity, there was a realisation that the rise of the far right necessitated a stronger
intersectional integration of antifascist, anticapitalist and feminist struggles (Brym, 2017).

8.3.4 Solidarity Initiatives
Due to the much less severe impact of the crisis and austerity in Germany, the country did not witness
a considerable increase in solidarity initiatives or the creation of an alternative infrastructure for
collectivised social reproduction in response to crisis management. Nevertheless, a number of
solidarity groups at the local level were dedicated to housing struggles and the representation of the
unemployed, such as BASTA!. After the influx of large numbers of asylum seekers in late 2015, the
country also saw a sudden surge in volunteer activism in the form of Willkommensinitiativen
(‘welcoming initiatives’), which provided direct aid to the new arrivals.

BASTA!
BASTA! was a Berlin-based solidarity initiative that combined the support of unemployed people with
the struggle for decent housing, thus contesting the precarisation of living conditions under neoliberal
capitalism on two fronts. The initiative was founded in 2013 and was run by activists who were
themselves unemployed or working for low wages, as well as precarious students (BASTA!, 2015b).
Since unemployment had become an increasingly precarious condition in Germany following the
implementation of the Agenda 2010, one of BASTA!’s primary claims was the abolishment of
unemployment benefit sanctions. It also opposed exploitative working conditions, especially in the
low-wage sector (BASTA!, 2015a). Combining the struggle for decent employment with that for
affordable housing, it also demanded the abolishment of arbitrary limitations to the living situation of
unemployed people, as well as a cap on rent prices and an end to all home evictions (BASTA!, 2016).
Even before the refugee influx of 2015, BASTA! condemned the precarious living conditions of people
in refugee facilities and criticised the European crisis management regime for causing forced labour
migration (BASTA!, 2014b). In a strong contrast to the large activist networks of the post-autonomous
left, BASTA! used very simple and accessible language without losing a decidedly radical counterhegemonic stance (BASTA!, 2013b). It was harshly critical of the parties of the political centre (CDU,
SPD and the Greens) and explicitly conjured up a class antagonism against what it called the
‘employer-mafia’, championing the need for class struggle against neoliberalism (BASTA!, 2014c,
2016).
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In practice, BASTA! provided direct support for unemployed people in Berlin, including legal advice,
administrative help and practical aid (BASTA!, 2013b). This included accompanying people on their
visits to job centres, negotiating with government employees and writing conversation protocols to
ensure transparency and reliability (BASTA!, 2013b). On average, the initiative supported around a
thousand people annually (BASTA!, 2015b). In addition to this solidarity work, BASTA! also took
part in direct action, such as by demonstrating against exploitative employers (Nowak, 2014) and
housing evictions (BASTA!, 2014c) and by organising protest ‘tours’ through job centres (BASTA!,
2013a). The initiative also organised and participated in various political campaigns, such as against
unemployment benefit sanctions (BASTA!, 2015a), in favour of affordable housing (BASTA!, 2016)
and against Berlin’s application for hosting the Olympic games (BASTA!, 2015b). As a member of
large activist coalitions, BASTA! helped organise Blockupy (BASTA!, 2014b) and mobilised during
the 2014 European Day of Action for the Rights of the Unemployed (BASTA!, 2014a). Analogous to
the IL, BASTA! also engaged in transnational cooperation. Together with a number of small
autonomous unions, it helped found the Transnational Social Strike (see section 11.3.3). It was not
unique in that regard, as other local housing groups from Germany, such as Bündnis
Zwangsräumungen verhindern! and Stadt für Alle! also joined European activist coalitions (EAC,
2019e). This is particularly noteworthy, since most German solidarity initiatives were entirely local in
scope and did not develop any national umbrella organisations such as the PAH or Solidarity4All.
Hence, local solidarity activists in Germany were not represented by national spokespersons but
actively ‘scale-jumped’ directly onto the transnational level. Due to their much smaller size and scope
in comparison to networks such as the IL, these solidarity groups did not play the same leading role in
their respective transnational coalitions.

Welcoming Initiatives
Another type of solidarity initiative emerged in 2015 in the form of hundreds of welcoming initiatives,
responding to the sudden influx of around a million asylum seekers to Germany, which the government
was ill-prepared to cope with after five years of constitutionalised austerity. These welcoming
initiatives were not a direct response to the government’s crisis management, yet they can still be
regarded as a form of anti-austerity activism due to their compensation for the state’s lack of social
and administrative capacities. In contrast to the solidarity initiatives in Greece, which had to provide
essential necessities like food and shelter, the vast majority of work in welcoming initiatives centred
around providing education and administrative aid. Welcoming initiatives primarily organised German
language courses, helped refugees fill in official paperwork, accompanied people to meetings with
public administrators and established social networks and cultural engagement. A smaller number of
initiatives also handled donations and volunteered at official refugee facilities (Pro Asyl, 2016;
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Gesemann and Seidel, 2019; Moabit hilft, 2019). Welcoming initiatives had very diverse long-term
ambitions. Many operated exactly like the grassroots solidarity initiatives in Greece, providing support
from a leftist emancipatory perspective and actively condemning the systemic causes and neoliberal
governance that led to the refugees’ precarious situation. Other groups worked more like apolitical
charities, providing humanitarian aid without examining or commenting on the political context
surrounding their work. Volunteers in these latter groups often came from religious backgrounds or
were worried about the growth of the far right, without being leftist or critical of the government. Some
participants were even in favour of stricter migration controls, yet were compelled to at least help the
people that had already entered the country. Like the solidarity initiatives in Greece and the PAH in
Spain, German welcoming initiatives were predominantly run by women (Karakayali and Kleist,
2015).
The German government responded to welcoming initiatives with praise and encouragement, not least
due to its own dependency on their work. Like the solidarity network in Greece, German welcoming
initiatives effectively provided a source of free labour that alleviated the state’s lack of infrastructural
capacities, after having been rationalised by constitutionalised austerity (van Dyk and Misbach, 2016).
Due to this transformist co-optation by the government, as well as the activists’ uneven ideological
stance, welcoming initiatives did not fuse into a counter-hegemonic movement comparable to Greece.
Nevertheless, a large number of volunteers became increasingly politicised through their direct contact
with asylum seekers and by having to engage with underfunded and legally restricted local
administrations (Wallis, 2017). Initiatives such as Medibüro Berlin explicitly called on the state to
alleviate the situation, highlighting that taking care of thousands of refugees should not be the
responsibility of unpaid, non-professional volunteers (Medibüro Berlin, 2016). The relative openness
and political inclusivity of refugee solidarity also provided a much more appealing framework for
moderate progressives to participate in civic engagement than the more radical direct actions of
Blockupy had been. Hence, despite the fact that welcoming initiatives did not have an immediate
political impact, they created a large civic infrastructure of solidarity, capable of potentially contesting
further austerity, as well as mobilising against the German far right in the future.

8.4 Institutionalisation: Coercive Governance and a Weak Far Left
In the absence of a popular mass movement against austerity, the German government was not under
any real pressure to change its political course. Regardless, it still began confronting mobilisations like
Blockupy with increasing force, demonstrating that the overall crisis of neoliberal hegemony in Europe
was encouraging even hegemonic governments to adopt certain authoritarian statist elements. Not
coincidently, the coercive side of German crisis management was turned outwards as well, as the
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government became one of the fiercest opponents of SYRIZA’s attempt to break with the MoU.
Promoting nationalist and chauvinistic narratives, the German government inadvertently also prepared
the ground for the far right AfD to gather more support. At the same time, Die Linke, being the only
major political party completely rejecting neoliberal crisis management, was unable to gain much
political ground.

8.4.1 Coercive Governance
With little support among the general public, German anti-austerity activists were not accommodated
or co-opted by the state, but instead exposed to criminalisation, physical repression and juridical
prosecution. Conservative and centrist media outlets portrayed militant actions as destructive riots,
even in advance (Financial Times Deutschland, 2012), and the German left as a whole was often
pressured to justify its association with them (Faz, 2015b). The large demonstrations of Blockupy and
later No-G20 were only authorised under strict conditions, and actions of civil disobedience were
regularly met with police repression (Spiegel Online, 2013; Vice News, 2015). In the wake of the G20
summit in 2017, police organised a media-driven manhunt by releasing the pictures of over three
hundred leftist activists whom they suspected of having participated in riots and looting (NDR, 2019).
Various activists were incarcerated and put on trial, despite there being no evidence that they had
participated in any crimes. Prosecutors attempted to bypass this by charging the activists with
psychologically supporting rioters just by being there and cheering them on. As of this writing, legal
proceedings are still ongoing and there are mounting concerns regarding the arbitrary nature of this
prosecution and its implications for the right to free democratic expression through protest (Taz, 2019).
Considering the German police’s notably more lenient and de-escalating conduct towards recent
ecological protesters (RBB 24, 2019a), it is clear that mobilisations that questioned the common sense
of austerity in particular were met with harsh force. This unyielding stance highlights the foundational
significance of austerity-based crisis management for German hegemony, demonstrating that the
government was willing to implement authoritarian statist measures even against marginal forms of
contestation to prevent them from spreading. In a sense, the government was vicariously fighting the
growing European anti-austerity movement by suppressing it at home.
It soon directed this combative stance against the anti-austerity movement in Southern Europe as well,
contributing further to the authoritarian statist nature of EU crisis management. During the conflict
between the Greek government and the Troika in 2015, Germany in particular presented itself as
SYRIZA’s main opponent within the Eurogroup, blocking any attempt to create a more lenient MoU
for Greece (Varoufakis, 2017). Publicly, the German government, supported by conservative media
outlets, attempted to legitimise this behaviour by intensifying their incendiary discourse against Greece
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(Oberndorfer, 2019). This regularly involved the invocation of racist stereotypes, portraying Greek
people as lazy and entitled and their leftist government as irrational, untrustworthy and anti-German
(Faz, 2015a; Der Tagesspiegel, 2015). Again, this harsh conduct was motivated by the key function of
fiscal austerity in Germany’s and, by extension, the EU’s governance model. As a major benefactor of
the neoliberal European crisis management regime, the German government was working hard to
discredit any attempts to pursue an alternative fiscal and economic path, fearing that SYRIZA’s
example could spread to other countries affected by austerity. In the short term, spreading nationalist
and racist narratives against Greeks and other ‘Southlanders’ aided the German government in
consolidating its hegemonic position (Ervedosa, 2017). However, by feeding animosities against the
rest of Europe while also exposing serious problems in the construction of the Euro, this strategy
gradually strengthened the AfD, which presented an increasingly serious challenge to governmental
hegemony. Especially after the large influx of refugees in 2015 shifted the public discourse towards
issues of migration (Eurobarometer, 2015c, p. 49), the party moved further to the right and began
focusing increasingly on opposing migration (Patton, 2017). At the same time, the constitutional deficit
cap severely limited states and local communities in their capacities to respond to the growing number
of refugees (Taz, 2016). The government eventually intervened by drawing over EUR 6.1 billion from
budgetary reserves to provide housing and other resources for refugees (BMF, 2016, p. 19), increasing
public expenditure by 4% in 2016 (BMF, 2017, p. 25). It did not suspend the debt brake, however, and
increasingly relied on the volunteer work of welcoming initiatives to compensate for insufficient public
infrastructure. Instead of putting tensions at ease, the government’s handling of the ‘refugee crisis’ was
widely regarded as a failure; although the majority of Germans were generally in favour of migration,
there was a growing perception that political leaders were lacking clear solutions (Faus and Storks,
2019).
Nearly a decade after the crisis, the government’s long-standing hegemony was beginning to erode.
Public trust in the German government fell by over 10% into a minority position (Eurobarometer,
2015c) and the AfD went on to rapidly gain in federal and state elections, primarily by drawing former
non-voters, as well as voters from the CDU, SPD and, to a minor extent, Die Linke (Welt, 2017b; Mdr,
2019). While the CDU did not suffer the same collapse in support as the PP in Spain, its influence
decreased notably. The SPD was not hit as hard at first, but its public support eventually fell behind
that of the Green party (Statista, 2019c). Although this deterioration of consent for the two governing
parties was not a direct response to their austerity-based crisis management, it was still a result of their
own doing. The AfD’s growing influence was a response to dysfunctionalities within the EU that the
German government was largely responsible for reproducing, and the spread of xenophobic and
chauvinist attitudes was in part driven by the government itself to discredit the legitimacy of the antiausterity movement and SYRIZA.
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The government’s response to this development was an ambiguous transformist co-optation of both
left- and right-wing claims. It softened the rhetoric of its economic governance and acknowledged
problems of social inequality due to uneven wealth distribution and atypical employment (BMWE,
2017). After being placed under an MIP due to its excessive trade surplus, Germany also came under
pressure to increase domestic investments. Yet, since MIPs only incur financial sanctions for account
deficits, this pressure remained entirely symbolic (EC, 2017a). Consequently, recent plans to introduce
a ‘strategic industrial policy’ programme showed that while the government was willing to pursue a
more proactive economic policy approach, it did not seek fundamental changes to its economic model.
There was no intention to challenge private ownership, redistribute profits, increase economic
democracy or facilitate an ecological transition (Eder, 2019). Instead, Germany’s economy was set to
continue promoting high-technology exports and rationalisation in service of international
competiveness, albeit from a more explicitly Euro-protectionist stance and with the aid of larger public
investments (Der Tagesspiegel, 2019b). At the same time, the government shifted its migration and
security policy further towards the right, in order to co-opt the AfD’s anti-immigrant and anti-left
claims. It implemented multiple reforms to speed up the registration and deportation of asylum seekers
(BMWE, 2017; Bundesministerium des Innern für Bau und Heimat, 2019) and instituted an annual
limit of 220 thousand refugees to be allowed into Germany (Zeit Online, 2018). It also justified – and,
in part, actively fought for – the employment of high-ranking security personnel with far right and
conspiracy theory views (BBC, 2018). Multiple state governments implemented far-reaching security
reforms that entailed the expansion of personal surveillance and the armament of police forces
(Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2018). While physical altercations between the state and leftist activists have
remained relatively minor after the 2017 G20 summit, the government lifted tax exemptions for several
CSOs (including Attac), explicitly on the grounds of their political nature, thus putting financial strain
on progressive social infrastructures (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2019). This two-pronged attempt was not
particularly successful in strengthening public support for the government (Statista, 2019c).

8.4.2 Die Linke
Since the German anti-austerity movement remained politically marginal, there was no rise in electoral
support for the far left as there was in Southern Europe. The centre-left SPD continued to lose support
anyway, a trend that had already started in the early 2000s after it implemented its Agenda 2010
policies (Puller, 2019). Prior to the crisis, the far-left party Die Linke was able to directly benefit from
the SPD electorate’s growing disillusionment, pre-empting similar developments in Spain and Greece,
yet it was unable to sustain that dynamic after the crisis (Die Linke, 2011). Even as the SPD’s election
results sank to the lowest point in the party’s history in 2017, Die Linke stagnated (Ergebnisse der
Bundestagswahlen, 2017). Much of this can be explained by the emergence of the AfD, which
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managed to attract a significant vote share among disillusioned workers, but Die Linke’s weakness
also had a number of internal causes.

Political Profile
Die Linke described itself as a party ‘in the traditions of democracy and socialism, the struggles for
human rights and emancipation, against fascism and racism, imperialism and militarism’ (Die Linke,
2011, p. 4). It integrated a relatively wide range of leftist positions, from social democracy to radical
prefiguration, and sought a democratisation and counter-hegemonic transformation of the capitalist
system. More specifically, Die Linke envisioned an inclusive society free of all discrimination and
based on participatory democracy, with a guaranteed right to safe and well-compensated work, an
unconditional social security system and a just taxation system. The party also promoted international
solidarity and peace, calling for an end to militarisation and war and a democratic restart of the EU.
To achieve these goals, Die Linke developed a range of reform demands, at the end of which it sought
the construction of a democratic socialist society (ibid.). In regard to crisis management, Die Linke
fundamentally rejected Germany’s austerity policies and, together with the Greens, voted against the
implementation of the debt brake (Zeit Online, 2009).
The party was divided into multiple political factions, including a radical movement wing, a reformist
social-democratic wing, a labour union wing and a prefigurative emancipatory wing (Riel, 2018; Die
Linke, 2019b). Political conflicts within the party usually followed along the lines of these factions,
yet recent debates have added new fault lines. After SYRIZA’s defeat against the Troika in 2015, Die
Linke entered into a contentious dispute about its attitude towards the EU. A minority faction rejected
the EU as a neoliberal, militaristic and undemocratic project that could not be reformed, while the
majority held onto it as a flawed but necessary project guaranteeing peace and free movement in
Europe that needed to be fundamentally overhauled (Tagesschau, 2019b). Similarly, after the influx
of refugees and the increasing electoral success of the AfD, Die Linke faced another divisive conflict
concerning the topic of migration. While the majority remained in favour of open borders and
unconditional freedom to migrate, a significant minority started promoting border regulation. To some
extent, this sovereigntist current demonstrated a calculated attempt to win back voters lost to the far
right, but it also expressed claims by large sections of the party which preferred a more national
protectionist strategy to the ‘neoliberal cosmopolitan’ leftism they believed the party was pursuing
(Kahrs and Strohschneider, 2018; Solty, 2019). Neither the EU-focused nor the migration-focused
cleavage neatly overlapped with the party’s internal factions, making it quite difficult to follow its
intricate divisions, even for members themselves. Similar to Podemos, Die Linke cultivated a tendency
to fight out these internal conflicts in public through personalised leadership debates, which regularly
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prevented the party from reaching satisfying compromises and made it appear dysfunctional in the
public eye (Spiegel Online, 2018; Tagesschau, 2019a).
Praxis
Die Linke’s organisational and political praxis was similar to that of other far-left parties that emerged
prior to the crisis, such as SYRIZA and IU, while being more distinct from newer movement parties
such as Podemos. It had a traditional corporatist organisational structure, based on a large party
assembly with specialised commissions and a small party executive (Die Linke, 2019a). Unlike
Podemos, Die Linke was not organically embedded within contemporary social movements, although
it placed itself in the tradition of the historical labour and feminist movements and was founded in the
wake of the GJM. The party also actively sought to establish counter-hegemonic alliances with other
leftist actors, such as social movements, unions and CSOs. Like SYRIZA, it framed itself not as a
central representative, but as a connective partner to these actors (Die Linke, 2011). In practice, Die
Linke cooperated regularly with activist networks such as the IL and Attac, moderate CSOs, trade
unions such as GEW and ver.di, as well as progressive artists and heterodox academics. Many of these
connections were established by the party’s youth and student wings, but the party itself was also
involved in radical mobilisations such as Blockupy (Blockupy, 2013b). It also had a highly
professionalised political research foundation (Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung) which was transnationally
active and ran various international offices (Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung, 2019). Indeed, Die Linke itself
was highly transnationally active – mirroring the transnational tendencies of German activists – with
party members leading both the party of the European Left (European Left, 2018) and its EP faction
GUE/NGL (GUE/NGL, 2018).

Impact
Die Linke was the only far-left party represented in the German parliament, as well as in ten state
parliaments. As of 2020, it remained relatively marginal in West Germany (apart from major urban
areas), while receiving considerably more electoral support in the East, where it was the largest party
on the left in three states. This reflects the party’s (controversial) status as the direct successor to the
former state party of the German Democratic Republic8, making it a symbolic representative of the
marginalisation and exploitation of East Germans after the country’s unification (Die Linke, 2011).
Since its foundation, Die Linke has participated in various regional and municipal governments. It
participated in Berlin’s state government as early as 2002 and, after the financial crisis, entered

8

Die Linke explicitly rejects the Stalinist authoritarianism of the GDR, but highlights progressive social and cultural
achievements of the system and condemns the erosion of social cohesion and the marginalisation of East Germans after
the country’s unification (Die Linke, 2011).
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governments in Brandenburg (2009), Thuringia (2014) and Bremen (2019). As the long intervals
between government ventures indicate, the party was not swept into office by a major wave of
mobilisations after the crisis (like SYRIZA or Podemos) but developed unevenly across the country.
Consequently, Die Linke’s experiences in government evolved over time, although it encountered
significant difficulties due to the state’s entrenched strategic selectivities in every case. Early on,
especially, the party acted as a relatively weak junior partner to the SPD and accepted quite detrimental
compromises. During its first governmental participation in Berlin, Die Linke consented to the
privatisation of tens of thousands of publicly owned apartments and fought a citizens’ initiative to remunicipalise the city’s water works, while at the same time raising water prices (Schermer, 2010;
Chacón, 2011). In doing so, it counteracted core leftist ideals and gained considerable pushback from
activists. Similarly, in Brandenburg it signed off on coal subsidies, expanded police competences and
helped institutionalise the debt brake, again directly counteracting its own anti-austerity and ecological
principles (RBB 24, 2019b; Göldner, 2019; Maerker, 2019). This trend changed when Die Linke
became the main governmental force in Thuringia, allowing it to openly defy federal migration policies
and stop migrant deportations during winter, albeit only in one year (Welt, 2014). After being able to
form a new government in Berlin in 2016, the party demonstrated a higher level of assertiveness,
helping to implement a five-year rent freeze and re-municipalise 6000 of the homes it had privatised
over a decade earlier (Faz, 2019; Zeit Online, 2019a).
Overall, Die Linke’s ability to institutionalise an anti-neoliberal and anti-austerity agenda was
comparable to that of Podemos and Barcelona en Comú, albeit on a smaller scale. It had partial
successes in implementing some of its goals and was capable of learning from past mistakes, but it did
not manage to reconcile its counter-hegemonic ambitions with the inherent limitations of institutional
governance. Additionally, unlike in Spain, there was no longer a strong centre-left besides Die Linke.
The whole left political spectrum in Germany only won around 40% of the vote in the 2017 elections,
while the fastest-growing party was the far right AfD (Statista, 2019a). Meanwhile, Die Linke recently
lost considerable support in East Germany, while only gaining slightly in West German cities (Statista,
2019b). While Die Linke stagnated and the SPD continued to decline, only the Green party was able
to make significant gains, driven by recent ecological and anti-racist mobilisations (Statista, 2019c).
Indeed, one of the most likely future governments in Germany (due to a lack of other feasible options)
appears to consist of the CDU and the Greens. Hence, while the mass anti-austerity movements in
Spain and Greece re-established (largely) bipolar political systems with stable centre-left parties, the
absence of a major anti-austerity movement in Germany was followed by the gradual erosion of the
centre and far left and the consolidation of a new far right, culminating in an unstable multipolar
stalemate.
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8.5 Interim Conclusions
Germany did not experience socio-economic devastations comparable to those in Spain and Greece,
thus fundamentally lacking a material basis for the emergence of a large anti-austerity movement. The
country’s austerity-based crisis management was relatively subdued and provided various selective
concessions, making it widely hegemonic within German civil society. To some extent, this was
possible because many of the deregulatory measures now seen in Southern Europe had already been
implemented in Germany over a longer period in the early 2000s. In turn, the German far left had been
engaged in increasing counter-hegemonic cooperation since before the crisis as well, mirrored by the
simultaneous erosion of political bipolarity through the institutionalisation of Die Linke. Against this
backdrop, German crisis management did not create nearly as much of a material or hegemonic rupture
as it did in Southern Europe, and leftist activists were only able to organise relatively small antiausterity protests without the possibility of facilitating a strong counter-hegemonic shift. Hence, the
relatively seamless transition between Germany’s pre- and post-crisis economy was mirrored by an
equally seamless transition between the GJM and the anti-austerity movement.
As a consequence of this lack of momentum, projects like Blockupy became increasingly transnational
partly out of desperation. German activists sought to avoid the political passivity at the domestic level
by politicising the impact of EU crisis management on the rest of Europe and forging alliances with
activists from abroad, thereby taking on the role of transnational organic intellectuals. Despite the
continuing stability of ordoliberal hegemony in Germany, the government still employed certain
authoritarian statist practices against these activist endeavours, effectively responding to the European
anti-austerity movement as a whole. It consequently became increasingly combative towards Greece’s
SYRIZA government as well, drawing on nationalist and chauvinist narratives, which inadvertently
laid the groundwork for the eventual growth of the German far right.
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9. Conclusions on the National Case Studies of the European
Anti-Austerity Movement
The European anti-austerity movement contested the uneven and variegated nature of neoliberal
capitalism in general and austerity-based crisis management in particular with an equally uneven range
of counter-hegemonic strategies. The movement’s diverse development and consolidation across
Europe therefore demonstrates how social contestation can be informed by its politico-economic
context. Domestic struggles were driven by specific social groups, developed claims and tactics in
direct response to national crisis management and attracted unique sets of political allies. The
movement thereby intensified the hegemony crisis of neoliberal capitalism, which in turn led to the
increasing authoritarian statist fortification of European and national governance. Despite the various
politico-economic divisions between countries, activists were directly inspired by each other and
emulated one another’s tactics, laying the foundation for the eventual formation of transnational
coalitions.
On the most basic level, we can distinguish between the emergence of mass movements in Spain and
Greece capable of challenging neoliberal hegemony and the development of a small but
professionalised activist network with transnational ambitions in Germany. This difference resulted
out of the uneven form, impact and perception of the crisis and crisis management measures in the
three countries. Movements in Spain and Greece responded to severe socio-economic distress among
large sections of civil society and the implementation of far-reaching disciplinary neoliberal
restructuring. The subsequent loss of hegemonic consent ruptured the societal common sense and
provided the basis for large-scale mobilisations, eventually resulting in the formation of counterhegemonic alliances involving activists, organised labour and electoral projects. This process took
distinct forms between the two countries, as activists responded to specific material realities and
political configurations. In Germany, by contrast, the relatively weak crisis impact and stable
hegemony of the pro-austerity government did not facilitate the emergence of a large anti-austerity
movement, whereupon activists proceeded to politicise EU crisis management and organise
transnational symbolic protests instead.
In Spain, the movement remained rather episodic and decentralised, with square occupations, housing
activism, labour mobilisations and electoral projects peaking at different times and involving distinct
social constituencies. Although the movement was quite large from the beginning, public sector
employees and organised labour only gradually became involved in major anti-austerity mobilisations
as the crisis unfolded. The rapid growth of housing activist networks and the mobilisations of the
mareas were distinct responses to Spain’s severe housing crisis, as well as its increasingly coercive
implementation of austerity. Spanish activists also retained a deliberate distance from traditional
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organisations, being disillusioned with institutional representation due to their country’s authoritarian
statist transformation and lack of credible organisations on the left. This disillusionment eventually
motivated the foundation of new and horizontally democratic electoral projects in the form of Podemos
and radical municipalism. In contrast to the other two cases, many Spanish activist organisations
developed a relatively appreciative stance towards the EU, due to the at times beneficial interference
of European courts in Spanish politics.
The Greek movement was by far the largest in Europe, responding to the uniquely severe socioeconomic impact of austerity by bringing together struggles of a wide social base of the precarianised
middle class and organised labour. The ongoing humanitarian crisis in Greece also led to the
consolidation of a large network of solidarity and social economy initiatives, which began constructing
an infrastructure for collectivised economic and social reproduction. In stark contrast to their Spanish
counterparts, Greek activists regarded EU institutions predominantly as antagonistic, due to the
coercive role of the Troika. They were also more willing to build broad counter-hegemonic alliances,
due to their ability to unite against this external foe as well as to the relative legitimacy of the
institutional left, which culminated in a more election-focused strategy in support of SYRIZA.
In Germany, the far left attempted to create broad and inclusive alliances as well, but the lack of
comparable socio-economic devastations and hegemony crises prevented a substantial anti-austerity
movement from getting off the ground. Anti-austerity activism was thus largely a project of the preexisting activist networks that had mobilised in the context of the GJM several years earlier. To cope
with this situation, activists developed a strategy of symbolic protest events, politicisation and
transnationalisation in opposition to the EU’s overarching crisis management regime, hoping to raise
awareness of the negative effects of austerity elsewhere and to shift Germany’s ordoliberal common
sense. None of the mobilisations in these three countries existed in a vacuum and activists were aware
of the systemic connections of each other’s struggles. They often copied and adapted frames and
strategies seen in other contexts and regularly engaged in transnational cooperation. German activists
in particular tended to specialise in acting as transnational organic intellectuals, in an effort to facilitate
far-reaching counter-hegemonic coalitions at the European level that could offset the relative passivity
of their domestic environment. While Greek and Spanish activists also became transnationally active,
their engagement was geared more towards strengthening their domestic position rather than pursuing
a genuinely pan-European struggle.
The diversification of anti-austerity activism and political alliances in the three countries culminated
in equally diverse forms of political institutionalisation. At the same time, all three cases encountered
some form of authoritarian statist transformation, reflecting the underlying crisis of neoliberal
hegemony that the European anti-austerity movement was exacerbating. The decentralised and
radically democratic Spanish left developed multiple electoral projects, seeking to combine anti210

neoliberal policies with a democratic transformation of institutional representation. After Podemos
gained notable electoral success at the national level and radical municipalist platforms were able to
govern at the local level, these projects were increasingly confronted with the limitations of leftist
governance due to strategic selectivities within the Spanish state, as well as the coercive conduct of
the PP government. One legislative term later, all electoral projects born out of the Spanish antiausterity movement suffered considerable losses, re-establishing the dominance of the moderate
centre-left. The larger and more election-focused anti-austerity movement in Greece was able to
achieve a more substantial transformation of the party spectrum, with SYRIZA replacing the centreleft entirely. By facilitating the election of a radical left government and gradually building alternative
socio-economic infrastructures, the Greek movement was developing the conditions for
institutionalising a counter-hegemonic alternative to neoliberal capitalism, effectively calling the EU’s
entire economic governance regime into question. Consequently, this transformative process was cut
short by the combined authoritarian reaction of the whole ensemble of Troika institutions and proausterity governments. Lastly, the relatively marginal anti-austerity movement in Germany did not
achieve a substantial institutional impact at all, but was nonetheless confronted with increasingly open
coercion by the state, which defended austerity-based crisis management not only against its domestic
opposition but also against the European anti-austerity movement at large. Hence, the German
government also actively contested SYRIZA’s attempt to pursue a counter-hegemonic alternative in
Greece, thereby intensifying authoritarian statist governance at the European level. By vilifying other
European countries, the German government contributed to spreading nationalist narratives within
Germany’s common sense, hurting its own hegemony in the long run. Table 5 displays the core
differences between the three cases.
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Table 5: Crisis Management and Anti-Austerity Activism in Spain, Greece and Germany
Spain

Greece

Germany

Severe crisis impact
- Sustained recession
- Mass unemployment
- Humanitarian crisis
- Public debt crisis

Minor crisis impact
- Short recession
- Growing employment
- Quick recovery

Intense neoliberal adjustment
and loss of sovereignty
- Intense austerity
- Labour deregulation
- Supranational coercion

Combination of austerity and
selective social concessions
- Latent austerity
- Selective improvement
of labour conditions
- Coercion against
activists

Crisis of hegemony
- Disillusionment with
government
- Rejection of EU control
- Widespread rejection of
neoliberalism

Stable hegemony
- Widespread support for
government
- Pro-austerity consensus

Mass mobilisations
- General strikes
- Mass protests
- Sustained square
occupations

Minor mobilisations
- Small protests
- Small protests camps
- Transnational protests
and ECB blockades

Broad activist infrastructures
- Solidarity initiatives
- Social economy

Decentralised activist struggles
- Post-autonomous
networks
- Solidarity initiatives

Movement Impact
Consolidation of activism
- Widespread adoption of
horizontal democracy

Consolidation of activism
- Broad support for
governmental shift

Consolidation of activism
- Increasing cooperation
across the far left

Institutionalisation
- New far-left parties and
election platforms
- Election of far-left city
councils
- Limited implementation of
anti-austerity claims

Institutionalisation
- Massive support for the
far left
- Election of antiausterity government
- Prevention of antiausterity governance

Institutionalisation
- Stagnating support for
the far left
- Growing support for
the far right

Restoration of the centre-left
- Potentially more limited
implementation of antiausterity claims

Restoration of the bipolar
political spectrum
- Far left replaces centreleft

Further fragmentation of the
political spectrum
- Right and left lack
stable coalition options

Crisis
Severe crisis impact
- Sustained recession
- Mass unemployment
- Housing crisis
Crisis Management
Intense neoliberal adjustment and
authoritarianisation
- Intense austerity
- Labour deregulation
- Erosion of democratic
accountability
Hegemony
Crisis of hegemony
- Disillusionment with
political representation
- Growing rejection of
neoliberalism
Anti-Austerity Movement
Mass mobilisations
- Mass protests
- Sustained square
occupations
Decentralised activist struggles
- Housing activism
- Public sector labour
struggles
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The three countries investigated here are particularly striking examples of how the uneven
development of the anti-austerity movement across Europe corresponds to the equally uneven impact
of the financial crisis and the variegated implementation of neoliberal crisis management policies.
There was a fundamental divide between politico-economic developments in ‘debtor’ and ‘creditor’
countries (Kriesi and Hutter, 2019). The harsh socio-economic crises in the debtor countries of
(primarily) Southern Europe incited large popular movements, followed by significant political shifts,
whereas the relatively stable economies in the creditor countries of Northern Europe kept mobilisations
and political shifts more restrained (Kriesi, 2019). This mirrors interregional differences already seen
during the GJM, but reproduces them on a regional scale. Whereas the GJM was primarily carried by
educated middle-class activists in the global North and more proletarian and marginalised subaltern
groups in the global South, the European anti-austerity movement displayed a similar division between
debtor and creditor countries (Della Porta, 2015, p. 60ff.). It therefore demonstrates that the crisis and
austerity intensified processes of exploitation and precarisation to such an extent that the capitalist
polarisation between countries of the global core and periphery was increasingly reproduced within
Europe itself. Consequently, the anti-austerity movement could not develop the same strategies across
Europe, even though activists explicitly tried to do so, since protest forms that mobilised millions in
the European South attracted almost no one in the North. In that sense, varieties of capitalism do imply
varieties of protest (Dufour, Nez and Ancelovici, 2016, p. 298).
The crisis-dichotomy between debtor and creditor countries only explains the divergence in protest
mobilisations, but not the further development of neoliberal hegemony and its contestation by counterhegemonic projects within and outside the state. The socio-economic severity of the crisis was decisive
in determining the magnitude of social mobilisations, but it was the ability of activists, organised
labour and electoral projects to consolidate those mobilisations and engage in a war of position within
and against the state, which ended up shaping the long-term development of counter-hegemony. Thus,
the expansion and institutionalisation of the anti-austerity movement went on to intensify the
hegemony crisis of neoliberal capitalism – again with uneven results. Where the movement was
comparatively strong and inclusive, the far left experienced a considerable increase in electoral
support, although it was only able to achieve very limited real political influence due to its transformist
assimilation and deradicalisation within the institutions. Where the movement was comparatively
weak, the crisis of neoliberalism eventually empowered the far right, which turned grievances with the
EU’s lack of democratic legitimacy and socio-economic stability into a charge for nationalist isolation
and the exclusion of marginalised communities.
As of this writing, the underlying hegemony crisis of neoliberal capitalism that fuelled these divisions
continues to inform political developments across Europe. Its effects can be seen in the ongoing
political divergence between governments in different European regions and the continuous electoral
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deterioration of many centrist parties (Altiparmakis, Hutter and Vidal, 2019), as well as in singular
ruptural events, such as the UK’s departure from the EU or the division of the European Left. Even as
new social movements emerge (BBC, 2019a; Sánchez Nicolás, 2019), struggles for hegemony in
Europe are still driven by the politico-economic contradictions that were unearthed during the eruption
of the crisis more than a decade ago. Solving these contradictions is not as simple as implementing a
European Industrial Policy or Social Pillar that contain a limited number of material and symbolic
concessions, but requires a fundamental socio-economic alternative to neoliberal capitalism, as well
as a democratisation of institutional representation. While the anti-austerity movement was struggling
to achieve such a counter-hegemonic transition at the national level, many activists developed the
ambition to consolidate their movement on a European scale. Recognising that they were fighting a
shared struggle against economic and institutional opponents that benefitted from their national
divisions, these activists began taking on the role of transnational organic intellectuals, organising
collective actions and founding new pan-European activist coalitions and organisations. This
transnational scale shift continued to be influenced by the movement’s diverse material and political
characteristics, thus reproducing the inherent unevenness of hegemony struggle at the European level.
The final part of this dissertation now investigates the nature and scope of transnational cooperation in
the European anti-austerity movement.
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Part IV: Transnational Cooperation in the European AntiAusterity Movement

There is no possible compromise with the power that is shaping
and driving the governance of crisis in Europe. The only way
out we see is a direct, diffuse, widespread and autonomous
social opposition that rises up from grassroots, that not only
speaks up furiously against that governance but that also
fiercely builds effective conflicts and shared and common
alternatives at all levels – from the local to the European.
(Blockupy, 2013d)

The European anti-austerity movement was primarily driven by local and national activist networks
engaged in domestic hegemony struggles, as outlined in the previous chapters. However, activists also
coordinated a wide range of collective actions at the European level (and beyond) and formed various
transnational coalitions and organisations against European crisis management and neoliberal
hegemony, such as Blockupy, Alter Summit and DiEM25, most of which continue to be active. Many
of these coalitions are carried by the same agents and follow similar approaches to those of the GJM
(see section 1.4), but some expand the range of transnational strategies by drawing on the domestic
struggles of the anti-austerity movement. Cooperation across the movement thus reflects a combination
of inherited and innovative characteristics. This part of the dissertation investigates transnational
collaboration in the European anti-austerity movement by identifying empirical trends, characterising
different types of coalitions and explaining their strategies in regard to transnational hegemony
struggles. It maps transnational cooperation among activist organisations through a social network
analysis, identifying the most prevalent actors and revealing how their political profiles, organisation
types and geographic backgrounds influenced cooperation. Drawing on this macro-level mapping, a
qualitative analysis then introduces three archetypes of transnational activist coalitions that focus on
reform, disruption and solidarity, respectively. Each archetype is characterised by analysing multiple
corresponding coalitions and discussing their significance with regard to anti-austerity struggles and
counter-hegemonic strategy. The part concludes with a discussion of how transnational collaboration
in the European anti-austerity movement connects back to struggles at the domestic level, as well as
what the continuity and rupture in regard to the GJM reveal about the significance of the post-crisis
conjuncture.

215

10. Social Networks of the European Anti-Austerity Movement
Analysing the social network of anti-austerity activism reveals a political stratification of transnational
cooperation within the movement. The majority of transnational engagement is divided between a
highly transnationalised milieu of politically moderate and professionalised activist organisations,
researchers and unions on one hand and a more nationally embedded and pluralistic milieu of radical
activist groups and parties on the other. Additionally, a smaller layer of transnational cooperation is
dispersed among relatively autonomous sub-networks, often focused on local solidarity and economic
alternatives. While the former two tendencies resemble traditions of transnational activism in the GJM
in the global North, the latter is more reminiscent of GJM activism in the global South (see section
1.4). This stratification does not, however, reflect any division between activists from the European
North and South, who are in fact engaged in vigorous interregional cooperation. The national
diversification of anti-austerity struggles investigated in the previous chapters is thus not reflected at
the transnational level, where activists are instead divided by political identity and praxis rather than
national origin. This indicates that, at least on the surface, transnational cooperation across the
European anti-austerity movement follows distinct strategic traditions, as opposed to reproducing the
variegated development of domestic struggle driven by the uneven politico-economic crisis impact.

10.1 Exploring the Network’s Structure
Transnational cooperation across the European anti-austerity movement is here portrayed in the form
of an enormous and densely connected network, in which 1162 activist organisations are tied to almost
47 events they participated in. A number of highly active organisations are linked to many of those
events, hence their prominence allows them to potentially act as brokers between otherwise
disconnected sub-groups. At the same time, the sheer density of the network indicates that every
participating organisation is able to establish a wide range of connections, resulting in a relatively high
and consistent level of collaboration across most of the network.

Original Network
The original two-mode network is structured unevenly, with participation varying across event types.
Of the 1162 agents in the network, 601 take part in protests, 478 attend forums and 343 meet in
coalitions, thus indicating only a little overlap. Attendance is also highly polarised between a small
number of highly popular events with large numbers of participants and a large number of events with
relatively few participants. This asymmetry reflects the events’ popularity, rather than their political
significance or actual scale of mobilisations, as the most prominent events are protests against the G20
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summit in Hamburg in 2017 (238 agents), the campaign for an Alter Summit in 2013 (164 agents) and
the biannual Attac Summer University of Social Movements (113 agents). All other events draw
considerably smaller numbers of participants. It is important to note that network ties are not equivalent
to participation by actual activists: while the protests against the G20 Summit attracted roughly twice
the number of organisations as the Attac Summer University, the actual ratio of people present at the
events was more akin to 70 thousand versus a few hundred. This points to an inherent bias in the data
in favour of popular events to which activists are more eager to proclaim their attachment. Figure 18
shows the connections between agents (blue) and events (pink), highlighting the latter’s uneven
reception by size.
Converting the network to a one-mode-dataset reveals a high level of clustering and centralisation
around highly active agents. The network has a density of 0.107 (unweighted), meaning that on average
every agent in the network is connected to a ninth of all others. These connections are not evenly
distributed. A transitivity of 0.471 indicates that areas of higher density (clusters) are quite prominent,
meaning the network consists to a large extent of loosely connected sub-networks. Centrality measures
of individual agents also vary considerably. The average number of individual ties in the network is
133.9, but the most well-connected organisations, transform! europe (1089 ties), Die Linke (1081),
Attac Germany (963), Rosa Luxemburg Foundation (897), Corporate Europe Observatory (808) and
Attac France (782) are far above that. In addition to these most active agents, there is also a group of
potential power brokers, indicated by their high levels of transitivity, which are most likely to connect
otherwise unaffiliated clusters. These include DiEM25 (39,189.375), Die Linke (38,826.113), Ums
Ganze (36,680.793), transform! europe (31,487.115), Attac Germany (29,095.654) and Bloco de
Esquerda (28,994.090). The central role of German organisations is notable and can be partially
explained by the location of prominent transnational protest events in Germany (G20 protests,
Blockupy), again highlighting the statistical bias towards large protest events. Figure 19 indicates the
existence of clusters and the varying node size shows the variance in centrality.
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Figure 18: Uncondensed Two-Mode Network
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Figure 19: Uncondensed One-Mode Network
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Condensed Network
Activist organisations that participate in transnational actions more than once demonstrate a much
higher level of collaboration across the network and event types. After removing pendants, the more
condensed network (see Figure 20) is no longer as centralised around a few popular events and
participation in different event types is no longer polarised. Of the 271 organisations engaging in
multiple instances of transnational activism, 238 participate in protests, while 236 engage in forums
and coalition each, demonstrating a high degree of overlap. While popular protests and forums still
represent the ‘largest’ actions, the condensed network increases the visibility of ‘smaller’ coalition
meetings as well. The most prominent events in the condensed network are the Alter Summit (73), the
European Forum for Alternatives (57), the European Forum of Progressive Forces (55), the G20
Mobilisations (54), the Change Finance Coalition’s protest actions (51) and meetings (45), as well as
the Attac Summer University (45). Collaboration across the condensed network is also much denser.
The network centrality of 0.295, indicates that, on average, every participating organisation is linked
to almost a third of all others. Again, this is not representative across the network, but reflects the
presence of dense sub-groups, further evidenced by the transitivity value of 0.352.
Unsurprisingly, the most central agents of the condensed network are still Die Linke (571 ties),
transform! europe (550), Attac Germany (491), Corporate Europe Observatory (466), Attac France
(458) and the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation (447), but they are now closely followed by the Blockupy
platform (422). The tie strength between these organisations is the highest within the network as well,
as any of them participate in at least six events together, while many even share ten or more. Even at
a cursory glance, the high centrality and strong ties among specific agents indicates that the network
has a dense core of highly active agents. The dominant representation of leftist parties and think tanks
points towards underlying trends of homophily among close transnational collaborators, whose mutual
connections precede the anti-austerity movement. Figure 21 shows these strong ties by highlighting
agents which cooperate more than five times (yellow), more than seven (orange) and more than nine
(red)9.

9

Note that the ‘Altersummit’ in this figure represents the Altersummit platform, which emerged as an individual agent
from the Alter Summit event. The same applies to Blockupy and various other groups.
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Figure 20: Condensed Two-Mode Network

Figure 21: Strongest Ties
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10.2 The Significance of Attributes for Transnational Cooperation
Cooperation across the network is not distributed in a structurally homogeneous fashion, but
corresponds to a variety of underlying trends, influenced by the political, organisational and, to some
extent, scalar attributes of activist organisations. Analysing the distribution of attributes reveals a slight
polarisation between more moderate and radical political profiles, as well as a core-periphery
distribution between NGOs, think tanks and SMOs in the centre and grassroots groups and economic
cooperatives on the outside. This distribution recalls the composition of the GJM, with moderate,
professionalised, transnational activist networks on one political side and more radical, decentralised,
subaltern struggles on the other. The distribution of geographic backgrounds only partially conforms
to this resemblance, as transnational and certain Northern European groups are highly prominent, yet
there are no distinct geographic sub-networks as in the GJM. Hence, while the anti-austerity movement
reproduces some of the same political divisions as the previous movement, the smaller regional scale
makes it comparatively easy for activists to transcend national boundaries.

Political Profile
The distribution and interactions of political profiles across the network reveal a trend towards political
homophily, as organisations with the same or similar profiles engage in disproportionately high
cooperation with each other. Table 6 provides an overview of the definitions and frequency of political
profiles, which are inductively coded based on the organisations’ defining political identity and / or
primary field of struggle, as characterised by the activists themselves.
In absolute terms, the most well-represented profiles – labour interests, electoral reform, research,
solidarity and social justice – also share the most ties with each other (Table 7). More insightful in
regard to underlying cooperation trends is the relative proportionality of those ties (Table 8). This
reveals a tendency towards homophily, as ties among agents with exactly the same profile are
disproportionately high across most of the network, indicating that most organisations are drawn to
cooperate with their own kind, which corresponds well with the established literature (Della Porta,
2005; Daphi, Anderl and Deitelhoff, 2019). The network also displays a slight dichotomous
polarisation between profiles that are traditionally politically moderate in nature and others that
indicate a more radical political stance (highlighted). There are a disproportionately high number of
ties among agents focusing on social justice, development, environmentalism, anticorporatism, antidebt and research, which can be characterised as more moderate, as well as among agents committed
to anticapitalism, democratic prefiguration and peace / antimilitarisation, which can be described as
more radical. Conversely, the number of ties across these two ‘blocks’, while certainly not absent,
tends to be disproportionately low. This corresponds closely to earlier research on transnational
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collaboration in the GJM (Bennett, 2005), demonstrating that the European anti-austerity movement
actively draws on and reproduces political traditions that precede it.
Beyond this prominent polarisation, another notable characteristic is the fact that electoral reform and
labour interests are the most widely represented priorities, owing to the large number of parties and
trade unions, yet they also display a disproportionately low number of ties with most other types,
indicating that despite their large numbers, these agents are not overtly active across the whole
network. The same applies even more to agents committed to solidarity, the social economy and art /
journalism, which show relatively little engagement with almost any profile, including their own,
indicating an overall low level of transnational activity. The opposite is true for agents committed to
research, which show a disproportionate number of ties with almost any other profile, indicating a
high level of activity across the whole network.

Table 6: Political Profiles
Label

No. Political identity / primary field of struggle

anticapitalism
democratic
prefiguration

13

seeking a systemic transformation beyond capitalism

5

establishing a horizontalist democratic space

social justice

30

contesting various forms of social inequality and injustice, without explicitly
overthrowing capitalism

feminism
anticorporate /
alterfinance

1

contesting gender inequalities

10

challenging the influence of corporate lobbies and financial capital

development

7

contesting socio-economic inequalities between the global North and South

environmentalism
antimilitarisation
civil / human
rights
anti-debt

11
5

stopping climate change and championing sustainable alternatives
contesting war, militarisation and the influence of the arms industry

3

claiming or defending people’s liberal or social rights

4

contesting the forms and adverse effects of debt

labour interests

51

organising the interests of the labour force

solidarity

20

mutual humanitarian support; civic empowerment through direct action

social economy

13

establishing non-profit-based forms of economic production and distribution

art & journalism
research &
education
student & youth
interests

7

producing alternative, socially critical art and / or journalism

23

conducting critical, heterodox research and providing education

6

organising the interests of students or young people

57

enforcing social change through parliamentary representation

electoral change
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social justice

peace

feminism

anticorporate

development

environmentalism

anti-debt

civil /
human
rights

labour
interests

solidarity

social
economy

art,
journalism

research,
education

student,
youth
interests

electoral
change

other

anti46
capitalism
democratic
40
prefiguration
peace
25
social justice
95
feminism
0
anti-corporate
9
development
14
environ31
mentalism
anti-debt
2
civil / human
13
rights
labour
161
interests
solidarity
64
social
29
economy
art /
40
journalism
research /
90
education
student /
28
youth interests
electoral
191
change
other
11

democratic
prefiguratio
n

anticapitalism

Table 7: Frequency of Cross-Profile Cooperation

40

95

25

0

9

14

31

2

13

161

64

29

40

90

28

191

11

6

27

13

0

5

6

16

0

6

41

17

9

10

29

8

54

1

13
27
0
5
6

32
235
13
151
91

9
32
0
1
9

0
13
0
10
4

1
151
10
45
49

9
91
4
49
8

18
170
6
68
40

1
61
3
32
15

9
30
1
10
8

49
643
1
59
43

9
220
3
48
23

6
103
2
27
16

10
52
0
4
4

41
310
7
85
59

11
30
0
3
6

92
415
0
62
71

1
30
0
3
0

16

170

18

6

68

40

28

24

16

138

57

34

12

107

8

95

4

0

61

1

3

32

15

24

5

3

46

22

10

4

33

2

82

2

6

30

9

1

10

8

16

3

1

51

12

6

6

28

3

29

1

41

643

49

1

59

43

138

46

51

657

368

137

107

450

60

627

56

17

220

9

3

48

23

57

22

12

368

58

52

30

142

21

173

14

9

103

6

2

27

16

34

10

6

137

52

12

11

71

7

98

8

10

52

10

0

4

4

12

4

6

107

30

11

5

49

10

109

8

29

310

41

7

85

59

107

33

28

450

142

71

49

103

41

456

29

8

30

11

0

3

6

8

2

3

60

21

7

10

41

4

135

3

54

415

92

0

62

71

95

82

29

627

173

98

109

456

135

940

71

1

30

1

0

3

0

4

2

1

56

14

8

8

29

3

71

0

anti-capitalism

democratic
prefiguration

peace

social justice

feminism

anti-corporate

development

environmentalism

anti-debt

civil / human
rights

labour interests

solidarity

social economy

art, journalism

research,
education

student, youth
interests

electoral change

other

Table 8: Proportionality of Cross-Profile Cooperation

anti-capitalism

1.997

2.084

1.302

0.825

0

0.234

0.521

0.734

0.13

1.129

0.822

0.833

0.581

1.488

1.019

1.215

0.873

0.573

democratic prefiguration

2.084

2.032

1.761

0

0.339

0.58

0.985

0

1.354

0.544

0.576

0.469

0.967

0.854

0.903

0.642

0.135

peace

1.302

1.761

3.047

0.609
0.722

0

0.068

0.871

1.108

0.169

2.032

0.651

0.305

0.313

0.967

1.207

1.242

1.093

0.135

social justice

0.825

0.609

0.722

1.829

1.467

1.704

1.467

1.744

1.721

1.129

1.423

1.242

0.894

0.838

1.521

0.564

0.822

0.677

feminism

0

0

0

1.467

3.386

1.935

1.847

2.539

1.129

0.066

0.508

0.521

0

1.031

0

0

0

anti-corporate

0.234

0.339

0.068

1.704

3.386

3.386

2.37

2.093

2.709

1.129

0.392

0.813

0.703

0.193

1.251

0.169

0.368

0.203

development

0.521

0.58

0.871

1.467

1.935

2.37

1.29

1.759

1.814

1.29

0.408

0.556

0.595

0.276

1.241

0.484

0.603

0

environmentalism

0.734

0.985

1.108

1.744

1.847

2.093

1.759

1.724

1.847

1.642

0.833

0.877

0.805

0.528

1.432

0.41

0.513

0.246

anti-debt

0.13

0

0.169

1.721

2.539

2.709

1.814

1.847

2.822

0.846

0.763

0.931

0.651

0.484

1.215

0.282

1.218

0.339

civil / human rights

1.129

1.354

2.032

1.129

1.129

1.129

1.29

1.642

0.846

1.129

1.129

0.677

0.521

0.967

1.374

0.564

0.574

0.226

labour interests

0.822

0.544

0.651

1.423

0.066

0.392

0.408

0.833

0.763

1.129

1.745

1.222

0.7

1.015

1.299

0.664

0.73

0.744

solidarity

0.833

0.576

0.305

1.242

0.508

0.813

0.556

0.877

0.931

0.677

1.222

1.034

0.677

0.726

1.045

0.593

0.514

0.474

social economy

0.581

0.469

0.313

0.894

0.521

0.703

0.595

0.805

0.651

0.521

0.7

0.677

0.521

0.409

0.804

0.304

0.448

0.417

art / journalism

1.488

0.967

0.967

0.838

0

0.193

0.276

0.528

0.484

0.967

1.015

0.726

0.409

0.806

1.031

0.806

0.925

0.774

research / education

1.019

0.854

1.207

1.521

1.031

1.251

1.241

1.432

1.215

1.374

1.299

1.045

0.804

1.031

1.378

1.006

1.178

0.854

student / youth interests

1.215

0.903

1.242

0.564

0

0.169

0.484

0.41

0.282

0.564

0.664

0.593

0.304

0.806

1.006

0.903

1.337

0.339

electoral change

0.873

0.642

1.093

0.822

0

0.368

0.603

0.513

1.218

0.574

0.73

0.514

0.448

0.925

1.178

1.337

1.994

0.844

other

0.573

0.135

0.135

0.677

0

0.203

0

0.246

0.339

0.226

0.744

0.474

0.417

0.774

0.854

0.339

0.844

0
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Organisation Type
The distribution of ties among organisation types (defined in Table 9) provides a slightly different
picture than in the case of political profiles. The absolute number of organisations (see Table 10) also
corresponds to high levels of cooperation, and the proportionality of ties again displays a strong
tendency towards homophily (see Table 11), as almost all organisation types highly favoured
cooperating with their own kind. Yet there is no polarisation between two distinct political currents,
but rather a sliding core-periphery division, showing that certain organisations engaged in high levels
of mutual cooperation, while others did not.
SMOs, NGOs, platforms and think tanks all share disproportionately high numbers of ties with each
other, building a dense ‘block’ (highlighted), whereas grassroots groups and cooperatives display
disproportionately low engagement with almost any type. Whether this composition is the result of
mutual attraction is questionable, since both SMOs and think tanks share a disproportionately high
number of ties with nearly all other types, while NGOs appear to be more selective. Instead, this
variation can be interpreted as a reflection of differences in material capacity, professionalisation and
tactical preferences between organisation types. NGOs tend to be specialised and transnationalised and
have greater access to resources, while SMOs often have fewer resources but display broad, inclusive
profiles and engage in a wide range of events. As a result, both organisation types have the capacity
and

incentive to

participate

extensively in transnational

cooperation,

explaining their

disproportionately high activity. Conversely, the low levels of cooperation among grassroots groups
and cooperatives can be explained by their generally low level of resources and strong local
embeddedness.
Since the core-periphery division among organisation types lacks the same level of polarisation as the
one between moderate and radical political profiles, it is evident that the political and organisational
trends of cooperation do not neatly line up but intersect one another to some extent. In other words,
the block of densely connected activist organisations is not politically uniform, nor are the two political
currents structurally homogeneous. Hence, despite the overall tendencies towards homophily,
transnational cooperation across the anti-austerity movement does contain a certain measure of
political pluralism.
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Table 9: Organisation Types
Label

No. Definition

Grassroots group 52

Non-hierarchical activist group without consolidated organisational
structures or official ‘leaders’

SMO

16

Activist organisation with consolidated structures and official
spokespersons

NGO

27

Non-profit political organisation consisting primarily of employed staff

Platform

26

Non-hierarchical network of multiple activist groups or organisations,
acting as one entity

Union

45

Political organisation representing workers and employees

Party

58

Political organisation representing citizens and engaging in elections

Think tank

27

Political organisation conducting partisan research

Cooperative

15

Non-hierarchical worker association engaging in alternative economic
operations

Grassroots
Group

SMO

Network /
Platform

NGO

Institute /
Think Tank

Union

Party
Organisation

Cooperative

Other

Table 10: Frequency of Cross-Organisation Cooperation

343

279

296

268

321

616

471

161

28

SMO
Network /
Platform
NGO
Institute /
Think Tank
Union
Party
Organisation

279

88

197

215

230

462

255

63

21

296

197

115

277

267

253

349

68

16

268

215

277

177

323

318

294

68

10

321

230

267

323

149

483

477

95

29

616

462

253

318

483

600

679

154

53

471

255

349

294

477

679

977

160

73

Cooperative

161

63

68

68

95

154

160

15

12

Other

28

21

16

10

29

53

73

12

0

Grassroots
Group
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Other

0.774

0.891

0.529

0.699

0.365

1.135

2.483

1.603

1.685

1.803

2.173

0.93

0.889

0.889

0.741

1.603

1.198

1.336

1.288

0.732

0.784

0.59

0.417

0.646

1.685

1.336

1.707

1.5

0.886

0.636

0.569

0.251

0.774

1.803

1.288

1.5

1.437

1.346

1.031

0.794

0.727

0.891

2.173

0.732

0.886

1.346

2.052

0.881

0.772

0.798

Party
0.529
Organisation

0.93

0.784

0.636

1.031

0.881

2.001

0.623

0.852

Cooperative
Other

0.889
0.889

0.59
0.417

0.569
0.251

0.794
0.727

0.772
0.798

0.623
0.852

0.484
0.542

0.542
0

0.699
0.365

SMO

Union

0.646

Institute /
Think Tank

0.741

NGO

1.135

Grassroots
Group
SMO
Network /
Platform
NGO
Institute /
Think Tank
Union

Network /
Platform

0.876

Grassroots
Group

Cooperative

Party
Organisation

Table 11: Proportionality of Cross-Organisation Cooperation

National Background
The representation and proportionality of ties between geographic origins (Table 12) display a
considerably higher trend towards inter- rather than intra-regional cooperation. There are more ties
between groups from Central-Northern Europe and Southern Europe than there are ties among groups
within either region (see Table 13). If ties among activists from the same national background are
disregarded, inter-regional engagement even exceeds engagement in both regions combined
(highlighted). This indicates that there is no trend towards geographic homogeneity among
transnational cooperation partners, which may come as a surprise, considering the strong regional
asymmetry of the impact of the crisis and austerity measures. The same holds true in terms of
proportionality (see Table 14), as ties among French, Belgian, Greek and Portuguese activists are
disproportionately numerous, while the number of ties among Spanish, Greek and Italian activists is
disproportionately low. Going against this trend, German organisations only display a
disproportionately high number of ties among themselves and Austrians. This indicates that even
though they are the most numerous in the network, German activists do not necessarily spread out far.
The same is true for British activists, who display relatively low levels of engagement with everyone
else in the network except for Luxemburg. Literature on the GJM already speaks of this ‘peculiarly
British lack of enthusiasm for European collaboration’ (Rootes, 2005, p. 25).
In addition to strictly national organisations, international and especially pan-European groups play a
significant role as well, displaying disproportionate numbers of ties with almost any geographic origin,
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which demonstrates that their transnational nature does indeed inform their praxis. Overall, the strong
embeddedness of the European anti-austerity movement in domestic hegemony struggles does not
appear to have that much of an impact on whom activists choose to cooperate with, hence transnational
collaboration across the movement remains undivided by regional sub-networks. This indicates that
although the movement’s development has been deeply influenced by the nationally uneven impact of
the crisis and austerity, activists make concerted efforts to transcend the entrenched politico-economic
differences between them.

Table 12: Number of National Backgrounds
Europe

32

Luxembourg

2

Bulgaria

3

International

22

Belgium

15

Czech Republic

1

France

30

Spain

33

Slovenia

6

Germany

41

Greece

18

Norway

3

Austria

3

Italy

22

Sweden

2

Netherlands

4

Cyprus

1

Finland

3

UK

13

Portugal

6

Denmark

2

Ireland

3

Poland

4

Switzerland

1

Hungary

1

229

Table 13: Frequency of Cross-National Cooperation

EU
INT
FR
D
AT
NL
UK
IR
SWI
LUX
BE
ES
GR
IT
CY
POR
POL
HU
BU
CZ
SLO
NOR
SWE
FI
DK
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EU INT FR D
AT NL UK IR
SWI LUX BE ES GR IT
CY POR POL HU BU CZ SLO NOR SWE FI
DK
40
36
96
31
12
23 189 367 222 227
14
96
41
14
14
11
32
43
11
47
23
202 232 403 394
87 189 278
22
32
83
18
4
11 107 187
56
96
5
30
24
5
4
2
11
21
1
15
6
232
40
25
91
36
11
15 201 301 197 224
20
93
32
20
17
11
12
43
9
48
22
403 189 254 208
52
42
81
12
5
8 176 239 138 267
5
64
48
5
19
4
76
24
19
21
18
394 278 208 535
40
22
40
52
0
2
9
3
1
3
18
35
18
21
1
8
4
1
1
1
2
3
1
5
3
36
32
25
42
2
1
15
3
0
3
17
42
12
15
0
5
4
0
0
0
4
4
1
4
3
96
83
91
81
9
15
26
12
1
10
51 113
19
42
1
13
13
1
9
1
13
9
5
11
4
31
18
36
12
3
3
12
0
1
3
12
26
6
16
1
5
2
1
1
2
2
1
0
5
2
12
4
11
5
1
0
1
1
0
1
2
6
4
4
1
1
1
1
1
1
0
0
0
2
1
23
11
15
8
3
3
10
3
1
0
7
20
5
4
1
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
0
2
1
18
17
51
12
2
7
49 183 121 114
4
55
20
4
2
2
9
29
4
17
7
189 107 201 176
35
42 113
26
6
20 183 145 153 154
6
74
30
6
6
6
17
39
8
33
16
367 187 301 239
56 197 138
18
12
19
6
4
5 121 153
86 117
4
73
17
4
4
5
9
38
6
23
10
222
96 224 267
21
15
42
16
4
4 114 154 117
78
7
50
23
7
14
3
25
19
11
18
15
227
14
5
20
5
1
0
1
1
1
1
4
6
4
7
0
2
1
1
1
1
0
0
0
2
1
96
30
93
64
8
5
13
5
1
2
55
74
73
50
2
12
6
2
1
1
5
16
2
10
4
41
24
32
48
4
4
13
2
1
2
20
30
17
23
1
6
0
1
3
1
5
5
2
3
1
14
5
20
5
1
0
1
1
1
1
4
6
4
7
1
2
1
0
1
1
0
0
0
2
1
14
4
17
19
1
0
9
1
1
1
2
6
4
14
1
1
3
1
1
1
4
0
2
2
1
11
2
11
4
1
0
1
2
1
1
2
6
5
3
1
1
1
1
1
0
1
0
0
2
1
32
11
12
76
2
4
13
2
0
1
9
17
9
25
0
5
5
0
4
1
1
1
4
3
3
43
21
43
24
3
4
9
1
0
1
29
39
38
19
0
16
5
0
0
0
1
3
1
4
1
11
1
9
19
1
1
5
0
0
0
4
8
6
11
0
2
2
0
2
0
4
1
0
1
2
47
15
48
21
5
4
11
5
2
2
17
33
23
18
2
10
3
2
2
2
3
4
1
1
2
23
6
22
18
3
3
4
2
1
1
7
16
10
15
1
4
1
1
1
1
3
1
2
2
0

Table 14: Proportionality of Cross-National Cooperation

EU
INT
FR
D
AT
NL
UK
IR
SWI
LUX
BE
ES
GR
IT
CY
POR
POL
HU
BU
CZ
SLO
NOR
SWE
FI
DK

EU
1.38
1.12
1.42
1.02
1.41
0.95
0.78
1.09
1.27
1.22
1.33
1.18
1.30
1.09
1.48
1.69
1.08
1.48
0.49
1.16
0.56
1.52
0.58
1.66
1.22

INT
1.12
1.28
0.97
1.04
1.13
1.23
0.98
0.92
0.62
0.85
1.10
0.87
0.48
0.67
0.77
0.77
0.92
0.77
0.21
0.31
0.28
1.08
0.08
0.77
0.46

FR
1.42
0.97
1.98
0.57
1.50
0.71
0.79
1.35
1.24
0.85
1.51
1.03
1.24
1.15
2.26
1.75
0.90
2.26
0.64
1.24
0.23
1.62
0.51
1.81
1.24

D
1.02
1.04
0.57
2.21
1.43
0.87
0.51
0.33
0.41
0.33
0.97
0.60
0.63
1.00
0.41
0.88
0.99
0.41
0.52
0.33
1.05
0.66
0.78
0.58
0.74

AT
1.41
1.13
1.50
1.43
0.00
0.56
0.78
1.13
1.13
1.69
1.35
1.20
1.13
1.08
1.13
1.50
1.13
1.13
0.38
1.13
0.38
1.13
0.56
1.88
1.69

NL
0.95
1.23
0.71
0.87
0.56
0.56
0.98
0.85
0.00
1.27
0.96
1.08
0.56
0.58
0.00
0.71
0.85
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.56
1.13
0.42
1.13
1.27

UK
0.78
0.98
0.79
0.51
0.78
0.98
1.13
1.04
0.26
1.30
0.89
0.89
0.27
0.50
0.26
0.56
0.85
0.26
0.78
0.26
0.56
0.78
0.65
0.96
0.52

IR
1.09
0.92
1.35
0.33
1.13
0.85
1.04
0.00
1.13
1.69
0.90
0.89
0.38
0.82
1.13
0.94
0.56
1.13
0.38
2.26
0.38
0.38
0.00
1.88
1.13

SWI
1.27
0.62
1.24
0.41
1.13
0.00
0.26
1.13
1.69
0.45
0.62
0.75
0.62
3.39
0.56
0.85
3.39
1.13
3.39
0.00
0.00
0.00
2.26
1.69

LUX
1.22
0.85
0.85
0.33
1.69
1.27
1.30
1.69
1.69
0.00
0.79
1.03
0.47
0.31
1.69
0.56
0.85
1.69
0.56
1.69
0.28
0.56
0.00
1.13
0.85

BE
1.33
1.10
1.51
0.97
1.35
0.96
0.89
0.90
0.45
0.79
1.58
1.25
1.52
1.17
0.90
2.07
1.13
0.90
0.15
0.45
0.34
2.18
0.45
1.28
0.79

ES
1.18
0.87
1.03
0.60
1.20
1.08
0.89
0.89
0.62
1.03
1.25
0.93
0.87
0.72
0.62
1.27
0.77
0.62
0.21
0.62
0.29
1.33
0.41
1.13
0.82

GR
1.30
0.48
1.24
0.63
1.13
0.56
0.27
0.38
0.75
0.47
1.52
0.87
1.90
1.00
0.75
2.29
0.80
0.75
0.25
0.94
0.28
2.38
0.56
1.44
0.94

IT
1.09
0.67
1.15
1.00
1.08
0.58
0.50
0.82
0.62
0.31
1.17
0.72
1.00
1.14
1.08
1.28
0.88
1.08
0.72
0.46
0.64
0.97
0.85
0.92
1.15

CY
1.48
0.77
2.26
0.41
1.13
0.00
0.26
1.13
3.39
1.69
0.90
0.62
0.75
1.08
1.13
0.85
3.39
1.13
3.39
0.00
0.00
0.00
2.26
1.69

POR
1.69
0.77
1.75
0.88
1.50
0.71
0.56
0.94
0.56
0.56
2.07
1.27
2.29
1.28
1.13
2.71
0.85
1.13
0.19
0.56
0.47
3.01
0.56
1.88
1.13

POL
1.08
0.92
0.90
0.99
1.13
0.85
0.85
0.56
0.85
0.85
1.13
0.77
0.80
0.88
0.85
0.85
0.00
0.85
0.85
0.85
0.71
1.41
0.85
0.85
0.42

HU
1.48
0.77
2.26
0.41
1.13
0.00
0.26
1.13
3.39
1.69
0.90
0.62
0.75
1.08
3.39
1.13
0.85
1.13
3.39
0.00
0.00
0.00
2.26
1.69

BU
0.49
0.21
0.64
0.52
0.38
0.00
0.78
0.38
1.13
0.56
0.15
0.21
0.25
0.72
1.13
0.19
0.85
1.13
1.13
1.13
0.75
0.00
1.13
0.75
0.56

CZ
1.16
0.31
1.24
0.33
1.13
0.00
0.26
2.26
3.39
1.69
0.45
0.62
0.94
0.46
3.39
0.56
0.85
3.39
1.13
0.56
0.00
0.00
2.26
1.69

SLO
0.56
0.28
0.23
1.05
0.38
0.56
0.56
0.38
0.00
0.28
0.34
0.29
0.28
0.64
0.00
0.47
0.71
0.00
0.75
0.56
0.23
0.19
1.13
0.56
0.85

NOR
1.52
1.08
1.62
0.66
1.13
1.13
0.78
0.38
0.00
0.56
2.18
1.33
2.38
0.97
0.00
3.01
1.41
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.19
3.39
0.56
1.50
0.56

SWE
0.58
0.08
0.51
0.78
0.56
0.42
0.65
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.45
0.41
0.56
0.85
0.00
0.56
0.85
0.00
1.13
0.00
1.13
0.56
0.00
0.56
1.69

FI
1.66
0.77
1.81
0.58
1.88
1.13
0.96
1.88
2.26
1.13
1.28
1.13
1.44
0.92
2.26
1.88
0.85
2.26
0.75
2.26
0.56
1.50
0.56
1.13
1.13

DK
1.22
0.46
1.24
0.74
1.69
1.27
0.52
1.13
1.69
0.85
0.79
0.82
0.94
1.15
1.69
1.13
0.42
1.69
0.56
1.69
0.85
0.56
1.69
1.13
0.00
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10.3 Characterising the Layers of Transnational Cooperation
Investigating the network’s internal stratification reveals that the European anti-austerity movement
developed varying levels of transnational cooperation, characterised by distinct types of organisations,
political tendencies and scales. This is evident in the composition of three distinguishable factions (see
Figure 22), which constitute a dense core, less dense semi-periphery and decentralised periphery.
While the number of factions is chosen deliberately, their internal composition is calculated on the
basis of in-group vs out-group density, as well as internal vs external ties, thus representing not an
arbitrary division but a separation into functionally distinct layers. These layers are intricately
connected and there is fluid cross-sectional engagement, indicating that activists did not develop
entirely separate sub-networks, but rather exhibit uneven levels of transnationalisation, resulting in
different approaches to cooperation. Consequently, each of the three layers displays characteristics of
a distinct activist tradition established by the GJM.

Figure 22: Factions within the Network

The core (red) is the most densely connected and transnationalised part of the network (98 agents; 0.73
density) and resembles the moderate and professionalised advocacy networks of the pre-crisis GJM in
the global North, albeit less dominated by NGOs. True to the analysis of attribute distribution, it brings
together a large collection of politically moderate and professionalised organisations from across
Europe. This layer consists of 16 grassroots groups, 13 SMOs, ten think tanks and platforms, seven
NGOs, as well as most (36) of the network’s unions. Besides the large representation of labour
interests, political profiles largely centre on social justice, solidarity and research. Geographically,
there is a strong representation of Central (French, Belgian), Southern (Greek, Spanish) and pan232

European organisations. The most central agents in this layer are predominantly transnational in scope,
such as transform! europe, Corporate Europe Observatory, the Transnational Institute, Attac (from
various countries) and Friends of the Earth. The latter stands out considerably as a potential broker due
to its high transitivity, indicating that it is most capable of connecting otherwise unaffiliated agents,
presumably in the periphery.
The semi-periphery (blue; 100 agents; 0.51 density) can be regarded as a direct counterpart to the core,
mirroring the political polarisation observed during the attribute analysis, as it inverts many of the
characteristics of the core. This layer contains most of the network’s parties and grassroots groups,
instead of unions and SMOs, has a strong geographic centre around German groups and displays a
multitude of often radical profiles (such as anticapitalism, critical research, anti-militarisation, student
activism and democratic prefiguration) instead of a focus on social justice. In that sense, this layer
corresponds primarily to the composition of the more actionist networks in the GJM in the global
North. The most prominent agents, besides parties, are the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation, the Blockupy
platform, DiEM25, the 15M movement and WEED.
The network periphery (green; 73 agents; 0.34 density) is not a cohesive layer but fragmented into
three separate clusters. Transnational engagement among agents in the periphery is thus much less
prominent, or at least less visible, than elsewhere in the network. Nevertheless, this layer indicates a
distinct political trend, being largely comprised of the more local and radical agents, whose
organisation types, profiles and geographic backgrounds are either marginalised or disproportionately
inactive within the network. This part of the network contains the majority of local grassroots
organisations, represents anticorporate, labour, solidarity, social economy and research profiles in
relatively equal measure and displays a wide geographic spread that includes a majority of Spanish
groups, as well as the largest representation of Eastern European activists. The periphery therefore
resembles certain characteristics of the more decentralised, grassroots-oriented coalitions of the GJM
in the global South, pointing towards a novel development among European activists. While some of
the periphery’s agents have recognisable names (such as Finance Watch, Plan C, SOMO, Allt åt Alla),
none stand out as having high centrality or transitivity values, indicating that cooperation in this layer
is more structurally horizontal and that activists are either inactive within the larger network or
dependent on brokers in the other layers. At the same time, the high concentration of specific profiles
(solidarity, social economy) and organisation types (grassroots groups, cooperatives) in this layer hints
at the possibility that cooperation among these groups is not so much marginalised as it is focused on
specialised coalitions and thus remains underexposed by the SNA. Indeed, many of the periphery’s
organisations engage in local, ‘hands-on’ forms of activism, such as organising unemployment
support, migrant solidarity or alternative food provision. Since the SNA is dependent on public records
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of collective action and thus inherently biased towards highly publicised events and particularly vocal
agents, the actual scope of cooperation among agents of the periphery is potentially much more
extensive.
After the previous national case analyses have demonstrated that the European anti-austerity
movement reproduced politico-economic divisions already seen during the GJM, this SNA has now
revealed that the same is true for transnational cooperation. Connections between activists are
established along political and organisational fault lines similar to the ones that characterised
transnational activism during the GJM in both the global North and the global South. However, as
these fault lines transcend geographic areas across Europe, it is clear that the politico-economic
differences between countries that were unevenly affected by the crisis and austerity are less decisive
for transnational coalition-building than they are for the development of domestic hegemony struggles.
The SNA has thus demonstrated an important distinction of transnational activism in comparison to
domestic engagement, the implications of which deserve deeper investigation. The following chapter
therefore analyses transnational cooperation among the various types of activist coalitions in greater
detail.
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11. Transnational Coalitions of the European Anti-Austerity
Movement
Transnational activist coalitions represent the political condensation of transnational cooperation into
relatively cohesive organisational frameworks. They facilitate a sustained level of exchange and
collective action, while still consisting of autonomous organisations, which pursue their own goals and
practices. Many coalitions establish fixed organising structures, based on dedicated working groups
and the pooling of financial resources. Some are highly specialised on specific policy areas, while
others cover a broad range of themes. The similarities and contrasts between transnational coalitions
allow for a systematic characterisation of distinct ideal types, which most coalitions correspond to.
As will be shown in this chapter, transnational cooperation in the European anti-austerity movement
displays strong continuities in relation to the GJM, reproducing many of the same actor constellations
and tactics (see section 1.4 and Chapter 10), but also introducing a number of innovations. Overall,
transnational coalitions against austerity revolve around three distinguishable ideal types: ‘reform
coalitions’, ‘disruption coalitions’ and ‘solidarity coalitions’. Table 15 provides a brief summary of
the three ideal types of coalitions (see also section 2.4.3).

Table 15: Types of Transnational Coalitions in the European Anti-Austerity Movement
Reform

Disruption

Solidarity
Solidarity initiatives, social
cooperatives, autonomous
unions

Actors

NGOs, SMOs, think tanks

Militant groups, SMOs,
leftist parties, unions

Targets

EU legislative institutions

Supranational institutions
and economic elites

Effects of precarisation and
austerity

Objectives

Affecting policy change in
specific areas

Shifting public
consciousness

Building social counterpower

Primary
Activities

Campaigns, advocacy

Protests, blockades

Horizontal exchange, local
support

Strengths

Institutional access,
financial support

Mobilising potential, public
visibility

Local infrastructure

Challenges

Institutional co-optation,
lack of local support

Lack of financial resources,
criminalisation

Lack of public visibility,
slow growth

Scalar
Focus

Supranational

EU centre

Local
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These types entail unique sets of agents, political foci, action repertoires and scales of collaboration.
They roughly correspond to strategic specialisations around struggles for institutional, ideological and
socio-structural transformation, respectively, thus contesting separate dimensions of neoliberal
hegemony. Coalitions geared towards reform reproduce the GJM’s specialisation around supranational
institutional advocacy. Although they are more integrative than in the past, they still mainly rely on
strategic campaigns and close cooperation with law makers in Brussels, making them highly
professionalised yet also vulnerable to transformist assimilation into the institutional system. By
contrast, disruption coalitions focus on direct action in order to shift society’s common sense, making
them reminiscent of the radical wing of the GJM, which allows them to be highly visible yet prevents
them from building solid infrastructures. Solidarity coalitions are a relative novelty in Europe,
resembling the more decentralised, grassroots-oriented networks in the Southern parts of the GJM
more than their own immediate precursors in the North. These coalitions bring together solidarityfocused initiatives of the anti-austerity movement in the form of horizontal, decentralised alliances,
thus creating a less visible but locally consolidated transnational infrastructure. Finally, while most
transnational coalitions against austerity correspond to one of these ideal types, some activists have
sought to combine their elements in a complementary fashion and have attempted to create
multidimensional counter-hegemonic coalitions and organisations, with limited success.

11.1 Reform Coalitions
Coalitions focused on reform seek to transform neoliberal capitalism through legal changes at the EU
level. They specialise in the institutional dimension of transnational counter-hegemonic struggle,
targeting specific policy areas and promoting concrete legislative adjustments. Reform coalitions can
be regarded as the preferred form of transnational collaboration for the types of activist organisations
that display moderate or broad political profiles and were already transnationalised and embedded
within supranational institutions. Being primarily based in Brussels, these coalitions provide a way for
their members to establish contacts with EU officials and directly engage in supranational institutional
advocacy and counter-lobbying. This close connection to the institutional terrain also increases the
transformist assimilation of activism into the logic and dynamics of professional politics. By relying
on the support of official financial backers, including the EU itself, reform coalitions are able to
allocate considerable material resources and demonstrate a high level of professionalisation, but they
are also forced to strictly monitor their political conduct. In that regard, reform coalitions do not so
much deradicalise their members, as simply attract comparatively non-radical participants to begin
with. Consequently, this type of coalition does not fiercely challenge, let alone reject, the capitalist
system itself.
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On the other hand, while professional NGOs play a prominent role, reform coalitions also consist of
SMOs, think tanks and solidarity initiatives, making them notably more inclusive than the older
advocacy networks of the GJM. Many participants are also explicitly inspired by the mass
mobilisations of the European anti-austerity movement and attempt to generate more widespread social
momentum by organising decentralised symbolic actions in support of their advocacy. They are not
particularly successful in these efforts, as the organic intellectual activists engaged in reform coalitions
are often only loosely tied to local activist constituencies, yet the attempts alone are indicative of a
gradual shift in transnational strategies, reflecting the influence of the anti-austerity movement.
Looking forward, reform coalitions have the potential to reach further into civil society than their
predecessors by branching out beyond the more traditional NGO-exclusive milieu, thus working
towards a more multi-faceted counter-hegemonic strategy in the future.
In addition to sustained coalitions, reform strategies also take the form of individual EU petitions or
legislative initiatives, such as the Water is a Human Right campaign (Water is a Human Right, 2019),
which are often initiated by single transnational organisations and attract larger numbers of supporters
over time. While these do not represent the same degree of transnational cooperation as coalitions,
they do carry some of the same strategic implications, due to their institutional trajectory. This section
investigates two coalitions: Change Finance and the European Network against Privatisation and
Commercialisation of Health and Social Protection.

11.1.1 Change Finance
Change Finance is a reform coalition focused on the struggle for stricter financial regulation. It was
founded in 2017 by the lobby watchdog NGO Finance Watch, for the purpose of increasing the
visibility of political work against financial lobbies in Brussels by broadening the scope of
transnational cooperation (Interview Finance Watch, 14.02.2019).

Composition
Change Finance is comprised of highly transnationalised and professionalised member organisations.
By 2019, the coalition encompassed over 50 organisations, most of which are NGOs, SMOs and
institutes, including Attac, SOMO, Corporate Europe Observatory, the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation
and War on Want (Change Finance, 2019a). The majority of member organisation are pan-European
in nature, although the coalition also has numerous members from France, Belgium, Germany, the
Netherlands and Spain. Participation in the coalition is free and open to anyone (Interview Finance
Watch, 12.02.2019). Formally, Change Finance does not have a centralised leadership, but the
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coalition’s founding organisation Finance Watch exerts a strong structural influence on Change
Finance, hosting all meetings in its Brussels office and running the coalition’s online infrastructure.
This influence has latent political implications, as Finance Watch is directly funded by the EU (Finance
Watch, 2019), thus prefiguring the coalition’s reformist strategy and transformist adaptation to the
supranational institutional system. Based on this arrangement, Change Finance is very efficiently
organised without, however, achieving strong organic cohesion. All meetings are held in Brussels and
conducted in English, activists arrive at a tactical consensus rather quickly, yet there is little room for
political debate or solving underlying disagreements. In between meetings, a central coordinating
group follows up on activities and various specialised working groups are tasked with developing
demands, conducting outreach and facilitating communication. All responsibilities rotate and groups
are founded as needed (Field Notes 07.05.2018). Overall, members of Change Finance tend to
specialise in acting as tactical multipliers, but do not adopt the organic intellectual role of developing
a counter-hegemonic strategy.

Political Profile
Change Finance’s political goals revolve around the regulation and democratisation of the European
financial system. The coalition’s claims target three major themes: finance should serve ‘people and
planet’ by increasing social equality and ecological sustainability, it should be ‘democratically
governed’ through citizen participation as opposed to lobbyism, and it should operate on a ‘stable’
scale, as opposed to being too-big-to-fail (Change Finance, 2020a). To explain the larger implications
of these demands, Change Finance links them to a wider range of societal issues, such as ecological
sustainability, public services, housing, social equality or peace, although it does not develop separate
claims for each issue (Change Finance, 2020b). While Change Finance does seek a fundamental
transformation of the financial economy and explicitly highlights its connection to other social
struggles, it does not explicitly pursue a more overarching counter-hegemonic transformation. The
coalition walks a fine line between making far-reaching political demands and trying not to appear too
radical to avoid alienating moderate supporters and financial backers. It considers the crisis a reflection
of the ‘failed economic system’, but does not call for any radical breaks with capitalism. Suggestions
to openly proclaim socialist ambitions are quickly rejected at meetings (Field Notes, 23.01.2019).
Instead of Marx, the coalition’s publications cite Keynes (Change Finance, 2019b). This stance also
affects Change Finance’s use of rhetoric. On one hand, it tries to make its message as broadly palatable
as possible, adopting Occupy’s framing against the ‘one percent’ (Change Finance, 2019c) and using
pop culture references (Change Finance, 2019d). On the other hand, it implicitly targets a relatively
moderate middle-class audience and vehemently opposes engaging in populism (Interview Finance
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Watch, 14.02.2019). Hence, Change Finance’s focus on institutional reform creates clear limitations
for its long-term political ambitions.

Praxis and Impact
Change Finance seeks to change EU legislation by drumming up broad social support for its intended
reforms. Its action repertoire is quite large in principle, but the coalition is most adept at organising
strategic campaigns and engaging in advocacy. On the tenth anniversary of the financial crisis in 2018,
it organised a protest campaign, aiming to diffuse its demands by organising hundreds of simultaneous
symbolic protests in front of banks across Europe (Field Notes, 07.05.2018). This resulted in 136
protest actions in 18 countries (Finance Watch, 2018), which may seem impressive at first glance, but
the actual scope was rather limited, as half of the actions took place only in France, involved only
small groups of activists and garnered little media attention (Field Notes, 23.01.2019). Consequently,
the assessment among coalition members was relatively sober, as Change Finance was perceived to
lack the ability to reach a sufficiently large audience (Interview Finance Watch, 14.02.2019). One
cause for this low reception can be located in the coalition’s lack of integration of non-members, which
made it harder to diffuse the campaign among potential allies. As one activist explained:
When we had our first meeting in January last year, I think only half of the groups in the room were
actually involved in the Change Finance coalition and that led to contradictions, because […] there were
no mechanisms through which the groups that were not from the Change Finance coalition could be
directly involved (Interview Corporate Europe Observatory, 19.03.2019).

Other activists believed that the coalition’s framing was still too radical for the financially secure
middle-class constituencies it was embedded in, arguing that the campaign was misguidedly trying to
draw on the grievances and strategies of the 15M movement, despite their inapplicability in other
European contexts:
[There was a] manifesto saying something like 'We lost our houses. We lost this and we lost that’ […]
but in my world I don't know anybody that lost a house. I don't know anybody that knows somebody
that's lost their house. […] The people that we want to reach, they are mostly, let's say, white, welleducated, middle class, in the suburbs. They have a house and with a very cheap mortgage. And so I think
in terms of target and audience there is here a mismatch (Interview Finance Watch, 14.02.2019).

Both assessments indicate that Change Finance was inherently ill-equipped for organising a
decentralised protest campaign, due to its lack of embeddedness in local grassroots activist
infrastructures, as well as due to the relative absence of socio-economic grievances among its social
constituency.
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Consequently, Change Finance’s second campaign in 2019 was more moderate, revolving around a
pledge for prospective MEPs that focused on limiting the influence of financial lobbies. To that end,
the coalition formulated various reform demands, such as to restrict the interaction between financial
lobbyists and parliamentarians, or to regulate ‘revolving door’ practices (Change Finance, 2019e).
Activists then contacted hundreds of prospective MEPs, asking them to commit to the pledge (Field
Notes, 23.01.2019). This campaign was more reflective of the coalition’s actual strengths, relying on
parliamentary advocacy rather than protest and involving a wider range of prospective political allies.
To some extent, it was a ‘return to form’ for many of Change Finance’s members, whose venture into
protest mobilisation the year before was a bit of an experiment. Not surprisingly, the campaign was
met with greater success, being supported by more than five hundred prospective European
parliamentarians (Haar, 2019). In that sense, Change Finance’s specialisation as a reform coalition is
not the result of a preconceived plan, but was born out of the activists’ uneven tactical advantages and
experiences on different terrains of hegemony struggle. As such, the coalition’s political strategy has
remained subject to change, as members are aware and critical of the inherent limitations of
institutional advocacy due to transformist co-optation:
There is a tendency for groups that are based in Brussels to become part of a very particular political
environment. You talk to European parliamentarians and EU level representatives of civil society
organisations and that tends to narrow your political vision and your horizon a bit. […] We have to
refine the ability to phrase political demands and make them an issue. And I mean not just at meetings
with parliamentarians and the Commission, but more broadly in society (Interview Corporate Europe
Observatory, 19.03.2019).

Hence, Change Finance is likely to continue experimenting with more decentralised tactics in order to
embed its institutional advocacy in broader societal campaigns.

11.1.2 European Network against Privatisation and Commercialisation of Health and
Social Protection
The European Network against Privatisation and Commercialisation of Health and Social Protection
(hereafter, European Health Network) is a reform coalition in the area of healthcare, founded in 2012
after several preparatory meetings of members (European Health Network, 2012).

Composition
The European Health Network demonstrates that reform coalitions are not necessarily homogeneous
networks driven by transnational NGOs, as they were in the past. Instead, this coalition consists
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entirely of healthcare-oriented activist platforms, solidarity initiatives and autonomous labour
organisations, most of them active at the local level, without having a single NGO as a member
(European Health Network, 2014d). Hence, unlike Change Finance, the European Health Network is
relatively strongly embedded in local and national hegemony struggles, making it potentially the most
capable of expanding the tactical range of reform coalitions. Additionally, after its initial meetings
primarily involved members from Central and Northern Europe (European Health Network, 2014b),
the coalition quickly expanded southward, eventually consisting of nine organisations from Spain
(including the marea blanca), five each from France and Italy, one each from Poland, UK and
Switzerland, as well as an unspecified number of social pharmacies from Greece (European Health
Network, 2014d). The predominant representation of Southern European organisations in the European
Health Network reflects the more significant impact of austerity measures on their countries’
healthcare systems, while the major role of Spanish groups highlights the previously noted affinity of
many Spanish activists for EU institutions (see Chapter 6).

Political Profile
In addition to its notable composition, the European Health Network further demonstrates the
differences between new reform coalitions and their GJM precursors by articulating a broader range
of counter-hegemonic demands in addition to specific reform goals. As its name suggests, the coalition
is primarily against the privatisation and commercialisation of healthcare, as well as the dismantling
of social protection systems. One of its core slogans was ‘Our health is not for sale!’ (European Health
Network, 2017c). It also vocally opposes austerity, which it considers a threat to sick people and social
welfare as a whole (European Health Network, 2014c). Much of the coalition’s criticism focuses on
specific dynamics in the health system, such as the subcontracting of medical services or the misuse
of medicine patents (European Health Network, 2019c). It vehemently opposes the treatment of
healthcare as a commodity: ‘The dogmas of a liberal economy cannot be applied to health, as health
is not a piece of merchandise!’ (European Health Network, 2014c, p. 4). At the same time, it also
articulates more general political condemnations against neoliberal policies, such as free trade
agreements (European Health Network, 2018b) or the EU’s implementation of austerity via the
European Semester, EDPs and MIPs (European Health Network, 2019c). Austerity in particular is
rejected on multiple grounds, including its negative effects on patient care, especially for women, as
well as on the working conditions of healthcare personnel (European Health Network, 2014c).
Conversely, the European Health Network’s political claims focus not only on the creation of a better
healthcare system but also on improving general social conditions for people’s health, indicating the
formation of a more overarching counter-hegemonic ‘good sense’. The coalition regards health as a
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common good and fundamentally seeks ‘equal access to care, everywhere, for all, without any
restrictions of any kind’ (European Health Network, 2014c, p. 25). To achieve this, activists demand
a substantial expansion of public investment in healthcare and the restriction of private actors and
financial markets, which should also be based on a more progressive and harmonised tax system
(European Health Network, 2019c). They also demand the democratisation of health services by
including patients in decision-making processes on healthcare policy (ibid.). Finally, the coalition
seeks to change the underlying conditions affecting people’s health, for instance by increasing
environmental protection and guaranteeing basic rights for employment, income, housing, water,
energy, education, culture and gender equality (European Health Network, 2014c). Although the
European Health Network is not openly anticapitalist, it does explicitly condemn neoliberalism and
the influence of ‘wealthy capitalists’ (ibid.). Curiously, the coalition displays a relatively EUaffirmative stance, likely reflecting the influence of its Spanish members. While it criticises certain
neoliberal reforms in the Maastricht Treaty, Lisbon Agenda and Fiscal Compact, it also praises the
EU’s social protection and healthcare standards (European Health Network, 2014c) and actively
encourages the EU to sanction national governments for excluding precarious groups from welfare
(European Health Network, 2019c).

Praxis and Impact
In spite of its more inclusive composition and relatively counter-hegemonic profile, the European
Health Network is still very much a reform coalition at heart, focusing on EU legislative change and
engaging in institutional advocacy. To some extent, it can be regarded as a transnational version of the
Spanish marea blanca, which already introduced activist tactics into its struggle for healthcare reforms
at the national level. Despite being predominantly Southern European, the coalition is headquartered
in Brussels (European Health Network, 2014e). This is reflected in its praxis, as it often organises
decentralised actions in multiple countries, which then culminate in the European capitol. The
European Health Network organised two transnational political campaigns. In 2014, it organised a
‘European campaign for the defence of health and social security’, which included a week of
decentralised actions and culminated in coalition members handing over their manifesto to the Belgian
PM and various European ambassadors (European Health Network, 2014a). Between April 2018 and
April 2019, it organised a campaign under the slogan ‘One year to say no to the commodification of
health!’ (European Health Network, 2018a). This included distributing a pledge of the coalition’s core
demands to new MEPs, 30 of whom signed it publicly in front of the EP (European Health Network,
2019f, 2019a). In between the two campaigns, the European Health Network organised annual
decentralised protests on World Health Day (7 April), which often entailed hanging white sheets with
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political messages in public spaces (European Health Network, 2017a, 2019b). This ability to organise
protest actions on a regular basis is based on the coalition’s stronger embeddedness in local activist
constituencies compared to Change Finance. In another contrast, it does not attempt to make its output
palatable to a general audience, often writing using professional academic jargon and even copying
excerpts from scientific studies (European Health Network, 2019c). On a day-to-day basis, the
European Health Network engages in awareness-raising by publishing research on the dangers of
commercialising healthcare and by organising public conferences (European Health Network, 2014c,
2017b). While doing so, it also promotes concrete political alternatives, citing examples of progressive
healthcare reforms and means of resistance from around the world (European Health Network, 2014c).
It even published a policy guidebook for MEPs (European Health Network, 2019d). Finally, the
coalition also released a declaration against the criminalisation of refugee sea rescue missions
(European Health Network, 2019e), demonstrating that its comparatively broad counter-hegemonic
perspective enables it to directly engage in non-health related struggles.

11.2 Disruption Coalitions
Coalitions committed to disruption represent a new generation of radical direct action networks that
picked up the sceptre of protest mobilisation from the more radical parts of the GJM. They focus on
challenging the neoliberal common sense within European civil societies, often rejecting capitalism as
a whole and regarding supranational governance as part of the problem. By publicly engaging in direct
confrontation with the state, as well as challenging the ideological narratives of neoliberalism and the
interests of capital, these coalitions seek to highlight the coercive nature of capitalism and disrupt
people’s everyday consciousness, thereby deepening the crisis of hegemony. In that regard, disruption
coalitions follow the GJM’s tradition of summit protests against the WTO and IMF, although they are
more autonomous in determining the dates and locations of their mobilisations. By also organising
activist counter-summits and festivals, these coalitions also replicate the older movement’s concept of
the social forum (albeit on a smaller scale), enabling organic intellectual activists to develop and
diffuse overarching counter-hegemonic identities. Due to their focus on public events, disruption
coalitions are inherently short-lived, assembling for a limited time to mobilise and disband again
afterwards, which prevents them from establishing stable infrastructures to consolidate such counterhegemonic identities.
The composition of disruption coalitions is quite heterogeneous, consisting mainly of the postautonomous left, square occupation activists and SMOs, as well as leftist parties and (to some extent)
labour unions. At the same time, the vastly disproportionate representation of German (and, to a lesser
extent, Italian) activists indicates that disruption coalitions primarily attract activists from countries
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that lack their own mass anti-austerity mobilisations. As a result, these coalitions are more
geographically centralised than they intend to be. The coalitions’ anticapitalist stance reduces the risk
of transformist institutional co-optation, but also prevents them from gaining legal support or financial
backing. This takes a considerable toll on members, most of whom are primarily engaged in domestic
hegemony struggles and have to invest additional time and resources into their role as transnational
organic intellectuals. Hence, while disruption coalitions provide a more democratically accessible form
of transnational engagement than reform coalitions, their lack of resources and inherent event-focus
forces them to stay short-lived and superficial. Put differently, disruption coalitions are better at
sparking transnational cooperation than consolidating it. Their primary political impact lies in
rupturing the neoliberal common sense in Central Europe, establishing contacts and diffusing radical
tactics among the far left. Lacking the ability to facilitate a more sustained form of transnational
counter-hegemonic organisation, all disruption coalitions of the European anti-austerity movement
have dispersed by now. In a few cases, members proceeded to create new transnational coalitions in
an effort to explore more solidarity-based forms of collaboration.
In addition to sustained coalitions, strategies of disruption are also reflected in transnationally
coordinated Days of Action, which are announced by certain activist networks and result in
simultaneous decentralised protest actions on the chosen date. These events are not defined by the
same level of transnational cooperation as coalitions, but they can facilitate the eventual formation of
coalitions, as in the case of the European Day of Action against Capitalism on 31 March 2012 (M31,
2012), whose organisers went on to help found Blockupy and Beyond Europe. This section investigates
two coalitions: Blockupy and the NoG20 platform.

11.2.1 Blockupy
Blockupy was a unique phenomenon that started as a German activist project (see section 8.3.2), but
was deliberately transformed into a transnational protest coalition to circumvent and challenge
Germany’s pro-austerity common sense. Hence, Blockupy can also be characterised in these terms.

Composition
Blockupy’s transformation into a transnational coalition was a strategic decision of its German
founders in response to the adverse conditions for anti-austerity activism in Germany. The IL in
particular emphasised the significance of contesting neoliberal capitalism and EU crisis management
at a transnational level, pushing the coalition to expand outside Germany (IL, 2013). The activists
asserted that it was not sufficient to verbally declare solidarity with the mass movements in Southern
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Europe, but that those movements had to be enabled to reach beyond their own national governments
and contest austerity in the ‘Heart of the European Crisis Regime’ (Blockupy, 2013b).
There was a very clear transnational consciousness: ‘We have to have a crisis intervention in the centre
of Europe’. Because the conflicts are fought in the periphery, but the real power and central control lies
in Berlin, Brussels and Frankfurt (Interview IL, 26.07.2018, translation BB).

Blockupy was able to integrate a number of groups from abroad, although it continued to be carried
predominantly by German organisations. The majority of international allies came from Italy (such as
ESC and various post-autonomous and student groups), others came from Greece (Diktyo) and France
(Solidaires Étudiantes). Some groups only participated for a short duration, such as Spanish activists
from the 15M movement which participated at the beginning, or the movement party Razem, which
joined towards the end of Blockupy’s life cycle (Interview IL, 26.07.2018; Interview ESC,
14.06.2019). The greater participation of Italian groups reflected the similar experiences of Italian and
German activists in regard to domestic crisis management. As in Germany, the crisis impact in Italy
was less severe than in Spain or Greece, hence there was no opportunity for a large leftist anti-austerity
movement to develop. The Movimento Cinque Stelle had been able to organise mass mobilisations, in
part against European authority, but it swung strongly towards the political right. Hence, leftist Italian
activists developed the hope of politicising anti-austerity struggles by engaging in transnational
cooperation:
Mobilising in Italy against austerity and for European solidarity, so in solidarity with Greece, was very,
very hard. We did, but all the demonstrations were actually very small when you compare it with other
Southern countries. [...] So for us, we felt that Blockupy could have been an opportunity to mobilise
around these issues of anti-austerity and Europe (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019).

By contrast, activists from the 15M movement or the aganaktismenoi were less interested in organising
centralised protests in Germany, as they were already becoming politically consolidated in their own
countries, hence their participation in Blockupy remained minimal (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019).
Rather than being a completely transnational coalition of the European anti-austerity movement,
Blockupy was thus more of a vehicle for activists from specific politico-economic contexts to integrate
their otherwise marginalised hegemony struggles.

Political Profile
Blockupy aimed to challenge the hegemonic narratives and coercive institutions of European crisis
management (see section 8.3.2), as well as forge lasting transnational bonds of solidarity, in order to
create the basis for a more cohesive counter-hegemonic movement in Europe (Blockupy, 2014b). The
coalition was particularly interested in rupturing the pro-austerity common sense in Germany in order
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to change the conditions for hegemony struggles at the European level. Since Germany was the
‘relatively quiet eye of the storm’ (Blockupy, 2015b) in terms of crisis impact and mobilisations,
Blockupy aimed to politicise German civil society and shift public opinion away from neoliberal
common sense by raising awareness of the devastating effects of austerity on the European periphery
(Mayer, 2016). This was particularly significant at the height of the confrontation between the
SYRIZA government and its international creditors in 2015, when Blockupy challenged the German
government’s coercive behaviour towards Greece. At the same time, the coalition had no illusions that
its strategy would lead to a swift political change. Instead, it was contributing to a gradual formation
of counter-hegemony:
It’s clear that with Blockupy you don’t expect there to be an insurrectionist situation, where you can
change things in one day, but that it’s embedded in hegemony struggles – a discursive intervention, a
symbolic action (Interview IL, 26.07.2018, translation BB).

The explicit use of Gramscian terminology by the activists was no coincidence, but reflected
Blockupy’s orientation towards fighting a protracted war of position over civil society, in which the
activists’ counter-hegemonic ‘good sense’ needed to slowly replace the still hegemonic pro-austerity
narratives.

Praxis and Impact
Blockupy’s transnational ambitions were reflected in its organisational praxis, which integrated
international allies into strategic decisions while establishing a tactical division of labour between
them. After initially organising on the basis of open activist assemblies reminiscent of the 15M
movement, Blockupy became increasingly streamlined after 2013, relying more on the internal
KoKreis to make strategic decisions and manage planning activities. This constituted a process of
centralisation around a professionalised organic intellectual leadership, but it also facilitated an easier
integration of non-German activists, since meetings could be held by phone conference rather than
forcing activists to pay for regular international travel. A smaller circle of professionalised activists
could also more easily communicate in English and did not require simultaneous translation. While
general political decisions were made collectively, tactical planning and practical mobilisations were
divided. German organisations prepared the protest actions in Frankfurt, while international allies
rallied their own domestic networks and organised transport to Germany (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019).
This led to the formation of a specialised circle of international activists who were responsible solely
for organising transnational cooperation. Their role was largely restricted to brokerage and
multiplication, as they lost the capacity to engage in domestic activism. As an activist from Italy
explains:
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I was the one in charge of doing the European stuff. And this meant that I was only doing that. I wasn't
following other issues on the local level. [...] So you had a sort of, I wouldn't say professionalisation,
but a sort of group that was following these kinds of things and that knew each other and so on, but with
a sort of distance to what was going on at the local and national level (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019).

Thus, Blockupy was lacking a level of organic cohesion between its transnational organic intellectual
leadership and the domestic struggles of its members. This was in part due to a lack of resources, as
Blockupy’s grassroots members were financially ill-equipped for sustained transnational cooperation,
including bringing large numbers of activists from across Europe to Frankfurt on a regular basis. Even
Blockupy’s decentralised actions, such as the ‘European Action Days’ in 2014, which included various
demonstrations, manifestations and escraches across Europe (Blockupy, 2014c), were relatively
unsuccessful outside Germany, as activists struggled to apply the Blockupy framework locally
(Interview ESC, 14.06.2019).
When we tried to organise transnationally it was always like a step that meant to lose something at the
local level, at the national level, in the organisation of real people, real workers, real struggles. That I
think was a problem (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019).

Blockupy was a unique achievement of transnational cooperation among radical left activists, but by
all accounts it fell short of its ambitions. Besides the coalition’s inability to mobilise a critical mass of
supporters (see section 8.3.2), it struggled particularly to develop a genuinely transnational identity
and scope. Although political divisions among activists reflected organisational fault lines rather than
national backgrounds, groups from the largest domestic anti-austerity movements in Spain and Greece
barely participated in the first place. It is no coincidence that Blockupy’s praxis of post-autonomous
coalition-building and civil disobedience remained tailored to the traditions and interests of the
German radical left, whose continued dominance in the coalition thus reproduced itself (Interview IL,
26.07.2018). Whether Blockupy could have solved these shortcomings is difficult to ascertain, since
the coalition was entirely exhausted by 2016. After SYRIZA’s capitulation in 2015 resulted in
widespread disillusionment with the anti-austerity movement, Blockupy lost most of its mobilisation
potential. A last-ditch effort to politicise German targets also discouraged transnational collaboration,
marking the end of the coalition (Interview IL, 26.07.2018; Interview ESC, 14.06.2019). Considering
the systemic nature of Blockupy’s problems, it seems unlikely that it could have successfully become
a more stable force for transnational counter-hegemony, even given more time. This is further evident
in the subsequent divergence of Blockupy’s members into entirely different types of transnational
coalitions: the anti-G20 mobilisations and the Transnational Social Strike platform.
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11.2.2 NoG20
The transnational mobilisation against the G20 summit in Hamburg, Germany from the 5th to the 8th
of July 2017 closely reflected the tradition of summit protests, popularised by the GJM, bringing
together far-left struggles in the areas of radical anticapitalism, social justice, ecology, migrant
solidarity and demilitarisation, within a loose counter-hegemonic framework. The NoG20 actions can
also be regarded as the last large-scale transnational mobilisation still directly attached to the European
anti-austerity movement.

Composition
NoG20 was organised by a broad coalition of organisations from the centre-left to the far left, which
framed itself as an alliance of workers, unionists, pensioners, students and the unemployed, without a
particular age or connection to race, gender or nationality (NoG20 Platform, 2017b). This coalition
was structured more loosely than Blockupy, as the central organising platform acted only as a
communication medium without making any political decisions, while smaller sub-coalitions
(representing anticapitalists, feminists, think tanks, youth groups and ecologists) planned distinct
actions (NoG20 Platform, 2017d). This internal fragmentation allowed different political currents to
retain a level of autonomy and follow their own tactical preferences, which made the coalition more
inclusive than Blockupy. Due to the often legally transgressive nature of actions, many organisations
participated anonymously. Despite the coalition’s inclusivity, moderate organisations such as the
German Greens, Campact, church organisations or local businesses were still alienated by the
participation of radical left groups and thus organised their own demonstration against both the summit
and NoG20 (Doell, 2017; NoG20 Platform, 2017c).

Political Profile
Despite its heterogeneous composition, NoG20 expressed a relatively coherent counter-hegemonic
message of fundamentally rejecting the authority of the G20 and neoliberal capitalism. The more
radical sub-coalitions of #BlockG20 and Welcome to Hell made this most explicit, condemning the
G20 for including authoritarian leaders and discussing trade deals instead of more pressing global
problems (NoG20 Platform, 2017b), as well as dismissing any possibility that the G20 or international
institutions could ever achieve progressive goals (NoG20 Platform, 2017n). They also rejected the
capitalist system as a whole and emphasised its organic link to political authoritarianism, ecological
destruction and neo-colonial exploitation (NoG20 Platform, 2017n, 2017g, 2017p, 2017d). Echoing
Blockupy, they also declared ‘they want capitalism without democracy, we want democracy without
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capitalism’ (NoG20 Platform, 2017i). Even the more moderate sub-coalition organising the mass
demonstration expressed its rejection of ‘this cold and cruel world of global capitalism’, albeit only
‘as it’s represented and organised by the G20’ (NoG20 Platform, 2017h). As a consequence of the
universal rejection of the G20 leaders’ legitimacy, NoG20 deliberately refrained from articulating any
political demands:
In contrast to the bourgeois opposition, we will not provide the rulers with suggestions for alternatives
to keep the capitalist system alive (NoG20 Platform, 2017g, translation BB).

Finally, the coalition also attempted to facilitate a degree of organic cohesion to local struggles by
addressing the municipal government of Hamburg itself, accusing it of turning the city into a
militarised zone in order to shield the summit from the population (NoG20 Platform, 2017b).

Praxis and Impact
Even more so than Blockupy, NoG20 was able to create a highly publicised disruptive event. Like
other summit protests in the past, it was more inclusive and appealed to a wider audience, allowing the
actions to mobilise large numbers of people. As an IL activist puts it: ‘The whole civil society is against
Putin and Trump. You don’t even have to be left to be against the G20, basically’ (Interview IL,
26.07.2018). An international mass demonstration drew over 70,000 people from around 200
organisations, most notably SMOs, unions and parties, as well as many local grassroots groups and
cultural clubs (Doell, 2017; NoG20 Platform, 2017m). Additionally, every sub-coalition created a
relatively autonomous protest action, and even prior to the summit the organising platform was able
to mobilise spontaneous demonstrations as well (NoG20 Platform, 2017o). Actions included distinct
protests by radical anticapitalist and autonomous groups, feminists, ecologists and youth organisations
(Jugend Gegen G20, 2017; NoG20 Platform, 2017j, 2017o, 2017f, 2017e). Many of the groups which
had organised Blockupy created blockades again, aiming to prevent political leaders from arriving at
the summit (NoG20 Platform, 2017a). Prior to the summit, leftist think tanks, institutes and NGOs
organised an alternative Solidarity Summit, discussing potential counter-hegemonic strategies to
overcome capitalism (NoG20 Platform, 2017k, 2017l), as well as providing a safe context for activists
to engage in mutual exchange and networking (Interview En Comú Podem, 06.07.2017). Finally, while
all of these actions had international participants to some extent, a specialised NoG20 International
platform set up connections to activists throughout Europe, translated documents into English,
chartered international buses and organised cheap train tickets. It also published an open letter to the
citizens of Hamburg to introduce the purpose and intentions of the mobilisations and to mitigate any
fears stoked by the tabloid media (NoG20 Platform, 2017o, 2017q).
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Similar to Blockupy, NoG20 revealed the increasingly coercive praxis of the state. Activist camps
were evicted by police, followed by constant confrontations throughout the city, which escalated the
tension between the two sides (Field Notes, 06.07.2017). While most protest actions remained
peaceful, a handful culminated in violent clashes with police and devolved into protracted street
battles, riots and looting, to which the state answered by sealing off whole sections of Hamburg and
deploying heavily armed special forces (Spiegel Online, 2017; Doell, 2017). The coalition’s main
organisers criticised the senseless destruction during the riots, but pointed towards the deliberate
escalation strategy of the police, as well as latent socio-economic grievances, as partial causes for the
spontaneous outbursts (...ums Ganze!, 2017a; Doell, 2017; IL, 2017c). As in the case of Blockupy,
media coverage of NoG20 focused predominantly on the violence, rather than the underlying political
conflict (Welt, 2017a; Zeit Online, 2017). Especially in the weeks and months after the protests,
German police and courts responded with hitherto unknown force, demonstrating a notable
authoritarian shift. They released hundreds of photographs and videos of protesters via tabloid media
channels, urging the public to help identify them. Dozens of social centres and private apartments were
searched and over a hundred people, many of them international activists, were arrested. Most
troublingly, a number of people were charged only for the ‘crime’ of being present during the
escalating protests, on the grounds of having provided psychological support to the rioters (Taz, 2017a,
2017b, 2018).
In the end, NoG20 did not rejuvenate the European anti-austerity movement, nor consolidate a new
counter-hegemonic alliance, but it did demonstrate that large-scale transnational direct action was still
possible and further intensified the crisis of neoliberal hegemony. The coalition’s pluralism and uneven
relation to violence had a strong potential for creating fissures among coalition members, yet the state’s
overtly coercive approach created a unifying antagonism that prevented any serious ruptures. Thus,
NoG20 further increased the polarisation between anti-neoliberal mobilisations and the increasingly
authoritarian statist governance structure. As is characteristic for disruption coalitions, NoG20’s short
duration and direct action focus required activists to remain relatively superficial and non-committal
in their cooperation, thus minimising its contribution towards a transnational counter-hegemonic
strategy many activists were seeking. Not coincidently, many members of disruption coalitions
eventually turned towards more solidarity-focused alternatives.
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11.3 Solidarity Coalitions
Solidarity coalitions are specialised around facilitating horizontal mutual exchange and local support
among activist organisations. Unlike the other types of coalitions, they focus less on engaging in
institutional struggles or shifting the ideological common sense and consider the EU neither an ally
nor a primary antagonist. Instead, solidarity coalitions create transnational infrastructures that could
enable counter-hegemonic transformations in the future. Members of these coalitions support each
other directly by exchanging knowledge and competences, providing mutual support and thereby
creating bonds of solidarity across activist communities and class constituencies. As in the case of
disruption coalitions, solidarity coalitions primarily consist of local and national organisations, hence
activists dedicate specific resources and time to fulfil their role as transnational organic intellectuals.
Due to the coalitions’ inherent focus on local struggles, the activists remain more strongly connected
to their original context than in other coalitions, providing a stronger level of organic cohesion between
the domestic and transnational levels.
Solidarity coalitions represent a distinct novelty for European activists, while being reminiscent of
regional grassroots activist networks previously established in the global South (Wood, 2005). By
bringing together grassroots organisations engaging in solidarity and socio-economic prefiguration
predominantly from Southern Europe, these coalitions in particular demonstrate how the
intensification of social inequalities within and between European nation states affects transnational
cooperation in the European anti-austerity movement. To some extent, solidarity coalitions are also a
result of the exhaustion of other forms of mobilisation, and a number of them were founded by activists
who were frustrated with the experience of organising major transnational protests and deliberately
shifted their activities to the local level. In that sense, solidarity coalitions emulate the GJM’s move
‘back to the local’ a decade earlier (Daphi, 2017), but they do so by establishing collective
infrastructures to integrate ‘the local’ transnationally. Since solidarity coalitions often dispense with
common claims or institutional tactics, they are able to remain politically and regionally pluralistic and
(to some extent) avoid contentious debates about questions of ideology or identity. While valuing
solidarity and autonomy over unity or output makes these coalitions highly accessible, it also limits
their tactical scope, making them less capable of actively engaging in counter-hegemonic
mobilisations. The crucial strength of solidarity coalitions is their ability to create transnational
connections between subaltern communities, thereby tentatively building transnational class-based
solidarity and gradually strengthening the social basis for future counter-hegemony. This section
focuses on three coalitions: the European Action Coalition for the Right to Housing and the City,
Beyond Europe and the Transnational Social Strike.
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11.3.1 European Action Coalition for the Right to Housing and the City
The European Action Coalition for the Right to Housing and the City (EAC) is a solidarity coalition
dedicated to the struggle against the commodification of housing. It was founded in 2013, following
the Alter Summit (Interview Stop Auctions, 24.09.2018).

Composition
The EAC is likely one of the most homogenous transnational activist coalitions, consisting almost
entirely of activist organisations that are specifically dedicated to the struggle of affordable housing.
It includes right-to-the-city networks (Droit au Logement [DAL], Habita, Pravo na grad), anti-eviction
groups (PAH, Stop Auctions, Bündnis Zwangsräumungen verhindern) and tenants unions (Living
Rent, Bond Precaire Woonvormen [BPW]) (EAC, 2019e). After the founding member Solidarity4All
left the coalition in 2015, it was eventually joined by the international anti-debt-group CADTM
(Interview Stop Auctions, 24.09.2018). Almost all member organisations are relatively young, having
emerged in response to the impact of the financial crisis and neoliberal crisis management on people’s
living situation. The coalition is quite pan-European, bringing together Southern, Northern and Eastern
European members from over 20 countries in relatively equal measure. Though strictly horizontal in
its decision-making processes, activists from Spain, Portugal, Greece and France are evidently the
most active and dedicated within the network, holding most of the organisational responsibilities, such
as facilitation and budget supervision (Field Notes, 21.09.2018). This demonstrates the greater weight
of large activist networks from countries hit hardest by the crisis. Nevertheless, the EAC is highly
decentralised in its organisational structures. It organises biannual meetings at rotating locations across
Europe and has no central headquarters. Meetings are held in multiple languages with simultaneous
translation. Members freely participate in a number of dedicated working groups and new members
are quickly integrated. Due to its composition of predominantly radical activist networks, the EAC
does not have high levels of financial resources or access to institutional partners (Field Notes,
23.09.2018).

Political Profile
The EAC challenges the commodification and deterioration of housing under capitalism, by fighting
for people’s self-determination in their living space. While it does not openly champion an
anticapitalist cause, it opposes the neoliberal ‘commodification process, deregulation, reduced public
investment and financialisation’ of housing (EAC, 2019d) and addresses issues of class exploitation
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and dispossession in the form of inadequate housing, rising rents, evictions and homelessness. The
coalition therefore promotes the ability of people to live in self-determination:
Cities and homes are for the people that live in them and it is us that must control our houses, our
neighbourhoods and our cities (EAC, 2017d).

The EAC officially describes itself as a ‘convergence process between movements’ seeking to carry
their struggles into a European space (EAC, 2019d). In contrast to other European coalitions, it has not
targeted EU institutions until very recently. The coalition’s political manifesto only addresses national
governments, demanding a recognition of housing as a basic right and the protection of living space
against the influence of the market, as well as the transformation of empty buildings into public
housing (EAC, 2019a). Within the context of housing struggles, the EAC cultivates a relatively
pluralistic political identity. Instead of being a centralised flagship project, it acts as a medium that
connects its various members and provides them with a common political meta-framework,
highlighting the underlying financial and political conditions common to their diverse struggles
(Interview CADTM, 23.09.2018). Members pursue different priorities, drawing on their local contexts
and the grievances of their constituencies, such as fighting evictions, preventing gentrification and
touristification, challenging the influence of housing investors, promoting social housing, protecting
tenants’ rights and organising communities of marginalised groups. The coalition does not pressure
members into prioritising any of these issues at the European level, instead allowing them to diffuse
and connect their struggles among one another (Field Notes, 21.09.2018). In that sense, the EAC has
not facilitated a particularly strong ‘convergence process’ as stated, but it has developed a way to
flexibly integrate different types of struggle.
This may be in the process of changing, as the EAC began displaying a more overarching counterhegemonic perspective during the 2019 EP elections, criticising austerity and financial liberalisation
as causes for the ongoing commodification of living space and formulating demands that address wider
politico-economic conditions of housing. These include the institutionalisation of a universal right to
housing, prohibition of home evictions, guaranteed social housing through the re-appropriation of
privatised real estate, as well as an end to fiscal austerity in order to provide sufficient non-profit,
democratically controlled public housing (EAC, 2019c). This ability to connect demands for affordable
housing within a broader struggle against neoliberalisation and for democratic control indicates that
activists in the EAC are adopting a more organic intellectual role, which may finally enable the
coalition to achieve a degree of counter-hegemonic convergence.
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Praxis and Impact
The EAC pursues a bottom-up approach to building counter-hegemony, by linking the struggles of
different activist communities and generating cross-class solidarity through mutual exchange, for the
purpose of eventually developing a more cohesive strategy. This approach has a strong interstitial
dimension, as evidenced by the coalition’s long-standing disregard for EU policy. Or as one activist
puts it: ‘[T]he value is more the exchange than actually reaching goals mutually at a high political
level’ (Interview Bond Precaire Woonvormen, 24.04.2018). Being a solidarity coalition, the EAC’s
praxis therefore predominantly focuses on empowering members in their own local struggles by
enhancing their political knowledge and action repertoires. It set up a number of internal working
groups built around facilitating internal communication, exchanging skills, conducting research and
planning direct actions (Field Notes, 23.09.2018). Through skills exchange, members are able to share
their distinct experiences and strengths in stopping evictions, organising tenants, fighting legal battles
and creating alternative media (Interview Bond Precaire Woonvormen, 24.04.2018; Interview Living
Rent, 25.09.2018). By conducting research, they are able to pool knowledge about their domestic
contexts and create a more overarching political analysis of the housing situation in Europe (Interview
CADTM, 23.09.2018). This feeds into the EAC’s political work in the form of publications (such as
EAC 2016) and helps activists identify common issues and the potential for coordinated action:
Certainly myself, I have learned things which I would not otherwise have learned, about what is
happening in other countries and can be applied to the situation in Spain. There's an interchange that's
very important. The Coalition achieves that and also it bonds us because we are all from different
nationalities and different situations but nevertheless we have a common viewpoint and a common aim
(Interview PAH, 25.09.2018).

By revealing the cross-national parallels and connections of housing struggles, the EAC raises
awareness of underlying financial and political processes, teaching both the activists themselves as
well as their public audience. This enables members to create a common political framing and align
their respective strategies in a more complementary fashion (Interview Stop Auctions, 24.09.2018). In
addition to general cross-coalition exchange, members who are engaged in a particular type of struggle,
such as tenants unions, have started organising their own separate transnational meetings in addition
to the EAC’s biannual assemblies, thus facilitating more in-depth tactical exchange around the needs
of specific constituencies (EAC, 2019b).
On that note, the EAC’s mutual exchange also has the explicit objective of creating transnational crossclass solidarity. In raising awareness of the universality of housing struggles and the connections
between national and local contexts, the EAC politicises the deteriorating living conditions of middleclass home owners and working-class tenants alike:
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The small owner in Greece and the tenant in Germany have almost the same problems. […] The problem
is the cost of the living, of housing. […] So it's not a matter of where exactly you are in this picture, but
that all of the people from middle lower classes are facing now a big pressure on the context of housing
(Interview Stop Auctions, 24.09.2018).

The EAC’s integrated counter-hegemonic perspective is therefore intended to provide a way to breach
the separation between these class-specific struggles by contesting the individualising neoliberal
common sense, as well as point towards the possibility for a collective emancipatory alternative at the
European level (Interview Bond Precaire Woonvormen, 24.04.2018). Hence, by linking different types
of housing struggles, the EAC is actively working to create lasting transnational alliances and a more
cohesive class consciousness between subaltern groups. This only occurs at a low-intensity level at
this stage, but some activists have suggested expanding the mutual exchange between members by
providing material support and more sustained tutorship, somewhat reminiscent of a labour union
federation:
I think the Coalition could be a platform to not just share research and knowledge, but actually for some
of the bigger organisations to take the smaller organisations on and maybe give them some resources,
maybe give them some capacity, because I think that's how we can help these organisations get off the
ground (Interview Living Rent 25.09.2018).

In fact, the EAC’s long-term strategy moves beyond a merely interstitial approach, as it explicitly aims
to ‘adopt common positions on European housing policies and to create solidarity bonds between
movements which would enable each to strengthen itself’ (EAC, 2015), thus demonstrating a multitiered counter-hegemonic ambition. This ambition has developed very gradually, however, as most of
the coalition’s political actions have remained relatively decentralised and small in scope. During its
biannual meetings, the EAC often organises symbolic direct actions, usually in direct support of their
respective host organisation’s struggle, such as public discussions in Belgrade, the symbolic delivery
of political demands to parliament in Cyprus or the mobilisation of a large demonstration in Lisbon
(EAC, 2017a, 2017c, 2018). The EAC also organises transnational campaigns, yet these largely remain
more loosely connected than those of reform coalitions. For instance, the coalition’s campaigns No
homes without people, no people without homes! in 2014 and Our Cities Not for Speculation! in 2016
were relatively large, but actions did not revolve around a central theme (EAC, 2014b, 2014a, 2016b).
This began to change in 2017, as the EAC’s campaign Hands Off Our Homes revolved around the
central theme of challenging financial investors and culminated in the delivery of political demands to
EU officials in Milan, demonstrating the coalition’s growing institutional focus (EAC, 2017b;
Common Space, 2018). As already stated, the EP elections in 2019 were particularly significant in this
regard, as the EAC started a new campaign For another Europe! and addressed the EU with farreaching demands (EAC, 2019c). Various members also supported the European Citizens’ Initiative
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Housing For All (Housing For All, 2019), although the EAC itself did not officially promote it and, in
fact, released its manifesto at the same time without any reference to the EU (EAC, 2019a).
This somewhat contradictory behaviour indicates that while the EAC’s strategy certainly transcends
an exclusively interstitial perspective, it is by no means comparable to the institutional specialisation
of a reform coalition. In fact, there was a controversial dispute about the validity of addressing the EU
at all, as many member organisations fundamentally reject its political legitimacy: ‘We are not
reformist. We don't think that the ECB or European Commission or EU institutions in general can or
want to change their orientation’ (Interview CADTM, 23.09.2018). Even activists who do seek
European reforms are doubtful that these represent a viable path towards quick political success:
‘Personally, I would like to see a European law, a housing law. […] But this is looking into the future
a long way’ (Interview PAH, 25.09.2018). The EAC’s demands for EU reform thus reflect a pragmatic
compromise more than a strategic reorientation, as the more EU-sceptic activists were willing to accept
the formulation of political demands due to their potential for creating political convergence: ‘I've got
no faith in the European institutions to deliver those demands, but I think the process of uniting around
a manifesto could be quite unifying and constructive for the organisation’ (Interview Living Rent,
25.09.2018). Hence, while the EAC is not likely to develop into a reform coalition, it may engage in
institutional advocacy more regularly, albeit still prioritising local solidarity. As an activist of the PAH
sums it up:
I think we have to work on an institutional level, that is to say try and get some politicians or political
institutes to react. But also I think the real power must be in the base. If we have a really powerful
movement in the base, then things will change (Interview PAH, 25.09.2018).

Overall, the EAC’s bottom-up counter-hegemonic strategy combines unique strengths and
weaknesses. The coalition’s inherent pluralism and local focus make it relatively difficult to find
common positions and engage in collective actions, which reduces the EAC’s visibility and impact.
Indeed, many member organisations are far more well-known and influential than the coalition itself
(Interview Stop Auctions, 24.09.2018; Interview Living Rent, 25.09.2018). Compared to other types
of transnational coalitions, the EAC may therefore appear somewhat inefficient. It makes up for this,
however, by organically integrating local activist struggles within a horizontal counter-hegemonic
framework that actually connects subaltern class constituencies at the transnational level. This strong
local embeddedness is precisely what sets solidarity coalitions apart from those committed to reform
and disruption.
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11.3.2 Beyond Europe
Beyond Europe is another transnational coalition dedicated to mutual exchange and practical solidarity
among activists. Its foundation in 2013 was in part motivated by the experiences and setbacks of
Blockupy.

Composition
Beyond Europe is a relatively small coalition, consisting only of five member organisations: the postautonomous networks ums Ganze from Germany and Plan C from the UK, the anti-authoritarian
groups Alpha Kappa from Greece and Syspirosi Atakton from Cyprus and the Greek post-operaist
news collective Drasi (Beyond Europe, 2013e, 2013b, 2013c, 2013d, 2014e). At first glance, this
composition resembles the actionist Blockupy coalition more than it does the solidarity-based EAC;
indeed, many of Beyond Europe’s members also participated in the former (M31-Network, 2012;
Beyond Europe, 2013a). Yet members of Beyond Europe have distanced themselves from disruptionoriented coalitions, emphasising the need to move beyond ‘hollow coalitions and sporadic days of
action’ (Beyond Europe, 2013d). While they are still engaged in direct actions at the domestic level
(...ums Ganze!, 2013b, 2019), many of them also participate in social centres and solidarity initiatives
(Libcom.Org, 2013; Beyond Europe, 2014e). Also, like the EAC, most of Beyond Europe’s members
are from Southern Europe.

Political Profile
Beyond Europe is a strictly interstitial coalition, seeking to engage in mutual anticapitalist solidarity
without any form of institutionalisation. It is not focused on one particular political struggle, as the
EAC is, but displays a broad counter-hegemonic perspective, opposing neoliberal capitalism and
particularly the European austerity regime as a whole. Additionally, the coalition also struggles against
the influence of the far right and rejects the ideas of certain leftists to ‘fall back’ into national
protectionist strategies (Beyond Europe, 2013a). Indeed, much of Beyond Europe’s identity is framed
in contrast to other leftist positions. The coalition emphasises the need to overcome the failures of the
more moderate GJM, while also criticising the self-isolating practices of the autonomous radical left
(Beyond Europe, 2015d, 2016b). It opposes the orthodox left’s delegitimisation of LGBTQ
mobilisations, while also rejecting (neo)liberal feminism (Beyond Europe, 2014a, 2018d). Having
experienced the shortcomings of Blockupy, it opposes actionist cooperation that only focuses on
individual protests, in favour of cooperation that creates sustained solidarity among activists:
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Fortunately, many groups and individuals have realised that there is a need to pass from visiting and
consuming ‘hotspots’ of (radical) protest and radical journalism to a more advanced level of activity,
solidarity and to build solid connections with comrades throughout these places (Beyond Europe,
2013a).

In contrast to the EAC, Beyond Europe is strictly against institutional approaches, explicitly rejecting
the ‘illusions of the reformist and traditional Left’ (...ums Ganze!, 2013b) and refusing to support
SYRIZA or any other potential leftist governments (Libcom.Org, 2013; Beyond Europe, 2015d). What
Beyond Europe seeks instead is an ‘option beyond state, nation and capital brought about by antiauthoritarian struggle and self-organisation’ (Beyond Europe, 2013a). Instead of concrete political
claims, the coalition aims to develop a more well-informed discursive critique of capitalism and
expand the concept of solidarity in order to be able to organise a more sustained transnational struggle.
This solidarity is explicitly envisioned as being ‘anti-national’ rather than ‘international’, as well as
going beyond single-issue campaigns or charity (ibid; ....ums Ganze!, 2013b). The long-term goal lies
in creating an ‘infrastructure of solidarity’ that is capable of one day replacing the political and
economic structures of capitalism (Beyond Europe, 2017c).

Praxis and Impact
In order to put its counter-hegemonic ambitions into practice, Beyond Europe seeks to engage in
prefigurative experimentation at the transnational level:
As movements, we are definitely still lacking the skills and the Know-How needed to coordinate
effective long-term organising and resistance at the European scale and beyond. […]. If we want to
build effective transnational movements we need to start experimenting with physical and virtual spaces
where we can come together and develop these plans together (Beyond Europe, 2013a).

Beyond Europe’s most prominent attempts at creating such spaces for counter-hegemonic
experimentation are transnational activist camps. In 2015, the coalition organised a camp in the area
of Chalkidiki in Greece. Besides enabling members to engage in several days of mutual exchange and
horizontal democratic self-organisation, the camp was also intended to provide solidarity with activist
struggles against the local gold mining facilities – struggles which had become demobilised after
SYRIZA’s election into government (Beyond Europe, 2015a, 2016a). Activists summarise the
intention behind the camp as follows:
[T]he core-idea for initiating a camp was to physically bring together the European-wide process of
exchange as well as networking and concrete practical solidarity with an eco-social movement with an
anticapitalist perspective (Beyond Europe, 2016a).
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The camp did successfully revitalise some of the local activist structures and the Greek government
eventually responded by closing down mining operations in the area. Nonetheless, Beyond Europe’s
verdict was ambiguous, since the coalition came into conflict with local mining workers, which
demonstrated the inability of its anticapitalist struggle to include actual labourers (Beyond Europe,
2015e, 2016a). This highlights the activists’ difficulty in providing organic intellectual leadership
capable of integrating the grievances and needs of local subaltern groups within a collective counterhegemonic strategy. In 2016, Beyond Europe organised another camp in Thessaloniki, this time in
opposition to the EU’s border regime. This attempt proved more successful than the first, attracting
around 2000 participants, around a tenth of whom were refugees themselves, thereby far exceeding
the coalition’s membership base. Again, in addition to exchange and solidarity, activists also organised
various direct actions, such as demonstrations at embassies, visits to refugee camps and the occupation
of a public radio station to broadcast an announcement (Beyond Europe, 2016b).
In addition to these two events, Beyond Europe primarily engages in mutual exchange comparable to
the EAC, albeit it on a less consolidated basis. Coalition members regularly engage with each other
bilaterally by hosting transnational meetings (Beyond Europe, 2015b), organising political speaker
tours (Beyond Europe, 2014b, 2014c), interviewing each other for articles (Beyond Europe, 2017a,
2019a) and inviting each other to local activist festivals (Beyond Europe, 2014d, 2018b). To facilitate
practical mutual support, Beyond Europe also distributes calls for upcoming mobilisations (Beyond
Europe, 2017d) and asks for solidarity with other activist struggles (Beyond Europe, 2019b). On a dayto-day basis, the coalition acts as a medium for sharing information (Beyond Europe, 2014b, 2019d).
It also engages in exchange with other activist coalitions, such as the Transnational Social Strike
(Beyond Europe, 2017b), the Commune of Europe (Beyond Europe, 2015f) or the gilets jaunes
(Beyond Europe, 2018c). Being a solidarity coalition, Beyond Europe does not inherently focus on
organising direct action, but it sometimes participates in transnational protest events, such as by
coordinating decentralised protests against austerity in the context of Blockupy (Beyond Europe,
2015c) or by participating in the NoG20 mobilisations in Hamburg (Beyond Europe, 2017c). For the
most part, however, any direct actions claimed by Beyond Europe tend to be actions organised by
individual members and then announced under the coalition’s banner, such as occupations of the Greek
consulate in Berlin (Beyond Europe, 2016c) or demonstrations against the EU security summit in
Austria (Beyond Europe, 2018a).
In another parallel to the EAC, Beyond Europe has started readjusting its strategy in 2019 in order to
increase its political output and reach. Inspired by other transnational struggles, such as the EAC itself,
as well as the International Women’s Strike, the coalition began setting up thematic working groups
on feminism, eco-socialism, antifascism, labour digitalisation, housing and community organising,
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thus consolidating its counter-hegemonic perspective within a more systematic organisational
framework. It also opened up its membership structure, allowing local activist groups to join (Beyond
Europe, 2019c), thereby seeking to facilitate greater organic cohesion between transnational activists
and local constituencies. To what extent this ‘Beyond Europe 2.0’ approach is going to shift the
coalition’s overall strategy remains to be seen. While the changes do not appear to represent a
fundamental political shift, i.e. the coalition did not formulate reform demands, they do signify an
ambition towards greater organisational professionalism and inclusivity, which could indeed enable
Beyond Europe to eventually operate on the scale of the EAC.

11.3.3 Transnational Social Strike
Another case of a strictly interstitial solidarity coalition is Transnational Social Strike (TSS). This
coalition was founded in 2015, in reaction to both the perceived failure of the European anti-austerity
movement in Greece and national mobilisations against neoliberal labour laws such as the Jobs Act in
Italy and the loi travail in France (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019).

Composition
TSS primarily consists of alternative grassroots unions that represent precarious workers, unemployed
people and migrants, as well as solidarity initiatives and anticapitalist activist groups. Despite the
explicitly proletarian conception of TSS, activists engaged in the coalition are predominantly from
academic backgrounds, while the representation of the working class is marginal (Interview ESC,
14.06.2019), indicating a comparatively low level of organic embeddedness in local struggles. Like
Beyond Europe, many of the coalition’s members were previously active in Blockupy but became
disillusioned after the widespread demobilisation of the anti-austerity movement after 2015. Hence, as
in the case of Blockupy, the only Southern European groups in TSS are Italian, while the majority are
from Germany and other parts of Northern Europe. Similarly to the EAC, the coalition also includes a
notable number of Eastern European groups (TSS, 2019a).

Political Profile
TSS aims to facilitate counter-hegemonic collaboration among subaltern social groups by connecting
workers and marginalised communities across borders, sectors, employment situations, gender identity
and race. One of the coalition’s main ambitions is to provide people not represented by traditional
labour unions with the opportunity to fight for their interests, thus systematically integrating the
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struggles around waged labour, social reproduction and migration (TSS, 2019b). To accomplish this,
TSS seeks to expand the definition of strike to include other forms of political struggle, as well as the
breaching of borders (TSS, 2017c). As its name suggests, TSS also emphasises that a strike needs to
be transnational and social, in order to challenge the power of capital and bridge geographic and
societal divisions among workers (TSS, 2019b). Displaying an all-encompassing counter-hegemonic
perspective, TSS opposes all forms of labour precarisation, insecure work, harassment and wage
disparities, as well as the exploitation of migrants, patriarchal gender relations, border regimes and
implementation of austerity (TSS, 2015a, 2016b, 2017d, 2019b). Despite being quite expansive, this
set of themes is intended to provide a stronger political focus than the broader range of claims of the
European anti-austerity movement (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019). Consequently, TSS promotes a
number of core demands: an unconditional European residence permit for all migrants, universal equal
welfare benefits and a basic income scheme across Europe, as well as a European minimum wage
(TSS, 2015b, 2018a). These demands are not addressed to the EU but only serve to articulate the
coalition’s long-term political goals (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019). Indeed, many of the platform’s
members fundamentally reject any institutional strategy to begin with, even including radical
municipalism (TSS, 2016f).

Praxis and Impact
Like Beyond Europe, TSS is primarily concerned with creating an alternative political space in which
to connect different forms of mobilisation into a more overarching counter-hegemonic framework:
It is a space of organisation, communication and encounter where different figures of labour can think
together about how to develop a common discourse, how to support common European claims capable
of being instruments of emancipation and how to build the conditions of possibility of the transnational
social strike (TSS, 2019b).

Similarly, TSS also seeks to facilitate the transnational integration of local struggles in particular, due
to the realisation that coalitions like Blockupy have systematically underestimated the crucial
importance of the local politico-economic context of activism:
My daily life is related with the space that I live, that is my city, can be my region, can be my language
as well. And you can't simply say ‘Today we have the European level, we have the transnational level
and this is it.’ […] Europe is made of different levels, different spaces and different time. And we do
need to take this into consideration. We can't avoid the local level (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019).

Thus, like other solidarity coalitions, TSS mainly engages in mutual exchange and strategising, while
larger mobilisations of direct actions are rare. Like the EAC, TSS regularly holds coalition meetings
in multiple European cities, where members can enter into direct mutual exchange (TSS, 2015b, 2016c,
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2017b, 2017c). On these occasions, activists often organise workshops involving the workers who
participate in local labour struggles (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019), thus creating organic links between
the coalition and its subaltern constituencies. While TSS has so far not organised its own transnational
campaigns, it has participated in various others. In 2016, it coordinated actions in the context of the
‘24 Hours without us’ migrant solidarity campaign (TSS, 2015a, 2016a). It also supported multiple
strikes and action days against Amazon and participated in transnational meetings of striking Amazon
workers (TSS, 2017a). Demonstrating its ambition to help expand the concept of strike to include the
sphere of social reproduction, TSS also mobilised in the context of the annual International Women’s
Strike, even cooperating with activists outside Europe (TSS, 2017d, 2018b). On a day-to-day basis,
TSS members share information about their struggles against labour legislation and distribute
declarations of solidarity with mobilisations elsewhere (TSS, 2016d, 2016e). The coalition also creates
various papers and readers on political strategies (TSS, 2017e).
On the whole, TSS’s political activities are relatively minor in scope, even for a solidarity coalition.
Lacking a sufficient critical mass of participants or funds, it is incapable of acting as the inclusive
counter-hegemonic platform it initially wanted to be (Interview ESC, 14.06.2019) and at this point has
largely given up on the ambition to coordinate social strikes, resorting instead to reporting on
transnational mobilisations (TSS, 2019c, 2019d, 2019e). Nevertheless, being attached to relatively
large and far-reaching transnational protest waves such as the International Women’s Strike may allow
TSS to at least play an important role as a broker capable of connecting other European activist
networks.

11.4 Attempts at Transcending Strategies
Coalitions committed to reform, disruption and solidarity cover a wide spectrum of political strategies,
but each of them displays a relatively high degree of specialisation, focusing on a distinct dimension
of hegemony struggle. This provides coalitions with unique benefits and strengths, but it also
inherently limits the scope of their activities. Activists are keenly aware of this and regularly articulate
the demand for a more inclusive organisational framework at the European level, which could integrate
different forms of struggle into a more overarching counter-hegemonic strategy (Interview IL,
26.07.2018; Interview ESC, 14.06.2019). A range of transcendental coalitions and organisations
attempted to develop such a strategy, but their results so far have fallen below activists’ ambitions. By
trying to fuse all the separate networks and strategies of the anti-austerity movement into a cohesive
whole, such projects seek to integrate the movement within a single organisational framework and
around a unified political strategy. In that sense, transcendental strategies resemble attempts to create
a transnational Modern Prince (Gramsci, 1992, p. 129), an ideal-typical party organisation capable of
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integrating labour and social movement struggles into a single project for counter-hegemonic
transformation. Due to their all-encompassing ambitions, these efforts invariably suffer from a lack of
organisational capacities and political focus, which hurts their ability to sustain widespread support.
This lack of success can be taken as evidence that the goal of having a central transnational
organisation is not actually that widely shared across the anti-austerity movement, as well as that the
desire to integrate all emancipatory social struggles within a single political project is simply
unreasonably ambitious at this current conjuncture.
In addition to transnational coalitions and organisations, transcendental approaches are also explored
in the context of individual activist conferences organised by leftist think tanks such as transform!
europe or the Transnational Institute, often involving parties of the European Left. Such conferences
are not a product of the anti-austerity movement, but effectively continue the Social Forum tradition
of the GJM. Recent examples include the People’s Tribunal on EU Economic Governance and the
European Seminar on Commons (Benatouil, 2015), the European Forum for Progressive Forces
(European Forum of Progressive Forces, 2018) and Attac’s annual Summer University of Social
Movements (Attac France, 2017). These events are centred around debates of possible counterhegemonic strategies at the European level, with the aim of forging alliances between parties, unions
and social movements (Interview transform! europe, 07.05.2019). Although activist conferences do
not constitute the work of consolidated activist coalitions10, they enable a continuous exchange
between leftist organic intellectuals and political coalitions, thus facilitating the cultivation of a
counter-hegemonic ‘good sense’ that activists can draw on. This section investigates two projects:
Alter Summit and DiEM25.

10

The European Forum of Progressive Forces is certainly based on a coalition, yet by predominantly consisting of political
parties, it does not qualify as a genuine ‘activist’ coalition in the context of this thesis.
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11.4.1 Alter Summit
Alter Summit was founded on 7 June 2013 in Athens in the context of a large activist summit. Inspired
by the mass square occupations in previous years, it was intended to move beyond transnational
coalitions that operate like loose networks and social forums or only consist of small activist circles
working in Brussels.

Composition
Alter Summit aims to create and sustain a multi-scalar mass movement that can integrate the struggles
of subaltern class constituencies into consistent, long-term counter-hegemonic mobilisation. As a
founding member explains:
We need to organise not some hundreds of good faith activists, we need to mobilise and organise
millions of people. […] We must show the students, the workers, the unemployed people that their
rights are actually broken by this political system (Interview Alter Summit, 24.08.2017).

To do so, Alter Summit seeks to incorporate large numbers of SMOs, trade unions, NGOs and think
tanks into a large integrative alliance. Political parties are excluded from joining, but their support in
exerting pressure on EU institutions is welcome (Alter Summit, 2012). Indeed, Alter Summit was far
from interstitial in its approach, as it intends to provide tools for ‘organising people and trying to take
power’ (Interview Alter Summit, 24.08.2017). The coalition’s initial reception was substantial, with
over 150 organisations declaring their support (Alter Summit, 2020). One of its most active members
is transform! europe (Benatouil, 2016), whose status as the European Left’s research foundation is
further evidence that Alter Summit does not actually mind cooperating with party organisations.
Similar to Blockupy, participation in the coalition was dominated early on by Central and Northern
European groups (mainly German, French and Scandinavian), whereas Southern European groups
were relatively scarce (Gauthier, 2013). This uneven composition would only intensify with time, as
the coalition shrank in size and restricted its operations primarily to Brussels. By 2016, coalition
assemblies were held by ‘only’ around 50 representatives from 30 groups (Alter Summit, 2016a) and
as of this writing, only around a dozen SMOs, think tanks and unions appear to still participate
consistently (Alter Summit, 2018f). Such a gradual deterioration is not untypical for transnational
coalitions, but considering Alter Summit’s ambition to be the catalyst for an inclusive mass movement
rather than ‘just’ a network, it is particularly evident that it failed to live up to its goals.
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Political Profile
Alter Summit developed a deliberately broad and inclusive political profile to contest neoliberalism as
a whole. It openly rejects the ‘failed neoliberal system’ of the ‘European oligarchy’, as well as the
‘debt slavery’ of austerity politics (Alter Summit, 2013a) and at times explicitly quotes Marx and
Gramsci (Alter Summit, 2018h, 2018e). More specifically, the coalition condemns the intensification
of social inequality through the deregulation of labour rights, the perpetuation of gender and racial
discrimination and the authoritarianism of the far right (Alter Summit, 2013a). In contrast to other
coalitions with a broad political perspective, Alter Summit also developed concrete political demands
for EU reform. Although the coalition is quite critical of the EU, these policy suggestions are intended
to more clearly articulate its goals (Interview Alter Summit, 24.08.2017). Demands cover a much
wider range than those of other transnational coalitions, aiming at specific regulatory changes in regard
to public debt repayment, taxation, ECB lending and bank regulation, ecological investment, collective
bargaining and labour conditions, wage discrimination and housing (ibid.). In that sense, Alter
Summit’s claims effectively resemble a party programme more than a typical activist manifesto,
highlighting the coalition’s ambition to become an inclusive counter-hegemonic organisation in the
vein of a Modern Prince. This ambition may go a long way in explaining Alter Summit’s inability to
sustain social support, as the coalition does not account for inherent trade-offs between inclusivity and
cohesion. Alter Summit’s broad range of political goals is somewhat unfocused, while at the same time
its concrete demands imply a relatively strong internal political alignment. This combination can work
in the case of a single transnational organisation (such as an SMO), but since Alter Summit is a
coalition without individual membership, these conditions are likely to discourage new organisations
from joining.

Praxis and Impact
Alter Summit sets out to integrate multiple strategies of activist coalitions, demonstrating its goal to
become a counter-hegemonic Modern Prince. It plans to engage in political advocacy, mobilise mass
protests, organise counter-summits, facilitate mutual exchange and contribute to the formation of a
transnational grassroots democratic infrastructure (Gauthier, 2013). Analogous to the coalition’s broad
spectrum of demands, this wide range of planned actions does not account for trade-offs in practical
capacity. Since membership of Alter Summit does not entail a fee (Alter Summit, 2012), the coalition’s
material resources are rather limited. Hence, Alter Summit’s actual activities lag far behind its
ambitions and it effectively operates like a solidarity coalition, facilitating information exchange and
dialogue between member organisations. Similarly to other such coalitions, this is specifically intended
to establish cross-class solidarity between subaltern groups: ‘We felt a big lack of space or of an
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organisation in which the different groups in society who are a victim of austerity can meet and
exchange’ (Interview Alter Summit, 24.08.2017). To provide a space for exchange, Alter Summit
organises various forums and workshops, almost exclusively in Brussels. Unlike typical solidarity
coalitions, Alter Summit’s actions all focus on different topics, including macroeconomic transitions
(Alter Summit, 2014a), TTIP (Alter Summit, 2014b), EU migration policy (Alter Summit, 2014c),
solidarity with SYRIZA (Alter Summit, 2015b), social rights (Alter Summit, 2016c), public ownership
and energy transition (Alter Summit, 2017) and labour struggles of bike couriers (Alter Summit,
2018g, 2018i, 2018a). In addition to these individual events, members of Alter Summit meet annually
in Brussels to engage in a face-to-face exchange and plan the coalition’s activities (Alter Summit,
2016a). Beyond connecting its own members, Alter Summit also cooperates with other activist
organisations across Europe, such as the European Health Network and research-focused NGO
GRESEA (Alter Summit, 2016b, 2018g). On a day-to-day basis, Alter Summit reports on political
developments (Alter Summit, 2015a, 2018c) and shares members’ publications (Binet, 2015; Urban,
2015; Alter Summit, 2018d).
Alter Summit’s praxis is not ineffective, as its ability to act as a broker between otherwise unconnected
struggles far exceeds that of coalitions like TSS and it could potentially function as a relatively
accomplished think tank. However, these activities stand in stark contrast to Alter Summit’s mission
statement. Whereas ‘real’ solidarity coalitions deliberately focus on facilitating mutual exchange, Alter
Summit essentially adopted this approach out of resignation. The coalition’s shifting political focus is
also not conducive to sustained solidarity and it lacks a more cohesive infrastructure like the EAC’s.
Overall, Alter Summit’s ambitious counter-hegemonic strategy is not feasible given its limited
practical capacities. The activists themselves do not appear to share this diagnosis, as they continue to
pursue the same strategy. While they are aware of the coalition’s shortcomings, they blame Alter
Summit’s lack of resonance on adverse context conditions and unwilling coalition partners:
It seems that the worse the situation is in every country, the more the unions and organisations come
back inside the national space and give less and less energy and time and money for international
solidarity (Interview Alter Summit, 24.08.2017).

So far, Alter Summit has not attempted to narrow down its wide range of political demands (Alter
Summit, 2019), nor scaled back its all-encompassing practical ambitions, proclaiming: ‘For all these
tasks ahead of us, we must succeed in bringing together workers, activists, trade unionists, citizens and
researchers from all over Europe around a credible action plan in the short, medium and long term’
(Alter Summit, 2018b). Somewhat ironically, Alter Summit’s intention to do everything differently
from the loose networks and Brussels-centric activist circles of the past has led it to inadvertently
reproduce many of their characteristics itself. Unless the conditions for anti-neoliberal mobilisations
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change drastically, Alter Summit is unlikely to greatly expand out of its own volition. Nevertheless,
due to its wide range of political interests, the coalition could potentially play a role in brokering some
connections between anti-austerity activists and the more recent movements for climate justice.

11.4.2 DiEM25
The Democracy in Europe Movement 2025 (DiEM25) was founded in Berlin in 2016 on the initiative
of Yanis Varoufakis, who acted as Greece’s finance minister during the country’s confrontation with
the Troika in 2015. It is a unique transnational organisation that incorporates elements of grassroots
activism, transnational networking and electoral politics.

Composition
DiEM25 quickly gained widespread support across Europe and beyond. It claims to have around
120,000 members in almost 200 countries (DiEM25, 2019e), although the fact that its online petitions
attracted ‘only’ between 30 and 70 thousand signatures indicates that those numbers do not reflect
actual engagement (DiEM25, 2017f, 2019j). Similarly, only around half of DiEM25’s 190 local groups
appear to be active (DiEM25, 2019d). Of those groups, a large majority are based in Italy and
Germany, indicating that DiEM25, much like Blockupy and Alter Summit, is relatively geographically
centralised. Regardless, even accounting for inflated numbers DiEM25 has attained a decent size in a
short amount of time, which is especially noteworthy given its foundation after the ‘capitulation’ of
SYRIZA, when many activist coalitions experienced a process of demobilisation. This quick
expansion can be explained by the organisation’s ability to attract newly politicised and comparatively
moderate participants, none of whom had been engaged in the more radical activist mobilisations prior
to 2015 and thus did not experience the same sense of disillusionment. As a German member explains:
For me it was the first political project I could fully support. I wanted to become active for a while, but
I never found something where I thought ‘OK, they won’t betray me after investing a lot of energy.’
For example, a political party was never an option for me so far (Interview DiEM25 25.05.2017,
translation BB).

Like most activist organisations, DiEM25 consists predominantly of middle-class academics of
varying age, yet unlike many other newly founded anti-austerity projects, it attracts a
disproportionately high number of men (Interview DiEM25 25.05.2017). In this regard, DiEM25 is
more reminiscent of GJM-era organisations like Attac, albeit with a younger clientele (Sander, 2016).
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Political Profile
DiEM25 aims to democratise the EU and create an alternative to neoliberalism and austerity. Its
political profile displays a curious combination of populist presentation and relatively moderate leftliberal objectives. DiEM25 frames itself as the first ever pan-European political movement (DiEM25,
2017d) that seeks to ‘subject EU bureaucracy to the will of sovereign European peoples’ (DiEM25,
2016d), thereby opposing a ‘population of predators’ (Varoufakis, 2016a), which include European
bureaucrats, lobbyists, bankers, politicians, media moguls and corporations. As such, it seeks a ‘third
option’ between the neoliberal governance and ‘democracy-free zone’ of Brussels on one side and the
rise of xenophobic nationalism on the other (DiEM25, 2016d; Varoufakis, 2016c). This also entails a
process of ideological change in civil society’s common sense, for which DiEM25 seeks to offer a
counter-narrative to the neoliberal obsession with austerity, as well as to the criminalisation and
stigmatisation of protest (Interview DiEM25 05.07.2017).
Despite its confrontational framing, DiEM25 is actually rather EU-affirmative, seeking to alleviate the
EU’s lack of democracy through a transnational constitutional process (DiEM25, 2016d) and rejecting
any proposal of a Lexit (‘left exit’) that would dismantle the EU into protectionist nation states
(Varoufakis and Marsili, 2016). All of its political goals are articulated in the form of EU reform
targets, aiming towards a short-term increase in political transparency, a medium-term transformation
of fiscal, economic and migration policies and a long-term transformation of the EU into a democratic
federation (DiEM25, 2016d). In its founding manifesto, DiEM25 even suggested that national parties
had become obsolete (ibid.), a position it later changed when setting up its own national parties.
Consequently, the organisation’s concrete political demands do not aim towards the significant
counter-hegemonic transformation its populist framing suggests. Although DiEM25 has recently
started discussing the goal of preparing for ‘post-capitalism’ (DiEM25, 2019b), it has so far only
proposed social democratic reforms under the framework of a ‘European New Deal’ (DiEM25, 2019i).
This European New Deal represents the collection of DiEM25’s political claims, effectively being a
party programme reminiscent of a social-democratic or green party. It entails detailed policy proposals
for regulating European finance, funding ecological investment and basic goods, redistributing capital
returns, democratising the economy, coordinating European policies and reforming the Euro (DiEM25,
2017e). These proposals were drafted by professional economists and policymakers (Varoufakis,
2016c) and also contain specific plans for economic initiatives and new institutions, such as a
‘Universal Basic Dividend’ and ‘Public Digital Payments Platform’ (DiEM25, 2017e). While the Deal
displays a strong focus on welfare and ecological investment, it also heavily relies on private capital
returns and puts little emphasis on public ownership and material redistribution. Any plans for
nationalising banks, imposing capital controls or raising taxes on finance and wealth are explicitly
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renounced (DiEM25, 2017e, 2017i). The Deal also contains no feminist demands or even references
to women and unpaid labour, reflecting the relative lack of women in the organisation (Fistric, 2018).
DiEM25 thus displays a relatively strong commitment to preserving economic liberalism, which is
rather atypical for a leftist activist initiative. This stance is part of DiEM25’s attempt to appeal to
potential coalition partners outside the left spectrum. Varoufakis explains that the organisation would
cooperate with:
[n]ot just leftists (like myself) but also social democrats, Greens, activists from a variety of movement
[sic], even liberal, centre-right, democrats who – like the rest of us – can now see that the antidemocratic nature of EU institutions constitutes a clear and present threat to liberal democracies
everywhere (Varoufakis, 2016b).

Indeed, DiEM25 directs a lot of criticism at other leftist organisations, defending its New Deal
proposals primarily against anticipated attacks from the left (DiEM25, 2017e), while in turn
formulating strong accusations against SYRIZA and Podemos11 (Martín, 2016; DiEM25, 2017b,
2019f). The organisation’s eventual formation of the ‘European Spring’ electoral platform in 2019
itself represents a challenge against the existing European Left and even an invitation for mutual
cooperation contains occasional underhanded jibes (DiEM25, 2018c). Instead of actually reflecting
strong political differences, this conduct appears to be an attempt to set DiEM25 apart as a new and
innovative political force between the centre-left and far left.

Praxis and Impact
DiEM25 refers to itself as a movement, but it is effectively a transnational SMO with strict
organisational statutes, elected leaders and multi-level decision-making. Due to its primary ambition
to facilitate democratic participation at the European level, it combines centralised representation with
regular democratic validation and grassroots activism, akin to a transnational version of a radical
municipalist platform. At the transnational level, DiEM25 is led by a consolidated layer of organic
intellectuals, including an elected ‘Coordinating Collective’ that acts as the organisation’s executive,
organising campaigns and representing the organisation publicly, as well as a permanent ‘Advisory
Panel’ of affiliated academics and artists who aid in drafting publications and organisational
amendments. To facilitate democratic legitimacy and organic cohesion, a rotating ‘Validating Council’
of a hundred randomly selected members are regularly tasked with approving DiEM25’s tactical
decisions online and all members vote on core strategic questions, such as the launch of campaigns,
11

While DiEM25’s critical stance towards Syriza was not uncommon among European leftists, its claim that Podemos
displayed a ‘catastrophic performance’ during the 2016 national elections in Spain, solely because the party kept a noncommittal stance towards the EU (Martín, 2016), was plainly an absurd diagnosis, and likely only intended to juxtapose
DiEM25’s pro-EU profile.
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the organisation’s positioning on important political issues, as well as internal organisational changes
(DiEM25, 2016c, 2017d). Finally, DiEM25’s local activist groups (‘DiEM25 Spontaneous
Collectives’, DSCs) provide the infrastructure for grassroots activism, while also enabling members
to work collectively on policy proposals for the whole organisation (DiEM25, 2016b), as well as elect
municipal, regional or national committees (DiEM25, 2017h).
This structure allows DiEM25 to replicate certain prefigurative democratic practices of the antiausterity movement at the transnational level, but it also concentrates political competences within the
transnational leadership, while limiting local autonomy. There is no systematic representation of
regional or local groups at the transnational level (beyond the anonymous Validating Council),
whereas the central Coordinating Collective processes all political input and output, including local
groups’ publications (DiEM25, 2016c). This is mirrored by DiEM25’s public presentation, as it relies
heavily on the charismatic leadership of Varoufakis, as well as various famous supporters like Noam
Chomsky, Julian Assange and Pamela Anderson (DiEM25, 2019g). Notably, these leading figures
regularly speak for the whole organisation, whereas other activists’ contributions explicitly ‘do not
necessarily represent the views of DiEM25’ (Fistric, 2017), demonstrating its strict brand monitoring.
Activists have voiced concerns about these conditions, noting that the Coordinating Collective was
acting too much like a ‘mothership’ and creating a ‘bottleneck’ of communication (Interview DiEM25
25.05.2017) and that DiEM25’s attachment to controversial figures like Assange may alienate
potential partners (Interview DiEM25 05.07.2017). Thus far, they largely accept these as necessary
tactical shortcuts, given the organisation’s relative novelty.
DiEM25’s action repertoire is remarkably broad, combining transnational campaigns, mutual
exchange and the participation in direct actions. In contrast to Alter Summit, it also has the capacity to
actually pursue this multidimensional strategy. Campaigns tend to revolve around DiEM25’s various
EU reform goals, such as increasing transparency (DiEM25, 2016f, 2019j), changing migration
policies in favour of asylum seekers (DiEM25, 2019h, 2019a) and opposing Brexit (DiEM25, 2019k).
These campaigns usually involve large public events with prominent DiEM25 figures (DiEM25,
2016a), as well as politicians from other European left and green parties (DiEM25, 2016e, 2017g;
Horn, 2016), while local groups organise their own debates and film screenings (Interview DiEM25
05.07.2017). Most recently, DiEM25 became part of the campaign for a European ‘Green New Deal’,
together with many other activist organisations, asking MEPs to pledge their commitment to fighting
climate change and social inequality and increasing public and democratic control over the economy
(Green New Deal, 2019). The organisation’s mutual exchange often involves local DSCs themselves,
as activists invite one another to meetings and hold video conferences. They also regularly participate
in transnational activist summits, seeking to establish new connections to other organisations. This
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grassroots transnational exchange provides a high level of organic cohesion across DiEM25, but it also
carries a financial and organisational burden, hence groups have to collect membership fees and
activists spend much of their time translating (Interview DiEM25 25.05.2017; 05.07.2017). Although
DiEM25 tends not to organise direct actions on its own, activists participate in the actions of other
coalitions, such as the G20 protests in 2017, the International Women’s Strike or Extinction Rebellion,
which the organisation actively encourages12 (DiEM25, 2017a, 2019c; George, 2018).
The most unique dimension of DiEM25’s strategy was its participation in the 2019 European elections,
which demonstrated its ambition to function as a counter-hegemonic Modern Prince even more
explicitly than in the case of Alter Summit. It set up two national electoral platforms in 2018,
Demokratie in Bewegung (‘Democracy in Movement’) in Germany and MeRa25 in Greece, and
launched the European party alliance European Spring, which also included other leftist parties
(DiEM25, 2018a; European Spring, 2019b). The decision to effectively transform DiEM25 into a
political party was controversial, as it was announced by the leadership without prior democratic
approval from the activist base (Field Notes, 24.05.2017). Although 73% of the members eventually
approved the decision retroactively (DiEM25, 2017c), the process further highlighted the
organisation’s inherent difficulty in facilitating large-scale democratic participation, while still running
a professional political platform. Competing in the elections also drew on the vast majority of
DiEM25’s capacities, hence all of its other activities diminished, further calling into question its
character as an activist ‘movement’ (Merki and Bechler, 2019). Creating an electoral programme, at
least, was done in a more democratically inclusive fashion than the initial decision to run, by involving
the input of all members via online forums (DiEM25, 2018b). The programme represented an
expanded version of DiEM25’s European New Deal and included more detailed demands for antidiscrimination, reproductive justice and international solidarity (European Spring, 2019a). In contrast
to any other European party alliance, European Spring disregarded members’ national backgrounds
when filling electoral lists, thus allowing Varoufakis to run for MEP in Germany, where the low vote
threshold almost guaranteed a seat. In the end, however, none of the European Spring members were
able to win any seats in the EP, prompting Varoufakis to instead run for office in the Greek national
elections only a few weeks later, where he then managed to become one of nine parliamentarians of
MeRa25 (The Guardian, 2019a). This flexibility of DiEM25’s leadership to run for office anywhere
in Europe is certainly evidence of political opportunism, but it is also entirely consistent with the
organisation’s commitment to a collective European identity that rejects any underlying national
divisions.

12

In contrast to more radical activist organizations, DiEM25 did not support the French gilets jaunes, being concerned
about the use of violence and potential co-optation by the far right (DiEM25, 2018d).
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DiEM25’s multidimensional praxis demonstrates that it is easier for the anti-austerity movement to
combine different strategies – policy reform, mutual exchange, protest mobilisation – in a single
transnational organisation, rather than a coalition like Alter Summit. DiEM25’s hybrid character as a
transnational, grassroots-based, centrally coordinated, election-focused SMO is still likely to remain
unique, at least for a while. Although it is capable of functionally expanding the participatory praxis
of a project like Barcelona en Comú to the transnational level, it has failed to achieve significant
political success thus far. DiEM25’s ability to sustain support will ultimately depend on how well it
can adjust its strategy to engage in hegemony struggles beyond the narrow terrain of European
elections. The organisation’s increasing focus on a ‘Green New Deal’ and ‘post-capitalism’ indicates
that, for the moment, it mainly seeks to tie itself to the transnational climate justice movement.
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12. Conclusions on Transnational Cooperation
Transnational cooperation in the European anti-austerity movement reproduces, in a concentrated
fashion, many of the socio-economic divisions, political priorities and practical strategies displayed at
the national level. By entering a more complex and resource-intensive terrain of hegemony struggle,
activists are forced to make strategic choices about how to utilise their limited capacities. In
consequence, transnational coalitions against European crisis management are much more narrowly
specialised around specific dimensions of counter-hegemony than they are at the national level. This
has resulted in the diversification of cooperation along the three archetypes of reform, disruption and
solidarity coalitions, which reflect the variegated development of political agents, strategies and class
constituencies within the European anti-austerity movement. These archetypes can be regarded as
strategic specialisations around institutional, ideological and socio-structural dimensions of hegemony
struggle. Accordingly, the activists engaged in each type of coalition prioritise specific organic
intellectual functions, such as formulating demands and brokering institutional contacts (reform
coalitions), coordinating transnational protests and developing a direct action consensus (disruption
coalitions) or facilitating the cognitive and practical exchange between activist groups (solidarity
coalitions). In that sense, the three types must not be understood as self-contained or mutually
exclusive strategies, but rather as distinct yet complementary activist projects that provide individual
components of what could conceivably be a combined transnational counter-hegemonic strategy.

Transnationalisation of Hegemony Struggle
Politico-economic differences between states that informed the development of national struggles
against austerity are inscribed into the social composition and scalar dimension of transnational
coalitions. In particular, the divergent development of Northern and Southern European activism born
out of the uneven crisis of neoliberal capitalism is reproduced within transnational cooperation. As the
SNA shows, this has not resulted in a strict division of transnational cooperation along regional fault
lines, however, but facilitated an unequal distribution of national backgrounds among political
currents. Different types of transnational coalitions thus represent distinct social constituencies and
target specific scales. Reform coalitions pursue institutional changes in Brussels and primarily draw
in resourceful transnational organisations run by professionalised activists. Disruption coalitions seek
to shift the ideological common sense in civil societies of Central Europe and involve more radical
and less professionalised national activist networks and local groups. Solidarity coalitions seek to
create decentralised solidarity infrastructures to build a foundation for transnational counterhegemonic struggle and are primarily driven by local groups from Southern Europe representing
precarious class communities affected by austerity. This distinction leaves some room for intersection,
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as evidenced by the transnational cross-class solidarity in the EAC or the dominant presence of Spanish
healthcare activists in the reform-oriented European Health Network. Nevertheless, given the
immediate demobilisation of any attempts to transcend coalition types by integrating multiple
strategies, there remains a strong underlying material necessity for diversification.
In all cases, transnational cooperation exerts a mutual influence between the national and transnational
scale, as coalitions are informed by the individual struggles of their members, while conversely
affecting their members’ ability to fight those struggles, at times negatively. All types of coalitions are
heavily reliant on specialised transnational organic intellectuals, predominantly from middle-class and
academic backgrounds, who possess the material and educational capacities to speak multiple
languages and travel across Europe. Despite the widespread use of online infrastructures for longdistance communication and organisation, there is still a strong need for face-to-face meetings between
dedicated representatives to facilitate transnational exchange and decision-making. Under these
conditions, solidarity coalitions are more capable than others of sustaining a significant degree of
organic cohesion between their transnational organic intellectual leadership and the struggles of local
communities, due to their explicit strategic focus on strengthening the latter. They are able to integrate
local activist groups and subaltern communities directly into their practical planning, as reflected by
the EAC’s multilingual decentralised meetings rather than the exclusively English communication and
Brussels focus of others. On the other hand, cultivating this level of local embeddedness and mutual
exchange comes at the expense of external political activity and growth, as evidenced by the relatively
marginal representation of solidarity coalitions in the SNA, as well as the only tentative expansion of
tactical action repertoires.
The embeddedness of transnational cooperation in national struggles is further evidenced by the almost
simultaneous formation of transnational coalitions of similar profile and ambition at crucial moments
in time. Blockupy, Alter Summit and Beyond Europe emerged around 2012, in a direct effort to capture
the outgoing momentum of the previous square mobilisations. The European Health Network and EAC
were founded in 2012 and 2013, respectively, reflecting the sudden surge in solidarity initiatives in
Southern Europe. Finally, the more election-oriented DiEM25 emerged in early 2016 around the same
time as Plan B and the European Forum of Progressive Forces, all of which responded to the
capitulation of the SYRIZA government. Instead of representing a collective momentum from which
all coalitions could benefit, this strong contingency appears to have inadvertently created a degree of
competition between some of them, thus further explaining their uneven levels of activity.
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Continuity and Adaptation
In addition to reproducing core characteristics of national struggles, transnational cooperation in the
anti-austerity movement also represents a historical continuity in relation to previous movement
traditions. In particular, the movement relies on many of the same actors and strategies involved in the
GJM, while at the same time developing its own tradition through distinct innovations. Coalitions
engaged in reform and disruption largely reproduce pre-existing strategies of NGO networks
organising advocacy campaigns, as well as direct-action networks protesting around international
summits. In both cases, coalitions attempted to expand the usual tactical repertoire towards a more
integrative counter-hegemonic strategy, by introducing practices directly drawn from the anti-austerity
movement’s domestic struggles, such as Change Finance mobilising decentralised protests or
Blockupy trying to erect protest camps. Neither attempt was particularly successful, highlighting the
underlying strategic selectivities of the transnational terrain, which incentivise activists to specialise,
thus reproducing the same fragmentation of hegemony struggle already seen during the GJM.
Solidarity coalitions are more innovative by comparison, facilitating mutual exchange and support
among local activists and thereby expanding the anti-austerity movement’s solidarity infrastructures
onto a transnational scale. Borne out of the necessity to connect otherwise isolated struggles against
influential capitalist and institutional opponents, these coalitions largely disregard the institutional
arena and instead focus on forging lasting bonds of solidarity that empower local struggles and provide
a basis for more proactive counter-hegemonic strategies in the future. Although ecological collectives
in the global South did establish comparable decentralised grassroots-oriented networks prior to the
crisis, solidarity coalitions are a novelty for European activists. Thus, much like the mobilisation of
mass anti-austerity movements in Southern Europe itself, the creation of solidarity-based transnational
coalitions is a response to the uneven degradation of material security and social cohesion under
neoliberal capitalism in Europe.
Interestingly, European anti-austerity coalitions do not suffer from internal political divisions to the
extent that the GJM did. The latter often had to overcome underlying ‘identity-based conflicts’ and
‘struggles over power’, born out of the overarching global inequalities in which activists were
embedded (Bandy and Smith, 2005, p. 232). By contrast, the coalitions of the European anti-austerity
movement largely avoid these challenges, being divided primarily over questions of political strategy
rather than socio-cultural identity. Hence, while coalitions tend to be politically specialised, they are
also intricately connected with one another, as evidenced by the large number of ties across activist
networks and the ability of many organisations to participate in numerous coalitions at once.
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(Lack of) Counter-Hegemonic Integration
Given the intricate mutual connections across the anti-austerity movement, as well as the integrated
terrain of European civil societies and institutions, it is no surprise that activists from several coalitions
would attempt to expand their own operations towards a more all-encompassing counter-hegemonic
strategy. Projects like Alter Summit and DiEM25 in particular set out to combine all three archetypal
dimensions of transnational struggle into a single strategy that would rely on institutional reforms,
mass mobilisations and the creation of horizontal democratic infrastructures across Europe. This
ambition to fulfil the role of a transnational counter-hegemonic Modern Prince is nowhere more
evident than in DiEM25’s transformation into a pan-European movement-based political party.
Although this desire to contest neoliberal capitalism on every level at once is evidently shared among
large parts of the European anti-austerity movement, any efforts to develop such a strategy have been
unsuccessful thus far. This reflects the fundamental fact that the anti-austerity movement was indeed
predominantly focused on domestic hegemony struggles, which remained the only political terrain of
significance for many activists. Particularly the largest anti-austerity movements in Spain and Greece
did not prioritise the creation of transnational coalitions in the early months and years of the movement,
thus limiting the scope of transnational cooperation from the start. Additionally, the radical grassroots
democratic type of activist organisation emerging from the movement is inherently ill-suited for
engaging in resource-intensive counter-hegemonic struggles at the transnational level. It is therefore
no coincidence that the two largest new anti-austerity networks – PAH and Solidarity4All – founded
a solidarity coalition (EAC), rather than engaging in any of the other types of cooperation. In the end,
transnational cooperation in the European anti-austerity movement remains as diverse as the
movement itself, which does not allow for the creation of a cohesive transnational counter-hegemonic
project to challenge neoliberal capitalism. While the same was said of the GJM in the past (Humphrys,
2013), it is necessary to point out that the establishment of solidarity coalitions represents a significant
contribution to European activism, demonstrating that the anti-austerity movement has indeed
advanced the development of transnational counter-hegemony.
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Conclusions
The European anti-austerity movement has been a momentous political force with an enduring impact.
It initiated a new phase of anti-neoliberal struggle in Europe, where activists explored new strategies
of contestation, connecting horizontal democratic prefiguration with mass mobilisations and new
radical electoral projects. In connecting multiple terrains of contestation, the anti-austerity movement
irrevocably changed the conditions for emancipatory activism and institutional politics alike,
fundamentally questioning the legitimacy of institutional representation and intensifying the erosion
of neoliberal hegemony. Its political influence is still evident in the transformed party spectrums of
many European countries, as well the increased radicalism of new activist movements across the globe.
This dissertation has shown that the variegated development of the European anti-austerity movement
at both the national and the transnational level is a direct response to the uneven crisis of neoliberal
hegemony, which the movement has further intensified in turn. The research has shown the organic
links between different scales of struggle, both on the side of European crisis management, whose
authoritarian statist nature developed unique forms between countries, and on the side of anti-austerity
activism, whose material, political and praxeological characteristics have shaped the formation of
transnational activist coalitions. By drawing parallels between the anti-austerity movement and the
GJM, the dissertation has also highlighted the historical continuity of struggles against neoliberalism,
as well as their gradual adjustment in response to changing conditions of hegemony. Finally, by
producing a historical materialist analysis of counter-hegemonic struggle, based on a politicoeconomic investigation of social movement activism, the dissertation has contributed to the much
needed interdisciplinary exchange between the research traditions of critical International Political
Economy and Social Movement Studies.

Summarising the Findings
The dissertation has revealed that the European anti-austerity movement’s national variegation was
rooted in the fact that austerity-based crisis management itself was a country-specific form of
neoliberal domination, thus answering the first research question. The scale and composition of
domestic mobilisations directly reflected the socio-economic impact of austerity and neoliberal
restructuring on national class constituencies and the degree to which this impact led to an erosion of
hegemonic consent. The growing importance of horizontal democratic prefiguration in certain
countries can be attributed to the fact that this erosion of hegemony affected the perceived legitimacy
of institutional representation, which in turn depended on the extent to which national institutions were
complicit in enforcing austerity. Similarly, the configuration of anti-austerity coalitions and the
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development of electoral strategies were informed by the availability of political allies of the traditional
left whom activists were willing to trust. The activists’ willingness to engage in transnational
cooperation stood in inverse proportion to their ability to effect domestic change.
Spain and Greece experienced sustained economic recessions, spikes in unemployment and a rapid
erosion of social cohesion. Their economies were highly vulnerable to the effects of the 2008 crisis
due to their dependency on international credit, industrial imports and tourism. Confronted by the
authoritarian imposition of fiscal austerity and general neoliberal restructuring of public services and
labour conditions, Spanish and Greek activists were able to mobilise mass movements for radical
democracy and social equality that transcended class and political divisions and eventually developed
into a counter-hegemonic force capable of challenging the neoliberal status-quo domestically.
Differences in the severity and implementation of national crisis management regimes explain why
social struggles in the two countries eventually diverged in political priorities and strategies.
In Spain, the crisis became manifest in the collapse of the mortgage market, resulting in hundreds of
thousands of forced home evictions. Moreover, the Spanish government increasingly relied on
‘exceptional’ authoritarian measures, implementing legislation by decree and excluding oppositional
and subaltern voices from political decision-making. Consequently, the Spanish movement was
flanked by the struggles of dispossessed homeowners and public sector employees and became highly
decentralised and focused on horizontal democracy and political autonomy. Activists created new
radical left electoral projects that emphasised democratic participation, but were nonetheless unable to
completely avoid their transformist co-optation into the institutional system. Thus, the traditional
centre-left’s hegemony was eventually restored.
In Greece, public debt skyrocketed, making the country unable to repay its international creditors and
increasing its dependency on European financial stability mechanisms. Neoliberal restructuring and
austerity were thus enforced even more stringently by the supranational Troika, resulting in an outright
humanitarian crisis as the medical system was brought to the brink of collapse. This uniquely severe
impact of austerity, combined with the unifying antagonism against the Troika, led to the emergence
of a mass popular uprising of large sections of society, as well as the creation of an alternative
infrastructure of collectivised economic and social reproduction. The wide scope and tactical focus of
the Greek movement enabled the election of a far-left government, which could have conceivably
facilitated a genuine counter-hegemonic shift beyond neoliberal capitalism, but was therefore
institutionally restrained through supranational coercion.
By contrast, Germany was able to regain a position of stable economic growth quickly, without
suffering from increased unemployment during the crisis. The German government therefore not only
embraced the EU’s austerity framework but was also partially responsible for establishing it, having
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implemented the blueprints for certain crisis management mechanisms in advance. Due to the
country’s relatively quick recovery, the German population received selective social concessions and
was spared the same socio-economic impact of austerity as in Spain and Greece. Thus, while the
erosion of democratic legitimacy and the deterioration of living and working conditions of the Spanish
and Greek labour force led to an organic crisis of hegemony in the two countries, German crisis
management ‘only’ affected precarious workers and welfare dependents and therefore enjoyed stable
hegemonic consent among most of civil society. This hegemonic stability prevented activists from
mobilising a large anti-austerity movement domestically, hence they began shifting their focus towards
transnational cooperation, inviting other activists from abroad to directly challenge German and
European institutions and potentially shift the pacified common sense of the German public. Despite
the lack of a hegemony crisis, German authorities responded with increasing physical and legal
repression, thus effectively adopting authoritarian statist characteristics in advance, to prevent the
growing European anti-austerity movement from gaining ground in Germany.
Answering the second research question, the dissertation has shown that transnational activist
coalitions of the anti-austerity movement are defined by the uneven material, political and
praxeological characteristics of domestic struggles, while also pursuing distinct political strategies in
relative autonomy. The analysis has identified three types of coalitions that most activists engage in:
coalitions for institutional reform, coalitions for public disruption and coalitions for local solidarity.
Each type is focused on a distinct dimension of hegemony struggle and brings together unique sets of
organic intellectual activists, who represent different national backgrounds and class constituencies
and perform specific tactical functions.
Reform coalitions largely consist of organisations with high levels of financial resources and
institutional access, such as NGOs, SMOs and think tanks, many of which represent middle-class
constituencies. Most of these agents are also already transnational in scope and headquartered in
Brussels, highlighting their strong embeddedness in the terrain of European institutions and, in turn,
their weak organic cohesion in relation to local grassroots activism. The organic intellectual activists
of reform coalitions are therefore mostly focused on establishing and maintaining institutional contacts
and formulating demands for EU reforms. Since these coalitions pursue comparatively moderate policy
changes, their praxis revolves around institutional advocacy through strategic campaigns. While they
are uniquely efficient in organising such campaigns on a large scale, their dependence on the EU
expedites their transformist assimilation into the institutional structure, which deradicalises and
demobilises their potential for counter-hegemony.
Disruption coalitions are more politically radical and socially heterogeneous, consisting of grassroots
activist groups, SMOs, leftist parties and unions. These coalitions are not co-opted by the institutional
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terrain, as they largely regard the EU and other supranational institutions as antagonists. The organic
intellectuals of disruption coalitions mainly organise mass mobilisations to shift the public common
sense against neoliberal hegemony, which makes these coalitions very publicly visible but also creates
immense financial and organisation costs for a relatively badly funded activist milieu. Hence, these
coalitions are inherently short-lived and mainly attract far-left participants from Central European
countries without large anti-austerity movements of their own, such as Germany and Italy.
Solidarity coalitions bring together local and national activist networks that provide direct social and
material support for marginalised subaltern communities. Their struggle is inherently decentralised
and focused on the local scale, although they are often driven by Southern European activists in
particular, due to the more severe austerity measures in their countries. Being ambivalent about the
EU, these coalitions prioritise enhancing and supporting the local struggles of their members,
wherefore their organic intellectual activists primarily engage in facilitating mutual exchange and
generating solidarity across countries and class constituencies. Solidarity coalitions are able to avoid
many of the pitfalls of other coalitions by limiting the scope of their actions and gradually building the
potential for transnational counter-hegemony from below. However, as their relatively peripheral
representation in the network of transnational cooperation shows, this also prevents them from
independently expanding beyond their own milieu, making them reliant on more active connection
brokers.
This specialisation of transnational anti-austerity coalitions obviously limits the scope of their
respective struggles. Nevertheless, while reformist, disruptive and solidarity-focused approaches are
often deeply intertwined at the domestic level, this diversification into separate strategies is necessary
for transnational cooperation due to the inherent difficulty of sustaining mobilisation and allocating
capacities at the European level. Attempts at overcoming this fragmentation and developing a more
all-encompassing counter-hegemonic strategy, as done by Alter Summit, were met with failure and
demobilisation. As radical activism is constrained by strict financial and organisational limitations,
organic intellectual activists are forced to make strategic choices about their transnational engagement,
resulting in highly engaged yet narrowly focused coalitions. Transnational cooperation across the
European anti-austerity movement is therefore at once more and less than the sum of its parts.
The domestic and transnational struggles of the European anti-austerity movement continue the
tradition of anti-neoliberal contestation established by the GJM, while also concentrating the previous
movement’s interregional differences within Europe. The anti-austerity movement’s division between
mass mobilisations, democratic prefiguration and leftist political shifts in the European South, versus
small symbolic protests in the European North, mirrors similar variations between GJM activism in
the global South and North. The same holds true for transnational cooperation, as NGO-driven reform
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coalitions and direct action-oriented disruption coalitions were a staple of the GJM in the global North,
while decentralised grassroots-oriented solidarity coalitions were more present in the global South.
This concentration of interregional differences not only reflects the distinctly European context of
austerity-based crisis management, but also indicates the intensification and increasingly authoritarian
character of neoliberal variegation within Europe. European crisis management has entrenched preexisting divisions between creditor and debtor countries and added a layer of selective institutional
coercion. It is no coincidence that the enforcement of neoliberal crisis management in many European
countries mirrors the IMF’s conduct in large parts of the global South in past decades. The antiausterity movement’s national diversification therefore also reflects the increasing reproduction of
global inequalities within Europe itself. On the other hand, the close proximity and more
interconnected political context of European activists allows them to avoid any serious divisions along
national and socio-cultural fault lines, from which the GJM used to suffer. Thus, while European antiausterity coalitions are much smaller and less numerous than those of the GJM, they also exhibit
comparatively high levels of structural and political cohesion, as organic intellectual activists are able
to maintain close and intricate connections. Transnational coalitions of the anti-austerity movement
therefore tend to be more durable than similar projects in the past.

Strategic Assessment
The European anti-austerity movement was incapable of fundamentally challenging the power of
neoliberal capitalism either at the national or transnational level, but it allowed the Left to rapidly gain
crucial new experiences and laid the groundwork for developing more advanced counter-hegemonic
strategies in the future.
Across Europe, leftist forces improved their ability to forge domestic political alliances that could
breach the established divisions between autonomous activists, organised labour and political parties.
In Southern Europe, especially, activists also learned how to make these coalitions as inclusive as
possible to attract supporters beyond the far-left spectrum. The anti-austerity movement’s ability to
widely popularise radical prefiguration, both in terms of horizontal democracy and collectivised social
and economic reproduction, has been a significant achievement towards making anticapitalist struggle
more palpable, which activists will continue to draw on for the foreseeable future. The movement
additionally demonstrated that mass mobilisation can rapidly shift electoral politics by a considerable
margin, but it also revealed the narrow political constraints of electoral strategies. Regardless of how
radically transformative leftist parties and municipalist platforms are, the system of institutional
representation prevents them from enacting the sort of political change they seek. Only in Greece did
the combination of mass mobilisations, landslide electoral changes and gradual emergence of
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alternative social and economic infrastructures create conditions that could have conceivably
facilitated a genuinely counter-hegemonic transformation of the neoliberal system. It is therefore no
surprise that the EU and central governments resorted to suppressing Greece’s national sovereignty in
order to prevent such an alternative from becoming consolidated and inspiring other European parties
and governments to follow suit. In that sense, the European anti-austerity movement may have fought
a variety of struggles against neoliberal hegemony across the continent, but its most decisive
confrontation took place in Greece and ended in defeat.
At the transnational level, the anti-austerity movement did not develop a comparable mass mobilising
capacity or institutional consolidation, but its new coalitions provide a way for activist struggles to
remain interconnected long after the movement itself has become dormant. To a large extent, the
relative weakness of the anti-austerity movement’s transnational dimension was a result of the
predominantly national focus of the movement’s most momentous struggles in Spain and Greece,
which left most transnational coalitions in the hands of activists without a strong domestic social base
underneath them. Under these conditions, attempts to create a cohesive transnational counterhegemonic project in the vein of a Modern Prince, such as Alter Summit and DiEM25, were
handicapped from the start. Only solidarity coalitions represent a significant departure in this regard,
being more decentralised and driven by activist groups from Southern Europe, which makes them more
capable of laying the groundwork for a transnational counter-hegemonic project in the long run. In that
sense, they fulfil a similar role to the domestic solidarity networks in various countries, by creating an
intricate infrastructure that connects and strengthens local activist struggles, thus empowering them to
act as a more unified force as soon as a new phase of mass mobilisation begins. Indeed, most of the
failures of other types of transnational coalitions can be directly attributed to the fact that they lack a
decentralised solidarity-based foundation to build on.
Regardless of the anti-austerity movement’s overall lack of transnational success, most activists
evidently regard the European level as a necessary and viable terrain for counter-hegemonic struggle.
The vast majority of coalitions analysed in this dissertation not only continue to operate but have
recently expanded their practices, displaying a high level of durability and flexibility, as activists
respond to political setbacks by adjusting their strategies and carrying on. Even when dissolving a
coalition, they usually founded a new one in its wake, demonstrating their continued attachment to
transnational struggle. This ability to adapt and expand strategies for transnational cooperation shows
that activists are aware of the limitations posed by their strategic diversification and are actively
seeking new ways to overcome them. Hence, despite the predominantly domestic scope of the antiausterity movement’s practical mobilisations, the movement has politicised the European level more
than other social movements in the past and has consistently emphasised the transnational dimension
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of its long-term struggle for hegemony. It has also demonstrated that there is a space for pan-European
political engagement outside the confines of supranational institutions, thus opening up the possibility
of seeking a transnational emancipatory alternative to EU integration, which is becoming increasingly
necessary given the latter’s continuous democratic and socio-economic erosion.

Scientific Contributions
This dissertation has sought to provide a comprehensive analysis of the European anti-austerity
movement using an interdisciplinary approach that draws on the literature on critical IPE and SMS.
Combining the complementary analytical foci of both traditions, the dissertation offers a detailed
empirical investigation and theoretical explication of the variegated political economy of European
crisis management, as well as the material, political and praxeological dimensions of anti-austerity
struggles.
This research contributes to critical IPE by presenting a politico-economic investigation of the crisis
of neoliberal hegemony and the institutionalisation of authoritarian statism that places the agency of
social struggles front and centre. In line with other critical IPE studies (Bruff, 2014; Oberndorfer,
2019), the dissertation develops a critical perspective on European integration that regards the
implementation of crisis management frameworks as a form of institutionalised neoliberal coercion
that reaches even further than the already disciplinary neoliberalism that was characteristic of ‘regular’
integration prior to the crisis. This research moves beyond the literature by demonstrating in detail
how the uneven domestic manifestation of that coercion fuelled country-specific hegemony struggles,
which in turn intensified the underlying crisis of hegemony and thus drove EU institutions and
governments towards further authoritarianisation. By highlighting the political agency of the antiausterity movement, this dissertation thus demonstrates that incongruities between national economic
models and governance strategies (Flassbeck and Lapavitsas, 2013; Streeck, 2015) offer only a partial
explanation for the entrenched crisis of neoliberal EU integration, as this crisis is in part constitutively
driven by the mobilisation and institutionalisation of social contention. As this continues to be the case,
contemporary research on new European integration measures such as the EU Industrial Policy
(Wigger, 2018), the concept of labour market resilience (Syrovatka, 2020) or the proposed Green Deal
(Gabor, 2020) should therefore conceive of these measures not only as institutional condensations of
capital interests but also as attempts at regaining a level of hegemonic stability by anticipating and
deflecting further contestation.
The dissertation also contributes to the literature on social movements by embedding the empirical
analysis of the anti-austerity movement in a theoretical framework of hegemony struggle. In line with
the growing current of politico-economic SMS (Della Porta, 2015; Vogiatzoglou, 2017), it conducts a
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detailed analysis of anti-austerity activism that highlights the class character and neoliberal capitalist
context of struggle. Where this dissertation departs from the literature is through its application of a
Gramscian theoretical perspective, whereby it demonstrates the anti-austerity movement’s
embeddedness within long-term social struggles against neoliberal hegemony and assesses the
movement’s ability to challenge that hegemony. This is not only done in abstract terms: the analysis
pinpoints exactly how the movement’s organic intellectual activists develop political claims, collective
organisations and prefigurative practices in an effort to negate and replace the prevailing neoliberal
narratives, policies and systems of institutional representation. This evidence also counters autonomist
Marxist notions of the movement supposedly being free of leadership and aspirations for power (Hardt
and Negri, 2012). In emphasising the long-term significance of hegemony struggle, the research further
shows that the ongoing work of far-left electoral projects and transnational coalitions represents a
continuation and, in part, institutionalisation of the activists’ struggle that is still worth investigating
from a movement perspective. In particular, the three types of transnational coalitions identified in this
dissertation are evidence of both the long-term reproduction of activist strategies from previous
generations of contention (Sikkink, 2005; Tarrow, 2005) and their ongoing evolution over time. These
coalition archetypes also provide a useful conceptual tool that researchers can apply to the
transnational engagement of other activist movements. The recent transnational movement for climate
justice (BBC, 2019a; Sánchez Nicolás, 2019) and the waves of anti-austerity and anti-government
protests outside Europe (Cozzarelli, 2019; Orellana, 2019; Vergara, 2019) are prime candidates for indepth politico-economic analyses that not only place these movements in their specific capitalist
context, but also identify the types of transnational cooperation in which they engage. Likewise, while
the surge of far-right movements in various countries is already a popular subject of politico-economic
investigation (Pirro et al., 2019; Solty, 2020), there is still much to gain from investigating the
transnational dimension of this phenomenon. Precisely because these nationalist movements are the
polar political opposite of the anti-austerity movement, it would be of great significance to learn how
their strategies for transnational cooperation compare and whether any of the three coalition types
identified here also apply to them.
This research was purposefully conducted with both an academic and an activist perspective in mind.
Therefore, the dissertation has relied heavily on qualitative analyses of movement and state sources
and partially on SNA, so as to provide not only an in-depth investigation of the activists’ agency but
also a strategic assessment of their role within the context of hegemony struggle. The juxtaposition of
the Spanish, Greek and German case studies has therefore not only offered an important analytical
contrast between both similar and different cases, but also demonstrated the range of strategies the
anti-austerity movement developed and the diverse political outcomes it achieved. Of course, the
movement extends far beyond the three countries investigated here, so given enough time and
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resources additional case studies of anti-austerity activism in countries such as Portugal, Ireland, Italy
or Eastern Europe would have been of great value to further refine the analysis and reveal new aspects
and unique strategies. The historical materialist approach developed in this dissertation provides an
ideal basis for doing so in the future.
In regard to the study of transnational activist coalitions, the combination of document analysis,
interviews and participant observation has allowed for a multidimensional investigation of a highly
dynamic and exclusive area of political struggle. As a critical researcher, it was crucial to not only map
the ‘objective’ composition and outcome of transnational cooperation, but also gain insights into how
the subjective motivations, identities and interpersonal connections between activists shape their
collective discourse and behaviour. This experience was immensely rewarding and formative, since
gaining a familiarity with a variety of activist struggles in short succession revealed not just the
underlying divisions but also the fundamental commonalities of progressive social struggle across
political currents, which made it easier to distinguish actually significant contradictions from
superficial squabbles. For that reason, a stronger reliance on interview data and participation would
have been beneficial to gain an even deeper understanding of the inner workings of activist coalitions.
Selecting a greater number of interview partners from the coalitions – and indeed including more
coalitions in the analysis – would have provided more contrasting views and made the results more
representative as a whole. In particular, additional interviews with activists engaged at the local level
would have offered an important counterpoint to the more transnationally-oriented respondents on
whom this dissertation relies, as it would have further revealed how transnational cooperation affects
grassroots activism. On a more normative note, the relatively tentative participatory element of this
research (compared to anthropological studies for instance) did not provide many opportunities to
become immersed in the activists’ day-to-day activities or put the research findings to practical use,
leaving the emancipatory ambition of this critical research rather unfulfilled.
Finally, the SNA offers a good bird’s-eye view of the greater dynamics of transnational anti-austerity
activism and highlights underlying trends that would not have been visible otherwise. In general,
however, the method carries an inherent risk of misuse, as a careless application may reveal sensitive
information about the activists’ contacts and practices that could put them at risk of legal persecution.
The fact that this particular SNA displays an underrepresentation of the links between more radical
autonomous activist groups and networks is therefore not a weakness of the method but a deliberate
choice of the researcher to avoid inadvertently adding to the activists’ surveillance. In that sense, SNA
is certainly a valid and useful method for social movement research, but its application should be
reserved to study cooperation among the more outspoken, professionalised types of activist
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organisations. Since SNA software is not designed to process networks beyond a certain size and
complexity anyway, the method is most valuable when employed more selectively.

The Ongoing Crisis of Neoliberal Hegemony in the EU
More than a decade after the initial outbreak of the financial crisis, neoliberal capitalism has entered a
new phase of organic crisis due to the Coronavirus pandemic. Prior to the virus outbreak in 2020, some
governments were doubling down on the neoliberal foundations of crisis management, thus
exacerbating the erosion of hegemony. The French government reacted with increasingly coercive
force towards social mobilisations against its planned tax and pensions reforms (Chwala, 2019;
France24, 2020). The German government continued to hold on to its commitment to fiscal discipline,
which only broke due to the pandemic (Zeit Online, 2020).
A second group of governments with far-left participation attempted to generate hegemonic stability
through social cohesion by providing concessions to the subaltern. The Portuguese government was
able to reverse some of its austerity-based crisis management measures, thereby easing the precarity
of large portions of society (Teles, 2018). The municipal government of Berlin raised the minimum
wage and began decommodifying housing (Der Tagesspiegel, 2019a; Zeit Online, 2019b). The Spanish
government was planning to raise taxes on corporations and high incomes, raise the minimum wage
and roll back coercive measures introduced during the crisis (El País, 2019a; Pastor, 2020), and after
the virus outbreak was the first country to put private hospitals under state control (El País, 2020).
While these centre-left governments have achieved an important shift away from crisis-induced
authoritarian neoliberalism, they remain very limited in their capacity to facilitate actual material
redistribution and do not challenge neoliberal capitalism as such. The same applies at the supranational
level, where former EU leaders like Jean-Claude Juncker and Jeroen Dijsselbloem, as well as the IMF,
started openly questioning the enforcement of fiscal austerity (Blanchard and Leigh, 2013; Scarsi,
2018; Rios, 2019) without, however, actually dismantling any of the existing austerity frameworks,
until the Coronavirus pandemic forced the EU to temporarily suspend the SGP (CEU, 2020). Prior to
this new shock the EU was only gradually shifting its focus from fiscal consolidation more towards
enhancing investment and implementing competitive industrial policy, which largely remained
embedded within a neoliberal framework involving internal devaluation (Eder, 2019).
A third group of governments began addressing the underlying hegemony crisis of neoliberalism by
pursuing a nationalist and authoritarian strategy, especially in the wake of the sudden influx of asylum
seekers in 2015. Governments like Hungary, Poland, the Czech Republic, post-SYRIZA Greece and,
until 2019, Austria, Italy and Belgium combined capital-friendly economic governance with selective
social concessions for the autochthonous labour force, while restricting the rights of ‘othered’ subaltern
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groups such as ethnic and sexual minorities, migrants, women, journalists and the left opposition
(Solty, 2020). Many of these administrations achieved a relatively stable political consensus within
their civil societies, which distinguished them from the volatile authoritarian statist governance
exhibited at the height of the crisis, indicating the potential hegemonic consolidation of a new form of
authoritarian capitalism. The EU-wide closure of borders and implementation of emergency
restrictions on public movement to combat the Coronavirus (CNN, 2020; Welt, 2020) has been eerily
in line with these governments’ practices.
A great number of scholars and activists interpret this conjuncture using the Gramscian concept of
interregnum: a phase of organic crisis in which the ruling hegemony has evaporated, yet has not been
replaced by a viable progressive alternative, leading to the emergence of ‘morbid symptoms’ of
authoritarianism (Buckel et al., 2012; Gauthier, 2016; Candeias and Demirovic, 2017). As new forms
of authoritarianism are spreading across Europe and beyond, while neoliberalism is increasingly faced
with the threat of a global pandemic and climate breakdown, it is obvious that the volatility and
morbidity of this interregnum period are only becoming more intense. In this context, the anti-austerity
movement’s struggle for a counter-hegemonic alternative that is both economically just and
democratically inclusive is more pressing than ever.

Future Counter-Hegemonic Struggle
The European anti-austerity movement’s mobilising potential has largely subsided, but its
achievements and challenges can still provide inspiration for ongoing activist struggles. Indeed, many
activists are drawing on the experiences and infrastructures provided by the anti-austerity movement.
The gilets jaunes have organised regular disruptive actions against neoliberal reforms in France since
2018 without committing to a clear political identity or collaborating with the traditional left (Roos,
2018). The transnational coalition organising the International Women’s Strike has become
increasingly successful in mobilising annual disruptive actions without the exclusionary constraints of
a central location or praxis. Activist groups are free to participate while being able to employ the
specific political focus and praxis that is most appropriate for their own local struggle, thus ensuring a
high level of inclusivity (TSS, 2018b, 2019d; Featherstone, 2019a). Refugee solidarity activists have
started coordinating their local efforts transnationally through solidarity-based networks (PRO ASYL,
2020), while also engaging in tactical cooperation with sympathetic municipal governments (Penny,
2016). Starting in 2019, climate justice activists from Fridays for Future and Extinction Rebellion have
developed a dual strategy of domestic mobilisation and transnational diffusion similar to the antiausterity movement (Bruhns et al., 2019; Taylor, 2019), while also relying much more extensively on
prominent organic intellectuals and institutional advocacy (Featherstone, 2019b).
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With the exception of the gilets jaunes, all of these recent activist struggles demonstrate a much higher
level of tactical proficiency than the anti-austerity movement, as they are notably more effective at
communicating their message in the media, coordinating their activities transnationally and engaging
in pragmatic cooperation with political partners. What they lack is a similarly far-reaching counterhegemonic ambition and prefigurative quality. Whereas the anti-austerity movement fundamentally
called into question the dominant economic and political system and was willing to construct a viable
alternative by itself, most of these recent movements are explicitly calling on the state to alleviate their
grievances and do not explicitly oppose capitalism. This may protect them from immediate political
suppression (unless they are governed by the far right), but it also places them on a direct path towards
transformist co-optation, limiting their political potential from the start. An ideal strategy for
emancipatory social struggle needs to combine the counter-hegemonic transformative ambitions of the
anti-austerity movement with the tactical aptitude of the more recent activist mobilisations. Whether
any contemporary activist movement in Europe is up to that task is entirely open, in part also because
popular support for such a strategy is strongly contingent upon the political and economic conjuncture
and thus out of the activists’ hands. Interestingly, a number of mass protest movements outside Europe
exhibit increasing counter-hegemonic momentum, such as the waves of anti-austerity mobilisations in
Latin America (Cozzarelli, 2019; Orellana, 2019; Vergara, 2019) and the anti-government protests in
Hong Kong and the Middle East (Aljabiri, 2019; Hassan, 2019; Pegolo, 2019). Although these
movements have not developed strong links to contemporary activism in Europe (yet), their struggles
against neoliberal conditions of fiscal austerity, deregulation and institutional authoritarianisation
seem entirely familiar. It is perhaps too convenient to draw parallels between these mobilisations and
the ‘Arab Uprisings’ that preceded the European anti-austerity movement, but the implicit expectation
that this new wave of radical activism might spill over into the global North is not unreasonable. The
eruption of a major new anticapitalist movement in Europe is becoming more likely, especially in view
of the rapidly accelerating crisis of neoliberal hegemony due to the Coronavirus pandemic.
Such a movement would have to draw the right lessons from the experiences of the anti-austerity
movement, both domestically and transnationally, and work towards a far-reaching politico-economic
transformation that goes beyond the bounds of neoliberal capitalism. Activists would have to organise
mass actions around an inclusive collective identity that can attract broad acceptance within civil
society and facilitate cross-class solidarity. To consolidate their transformative struggle, they would
need to develop prefigurative forms of democratic decision-making and collectivised social and
economic reproduction, thus creating a counter-hegemonic infrastructure capable of sustaining the
movement’s autonomy and demonstrating what an emancipatory alternative may look like. At the
same time, this movement would also need to develop ways to affect electoral politics without losing
its embeddedness in autonomous activist infrastructures to the dynamics of transformist co-optation.
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Finally, such a project cannot succeed at the domestic level alone and would have to develop
transnational coalitions, initially on the basis of mutual solidarity but gradually expanding in scope, in
order to extend the struggle for hegemony across Europe and beyond. In sum, a new emancipatory
movement would have to create its own transnational counter-hegemonic Modern Prince, but from the
bottom up. And as the anti-austerity movement has shown, there is no way to do so without
democratically integrating the fragmented struggles of the subaltern.
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Abstract
In 2011, Europe witnessed the emergence of the anti-austerity movement, as activists across the
continent mobilized against the EU’s austerity-based crisis management programmes. The movement
was rooted in increasingly diverse national struggles, but also developed transnational coalitions. This
dissertation investigates this dual nature of the European anti-austerity movement, asking a) how we
can explain the movement’s diverse manifestation between countries, particularly Spain, Greece and
Germany, and b) to what extent this diversity informed the development of transnational cooperation
across the movement. To answer these questions, the dissertation develops a historical materialist
theoretical framework for the study of social movements and employs a mixed-method approach that
includes qualitative document analyses of legislation and activist publications, semi-structured
interviews with activists, participant observation at political events and a social network analysis of
transnational activism. First, the dissertation demonstrates that the diverse national characteristics and
strategies of anti-austerity activism were decisively influenced by the different socio-economic effects,
institutional implementation and public perception of austerity measures between countries. Secondly,
the dissertation reveals that activists reproduce many of their spatial divisions and political strategies
at the European level, as transnational coalitions specialize around three distinct archetypes: Reform
coalitions are driven by professionalized transnational activist organizations who seek to affect EU
legislation through institutional advocacy. Disruption coalitions bring together local and national
groups, largely from Central Europe, aiming to shift public consciousness through protest actions.
Solidarity coalitions are decentralized but often carried by local solidarity groups from Southern
Europe and engage in mutual exchange and support to strengthen their members’ local struggles. In
conclusion, the dissertation argues that the anti-austerity movement (at the national and transnational
level) reproduced many of the characteristics, strategies and divisions of previous activist generations,
yet it also expanded the scope of anti-neoliberal hegemony struggle through its greater embeddedness
in local grassroots activism and its advancement of democratic prefiguration and mutual solidarity, all
of which future activists can draw on.

371

Overzicht
In 2011 was Europa getuige van de opkomst van de anti-soberheidsbeweging, toen activisten in het
hele

continent

zich

mobiliseerden

tegen

de

op

bezuinigingen

gebaseerde

crisisbeheersingsprogramma's van de EU. Deze beweging was diep geworteld in de steeds diverser
wordende nationale strijd, maar ontwikkelde ook transnationale coalities. Dit proefschrift onderzoekt
dit tweeledige karakter van de Europese anti-soberheidsbeweging door het volgende te onderzoeken:
a) Hoe kunnen we de diverse verschijningsvormen van deze beweging tussen landen, met name
Spanje, Griekenland en Duitsland, verklaren? b) In hoeverre is deze diversiteit van invloed geweest op
de ontwikkeling van de transnationale samenwerking binnen deze beweging? Om deze vragen te
beantwoorden, ontwikkelt het proefschrift een historisch-materialistisch theoretisch kader voor de
studie van sociale bewegingen en hanteert het een gemengde aanpak die kwalitatieve
documentanalyses van wetgeving en activistische publicaties, semigestructureerde interviews met
activisten, observatie van deelnemers aan politieke evenementen en een sociale netwerkanalyse van
transnationaal activisme omvat. Ten eerste toont het proefschrift aan dat de uiteenlopende nationale
kenmerken en strategieën van het anti-soberheidsactivisme doorslaggevend werden beïnvloed door de
verschillende sociaaleconomische effecten, institutionele implementatie en publieke perceptie van
bezuinigingsmaatregelen tussen landen. Ten tweede laat het proefschrift zien dat activisten veel van
hun ruimtelijke verdeeldheid en politieke strategieën op Europees niveau reproduceren, aangezien
transnationale coalities zich specialiseren rond drie verschillende archetypen: Hervormingscoalities
worden gedreven door geprofessionaliseerde transnationale activistische organisaties die proberen de
EU-wetgeving

te

beïnvloeden

door

middel

van

institutionele

belangenbehartiging.

Ontwrichtingscoalities brengen lokale en nationale groepen samen, grotendeels uit Centraal-Europa,
met als doel het publieke bewustzijn door middel van protestacties te verschuiven. Solidariteitscoalities
zijn gedecentraliseerd, maar vaak echter gedragen door lokale solidariteitsgroepen uit Zuid-Europa, en
zorgen voor een wederzijdse uitwisseling en ondersteuning om de lokale strijd van hun leden te
versterken. Concluderend stelt het proefschrift dat de anti-soberheidsbeweging (op nationaal en
transnationaal niveau) veel van de kenmerken, strategieën en verdeeldheid van vorige activistische
generaties heeft gereproduceerd, maar ook de reikwijdte van de anti-neoliberale hegemoniestrijd heeft
uitgebreid door zijn grotere participatie in het lokale volksactivisme en bevordering van democratische
prefiguratie en wederzijdse solidariteit, waar toekomstige activisten uit kunnen putten.
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Resumé
I 2011 opstod der i Europa en bevægelse mod økonomiske stramninger, hvor aktivister på hele
kontinentet mobiliserede sig mod EU's stramningsbaserede krisestyringsprogrammer. Baggrunden for
bevægelsen var et øget antal nationale kampe af forskellig art, men der blev også udviklet
transnationale koalitioner. Denne afhandling undersøger denne dobbelthed i den europæiske
bevægelse mod økonomiske stramninger og ser nærmere på, a) hvordan vi kan forklare bevægelsens
forskelligartethed fra land til land, især i Spanien, Grækenland og Tyskland, og b) i hvilket omfang
denne forskelligartethed prægede udviklingen af et transnationalt samarbejde på tværs af bevægelsen.
For at besvare disse spørgsmål udarbejdes der i afhandlingen teoretiske historisk-materialistiske
rammer for undersøgelsen af sociale bevægelser, og der anvendes en blandet metode, der omfatter
kvalitative dokumentanalyser af lovgivning og aktivistpublikationer, semistrukturerede interviews
med aktivister, deltagerobservation ved politiske begivenheder og en analyse af sociale netværk inden
for transnational aktivisme. Som det første viser afhandlingen, at de forskelligartede nationale
karakteristika og strategier for aktivisme mod økonomiske stramninger i afgørende grad blev påvirket
af de forskellige socioøkonomiske virkninger, institutionel implementering og offentlighedens
opfattelse af stramningstiltag i de forskellige lande. For det andet viser afhandlingen, at aktivister
benytter mange af deres rumlige opdelinger og politiske strategier på europæisk plan, idet
transnationale koalitioner er opbygget omkring tre forskellige arketyper: Reformkoalitioner drives af
professionelle transnationale aktivistorganisationer, som ønsker at påvirke EU-lovgivningen ved hjælp
af institutionelle meningsdannere. Disruptionskoalitioner samler lokale og nationale grupper, primært
fra Centraleuropa, med det formål at ændre den offentlige bevidsthed ved hjælp af protestaktioner.
Solidaritetskoalitioner er decentrale, men drives ofte af lokale solidaritetsgrupper fra Sydeuropa og
benytter sig af gensidig udveksling og støtte for at styrke medlemmerne i deres lokale kampe.
Sammenfattende fremføres det i denne afhandling, at bevægelsen mod økonomiske stramninger (på
nationalt og transnationalt plan) benytter mange af de tidligere aktivistgenerationers karakteristika,
strategier og opdelinger, men samtidig udvidede bevægelsen omfanget af den anti-neoliberale
hegemonikamp ved hjælp af sin større forankring i den lokale græsrodsaktivisme og fremme af
demokratisk præfiguration og gensidig solidaritet, hvilket fremtidige aktivister kan drage nytte af.
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