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Preface 
 
European Social and Political Research (formerly Modern 
European Research) was started in 1994 as a journal to 
showcase the work of students taking UCL’s BA European Social 
and Political Studies (formerly BA Modern European Studies). 
During their third and fourth years, ESPS students work on a 
dissertation on an original topic and the very best of these are 
selected for revision and publication in the degree’s own journal. 
 There has been a long wait for the current issue, which 
includes dissertations written by students who graduated in 2011 
and 2012. The articles in this issue give an excellent indication of 
the range of subject areas and academic disciplines studied by 
ESPS students. 
 Thanks are due above all to the contributors to this 
volume, for their efforts revising their dissertations and their 
patience with a very long editorial process. Thanks also to Gil 
Percival for his careful assistance putting together the final draft. 
And finally, we would like to thank all those UCL colleagues from 
different faculties and departments who have supervised and 
continue to supervise ESPS dissertations. We hope that the 
articles presented here give some idea of how rewarding that can 
be. 
 
Mary Hilson 
UCL ESPS & Scandinavian Studies 
October 2013 
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Poor and Nasty or Noble and Savage - An 
inquiry into the moral and the juridical argument 
of Hobbes’ and Rousseau’s theories of the state 
of nature 
 
Quirin Maderspacher 
 
‘[I]t cannot be denied that man’s natural state, before they came 
together into society, was War.’1With his famous conclusion about 
human nature, Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) drew a dim picture of 
the original human condition. In the absence of a sovereign that 
would compel men to follow laws, a war of every man against 
every man was inevitable. Writing about one hundred years later, 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) claimed that Hobbes had 
been fundamentally mistaken about the state of nature. He 
advocated that original men lived in a state of peace because 
contact between men was rare and the principle of pity moderated 
their actions.  

That the two philosophers held opposing views on the 
state of nature can, however, be attributed to an overly selective 
reading of Hobbes’s and Rousseau’s work. The aim of this article 
is to clarify some essential, and unfortunately pertinent, 
misunderstandings by identifying important similarities in the two 
theories. By discussing the moral and juridical perspectives of the 
two theories, the aim is to show how far Hobbesian ideas shaped 
Rousseau’s conception of the state of nature.  

This discussion is not merely a close textual analysis of the 
work of two philosophers. The aim is also to reconsider Hobbes’ 
place in the history of political thought. Far from being a simple 
advocate of absolute rule, Hobbes established the intellectual 
foundation for what would later be called liberalism. Instead of 
adding yet another account of what laws are natural to men – as 
John Locke and many others who make recourse to God and rely 
on infallible reason had done – Hobbes suggests that man’s 
natural condition is one of natural rights and that the ruler’s 
legitimacy must find its point of departure in these rights. Although 
Rousseau’s republican ideal of political rule would look different 
from that of Hobbes, he entirely accepted these basic Hobbesian 
ideas.  
 
 
‘A war of every man against every man’ – Hobbes’ state of 
nature 
Hobbes attributes two distinct characteristics to man in the state of 
nature. The first is equality; the second is a willingness to hurt 
others. Hobbes’ equality is an equal capacity to harm each other. 
Even the strongest of men can be killed by the weakest of 

                                                        
1
 Thomas Hobbes, On the citizen, ed. Richard Tuck and Michael Silverthorne 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), I, 12, p. 29. 
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individuals, so ‘[w]hatever confidence you have in your own 
strength, you simply cannot believe that you have been made 
superior to others by nature. Those who have equal power against 
each other, are equal’.2 But it is not this capacity to hurt each other 
that leads Hobbes to his well-known conclusion. As well as this 
capacity he adds the willingness to hurt, which is a result of three 
different passions, termed competition, diffidence and glory: ‘The 
first, maketh man invade for Gain; the second, for Safety; and the 
third, for Reputation.’3 

Hobbes then uses his account of human nature to 
establish the moral grounds for the only natural right he attributes 
to man, which is the right to self-preservation: ‘[a]mid so many 
dangers therefore from men’s natural cupidity, that threaten man 
every day, we cannot be blamed for looking out for ourselves (…). 
It is not therefore absurd, nor reprehensible, nor contrary to right 
reason, if one makes every effort to defend his body and limbs 
from death and to preserve them.’4 

From the right to preserve oneself, Hobbes now directly 
deduces his famous conclusion concerning life outside civil 
society. Since ‘a right to an end is meaningless, if the right to the 
means necessary to that end is denied’, he tells the reader, it 
follows that every man ‘has also the right to use any means and to 
do any action by which he can preserve himself’.5 Every man is 
naturally also the judge about the means he should be allowed to 
use for the purpose of self-preservation. From this follows that the 
right of nature is an unlimited right to all things. Whatever a man 
requires – or thinks he requires – to preserve his life can 
legitimately be claimed by him. However, as Hobbes rightly states, 
‘the effect of this right is almost the same as if there were no right 
at all’.6 The right of nature turns out to be an absurd right. Even if 
there was an abundance of goods in the state of nature, men 
could still lay claims to the very same thing and it could not be 
decided whose right is to be applied, since there is no common 
judge to deliver a judgement. The result of the application of the 
right of nature is thus the annihilation of right altogether. This 
juridical conflict paired with man’s willingness to hurt others leads 
Hobbes to conclude that ‘men’s natural state (…) was War; and 
not simply war, but a war of every man against every man’.7 
 
 
The fragile peace of Rousseau’s state of nature 
In the Encyclopédie article entitled ‘Hobbisme’ Diderot contrasts 
the theories of the two philosophers in a very simplified way: ‘The 
philosophy of Mr Rousseau of Geneva is almost the opposite of 

                                                        
2
 Hobbes, On the citizen, I, 3, p. 26. 

3
 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck (Cambridge: Cambridge  

University Press, 1996), XIII, p. 88.  
4
 Hobbes, On the citizen, I, 7, p. 27. 

5
 Hobbes, On the citizen, I, 8, p. 27. Emphasis in original.  

6
 Hobbes, On the citizen, I, 11, p. 29.  

7
 Hobbes, On the citizen, I, 12, p. 29.   
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that of Hobbes. One believes man to be naturally good, the other 
believes him to be vicious. According to the philosopher from 
Geneva, the state of nature is a state of peace; according to the 
philosopher from Malmesbury, it is a state of war.’8 Rousseau also 
claimed differences between his own theory of the state of nature 
and that of Hobbes: ‘contrary to his [Hobbes’s] absurd doctrine, 
the state of war, far from being natural to man, is born of peace, or 
at least the precautions men have taken to secure lasting peace.’9 
Furthermore, Rousseau warns his readers in the Second 
Discourse against ‘conclud[ing] with Hobbes that because he has 
no idea of goodness man is naturally wicked’. 10  Rousseau 
inversely claims that the state of nature is a place of peace and 
self-sufficiency. However, Rousseau advances his claim about 
natural peace for entirely different reasons than the theorists of 
natural law had done and, by so doing, comes a lot closer to the 
Hobbesian interpretation of the state of nature than he was ready 
to admit.  

In the first part of the Second Discourse, however, 
Rousseau's state of nature looks very different from that of 
Hobbes. Rousseau’s aim here is to strip man not only of the 
framework of the state – as Hobbes had done – but to strip him 
also of his social and cultural attributes he has acquired through 
progress. Consequently, Rousseau presents natural man as an 
animal-like creature: ‘I see an animal less strong than some, less 
agile than others, but, all things considered, the most 
advantageously organised of all.’11 Just like animals, natural men 
live in harmony with and from nature. Natural men also lack the 
capacity to use their own reason. Their desires (‘food, a female, 
and rest’) do not go beyond their actual physical needs that are 
necessary for self-preservation.12These limited needs and desires 
are compatible with those of other men. 13  Due to nature’s 
abundance man’s original condition is no ‘great obstacle to their 
preservation’.14 

Not only the mutual compatibility of men’s need to 
preserve themselves (amour de soi) renders the state of nature a 
state of peace. The principle of compassion (pitié), which is – just 
like the principle of self-preservation – prior to human reason and 
moderates the former, further limits the potential for conflict. It 
inspires in us a natural repugnance to seeing any sentient Being 

                                                        
8
 Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert, Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire 

raisonné des sciences, des arts et des metiers (Stuttgart: Frommann, 1966), pp. 
240-41; my translation.  
9
 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, ‘The State of War’, in The Social Contract and other 

later political writings, ed. and trans. Victor Gourevitch (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), sect. 7, p. 163.  
10

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse,’ in The Discourses and other early political 
writings, ed. and trans. Victor Gourevitch (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997), p. 151; hereafter referred to as ‘Second Discourse’. 
11

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 134. 
12

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 142. 
13

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 157.  
14

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 139.  
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(…) perish or suffer’.15 Rousseau adds, however, that there is a 
strict hierarchy concerning the two principles. Self-preservation is 
the dominant principle and man ‘is obliged to give himself 
preference’ if situations arise where the two principles enter into 
conflict.16 Unlike his natural law predecessors, Rousseau wants 
his two principles of self-love and compassion to be understood as 
‘natural feelings’.17 Rousseau’s principles, then, do not depend on 
the capacity to use human reason or any sort of intellectual 
reflection – as the concepts of natural law do – but are rather to be 
considered innate principles that every human being is compelled 
to follow due to his emotional set-up.  

However, this peaceful and innocent pur état de Nature 
cannot endure forever. Successive developments will change the 
initial set-up of the state of nature, and the origin of these 
developments is man’s capacity to be a free agent. Contrary to 
animals, who act on their instincts only, man can disobey his 
natural inclinations. 18  This capacity combined with historic and 
anthropological facts and events, which are explained below, turn 
Rousseau’s peaceful state of nature into a state of war.19 

What ignites human development from the pure state of 
nature are coincidences on the one side, and natural obstacles on 
the other. The main steps in Rousseau’s thinking are the 
following. As a result of growing natural obstacles, men start to 
take part in common activities. When they become sedentary, 
families and first ideas of property start to develop. Man’s 
‘[p]ermanent proximity’ results in the development of social 
relations and from this was born a ‘tender and sweet sentiment’ 
that Rousseau will term amour propre, or pride.20 For Rousseau, 
the concept of pride is essential in explaining the dynamic of the 
successive developments. Pride – and only later possessions – is 
the source of first conflicts amongst men. Man soon finds himself 
in a struggle for mutual recognition of his own individuality. These 
conflicts cannot be avoided ‘since, before there were Laws, 
everyone was sole judge and avenger of offences he had 
received’.21 

With the ground-breaking invention of agriculture and 
metallurgy an actual notion of property became necessary. Much 
in the same way Locke had advanced the idea of property in the 
state of nature, Rousseau assumes that manual labour and the 
concept of property must have arisen at the same time: ‘it is 
impossible to conceive the idea of nascent property in any other 

                                                        
15

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 127.  
16

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 127.  
17

 ‘It is, in a word, in this Natural sentiment rather than in subtle arguments that 
one has to seek the cause of the repugnance to evil-doing’. Rousseau, ‘Second 
Discourse’, p. 154.   
18

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 140. 
19

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 140. 
20

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 165.  
21

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 167.  
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way than in terms of manual labour.’22 At the same time, first rules 
of justice are established in order to define who owns what. Evil 
passions such as greed, glory and competition are developed  and 
lead men into the ‘last stage of the state of Nature’, the état de 
guerre. 23  This state of men is marked by the non-moderated 
conflicts of human passions; the principle of compassion gives 
way to the principle of self-preservation that is no longer limited to 
the satisfaction of basic needs but has been – due to 
technological and social progress – extended to the satisfaction of 
a whole range of passions: 

 
the usurpations of the rich, the Banditry of the Poor, the unbridled 
passions of all, stifling natural pity and the still weak voice of 
justice, made men greedy, ambitious and wicked (…). Nascent 
society gave way to the most horrible state of war.

24
 

 
 
Rousseau as Hobbes’ disciple 
The aim of this work is to adequately assess Hobbes’ influence on 
Rousseau's theory of the state of nature. The root cause for the 
difficulties in comparing the two philosophers’ works on the state 
of nature might be the fact that Rousseau’s state of nature fulfills 
two functions, one of which Hobbes’ theory of the state of nature 
clearly lacks. 

 
Good versus Evil? Morality in the state of nature 
Rousseau’s theory of the state of nature can, in its first function, 
be read as an attempt to raise awareness of the price we have to 
pay for the development and exercise of our powers and talents.25 
Most of the Second Discourse is dedicated to this perspective. Its 

                                                        
22

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 169. It should be noted that Locke, contrary 
to Rousseau, insisted on a legitimate claim to property in the state of nature. This 

assumption remains subject to justified criticism: see Karlfriedrich Herb, 
Rousseaus Theorie legitimer Herrschaft (Würzburg: Königshausen und 
Neumann, 1989), p. 63. Tuck suggests that political circumstances, i.e. the 
British colonisation of the Americas, and Locke’s personal involvement therein 
might have led him to adopt this doubtful notion of property. See Richard Tuck, 
The Rights of War and Peace (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 167, 
172-3. 
23

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, pp. 161, 171. Rousseau describes the état de 
guerre in the Second Discourse, but does not seem to take this idea up in the 
Social Contract. The perspectives of the two works seem to be difficult to 
reconcile at first: The Second Discourse focuses on the historic-anthropological 
reconstruction of man, whereas the Social Contract is a work on the principles of 
legitimate government. However, the Second Discourse also touches on juridical 
considerations at times (e.g. critique of natural law) and Rousseau himself 
suggests that his two books are part of a coherent intellectual framework: 
‘Everything that is bold in The Social Contract was previously in the Discourse on 
Inequality’. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Confessions, eds. Christopher Kelly, 
Roger D. Masters, and Peter G. Stilmann (London: University Press of New 
England, 1995), IX, p. 442. 
24

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, pp. 171-172. 
25

Joshua Cohen, Rousseau: A Free Community of Equals (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press 2010), p. 25.  
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principal aim is to prove that the rise of progress has not been 
followed by an improvement of most men’s quality of life and 
morality. Rousseau asks why morals are corrupted in proportion 
as minds are enlightened’.26 

To assume that Rousseau’s theory of the state of nature is 
a history of decay (‘Geschichte des Verfalls’27), however, is to 
subscribe entirely to that perspective. Yet, Rousseau remains at 
least ambiguous about the moral consequences of departing from 
the pur état de Nature, when he writes, for example, about the 
general effects of amour propre: ‘this frenzy to achieve distinction 
(…) [to which] we owe what is best and what is worst among men, 
our virtues, and our vices, our Sciences and our errors, our 
Conquerors and our Philosophers, that is to say a multitude of bad 
things for a smaller number of good things.’28 

This ambiguity in Rousseau’s account also raises doubts 
about Diderot’s simple juxtaposition. If one first turns to 
Rousseau’s natural man, it becomes clear that man is not simply 
good for Rousseau. It is true that the pur état de Nature is a place 
of general peace and harmony. This, however, is due to the fact 
that Rousseau's natural man is not yet equipped with reason, that 
his needs are limited to physical needs, and that passions exist 
only insofar as they are necessary to fulfil these physical needs, 
and not due to some inherent or innate ‘goodness’ of men. 29 
Rousseau’s principal aim is not to prove that man is naturally 
good; his objective is to show that man is not naturally bad, but 
that he only becomes thus by the effects of social dependence: 
‘the error of Hobbes and of the philosophers is to confuse natural 
man with the man they have before their eyes.’30 

Nor is Hobbes ascribing natural evilness to men. Hobbes 
points out himself that there is an important difference between his 
claim about man’s evil behaviour in the state of nature and the 
claim that man is naturally wicked: ‘[s]ome object that if we admit 
this principle, it follows directly not only that all Men are evil (which 
perhaps, though harsh, should be conceded, since it is clearly 
said in the Scripture), but also (and this cannot be conceded 
without impiety) that they are evil by nature.’31 How does Hobbes 
justify his defence? The willingness to hurt is not due to an equally 
distributed evil human nature; it follows not only from a desire for 
glory, but from a multitude of other desires which cannot be 
morally condemned: ‘even if there were fewer evil men than good 
men, good, decent people would still be saddled with the constant 
need to watch, distrust, anticipate and get better of others, and to 
protect themselves by all possible means.’ 32  What his critics 
interpreted as man's natural evilness is in most cases no more 

                                                        
26

 Rousseau, ‘State of War’, p. 165. 
27

 Herb, Rousseaus Theorie, p. 95.  
28

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 184. 
29

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 141; cf p. 153.  
30

 Rousseau, ‘State of War’, p. 164. 
31

 Hobbes, On the citizen, p. 11. 
32

 Hobbes, On the citizen, p. 11. 
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than innocent self-defence: ‘[f]or the first man, it [the will to do 
harm] derives from the need to defend his property and liberty 
against the other.’33 Rather than man's natural wickedness, it is 
the absence of a superior that causes the clash of evil passions 
and the consecutive conflicts amongst men.  

Diderot’s simple juxtaposition becomes even more 
irrelevant if one takes Rousseau’s account of the état de guerre 
into account, where Rousseau attributes to man an emotional 
disposition similar to that of Hobbes. He refers to the ‘unbridled 
passions of all, stifling natural pity and the still weak voice of 
justice’ that made men ‘greedy, ambitious, and wicked’. 34 
Rousseau’s natural man’s passions are no more natural than in 
Hobbes's account. On the contrary, they are consequences of the 
absence of sovereign jurisdiction. 
 
The absolute right to everything: the juridical perspective  
This leads us to the function that the two state of nature theories 
share, which is that of the legitimisation of the state. Both Hobbes 
and Rousseau attempted to answer the question of the state’s 
legitimacy with recourse to original rights and it is in this respect 
that Rousseau clearly followed Hobbes and accepted most of the 
English philosopher’s basic assumptions.  

Before I compare Hobbes’ and Rousseau’s accounts in 
this respect, it is helpful to put Hobbes's radical claims about 
natural rights and natural law in the intellectual context of his 
time. 35 Hobbes claimed for himself the title of the founder of 
modern political philosophy. He begins the De Cive by clearly 
stating the difference between the dominant thinking of his time 
and his own political theory: ‘[t]he majority of previous writers on 
public Affairs either assume or seek to prove or simply assert that 
Man is an animal born fit for Society (…).’36 Hobbes observes that 
men, according to the Aristotelian logic, are naturally political. 
Consequently, nature can only be understood as organised in 
such a way that political or social life was possible. This 
organisation is expressed in nature’s laws.37 

Continuing this scholastic-Aristotelian outlook, John Locke 
(1632-1704), an opponent of Hobbes, claimed that man, due to 

                                                        
33

 Hobbes, On the citizen, I, 4, p. 26. 
34

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 171. 
35

An attentive contemporary reader of Hobbes and advocate of absolute 
monarchy, Robert Filmer, had understood this important shift and therefore, 
whilst agreeing with Hobbes’ conclusions, opposed Hobbes's claims about man’s 
original rights: ‘[w]ith no small content I read Mr Hobbes’ book De Cive, and his 
Leviathan, about the rights of sovereignty, which no man, that I know, hath so 
amply and judiciously handled. I consent with him about the rights of exercising 
government, but I cannot agree to his means of acquiring it (…). His just naturae 
[right of nature] and his regnum institutivum [kingdom by institution] will not down 
with me’. Robert Filmer, Patriarcha and Other Writings, ed. Johann P 
Sommerville (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 184-185. 
36

 Hobbes, On the citizen,I, 2, p. 21-22. 
37

 Georg Geismann.‘Kant als Vollender von Hobbes und Rousseau’, Der Staat, 
21 (1982), pp. 161-189: 162. 
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his political or law-abiding nature, would generally obey God-given 
laws.38 Locke claimed that nature and its laws must be organised 
in such a way that all human needs – or at least those that are 
natural – are satisfied. Since human action is guided by and finds 
its limits in these laws, Locke’s state of nature is a place of 
general peace and harmony. A collision between the ends of 
human actions is impossible since that would lead God’s law ad 
absurdum: ‘[t]he State of Nature has a Law of Nature to govern it, 
which obliges every one: And Reason, which is that Law, teaches 
all Mankind, who will but consult it, that being all equal and 
independent, no one ought to harm another in his Life, Health, 
Liberty, or Possessions.’39 There is no mention of a Hobbesian 
unlimited right to everything, but only of a right that is clearly 
limited by nature’s laws. However sophisticated Locke’s natural 
laws are, he is just another philosopher in the line of many other 
natural law theorists, who define natural law in their own fashion 
and ‘base it on such metaphysical principles that even among us 
there are very few people capable of understanding these 
principles, let alone of discovering them on their own.’40 Whereas 
Locke’s approach to natural laws is yet another failed attempt to 
provide a stable base for the state’s legitimacy, 41  Hobbes and 
Rousseau based the idea of laws – and the state’s legitimacy – on 
man’s original rights and drew a line under the endless discussion 
around the content of natural law. 

Hobbes shows that natural laws can, at best, guide man’s 
consciousness – their applicability is limited in foro interno. They 
can direct human ends in one direction or another. Natural law 
can help men decide what they should want: in short, it answers 
questions of ethics. What such guidelines cannot deliver, 
however, are answers as to what happens when conflicts between 
human actions arise. Thus, even if men were to follow nature’s 
law, even if two men were to pursue similar intentions, their 
actions can still collide.  

It is, then, not so much men’s potential ignorance of 
nature’s laws that renders the state of nature a state of war – 
which is Locke’s claim – but the insufficient capacity of reason to 
guide human actions, in contrast to human ends. Hobbes insists 
that the reasonableness of a judgement depends on the individual 
alone and that, as a consequence, reason is unable to overcome 
conflicts where both individuals consider themselves acting ‘with 

                                                        
38

 Dieter Hüning, Freiheit und Herrschaft in der Rechtsphilosophie des Thomas 
Hobbes (Berlin: Duncker und Humblot, 1998), pp. 38-41. 
39

 John Locke, ‘Second Treatise’, in Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter 
Laslett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 265-428: 271. 
40

 Rousseau, ‘Second Discourse’, p. 126. 
41

 The Lockean theory of the state of nature provides, on the one hand, the 
normative power through which Locke expresses his radical claims about the 
relationship between the state and its citizens. On the other hand, it is the state 
of nature’s deficiency – such as the lack of security – that serves as a basis to 
establish the legitimacy of the state. The state of nature’s normative claim and its 
deficiency are difficult to reconcile. Cf. Karlfriedrich Herb, Rousseaus Theorie 
legitimer Herrschaft (Würzburg: Königshausen und Neumann, 1989), pp. 54-55. 
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right’: ‘[b]y right reason in men’s natural state, I mean, not, as 
many do, an infallible Faculty, but the act of reasoning, that is, a 
man’s own true Reasoning about actions of his which may 
conduce to his advantage or other men’s loss.’42 Even if men were 
all to use their right reason, conflicts could still not be avoided 
since it is rational and thus rightful for everyone to do and to claim 
whatever is necessary to their self-preservation.43 

Rousseau shares this Hobbesian assumption and equally 
denies that reason, and the natural law that it prescribes, has 
sufficient potential to order the state of nature. There is no doubt 
that the pur état de Nature and its peacefulness are due to pre-
rational principles, such as the principle of compassion, and not 
due to the adherence to natural laws prescribed by reason. 
Rousseau clearly excludes reason from the pur état de Nature.44 
The only moderating forces in the state of nature are the above-
mentioned ‘natural feelings’: ‘[i]f natural law were prescribed only 
in human reason, it would have little capacity to guide most of our 
actions, but it is also engraved in the human heart in indelible 
characters, and it is from the heart that it speaks to him more 
forcefully than do all the precepts of the Philosophers.’ 45 
Rousseau is equally clear, however, that these ‘natural feelings’ – 
even if they can moderate man’s actions – are not capable of 
avoiding conflicts between human actions, because the principle 
of self-preservation will always take precedence over compassion-
induced considerations. Man is allowed to ‘sacrifice the life of his 
fellow’ in order ‘to preserve his own’.46  
 Instead of limiting man’s actions and liberty by natural law, 
as Locke and others had done, Hobbes and Rousseau both insist, 
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then, on the notion of an unlimited right to everything.47 This right 
to everything, or natural liberty, cannot be preserved in civil 
society. It is indeed the deficient character of this right itself that 
leads men to submit to the sovereign. In Rousseau’s work, there 
thus exists a clear-cut difference between natural liberty and civil 
liberty: ‘one has to distinguish clearly between natural freedom 
which has no other bounds than the individual’s forces, and civil 
freedom which is limited by the general will.’48 The exercise of the 
former must be limited in order to secure enjoyment of the latter. 
Not natural laws, but civil, man-made laws can secure this real 
liberty; only ‘obedience to the law one has prescribed to oneself is 
freedom’ 49 . The foundation of society thus has an ambiguous 
character with view to liberty. On the one hand, it is the moment of 
its limitation; on the other, however, it is only in civil society that 
liberty can properly be enjoyed. Civil society becomes the lieu of 
real liberty, and civil laws, in this reasoning, become the condition 
for liberty.  

For Hobbes, too, there exists a clear distinction between 
natural and civil liberty. It is true that Hobbes’s insistence on the 
definition of liberty as the absence of external interference is 
confusing in this respect: ‘LIBERTY, or FREEDOME, signifieth 
(properly) the absence of Opposition; (by Opposition, I mean 
externall Impediments of motion).’50 It is quite clear that this form 
of liberty, however, remains unrestricted when submitting to the 
sovereign.51  The aspect of Hobbesian natural liberty that does 
play a role is, then, a different one. When Hobbes claims that ‘the 
Right of Nature, that is, the naturall Liberty of man, may by the 
Civill Law be abridged, and restrained’, 52  Hobbes seems to 
suggest that natural liberty and man’s natural right to everything 
are the same thing. It is in this respect that one can very clearly 
trace back Hobbes’s argument in Rousseau’s philosophy. Natural 
liberty and the right to everything are deficient in their character 
and must be given up so that enjoyment of liberty be secured. 
Hobbes, like Rousseau, presents an account of civil liberty, of 
secured liberty, which he terms the ‘Liberty of Subjects’.53 The 
securing of liberty is brought about by the submission to civil laws. 
Consequently, civil laws become, just like for Rousseau, the 
condition of civil liberty.54 

It is Locke’s account of natural liberty that can help 
understand that the agreement between Hobbes and Rousseau 
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on this matter is far from self-evident. One need not go into much 
detail to see how differently Locke thinks about natural liberty: ‘the 
Natural Liberty of Man is to be free from any Superior Power on 
Earth, and not to be under the Will or Legislative Authority of Man, 
but to have only the Law of Nature for his Rule (…).’55 Locke’s 
definition of natural liberty follows from his confidence in the laws 
of nature to order the human realm. Freedom, in Locke’s 
argument, is not limited by its compatibility with other people’s 
freedom, but rather by man’s natural duties.56 There is no mention 
of the need to give up our natural freedom to secure real liberty. 
Civil laws are not the condition of real liberty, but merely its 
restriction.  

Juridical insecurity resulting from the contradictory 
character of the natural right is consequently the main problem 
that the foundation of the state is supposed to overcome. The 
state’s task is not to enforce the application of already existing 
natural norms and laws. Its task is to create applicable and 
enforceable laws in the first place, which are understood as 
artificial constraints imposed on man, by man, and whose validity 
can, ultimately, only be deduced from man’s original right to 
freedom.57 That Hobbes and Rousseau agreed on this point show 
their comments on property in the state of nature. Hobbes 
comments on the notion of property that in the state of nature 
‘every thing is his that getteth it, and keepeth it by force; which is 
neither Propriety, nor Community; but Uncertainty. (…) Seeing 
therefore the Introduction of Propriety is an effect of Common-
wealth’. 58A consideration of Rousseau’s thoughts on this topic 
reveals a similar logic: if a man possesses a certain object, there 
is no possibility to hold unto that object apart from the use of force 
and, most importantly, there is no implementable right to the 
concerned object since everyone else can also legitimately claim 
the very same object.59 Again, the ‘balance sheet’ reveals that this 
problem was central to Rousseau’s political theory:  ‘one has to 
distinguish (...) between possession which is merely the effect of 
force (…), and property which can only be founded on a positive 
title.’60 
 
Conclusion 
The first perspective of Rousseau’s work, which is critical of 
Enlightenment principles, has led some interpreters to claim that 
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Rousseau thought of natural men as morally superior ‘noble 
savages’. This interpretation was particularly powerful in the 
nineteenth century but continues to find adherents in our 
time.61This article has attempted to show that Rousseau did not 
exalt the simple life. Instead, he attempted to raise awareness of 
the ambiguous character of modern progress, and asked the 
difficult question of whether it was possible to profit from this 
progress without paying a terrible moral price for it. His solution to 
this dilemma was the Social Contract.  

Hobbes, on his part, did not simply ascribe evilness to 
human nature. His state of nature was an attempt to explain why 
humans often act in an evil way and why they cannot morally be 
condemned for doing so. Hobbes’s men are not wicked, but the 
lawlessness of their natural condition imposes evil behaviour on 
them. 

The article also attempted to argue that Rousseau, far from 
rejecting Hobbes’ basic assumptions concerning natural right and 
law, accepted important principles, such as the critique of natural 
law, the notion of an unlimited right to everything and of natural 
liberty, and the consequent deficiency of the entire state of nature, 
which necessitates the state. There are, of course, important 
differences between Hobbes and Rousseau. Their disagreement 
on the place and nature of morals in the polity – as opposed to in 
the state of nature – is important. For Rousseau, a functioning 
polity is unthinkable without a moral foundation shared by citizens 
and enshrined in their hearts. Indeed, it might be the dilemma of 
Rousseau’s philosophy that voluntarist assumptions (i.e. all 
legitimacy must be based on individual consent) are irreconcilable 
with the need for civic virtues that could only result from social 
interdependence and without which the general will could never 
come into existence, let alone maintain itself. 62  Hobbes 
deliberately excludes such considerations from his political theory. 
His citizens are passive and should leave the realm of politics to 
the sovereign man or assembly and retire into their private lives 
where they can enjoy an extensive amount of liberty and pleasure.  

They also had quite different views of precisely what the 
social contract involved and what sort of government it would 
legitimise. Whereas laws remain the condition of liberty for 
Hobbes, laws for Rousseau become its expression. Whereas 
Hobbes is convinced that the social contract involves a trade-off 
between liberty and security, Rousseau goes so far as to say that 
men lose no liberty at all when submitting to the general will; they 
‘remain as free as before’. Their terminology, too, reveals 
differences; although Hobbes writes about the citizen, it is rather 
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the subject that he addresses. It is only with Rousseau that the 
modern notion of the citizen arrives.  

This does not, however, change their fundamental 
agreement concerning some of the most important characteristics 
of the state of nature. Despite Rousseau’s claims to the contrary, 
his own state of nature was not so different from that of his 
predecessor. Hobbes’ ideas set out in the state of nature were 
extremely powerful; that the starting point for the state’s legitimacy 
are natural rights and that the state’s primary task is to ensure 
juridical security, a life in peace, and the exercise of liberty are 
ideas that have been particularly pertinent in the liberal era. The 
legacy of these principles has been formidable.63 Hobbes’ ideas 
developed a dynamic of their own that was perhaps never 
intended and their force became so powerful that Rousseau could 
not escape them.  
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A More Radical Freedom: the Vital Structure 
of Circumstance and Selfhood in the 
Philosophy of José Ortega y Gasset1 
 

Laura Cronk 
 
José Ortega y Gasset, widely believed to be one of the 
greatest Spanish thinkers of all time, developed his philosophy 
between 1904 and 1955, a time span encompassing some of 
Spain’s most turbulent history. It was also a time of turbulence 
for European thought. Developments in the natural sciences 
and a growing disenchantment with religion posed an 
existential dilemma: could the human ‘self’ be truly 
autonomous, or did external and objective reality divest it of 
this power? Ortega2 wrote on social and political themes as 
varied as the state, modernity, the ‘mass man’, education and 
love. He believed all human activity to be underpinned by a 
radical metaphysical system interweaving the freedom of the 
self with the concrete world. The primary task of philosophy is 
to address life at this radical metaphysical level, only then can 
we turn our attention to the institutions and structures we 
create. Ortega’s work has been greatly neglected outside the 
Spanish speaking world, a fact variously blamed on 
inadequate translation of his effervescent writing style,3 or the 
particular Spanish relevance of his social and political 
philosophy. This article examines Ortega's revolutionary view 
of human existence and especially its repercussions for the 
possibility and character of freedom. 

‘El enigma más profundo de la filosofía’, said Ortega in 
1949, towards the end of his career, ‘se en cuentre tras la 
relación entre posibilidad y realidad’.4It was in pursuit of this 
enigma that Ortega spent most of his philosophical career. He 
came to hold a sophisticated view of the human being as pure 
possibility immersed in reality, in other words, a subjective self 
immersed in an objective circumstance. His greatest 
philosophical contribution is widely held to be his idea of 
human existence as ‘Radical Reality’ [Realidad Radical], 
consisting of an engagement [engranamiento] between the self 
and the circumstance. This idea forms the basis of his entire 
metaphysical system. Ortega believed that this Radical Reality, 
life itself, was the proper object for philosophical inquiry.  

My focus, more precisely, will be to examine how the 
idea of Radical Reality supports the view of metaphysical 
freedom that Ortega holds. The subjective and objective 
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dimensions to Ortega's thought seem to be completely 
incompatible; posing what appears to be an insurmountable 
obstacle to freedom. According to Ortega, the subjective self is 
pure possibility, conscious choice, imagination and self-
creation, somehow immersed in a biological, historical and 
environmental circumstance which is fixed and concrete. 
Ortega explicitly affirms that we have freedom, both in the 
availability of possibilities and the capacity to choose among 
them. However our subjective self which is capable of this free 
choice operates within a determined circumstance of necessity 
and limitation, in other words; at odds with freedom. The 
question is: how can Ortega extract a view of freedom, as he 
does, from his paradoxical insistence on both liberty and 
predetermined necessity?5 
 
 
The Self and the Circumstance 
This section will comprise a thorough discussion of Ortega's 
doctrine of circumstantialism, embodied in the maxim ‘Yo soy 
yo y mi circunstancia’[I am myself and my circumstance] which 
is found in his 1914 book Meditaciones Del Quijote 
[Meditations on Quixote].6This view, that existence is formed 
by a pairing of the subjective and objective, carries the striking 
implication that man is an ontological anomaly among living 
things, a view Ortega returns to in depth in his 1939 essay, 
Meditación de la Técnica, published in English under the title 
Man the Technician. Two issues are salient here to a 
discussion of freedom. First, that in his subjectivity, man alone 
is capable of self-reflection (an idea first discussed in the early 
essay Adán en el Paraíso, [Adam in Paradise] published in 
1910). Liberated from the supposed shackles of nature and 
able to reflect in a private realm of thought separated from 
objective reality, man is pure freedom and possibility. Yet Man 
the Technician simultaneously develops the idea that this 
subjective potential is immersed in an objective circumstance. 
Paradoxically, all possibility attributed to the self finds itself 
trapped with the limits of circumstance. Man appears to be the 
only creature to face this Radical Reality of self and 
circumstance, and according to Ortega, his freedom lies in the 
synthesis of these elements. 

Ortega's concept of the subjective self can be traced 
from the very beginnings of his philosophical thought. In Adam 
in Paradise, Ortega presents the first awakening of self-
reflection, using the ‘first man’, Adam, alone in the world, as a 
symbol for such an idea. The faculty of self-reflective 
consciousness marks the developmental shift from the animal 
to the human, or perhaps from primitive man to thinking or 
knowing man:Homo sapiens. It is the subjective self that 
makes man ontologically different from all other living things, 

                                                        
5

B. Campbell, ‘Free Will and Determinism in the Theory of Tragedy’, 
Hispanic Review 37 (1969), p. 379. 
6
 Ortega, Meditations on Quixote, trans. E. Rugg and D. Marin (New York: 

Norton, 1963), p. 45. 



Cronk, “Circumstance and Selfhood in José Ortega y Gasset” 

European Social and Political Research, Vol. 14-15 (2011-12). 

 
22 

and makes his existence biographical rather than biological.7 
Ortega claims existence begins with self-consciousness, when 
man attains the faculty to retreat from the external world into a 
world of ideas.8 The subjective self, in liberating us from the 
necessity of our environment, is perceived as the source of our 
freedom. 

The self categorically affirms freedom on five counts, 
which are particularly discussed in Ortega’s 1939 essay, 
History as a system. The first of these is that it recognises 
possibilities. Secondly, that it chooses among these 
possibilities. Thirdly, in choosing, man creates himself. 
Fourthly, this self creation is directed towards the future and 
the ‘not-yet’:  Ortega describes man as ‘the entity he is not yet’ 
and ‘existing in his non-existence’. The fifth claim is perhaps 
the most daring of all; that man is ‘Causa Sui to the second 
power’.9 The self is synonymous with the ‘proyecto vital’[vital 
project], in other words, man not only creates himself, but 
decides on the self that he is going to create. The self is a vital 
project which exists in the imagination and the future:‘El 
hombre es pues, ante todo, algo que no tiene realidad ni 
corporal ni spiritual; es una programa como tal; por lo tanto, lo 
que aún no es, sino que aspira a ser.’10 

The self is described herein terms of self-created 
visionary potential, appearing to make man a creature of 
boundless aspiration.11 His imagination, his capacity to think in 
terms of the future, and his ability to withdraw into the realm of 
ideas and then re-emerge, enriched, to project those ideas 
back on to external reality, are all powerful claims Ortega 
makes for metaphysical freedom. Parallels with Sartre might 
well be drawn, the key difference being that Ortega 
interestingly does not believe in the self creation of values, 
instead believing that values are the product of socially instilled 
beliefs.12 This is a severe problem for a conception of man as 
‘Causa Sui to the second power’; how can he create himself as 
he wants if he cannot create his values? Ortega’s answer is 
that he conceives freedom as existing prior to any formation of 
values, that values do not make us free but are rather 
presented to us as part of the world. How we then interpret and 
reflect upon these values, how we integrate them into our 
subjective reality by way of the objective is what freedom really 
consists in. This is the concept of engagement which I leave 
for discussion until section III, though it will be mentioned in 
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relation to Radical Reality later in this section. 
The objective world constantly presents the self with 

many external possibilities, among which it must choose. In 
this, Ortega affirms, man is free.‘En cada momento de mi vida 
se abren ante mí diversas posibilidades…Entre esas 
posibilidades tengo que elegir. Por tanto, soy libre’13. Choice 
and possibility are absolutely integral to a conception of 
freedom. It is through them that the process of self creation; 
the vital project; the self, unfurls. Ortega variously describes 
man as ‘novelist’, ‘creator’, and ‘engineer’ of his life, all 
suggesting the capacity and freedom of man to determine what 
he will become.14 

Freedom in this view is pervasive yet completely 
intangible. Our subjective self, conceived as a vital project, a 
vision of potential in the not-yet and the imagination, 
completely eludes objective reality, which is also a 
fundamental part of human existence. This is why the 
subjective self cannot exist meaningfully alone. It must engage 
with an objective circumstance to gain objective meaning and 
become a ‘Radical Reality’, a concept to which I now turn. 

I have so far advanced the overwhelming case in 
favour of a freedom consisting in self-creation; a vital project. 
However, the Radical Reality of existence determines that this 
self finds itself in a circumstance [circunstancia], a set of 
surroundings, a world.15 The self is immersed in precisely what 
it is not, the process of which renders it severely limited.16 The 
term circumstance in its broadest sense incorporates society, 
environment, and the whole totality of exterior concepts and 
objects which make up one’s world; in short, it is everything 
which is not one’s subjective self or ego. In a narrower sense, 
Ortega uses the term to refer to the particular physical and 
temporal situation the self finds itself in, the specific ‘here-ness’ 
[hicceidad]’ and ‘now-ness’ [nuncceidad]. 17  Ortega's love of 
etymology points to a further meaning; ‘circum-stantia’ in its 
most literal translation from the Latin means the ‘mute things 
around me’. 18  The things of circumstance are mute and 
meaningless; gaining meaning only through interaction with the 
self.19Apart from flexibility gained through synthesis with the 
self, circumstance is determined and fixed. It is necessities and 
limits imposed upon us. Ortega describes circumstance as an 
‘horizonte vital’ [vital horizon]; precisely in the term ‘horizon’ all 
possibility is bounded by finitude. In representing the totality of 
possibilities available, circumstance is the limit of them. 

                                                        
13

 ‘At every instant diverse possibilities open before me … among these 
possibilities I must choose, hence, I am free.’ Ortega, History as a System, p. 
203.  
14

 Ortega, ‘Man the Technician’, in History as a System, pp. 108, 116; Obras 
Completas, vol. 5, p. 33. 
15

 Ortega, Some Lessons in Metaphysics, trans. Mildred Adams (New York: 
Norton, 1960), p. 77. 
16

 L Recasens Siche, ‘José Ortega y Gasset: Metafísica, su Sociología y su 
Filosofía Social’ in La Revista del Torre (University of Puerto Rico, 1956). 
17

 A Huéscar, Jose Ortega y Gasset’s Metaphysical Innovation, trans. J. 
Garcia-Gomez (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), p. 129. 
18

 Ortega, Meditations on Quixote,p. 41. 
19

 P Blas Gonzalez, Human Existence as Radical Reality, p. 25. 



Cronk, “Circumstance and Selfhood in José Ortega y Gasset” 

European Social and Political Research, Vol. 14-15 (2011-12). 

 
24 

 
As well as the ‘here and now’, the circumstance represents the 
social and generational web of beliefs and ideas that we find 
ourselves in and affected by. This suggests that humans are 
not truly Causa Sui, the cause of themselves, but are in fact 
caused by their environment and the people around them. This 
might seem therefore to also contradict Ortega's declaration 
that we are Causa Sui to the second power. I have already 
noted Ortega’s likely response to this charge in terms of 
values. He would argue that while we are not the cause of the 
circumstance we find ourselves in, we are the cause of our 
reflection on and engagement with our circumstantial reality. 
Thus it is in fact possible – for reflective human beings – to be 
Causa Sui to the second power, without being Causa Sui. 
Ortega does however refer to circumstance deterministically; 
he says for example that ‘the seed of the cherry does not bear 
the foliage of the poplar’,20a view which echoes Nietzsche’s 
determinism. In order to understand how circumstance ought 
not to be understood as pure determinism, we only need to 
recall Ortega’s view of man as ontological anomaly; he alone 
has a subjective self, a history rather than a nature, a 
biographical rather than a biological life. Man is not like a 
cherry tree, producing cherries by programmed necessity, but 
rather able to engage himself with and therefore affect his 
circumstance, by virtue of his self-conscious reflection. Ortega 
claims man reaches his full capacity when he gains 
consciousness of his circumstance because ‘La circunstancia 
le obliga a pensar, a hacerse ideas, el conjunto de esas ideas 
forma nuestra horizonte vital’.21 Ortega demonstrates that the 
very limitations of our circumstance provide an opportunity to 
engage with it through self reflection and therefore to exercise 
freedom. 
 There is a further temporal dimension to the limitations 
of circumstance described by Ortega, in terms of our personal 
(and cultural) histories placing limitations on our future 
actions.Ortegasays: ‘Lo que es la naturaleza a las cosas, es la 
historia, como res gestae, al hombre’, and later in the same 
essay ‘Ahí está, esperando nuestro estudio, el auténtico “ser” 
del hombre- tendido a lo largo de su pasado’. 22 Man’s 
circumstance is constituted by his history, and that which is 
constituted, claims Ortega, is not free, but rather is determined 
by its own constitution. Our existence is temporal and 
irreversible, our history represents limits on future action: ‘Lo 
que hemossido actúa negativamente sobre lo que podemos 
ser’. 23  The subjective self on the other hand, is non-
constituted. It orients itself toward the future as an envisioned 
vital project. It exists in terms of pure possibility, in the not-yet. 
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Man’s being is in fact becoming, a dialectical passing between 
what was and what is-not-yet. 

The problem to be raised at this point is clear; Ortega 
maintains a paradoxical insistence on both individual liberty 
and predetermined necessity. Existence comprises both pure 
freedom and a determined and limiting circumstance, 
apparently incompatible concepts. Although we may fight off 
accusations of determinism by appeals to our awareness of 
circumstance, its limitations nevertheless appear to forbid the 
limitless freedom Ortega proposes. How can we be subject to 
circumstance if we are truly ‘the entity who is not yet’, ‘Causa 
Sui to the second power’ with the capacity to freely author our 
own existence? Equally, how can we believe these things, if 
we submit that we are thrown amid a determined circumstance 
which throws coils of limitations about us in every possible 
dimension, the social (conceptual), the environmental 
(physical), and the historical (temporal)? The answer lies in the 
relationship between these two ideas, the engagement of the 
vital project of the self, with the objective reality of 
circumstance.  
 
 
Radical Reality 
Engagement, for Ortega, constitutes existence; expressed in 
that maxim above ‘I am myself and my circumstance’. This can 
now be read as an ontological equation which exposes the 
duality of human existence, composed of both my subjective 
‘self’, and ‘my circumstance’, the world around me. Ortega 
sees these two concepts as fundamentally bound up in one 
coherent Radical Reality. He scorns mind-body dualism; 
referring to the concept of soul as ‘a speculative idea, laden 
with wizardry’, seeing the body not as separate but as a 
mediator between mind and world.24In Radical Reality then, 
subjective and objective are fused rather than separated. 

The notion of Radical Reality is required for man the 
ontological anomaly, as he is the only being who exists in 
terms of the subjective and the objective together, two 
seemingly separate worlds which Ortega insists must be one. 
Ortega elegantly describes man as a ‘centauro ontológico’ 
[ontological centaur]; half immersed in nature yet half 
transcending it. In other words, while half of man’s existence is 
‘nailed down’ to a determined circumstance, the other half 
consists in the subjective self, aspiration and imagination. The 
image of centaur denotes a higher synthesis between these 
elements akin to a new species rather a mere co-existence of 
the human and equestrian. Ortega’s contemporary, Sigmund 
Freud, also presented a centaur model of human nature, 
almost certainly influencing Ortega’s phrasing. 25  For Freud, 
man is id and ego, or reason and nature; the ego is trapped 
within or harnessed to the id, just as the centaur’s human torso 
is fused to his equine undercarriage. For Freud this appears to 
be a dichotomy with no resolution; the idea of freedom is 
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severely undermined by the idea of the subconscious. Ortega 
on the other hand, proposes this duality with a view to 
extracting from it a transcendental idea of freedom. It is our 
capacity to engage our subjective minds with the world around 
us, he thinks, that reveals us as metaphysically and 
meaningfully free. This notion is similar to that of Heidegger’s 
idea of a dasein thrown into a world of possibilities, and forced 
to assume responsibility for itself.26 

The terms ‘I’ and ‘myself’ in the context of ‘I am myself 
and my circumstance’ refer to two different concepts. ‘Myself’ 
is a radiating point of subjective reflection, 27 and exists in 
conjunction with a circumstance; my own body and perspective 
in the narrow sense, and the sum of things and people to 
which and with whom I relate in my environment, in the broad 
sense.28Only together can these form that first vital ‘I’, the 
complete embodiment of a person’s radical existence.29 The 
implication is that the circumstance forms part of the self, as 
much as the self forms part of the circumstance. Freedom is 
located in the engranamiento [engagement] of the self with the 
circumstance. It is placed in doubt whether without my 
circumstance I would possess any freedom at all; as then this 
engagement could not occur. The concept of engagement is 
one which I shall develop further in the third section of this 
article. 
 
 
Compatibilist and Naturalistic Challenges to Ortega's 
Theory 
We have seen that, for Ortega, objective reality exists in the 
form of an external circumstance, and subjective reality exists 
in the form of a vital project, created by and in fact 
synonymous with the self. These concepts are bound 
reciprocally and inseparably into Radical Reality, forming, 
according to Ortega, a workable solution to the idealism-
realism debate.30 We can now look at the implications of this 
theory for metaphysical freedom. What form can freedom take 
for a vital project (self) engaged with a determined 
circumstance? Can it truly retain that limitless freedom Ortega 
speaks of so passionately? We have seen that while the self 
appears to consist of limitless potential, the circumstance 
appears to consist of concrete boundaries and limitations to 
this potential. Ortega's five concepts of freedom outlined in 
Section 1 are all related to the subjective self, and appear 
threatened by the imposition of circumstance, or objective 
reality outside the self. The question then, is how to retain the 
primacy of the subjective self and therefore our freedom, 
without effacing the objective reality with which we are 
permanently confronted. The paradox for Ortega is not the 
usual one associated with the metaphysics of free will; namely 
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whether the will is free or not. Ortega never doubts this: the 
claim he brings to the debate is that the will is only meaningful 
when it is engaged with circumstance, that freedom is a 
product not of the subjective self but of the subjective self’s 
engagement with circumstance in Radical Reality. Before fully 
exploring the meaning of engagement in Section III, I will go 
through some interpretations of and challenges to Ortega’s 
theory.  

The simple conclusion to be drawn from Ortega's 
thought is that while we are infinitely free in principle, in 
actuality, freedom is limited. 31  In short, that even though 
Ortega believes the self is free, in practice he must agree that 
it is curtailed by circumstance both environmental and 
historical, which nails us down to the here and now and wraps 
all possibilities within a vital and finite horizon. Therefore, 
Radical Reality does not present a limitless freedom. This view 
constitutes a misunderstanding of Ortega, for it suggests that 
the two kinds of reality, the subjective and the objective, 
remain separated in Ortega's thought on different metaphysical 
planes; the self on a level of idealisation and fantasy, the 
circumstance on a level of truth and reality. It is in fact 
precisely the fusion of these two levels which Ortega demands; 
the constant migration of the self to the circumstance and the 
constant impact of the circumstance on the self. A view which 
separates principle and actuality is far too simplified to 
accurately represent Ortega's claim. 

A more assertive interpretation, put forward by Brenton 
Campbell, is that freedom is not only brought about by but 
actually reinforced by circumstance, as it is limitations which 
guide decisions and render them meaningful.32 Limitations give 
the world a consistency which is a prerequisite for freedom. 
Ortega himself suggests this view when he says, ‘en un mundo 
fofó, sin férrea consistencia, no hay libertad’. 33  An 
indeterminate freedom, not aimed at realizing the vital project, 
would result in random, meaningless acts, obeying no laws. 
Therefore, a determinate circumstance obeying determinate 
laws renders the agent more free by providing him the means 
with which to reflect on situations and make meaningful 
decisions, governing his vital project through his experience, 
knowledge and values. This argument is consistent with 
Ortega’s idea of engagement; a concrete circumstance is 
necessary first to present the self with choices, and second to 
enable the self to reflect on the choices made.  

Nevertheless, Campbell’s interpretation still under-
represents Ortega’s claim, as his analysis maintains the self 
and circumstance as separate things in an interdependent 
state, rather than as a synthesis of Radical Reality. Ortega's 
actual claim involves a more nuanced view in which freedom 
and determination are complex concepts whose main 
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attributes – possibility and necessity – interact and sustain 
each other on a level constituting the very fabric of existence. 
Campbell’s view does not require Ortega's key description of 
man as an ontological centaur, requiring a synthesis, rather 
than mere interdependence. 
 
 
From Determinism to Self-determination 
I have outlined how Ortega's theory uses circumstance to 
displace indeterminism: the limits of circumstance make our 
decisions meaningful. Conversely, he uses the idea of self-
creation (the vital project) to displace claims of determinism. 
His theory treads a fine line between these two undesirable 
states, counterbalancing each other to adduce a vision of 
ourselves as self-determining agents in a concrete, objective 
world where our actions are meaningful. He strongly criticised 
Darwin’s theory of natural selection for its deterministic 
implications and negation of freedom: ‘Darwin cree haber 
conseguido aprisionar lo vital- nuestra última esperanza- 
Dentro de la necesidad física’. 34  Ortega is critical not of 
science but of scientism; according to him the self cannot be 
reduced to the determinism of the natural sciences, but is 
possessed of a metaphysical freedom which moves us beyond 
the animal sphere of necessity. 

Other contemporary thinkers refuted this idea of 
freedom, not least Nietzsche, whose ideas of genealogy, 
though more social than biological, present man as 
inescapably determined by his society, environment and 
history. For Nietzsche the self is the circumstance. There is no 
idea of a dialectical relationship forming an idea of existence. 
He rejects the notion of humans being Causa Sui as an 
absurdity, denying that we have the self-determination to 
cause ourselves, as any attempt to do so must be prompted 
and defined by those selves, creating an infinite regress. 
Similarly in Ortega, attempts to project our vital project into the 
future and away from our history (circumstance) are 
conditioned by that history itself.35 For both philosophers then, 
what one will be is seemingly determined by what one already 
is. The paradox of fatalism and self creation in Nietzsche is 
parallel to Ortega's paradox of liberty and predetermined 
necessity.36Both paradoxes involve limits on possibilities: the 
vital horizon mentioned above. For Nietzsche, these 
possibilities are not enough to claim that we have free will, but 
for Ortega, the vital horizon enables engagement through self-
reflection; meaningful freedom. 

Determinism becomes self-determination; the 
expression of the self meeting the here and now of 
circumstance; it is the self’s navigation through the available 
possibilities, the task of life which is both necessary and freely 
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undertaken. Self-determination is becoming, through a 
synthesis of possibility and necessity. Ortega develops these 
ideas in an intriguing analysis of tragedy, in which the hero’s 
necessity, his ‘tragic flaw’ becomes a range of possibilities.The 
hero realises his vital programme through engagement with his 
circumstance, through an act of will located within the radical 
structure of possibility and necessity. The will, explains Ortega, 
is ‘that paradoxical object which begins in reality and ends in 
the ideal, since one only wants what one is not’.37 
 
 
Dialectic and Engagement 
I now turn to the dialectical strategy by which Ortega 
manoeuvres his concepts of self and circumstance into a 
synthesis of Radical Reality. Ortega’s system is dialectical, in 
the Hegelian sense. A thesis (the freedom of the subjective 
self) and an antithesis (circumstance) are synthesised into 
Radical Reality. An abstract idea is mediated by its negative to 
form something concrete. This structure goes far beyond the 
compatibilist claims for freedom discussed in Section II. This 
section will first draw attention to dialectic in the Spanish 
metaphysical debate preceding Ortega, influenced by the 
thought of the German philosopher Krause, before proceeding 
to a discussion of how the Spaniard’s theory itself fits into a 
rubric of dialectic in terms of its emphasis on engagement, that 
crucial concept of interaction between the self and 
circumstance.  

Ortega's thought, along with that of Miguel de 
Unamuno, is widely considered to be the highest culmination 
of Spain’s Silver Age of philosophical thought from 1870-
1945. 38  This period demonstrates the powerful influence of 
Krausism on this period of Spanish metaphysics, the thought 
of German philosopher and theologian Karl Christian Friedrich 
Krause. A key aspect which took root was his idea of a 
dialectic of the body and intellect, a dialectic which stemmed 
from a base unity in the primary self, and led to a higher unity 
in God. The body, according to Krause, undoubtedly strongly 
influenced by Hegel, is part of nature’s sphere, and the intellect 
part of the spirit’s sphere. Nature and spirit become one in the 
unity of god or the universe.39 The legacy in Ortega's thought is 
evident; the dialectic of body and intellect is rekindled in the 
Spanish philosopher as a dialectic of circumstance and self. 
Krause sees the finite essences of nature and spirit melded 
together in an infinite essence, the source of all reality, and 
similarly, Ortega sees self and circumstance united in 
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existence itself, which is Radical Reality.40 
In History as a System, Ortega asserts that ‘Ha llegado 

la hora de que la simiente de Heráclito dé su magna 
cosecha’ 41 . Heraclitus advanced the idea of the ‘unity of 
opposites’: for example, a path unifies the opposing ideas of 
upwards and downwards in one and the same object as it 
embodies both, depending on perspective. Hegel’s dialectic 
also suggests a higher synthesis brought about by the uniting 
of opposing concepts. The terms Hegel used for his three-way 
logical model, those of abstract-negative-concrete are 
particularly pertinent to a discussion of dialectic in Ortega. The 
initial thesis is abstract and idealised; it must go through a 
process of mediation through reality before a synthesis can be 
arrived at.42 This is seen in Ortega's work, the initial concept of 
freedom in the self is an abstract idealisation which must be 
mediated through the objective reality of circumstance before 
resulting in the meaningful synthesis of Radical Reality, the 
subjective rooted in the real.  

Dialectic is expressed in Ortega's thought as 
engranamiento [engagement]. The term can be interpreted 
widely; simple awareness of one’s circumstance signifies a 
form of engagement with it; the circumstance in which man 
finds himself forces him to think in order to survive.43Ortega's 
meaning is in fact much deeper. Engagement suggests a 
reciprocal relation between a subjective and an objective 
reality, which are both modified into a radical, root reality. Man 
not only conceives of his circumstance in his subjective mind, 
but can subsequently externalise his thoughts as actions in the 
world. He can therefore project his ideal essence on to the 
world,44 and thus, moulds his circumstances according to his 
self. In other words, only through reflection can one engage 
with their circumstances, but only through being in a 
circumstance can one come to reflect on oneself. 

Pedro Blas Gonzalez uses the word ‘friction’ to 
describe the process of engagement. The apparently 
incompatible realities of the subjective and the objective 
inevitably clash; as for example when a vital project is 
confounded by necessary facts of circumstance. The friction 
produced prompts reflection on the circumstances by way of 
the self. Our circumstance may be beyond our control, but it is 
never beyond our control to conceive of it, and this in itself is 
an act of freedom. Man is not determined to do what he does 
in the same way as an animal, which can only react rather than 
act according to its circumstance. 45  The power of thought 
makes man complicit in the making of his circumstance simply 
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by his awareness. It has been argued that our reflective 
capacity is not free, as it ‘locks us up in our consciousness’.46 
Ortega's answer to this is the simple impossibility of remaining 
locked up in our consciousness when existence itself consists 
in being immersed in a circumstance. Our most immediate 
circumstance, the body, acts as a mediator between the 
internal and the external. In this way it is the body, as part of 
the circumstance, which saves Ortega’s theory from 
accusations of solipsism.47 Furthermore, to give priority to the 
circumstance over the self would result in a state of alienation, 
in the sense of a lack of awareness of our existential condition. 
This would demean man to the non-aware state of an animal 
or infant, governed by circumstance as something fully outside 
itself. This for Ortega would not constitute freedom; reciprocity 
between the subjective and the objective is required. Ortega 
describes man as a ‘novelist’ [novelista] who creates his own 
existence. However, his subjective thoughts and projections; 
his ensimismamiento [being-inside-oneself]; must be within a 
circumstance, to gain objective reality. This anticipates Sartre’s 
idea that a work of literature requires a reader to give it 
objective reality; until it has been read it does not have a 
meaningful existence. 48  It seems that engagement for both 
Sartre and Ortega, properly understood, consists in the 
subjective giving meaning (reality) to the objective and vice 
versa in reciprocal commitment. 
 Furthermore, and as I have previously pointed out in at 
the start of this section in reference to Heraclites’ dialectic, and 
in the first section in reference to the narrow definition of the 
circumstance, circumstance can be understood as 
perspective. 49 This suggests a further way in which the 
circumstance is mediated to the subjective, this time through 
the subject’s individual perspective on the world. In this way 
our circumstance actually is fundamentally subjective; given 
meaning through its perception by the subjective self. It is 
therefore not the purely objective obstacle to the self and vital 
project we might have thought. 

We can now better understand why Ortega's system 
cannot be understood as the self and circumstance in 
antagonistic opposition, nor passive co-existence. Instead, 
they form a vital structure of possibility and necessity, 50  in 
which the self as possibility presents itself as necessary and 
the circumstance as necessity, presents itself as possibility. If 
Ortega can sustain this idea logically, he will indeed have 
brought about a Copernican revolution in metaphysics, as has 
been claimed.51 Antonio Rodríguez Huéscar analyses Ortega’s 
argument in terms of free necessities and necessary 
possibilities forming the vital structure of life: Radical Reality.52 
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Within this structure, two features are salient; first, that 
circumstance is composed of all available possibilities, and 
therefore represents pure possibility. I am never presented 
with one single possibility – a contradiction in terms – but 
always with the totality of available possibilities in the form of 
my circumstance.53 Second, all possibilities are open to me 
except not choosing. I am not free not to choose. Therefore the 
total possibilities available present a necessity; I must choose, 
as even not choosing is a choice. Ortega says (in anticipation 
of Sartre’s declaration: ‘I am condemned to be free’54) ‘Soy por 
fuerza libre, lo quiera o no’.55 Choice has become necessity; 
this is the ‘burden of life’ as Ortega puts it. No other biological 
entity faces this enormous task of deciding what it will be. 
Freedom is not the possibility of choosing but the necessity of 
choosing. 

Ortega's idea of engagement then is that of a 
fundamental dialectic between possibility and necessity. These 
two concepts form the very structure of reality; they are both 
connected with freedom in an essential way.56 We may now 
understand our circumstance as consisting entirely of 
possibility, and that this possibility itself is the necessity. 
Possibilities form the shape of the circumstance, rather than 
circumstance forming the shape of the possibilities. This is 
Ortega's Copernican revolution regarding freedom. 
Circumstance is required for freedom as it presents a range of 
possibilities. Likewise, the self has been subtly reinterpreted as 
only being able to claim its limitless freedom as a necessity; in 
the very act of choosing I have no choice. No single possibility 
imposes itself on me (which would make it a necessity) but the 
totality of possibilities are proposed to me along with the 
necessary task of choosing. The primacy of the subjective has 
been retained without destroying objective reality: freedom is 
preserved within the reality of existence through the concept of 
dialectical engagement. 
 
* * * 
 
Ortega's metaphysical project therefore affirms freedom 
through an interpretation of existence as a dialectical synthesis 
of the subjective and the objective within Radical Reality. Here, 
the primacy of the subjective is maintained without destroying 
objective reality; the limitations of circumstance are not only 
permitted but actually required for the free pursuit of one’s vital 
project. Freedom emerges from engagement with 
circumstance rather than allowing that the self overpowers 
circumstance or that circumstance overpowers the self. The 
subjective and the objective faces of existence support rather 
than obstruct one another. This support does not take the form 
of a mere co-existence or compatibility, but rather a vital 
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structure of possibility and necessity which forms the fabric of 
Radical Reality, existence as we experience it. The concept of 
abstract freedom is replaced with a concept of freedom as self-
determination through reflection on and engagement with 
circumstance. Circumstance gives reality to the subjective self, 
and reflective thought allows the material world to present us 
with the possibility for freedom. 

Deterministic arguments against this view are defeated 
by Ortega's appeal to the ontological abnormality of human 
beings, which gives them a different form of reality and 
existence to all else, a reality of active engagement rather than 
pre-programmed necessity. Care must be taken not to interpret 
Ortega's argument as one of traditional compatibilism, the 
claim that we are free, but only within certain limits. Ortega's 
meaning is bolder; he claims the self to be supremely free and 
in fact requires the limits of circumstance to be interpreted in 
this way. For his belief in the supreme freedom of the self as 
well as his Kierkegaardian notions of being embodied and 
embedded within a circumstance, Ortega is often located 
within the existentialist movement.57 In fact the radicalism of 
his thought makes him harder to place, and his supporters 
claim that the theory of Radical Reality is completely unique.  

In a postmodern age, in which notions of the subject 
appear to be dwindling to nothingness, hounded variously by 
the sciences, feminist theory, disgust with ethnocentrism and 
patriarchy as well as the dissolving of character and narrative, 
Ortega's Radical Reality presents us with a real way in which 
we can perceive of and empower our ‘selves’ while permitting 
and utilising the circumstantial reality of how we exist. We must 
‘save’ [salvar] our circumstance, Ortega declares, by saving 
ourselves from our circumstance. This has practical 
significance for all areas of social and political activity, and 
invites a reappraisal of the significance of Ortega’s 
metaphysics for his time and our own. 
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Is the legal relationship between the State and 
religious denominations in France and Spain 
converging? 
 

Antoine de Saint Phalle 
 
As in most areas of public law, the legal relationship between 
the state and religious denominations does not exist in a 
vacuum. There is a fundamental difference between the 
historical traditions of Spain and France that has shaped the 
legal relationship between the state and religious 
denominations in both countries, producing a hybrid model in 
the former and a seemingly unique version of secularism 
known as laïcité in the latter. 

In France, the origin of the modern incarnation of the 
laïcité principle can be traced back to the Enlightenment. This 
principle is best embodied by the 1905 Law on the separation 
of Church and State1 and is one of the founding principles of 
the French republic. In Spain, religion has been at the heart of 
many of the political tensions that have divided the country 
both politically and regionally since the 19th century. While 
both of these models are arguably the product of their own 
constitutional history, this comparative study aims to explore 
why two neighbouring countries, both of which were ‘stamped 
by Catholicism’ [Bloss 2003: 2] and share a common civil law 
tradition, could produce such different models of church-state 
relations. Moreover, despite the inherent links between the two 
countries, comparative studies on Church and State law in 
France and Spain have been scarce. 

In order to fully understand these two models, the first 
part of this article presents a brief overview of the origin of the 
debate on the separation of Church and State in France and 
Spain. It will also examine the two most important legal 
documents that define this relationship: the 1905 Law on the 
separation of Church and State in France and the Constitution 
of 1978 in Spain, as well as subsequent legislation.2 

The second part of the article compares the place of 
faith education and religious symbolism in public schools in 
France and Spain. The public funding of religious education 
remains a controversial issue in France due to the existence of 
publicly funded religious schools. In Spain, the teaching of 
religion in public school and the status of religion teachers are 
equally controversial. The debate surrounding the hijab that 
arose with the passing of the 2004 Law on religious symbolism 
in France has had a strong influence on public debate in 
France and Spain.3 I contend that legislation in both countries 
has tended to favour the Catholic Church over minority 
denominations in both areas of education policy. 

Finally, in the third part of the article I will compare the 
direct and indirect financing of religious bodies by the State in 

                                                        
1
 Loi du 9 décembre 1905, J.O. du 11 décembre 1905. 

2
 Constitución española de 1978.                                                                                                

3
 Loi du 15 Mars 2004, J.O. du 17 Mars 2004. 
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both countries. In order to do so, I will first examine the tax 
exemptions granted to individual donations made to these 
denominations, and measure to what extent direct and indirect 
State subventions to the Catholic Church are declining in both 
countries. The study of these financial provisions shows that 
the Catholic Church still benefits from residual fiscal privileges 
that tend to stifle the institutional growth of minority 
denominations.  
 
 
A contrasting legal heritage: the birth of the French 
‘separation’ model and the Spanish ‘cooperation’ model 
 
The origins of French secularism and the 1905 Law 
The origin of the modern debate on laïcité can be traced back 
to the French revolution. This political movement sought not 
only to overthrow the Monarchy but also to change the social 
fabric of France. However, the efforts to create a secular 
republic were stifled by the 1799 coup d’état that brought 
Napoleon Bonaparte to power. Napoleon was crowned 
emperor by the Pope and drew much of his legitimacy from 
religious imagery. In exchange for the political backing of the 
Roman Pontiff, Napoleon signed a Concordat with the Holy 
See which enacted a system of recognized religion in 1801.4 
The Concordat declared that Catholicism was no longer the 
state religion in France but did little else to limit the power of 
the Catholic Church. As a result, the Concordat was a 
‘compromise that realized an embryonic form of separation 
while at the same time giving birth to religious restoration’ 
[Salton, 2007: 106]. However, Napoleon’s relationship with the 
Holy See deteriorated and he would eventually annex the 
pontifical States to his Empire, leading to his 
excommunication.  

Due to this invasion, the nineteenth century marked a 
volatile period in Church-State relations which can best be 
described as ‘a recurrent and exacerbated conflict’ (Perrin, 
2007: 22) between the Catholic Church and the French 
government. Anticlerical violence reached its apex at the time 
of the French Commune, during which the Archbishop of Paris 
was killed and the separation of Church and State was 
proclaimed in 1871. While the separation proclaimed during 
the Paris Commune was short lived, the brutal events that took 
place widened the divide between the French people and the 
clergy, making church and state separation seem inevitable in 
the first years of the Third Republic. The first step toward 
separation was enacted by the 1882 Ferry Law on Education 
which banned religion classes in public school.5 By breaking 
the philosophical and institutional influence that the Catholic 
Church exerted in education policy, it paved the way for the 
1905 separation Law. Two decades later, in 1905, the current 
regime of Church-State separation was established by the Law 
on the Separation of Church and State. The principle of laïcité 
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 Concordat du 15 Juillet 1801, Art. 1. 

5
 Loi du 28 Mars 1882, J.O. du 29 Mars 1882.                                                                                                                      
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defended by the 1905 Law was later enshrined in Article One 
of the Constitution of the Fourth and Fifth republics in 1946 
and 1958 respectively. More than a century after it was voted 
and enacted, the 1905 Law is still referenced in academic work 
and in subsequent legislation as the authoritative text on 
secularism. 

However, no French constitutional or legal document 
formally defines laïcité [Poulat, 2003: 22].This lack of a formal 
constitutional definition has left this principle open to 
interpretation. In its original form, it stands for a strict 
separation between the State and religious denominations, 
which implies that national or local bodies no longer recognize 
religious denominations as public institutions. The legal basis 
for this separation can be found in the opening sentence of 
article 2 of the 1905 law: ‘The Republic does not recognize, 
remunerate or subsidize any religion’– which has become the 
unofficial motto for the separation Law in France. Under this 
regime, religion is considered a strictly private matter. As such, 
the state no longer plays any role in the administration or 
financing of religious denominations. For instance, as per 
article 2, the state no longer names bishops and no longer 
directly subsidizes any religious denomination. The non-
involvement of the state in religious affairs implies that 
reciprocally, religious denominations are absent from the 
public sphere. Hence article 28 of the 1905 Law states that 
that no religious emblem is to be displayed on a public 
monument or in a public place. Despite this clear separation, 
French law still recognizes freedom of conscience and religion 
as well as the principle of non discrimination on the grounds of 
religion. These principles were first recognized by Article 2 and 
Article 10 of the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man and of 
the Citizen and are restated in article 1 of the 1905 Law. As a 
result, all denominations are theoretically placed on an equal 
footing. This being said, the strict Church-State separation is 
not always respected in practice, creating an imbalance that 
has tended to favour the Catholic Church. This dichotomy will 
become apparent when the practical ramifications of the laïcité 
principle are examined below.  
 
 
The 1978 Constitution in Spain: redefining a new 
relationship between the State and religious 
denominations 
As in France, Church and State separation in Spain was 
proclaimed on two occasions before the establishment of the 
current Spanish cooperationist model, in the constitutions of 
1869 and 1931respectively. The 1869 constitution contained a 
form of embryonic separation analogous to the 1801 
Concordat in France, in the sense that it ‘recognized the 
State’s obligation to support the Catholic Church without 
establishing Catholicism as the state religion’ (Martinez-Torrón, 
2001: 71).6 However, it was ultimately short lived and replaced 
by a religious restoration in 1876. The 1931 Constitution went 
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 Constitución democrática del  6 de junio de 1869. 
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further by declaring that Spain had no official religion and 
suppressing the clergy’s budget. 7  As a result, the 1931 
Constitution was widely perceived as anticlerical, exacerbating 
the previous tensions in Spanish society and eventually 
leading to the civil war (1936-1939). Under Franco’s dictatorial 
regime which emerged from the war, the Catholic Church 
reclaimed its position as the official church of the Spanish 
state. Moreover, Spanish bishops exerted a great influence in 
political and legal affairs. This influence was best expressed by 
Cardinal Gomá who advocated that ‘there be no law, no chair, 
no institution, no newspaper beyond or against God and his 
church of Spain’ (Gomá; cited in Perez Diaz, 1993: 132).  

This influence was cemented in 1945 by the Charter of 
the Spanish people, article 6 of which prohibited public worship 
for other denominations than the official Catholic faith. As a 
result, many Protestant churches were closed and citizens 
belonging to religious minorities were often forced to meet in 
private while the media ‘published material suggesting that 
such people were the enemies of Spain on par with the 
Nationalists’ opponents in the civil war’(Anderson, 2003: 38). 
However, the later years of Franco’s rule were marked by a 
slight erosion of this privileged status. The first Law on 
Religious Freedom was passed in 1967, more than a decade 
before the Constitution was enacted. The scope of this Law 
was nonetheless limited and as the Franco regime ended, the 
need was felt for a new Concordat. 

During the ensuing democratic transition, the drafters of 
the 1978 Constitution did not wish to alienate the electorate, 
the vast majority of which was composed of practising 
Catholics. This compromise resulted in a cooperationist model 
which is often described as a hybrid model because it features 
elements of the two other models of church and state relations 
that exist in Western Europe: the ‘National Church’ and 
‘Separatist’ models (García Oliva, 2008: 41). Firstly, like in 
France and in other separatist models, Spain has no official 
religion. The non-denominational nature of the Spanish state is 
inscribed in article 16.3 of the Constitution which states that 
‘No religion shall have a State character’. In this sense, the 
Spanish model differs from national church systems like 
Denmark where the state recognizes one official faith. 
However, unlike France, the Spanish state co-operates with 
religious denominations. The basis for this co-operation can 
again be found in article 16.3 which states that the Spanish 
state shall maintain ‘appropriate cooperation relations with the 
Catholic Church and other confessions.’ The co-operation 
principle means that faith is not a strictly private matter as it is 
in France. Instead religion is ‘considered a positive reality in 
Spain as far as it is a natural effect of the exercise of a 
fundamental freedom’ (Martinez-Torrón, 2001: 720).  
 The main issue surrounding the co-operation principle 
in Spanish constitutional law is the extent of this co-operation, 
which is not specified in article 16.3. Based on subsequent 
legislation, three levels of co-operation can be identified: co-
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operation with the Catholic Church, co-operation with 
denominations that have signed agreements with the State 
and co-operation with denominations that have not signed 
agreements with the State.  
 The most developed relationship of co-operation is that 
which exists between the state and the Catholic Church. The 
legal basis for this co-operation can be found in the 
Constitution and in the new Concordat between the Holy See 
and the Spanish state signed in 1979. The first indication of 
this co-operation is the explicit mention of the Catholic Church 
in article 16.3 of the Constitution. As seen above, article 16.3 
of the 1978 Constitution states that the Spanish state co-
operates with all faiths. However, only the Catholic Church is 
named explicitly, largely due to the negotiating power that the 
Church had at the time of the drafting of the Constitution. It 
was widely hailed as an acceptable compromise by most 
commentators, including those traditionally opposed to 
clericalism.  The second indication of this separate co-
operation regime is the nature of the co-operation agreements 
that bind the Holy See and the Spanish state. These 
agreements have the weight of international treaties. Hence, 
as is the case for treaties, any modifications to them have to 
be agreed to by both parties, making it impossible for the 
Spanish state to change the agreements without the consent 
of the Holy See.  

The second category comprises religious 
denominations that have signed co-operation agreements with 
the State as provided by Article 7 of the 1980 Law on Religious 
Freedom (LOLR). According to Article 7, a denomination must 
meet two criteria in order to be eligible to sign a co-operation 
agreement with the state. Firstly, it has to be recorded on the 
Register of Religious Entities established by article 5 of the 
aforementioned statute. Secondly, denominations must be 
considered to be ‘deeply rooted’ in Spanish society. Again, the 
law does not set any objective criteria to assess whether a 
denomination has attained this status. As the overwhelming 
majority of Spaniards are Catholic, it could be argued that the 
only deeply rooted denomination in Spain is the Catholic 
Church. Nonetheless, some commentators suggest that 
denominations can claim to be deeply rooted on the grounds 
that “they have implanted so many important features into 
Spanish culture, language, art and customs that it would be 
impossible to understand Spanish history without them” (De La 
Hera, 2001: 386). On this basis, the Spanish state signed 
agreements with the Evangelical Entities of Spain 
(‘FEREDE’)8, the Federation of Jewish Communities of Spain 
(‘FCI’)9 and the Islamic Commission of Spain (‘CIE’)10 in 1992 
after recognizing their ‘deeply rooted’ status. However, the 
1992 Agreements do not have the same weight as the 1979 

                                                        
8
 Ley 24/1992, de 10 de noviembre,B.O.E. nº 272 de 12 de noviembre 

1992. 
9
 Ley 25/1992, de 10 de noviembre, B.O.E. nº 272 de 12 de noviembre 

1992. 
10

 Ley 26/1992, de 10 de noviembre,B.O.E. nº 272 de 12 de noviembre 

1992. 
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Agreements, meaning that the Parliament can choose to 
modify them unilaterally without the consent of these religious 
denominations (Dietz, 2008: 25).  
 The third category comprises religious denominations 
which have not signed agreements with the state. This 
category is broad and encompasses denominations which 
have signed the religious register but have not signed co-
operation agreements and those who have not signed the 
register. 

The express recognition of the Catholic Church and the 
different status of the 1979 Agreements can lead us to 
question whether the principle of equality that is laid out in the 
1978 constitution is indeed respected in practice. This idea will 
be developed further when I look at the practical ramifications 
of this legal relationship in part three and four of this article. 

In theory, there appear to be irreconcilable differences 
between the Spanish ‘co-operation’ model which is likely to 
favour the Catholic Church and the strict ‘separation’ model 
that exists in France. Despite this fact, legislative shifts that 
occurred in Spain in 1978 and 1992 have enshrined the right to 
religious freedom and granted rights to minority 
denominations. However, the subsequent sections of the 
article will examine how, while both countries are converging 
toward a de iure separation between the state and religious 
denominations, the Catholic Church retains a de facto 
privileged position in both legal systems. The next section will 
examine the role of relationship between the state and 
religious denominations in the realm of education. 
 
 
Religious teaching and demonstrations of faith in primary 
and secondary schools 
In France, the inception of the current model of church-state 
separation in education can be traced back to two fundamental 
nineteenth century statutes: the 1882 Ferry Law and the 1886 
Goblet Law.11  The Ferry Law, named after then minister of 
Education Jules Ferry, removed religion from the list of 
subjects to be taught in public school. In order to 
accommodate freedom of religion, the Law also created a 
second weekly rest day on which children could attend private 
or church-run religion classes outside of school hours. This 
statute was supplemented by the 1886 Goblet Law, Article 17 
of which provides that all classes in public school are to be 
dispensed by non-religious staff. As a result of the legislative 
shift that occurred at the end of the nineteenth century, 
religious education was banned in public school and clerics 
could not serve as public schoolteachers. 

This historic shift was somewhat imbalanced by the 
1959 Debré Law, 12  which allowed private schools to gain 
access to state subsidy provided that they sign an ‘association 
contract’ with the state. These contracts stipulate that private 
schools have to respect specific education principles set out by 
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 Loi du 30 octobre 1886, J.O. du 31 octobre 1886. 
12

 Loi du 31 décembre 1959, J.O. du 2 Janvier 1960. 
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educational authorities in order to be eligible for state aid. Due 
to the financial incentive of signing an association contract, an 
overwhelming majority of private schools has done so. In 2003 
for instance, 98.4 percent of schools had signed such an 
agreement (Orallo, 2004: 34). As 95 percent of French private 
schools dispense Catholic religion classes (Poulat, 2003: 206), 
the Debré Law has essentially benefited Catholic private 
schools. On the other hand, there were only six Muslim 
secondary schools in metropolitan France as of 2011, none of 
which received state subsidy. The ‘infrastructure gap’ in 
educational possibilities available to Catholic and Muslim 
students can largely be attributed to the tacit refusal of the 
French state to engage in association contracts with proposed 
Muslim religion schools. The lack of state funding has made it 
hard for these schools to remain financially viable and 
effectively discourages community leaders from opening such 
schools. In order to remain afloat, Muslim private schools must 
seek alternative funding methods, which often means charging 
high school fees. However, these fees are unattainable for the 
students they cater to, who are statistically more likely to come 
from lower income families. 

In Spain, the constitutional provisions concerning 
religious teaching in public school are laid out in Article 27.3 
which gives parents the right to ‘ensure that their children 
receive religious and moral instruction in accordance with their 
own convictions’. Despite the inherent link between education 
and religious freedom observed in the Constitution, the 
Catholic Church enjoys a privileged status in educational 
matters under the 1979 Agreement on Education and Cultural 
Affairs. The main source of tension raised by this Agreement is 
the teaching of religion in public schools. Article II provides 
that, while students attend Catholic religion classes on a 
voluntary basis, these classes are to be made available in all 
secondary schools. Furthermore, the Agreement provides that 
the religious curriculum is to be designed by the Ecclesiastical 
authorities.  In addition, while they are appointed by diocesan 
bishops, Catholic religion teachers are paid by the state. 
Hence, the 1979 agreements confer complete control of the 
organization of Catholic teaching on the Catholic Church 
‘because neither the central nor the regional authorities can 
interfere in any aspect of the selection, recruitment or 
supervision of any of the teachers of religion’ (Dietz, 2008: 34). 
This provision begs the question as to whether diocesan 
authorities can dismiss religion teachers when their personal 
conduct is incompatible with Catholic values. This view was 
seemingly upheld by the Spanish Constitutional Court in 2007 
where it ‘emphasized the significance of the personal attitude 
on the part of the teacher of religion and the entitlement of the 
religious denomination to judge it’ (García Oliva, 2011: 188).13 
However, in a 2011 case,14 the Constitutional Court seemingly 
curtailed this discretion by ruling that a Catholic teacher could 
not be dismissed for marrying a divorcee because it had ‘no 
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relation to the plaintiff's work as a teacher’ (Tremlett, 2011) and 
breached her freedom of ideology enshrined in article 16 of the 
Constitution. In any case, these rulings highlight the complex 
and evolving nature of Catholic teaching in Spanish public 
schools. 

Let us now turn to examine the conditions under which 
minority denominations can teach religion classes in public 
school. Firstly, while the 1979 Agreements provide a 
comprehensive framework for Catholic teaching, no similar 
provisions existed for other religious denominations at the 
time. Nonetheless, progress has been made toward granting 
the right to teach religion in public schools to the three religious 
denominations that have signed Agreements with the state. 
Article 10 of the 1992 Agreements guaranteed these 
denominations’ right to teach religion classes in public schools. 
To this effect, said denominations may nominate religion 
teachers and elaborate their own religious curriculum. 
However, the 1992 Agreements also established that the 
Spanish state had no responsibility to pay Jewish, Protestant 
or Muslim religion teachers. This changed in 1996 when the 
Conventions on the development of the Agreements 
established that the Spanish state ‘covers the professors’ 
salaries when there are at least ten students per teacher’ 
(Mantecón Sancho, 2000: 284). 

The French and Spanish systems of religious teaching 
in public school are strikingly different. While the French 
system has left religious education up to parents and private 
religious schools, the Spanish system has progressively 
allowed minority denominations to teach religion classes in 
public school. The following part of this study will address the 
question of religious symbolism and the ‘infrastructure gap’ 
between the Catholic and Muslim faith common to France and 
Spain.  

The public demonstration of faith has become one of 
the most contentious issues in French and Spanish education 
policy. The debate has been particularly controversial in 
France since the passing of the law on religious symbolism in 
2004.15The current discussion on demonstration of faith by 
students in France was first raised in a case brought to the 
Conseil d’Etat in 1989. 16  In this case, the principal of a 
secondary school suspended three girls for wearing the hijab 
in class. The Court set out to assess whether the headscarf 
was compatible with the laïcité principle. In its decision, ‘which 
was to leave its mark on the whole of contemporary French 
jurisprudence’ (Birbaum, 1998: 230), the Conseil held that the 
veil was compatible with the principle of laïcité under certain 
conditions. These conditions included the lack of an 
‘ostentatious’ act of ‘proselytism or propaganda’ which 
represented a threat to the ‘dignity or liberty of the student’, or 
to their ‘health and security’. The ruling would be revisited 
fifteen years later by the drafters of the 2004 law. The law 
upheld a stricter prohibition of religious symbolism in public 
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schools. It passed with a large majority in the French 
parliament but received widespread international criticism. Of 
particular concern was its incompatibility with Article 18 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which 
quite clearly states that ‘the freedom to manifest one’s religion 
encompasses the right to wear clothes or attire in public which 
is in conformity with the individual’s faith or religion.’ A further 
question is whether the law was contrary to the freedom of 
religion upheld in Article 9 of the European Convention on 
Human Rights, though for reasons of space that cannot be 
discussed further here.17 

As such, the public debate that followed the 1989 
Conseil decision spread to neighbouring countries, including 
Spain. In 2002, the daughter of Moroccan immigrants was 
denied access to a private school in the Community of Madrid 
by the headmistress on the grounds that the chador was a 
symbol of sexual discrimination. However, the Educational 
Authorities of Madrid later reinstated her by ruling that the right 
to education must take precedence over other considerations. 
The absence of a law on religious symbolism has prompted 
this debate to resurface on several occasions. Most recently, in 
2010, Najwah Malha, also of Moroccan origin, was excluded 
from a public school in Madrid after she refused to comply with 
the school dress-code which bans the hijab. 

This controversy seems to have had less impact on 
public debate in Spain than in France for two reasons. Firstly, 
as previously observed, the co-operation model in Spain has 
tended to tolerate expression of religion in public school 
through the progressive integration of non-Catholic religious 
teaching in public school. Secondly, public schools in Spain 
have more administrative independence than their French 
counterparts, meaning that disputes tend to be resolved on a 
case by case basis, leading the legislature to ‘reject the 
application of general rules’(Cañamares Arribas, 2005: 71). 
Nonetheless, it seems likely that this debate will become 
critical in Spain in years to come, due to the growth of the 
Muslim population in Spain and the recent election of the 
Partido Popular, which has promised to enact legislation to 
curtail Islamic symbolism in school and in other areas of the 
public sphere. Hence, it could be argued that the Law of 2004 
and its indirect influence on Spanish public debate have 
caused a restriction of religious freedom for Muslim pupils in 
both case studies. 
 
State financing of religious denominations  
The final part of this article examines the economic relationship 
that binds the state and religious denominations in France and 
Spain. In order to fully assess the nature of this evolving 
relationship, I will focus on two areas in particular: the taxation 
regime of religious bodies and the direct and indirect funding of 
religious denominations by the state. 
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The first source of financial ties between the state and 
religious denominations is tax exemptions that apply to 
individuals making donations to the Church. Because this area 
of the law is very diffuse, I will pay particular attention to two 
provisions that reflect the preferential position of the Catholic 
Church: the tax deductibility of donations in France, and the 
controversial asignación tributaria [income tax allocation] in 
Spain. 

Since the ratification of the 1987 Law on Patronage in 
France, donations made by individuals to religious 
denominations have become tax deductible.18 In this sense, 
they benefit from the same fiscal treatment as donations to 
NGOs or other general interest foundations. This contradicts 
the spirit of article of the 1905 Law in the sense that the state 
indirectly finances religious denominations by allowing 
individuals to substitute religious donations for taxation. While 
in theory all denominations are placed on an equal footing, the 
1987 Law has tended to ‘essentially benefit the Catholic 
Church’ (Areces Piñol, 2003:240). This is due to the legal 
status of religious denominations. Under French law, 
denominations can either be recognized as an ‘association of 
worship’ whose legal status is regulated by the 1905 Law or 
instead as an ‘cultural association’ whose less rigorous 
framework is regulated by the 1901 Law on associations.19 The 
provisions of the 1987 Law only apply to associations of 
worship. However, while over 90 percent of Catholic buildings 
belong to associations of worship, only ten percent of French 
Mosques are the property of these associations, the rest being 
the property of cultural associations (Machelon, 2006: 27). This 
gap is due to the fact that in order to apply for association of 
worship status, a local denomination must serve a strictly 
religious function. However, due to the lack of a strict 
separation between religious and cultural activities in the 
Muslim faith, most Muslim communities choose to apply for 
cultural association status.  This difference in legal status 
means that the vast majority of tax deductible donations 
benefit the Catholic Church.  

In Spain, one of the most controversial provisions 
purporting to the taxation of individuals is the voluntary 
allocation of a portion of income tax to the Catholic Church. In 
effect, this means that taxpayers may voluntarily contribute 0.7 
percent of their income tax to the Catholic Church. This 
provision was instigated by Article II of the 1979 Agreement 
between the Spanish state and the Holy See on economic 
matters. Article II aimed to create a three step process which 
ultimately ambitioned ‘to achieve a self-financing Church’ 
(Garcimartín Montero, 2006: 190). As per Article II, the state 
would start by continuing to directly subsidize the Catholic 
Church as it had done before 1979. Subsequently, it would 
create a voluntary tax allocation to supplement the direct 
subvention of the Church. Lastly, this allocation would 
gradually replace direct state funding leading to the desired 
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goal. However, Garcimartín Montero highlights that ‘in practice, 
the terms of the agreement have not been fulfilled in the 
manner expected’ (Garcimartín Montero, 2006: 180). Hence, 
while the income tax allocation came into effect in 1988,20 the 
state continues to directly subsidize the Catholic Church, 
creating a dual system of funding for the Church. Furthermore, 
while this allocation is not mandatory, citizens may not 
contribute to other religious denominations in this way. While 
0.7 percent may seem like a small percentage, it has 
nonetheless provided considerable resources to the Catholic 
Church. According to the US State Department’s 2010 report 
on Religious Freedom, taxpayers contributed around €252 
million to the Church in this way in the 2009 tax year (US 
Department of State, 2010: 212). 

Tax benefits available to individuals are particularly 
relevant for two reasons. Firstly, these provisions boost 
donations by providing incentive for individuals to give to the 
Church. By doing so, they provide a constant stream of 
revenue for the Church. Secondly, these deductions are 
inherently unfair for non-Catholic individuals. As Llamazares 
Fernández points out, the fact that a Catholic citizen can pay 
less for health or education by donating to his own religious 
denomination seemingly serves the interest of his religious 
community over the general interest of society (Llamazares 
Fernández: 2005, 16).  Therefore, while the existence of such 
provisions for NGOs and other philanthropic foundations is 
justified because they benefit the general interest, the tax 
provisions described above violate the Spirit of the 1905 Law 
and the Spanish Constitution. 

The second area of interest is state subvention of 
religious denominations. In Spain, the 1979 Concordat 
stipulates that the Catholic Church is to receive direct 
subvention from the Spanish state every year. According to 
Público, a leading Spanish newspaper, the State allocated €6 
billion in direct subvention to the Catholic Church in 2010 
(Público, 2010). Other denominations do not enjoy the same 
type of subsidy. To remedy this unequal treatment, efforts 
have been made to fund projects and activities of minority 
denominations in recent years. In 2004, the Council of 
Ministers created the Fundación Pluralismo y Convivencia 
which helps fund projects and activities of minority 
denominations. Nonetheless, the Foundation’s 2010 reported 
budget of €5 million pales in comparison to the sums allocated 
yearly to the Catholic Church. 

In contrast, direct subventions to religious 
denominations are prohibited in France by virtue of Article 41 
of the 1905 Law which enacted the suppression of the state’s 
pre-existing religious budget. However, the French government 
does subsidize the upkeep of certain religious buildings, 
indirectly subsidizing the activities of religious denominations. 
Article 12 of the 1905 Law states that the French state retains 
ownership of the religious buildings built before 1905 and is 

                                                        
20

 Ley 33/1987, de 23 de Diciembre, B.O.E. nº 307 de 24 de diciembre de 
1987. 
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also responsible for their upkeep. In practice, this provision 
creates an imbalance in favour of the Catholic Church because 
most buildings built before 1905 were Catholic churches and 
cathedrals. Moreover, these subsidies also create an 
imbalance in favour of rural areas where the population has 
steadily declined since 1905. This results in the fact that the 
French state is subsidizing empty churches and not paying for 
the construction of religious buildings in areas where the need 
is felt. 

The state of religious financing in France and Spain 
has paved the road for numerous critics calling for the 1979 
Concordat and the 1905 Law to be revisited so as to promote 
greater equality for other religious denominations and non 
religious individuals. Finally, it raises the question as to 
whether the yearly religious expenditure of both states is truly 
justified at a time when both France and Spain have to cope 
with record levels of public debt. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Throughout this article, there is a general trend towards 
convergence. Two important aspects of this converging legal 
relationship are worth noting: the decline of the societal 
influence of the Catholic Church and the privileged position 
that the Catholic Church continues to occupy despite this 
decline. 

Firstly, the fundamental right to religious freedom 
upheld in the Spanish constitution and the decline of legal and 
societal influence of the Catholic Church in Spain has mirrored 
the longer seated decline of the Catholic Church in France. 
The exponential growth of the Muslim population in France and 
more recently in Spain has helped accelerate this decline and 
created new conundrums for public authorities in both 
countries. 

Secondly, both models continue to favour the Catholic 
Church despite this decline, seemingly contradicting the spirit 
of the 1905 Law and the Spanish Constitution. The disconnect 
between the law and practice of both states has caused an 
increasing infrastructure gap between the Catholic Church and 
other religious denominations. In France, the preferential 
position of the Catholic Church has arguably increased in 
recent years. In the realm of education, the Debré Law created 
a dual private school system which allows private confessional 
schools to receive state subsidy and tends to favour the 
Catholic Church while the 2004 Law on religious symbolism 
effectively targeted Muslim religious symbolism. In the realm of 
financing, the 1987 Law created greater legal incentive to 
make donations to associations of worship, providing another 
de facto advantage for the Catholic Church. In Spain, the 
drafting of the 1979 Agreements with the Catholic Church, 
which coincided with the drafting of the Spanish Constitution, 
has conferred a more favourable status to the Catholic Church 
than to other religious denominations. In education, this status 
is illustrated by the remuneration of Catholic religion teachers 
in public school. In finance matters, the continuing practice of 
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“asignación tributaria” and the levels of direct subvention given 
to the Catholic Church have tended to reinforce the position of 
the Catholic Church and stifle the institutional growth of other 
denominations.  
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Left-Wing Activism in the context of the wider 
Movements for Reform in the GDR in the 
1980s:  A Case Study of the East Berlin Group  
‘Friedenskreis Friedrichsfelde’1 
 

Helena Kulikowska 
 
 
Introduction 
The increased militarization of East German society in the late 
1970s, in response to the escalation of the Cold War conflict, 
sparked off initiatives to create an unofficial, or independent, 
pacifist movement – ‘unabhängige Friedensbewegung’ – in the 
German Democratic Republic.  These also included 
environmental groups, outraged by the continuous damage 
inflicted on the environment by GDR heavy industries.  The 
numerous peace and ecological groups which emerged in the 
context of this movement found shelter in the Protestant 
church, and the majority remained active under its roof 
throughout the 1980s.2  They attracted not only Christians, but 
also regime-critical Marxists, who are the focus of this article.  
It was a highly diverse movement, groups differing in their 
views and practices, but joining forces on certain projects.    

Unofficial peace and environmental groups rejected the 
East German government’s peace policies, and, like the 
western pacifist movement of the period, campaigned for an 
end to the nuclear arms race.  They were also influenced by 
similar initiatives in neighbouring Eastern Bloc countries, such 
as ‘Charta 77’ [Charter 77] in Czechoslovakia and the Polish 
workers’ movement, ‘Solidarność’ [Solidarity].3 GDR opposition 
groups were, however, far less successful than their Polish 
comrades in generating popular support for their cause. 4 

                                                        
1
 Special thanks to Thomas Klein, whose help and co-operation made this 

entire project possible. 
2

 See Ehrhart Neubert, Chapter V:  “Entfaltung der oppositionellen 
Friedensbewegung 1979 bis 1980” in Ehrhart Neubert, Geschichte der 
Opposition in der DDR 1949-1989, (Berlin:  Ch.  Links, 1998). 
3

Thomas Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit:  Die Politisierung der 
unabhängigen Friedensbewegung in Ost-Berlin während der 80er Jahre, 
(Köln:  Böhlau, 2007), 76-81, 110-13; John Torpey, Intellectuals, Socialism, 
and Dissent:  The East German Opposition and its Legacy, (Minneapolis:  
University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 81-89.  
4
 Some have put this down to the late development of the unofficial peace 

movement, - (the Polish Workers’ Defense Committee, which prepared the 
ground for the later Solidarity movement, had already established itself as a 
highly credible opposition group in Polish society by the 1970s) -, or the 
failure of the East German opposition to create for itself a common cause or 
identity:  Helena Flam, “Die poröse und die wasserdichte Sinnwelt der 
Opposition:  Der ostdeutsche und der polnische Fall”.  In Zwischen 
Verweigerung und Opposition:  Politischer Protest in der DDR 1970-1989, 

edited by Detlef Pollack and Dieter Rink,  (Frankfurt (Main); NY:  Campus, 
1997), 145, 149-50, 164, 166.  Due to ist obligations to the state, the East 
German Church could not support East German dissident groups to the 
extent that the Polish Catholic Church supported the Polish opposition:  Flam 
in Pollack and Rink, 166; Mary Fulbrook, Anatomy of a Dictatorship.  Inside 
the GDR 1949-1989, (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1995), 89-90, 110-
15, 206.    
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Moreover, Solidarity’s greatest admirers among the peace and 
eco initiatives were anti-government Marxists, 5  who had 
helped to establish a left strand within the movement, but who 
remained isolated from the other groups and the rest of society 
throughout the 1980s, due to their ideology.    

The literature on the history of opposition in the GDR 
has either dismissed the left strand of the unofficial peace 
movement, later to become a reform movement, with groups 
engaging in human rights activism, as a small, marginal group 
of individuals pursuing dogmatic ideals, or denied its existence 
altogether.6 This study of the role of left-wing activism within 
the East Berlin reform movement defends the contribution of 
this contingent to the field of peace and reform work in 1980s 
East Germany.  I argue that the differences, with respect to 
political ambitions and tactics, between groups of the left 
current and other peace/reform groups, were considerable 
enough to warrant the treatment of the left strand as a 
separate entity within the movement.  Groups belonging to the 
left current played an active role within the movement and 
were recognised by other groups, at least until early 1989.7  
Furthermore, I suggest that the 1980s represent a significant 
development in the history of left-wing activism in the GDR.  In 
the 1970s, left-wing activism had been confined to the political 
underground.  The newly created free space under the church 
enabled left-wing activists to transcend purely conspiratorial, 
and therefore ineffective work, by providing them with 
increased room for manoeuvre which allowed them to access 
a wider audience with their ideas.  

This study centres on the East Berlin peace group, 
‘Friedenskreis Friedrichsfelde/FKFF’, and its conspiratorial 
backdrop which, as of 1986, included the illegal Marxist group 
‘Gegenstimmen’ [Counter-Votes/Voices]. 8 These groups 
cultivated a regime-critical Marxist, socialist-revolutionary 
profile for themselves.9    They combined conspiratorial and 
legal methods, which facilitated the channelling of Marxist 
arguments from illegal circles into peace groups and was all 
part of the attempts on behalf of left-wing activists to gain 
support within and outside the movement.  

Due to the absence of a definition in the literature, I 
wish to put forward my own suggestions as to what 

                                                        
5
 Torpey, 86.  Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 110-13. 

6
 E.g. Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 733; Bernd and Peter Eisenfeld, 

“Widerständiges Verhalten in der DDR 1976-1982”.  In Opposition in der 
DDR von den 70er Jahren bis zum Zusammenbruch der SED-Herrschaft, 
edited by Eberhard Kuhrt, Hannsjörg Buck, and Gunter Holzweißig, 
(Opladen:  Leske & Budrich, 1999), 113.  Despite his involvement in regime-
critical Marxist/socialist revolutionary groups during the eighties, in a recent 
interview, Reinhard Schult claimed that there had been no left strand within 
the unofficial peace movement:  Interview with Schult, August 2010. 
7
 After this, the Marxist group ‘Gegenstimmen’ would increasingly fragment 

and eventually dissolve:  Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 733.  
8
 All translations by the author, unless otherwise indicated. 

9
 Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 733; Wolfgang Rüddenklau, 

Störenfried:  DDR-Opposition 1986-1989:  Mit Texten aus den 
‚Umweltblättern’, (Berlin:  BasisDruck, 1992), 77, 194. 
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distinguished the left current from other groups of the unofficial 
peace movement:  Firstly, certain individuals associated with 
the left current had been active in the clandestine, regime-
critical Marxist circles of the 1970s.  This is only a guiding 
criterion, as not all of those involved in the 1970s left-wing 
underground joined leftist peace initiatives, and some crossed 
over to other groups during the 1980s.  Secondly, in contrast to 
other peace groups, groups of the left strand had, by 1985, 
surpassed what was known as ‘socio-ethical’ work and begun 
to look at the original causes of problems in society.  Thirdly, 
after 1985, the left current differed from other groups in its 
political outlook.  Whereas the majority of reform groups came 
to reject ideologies in the second half of the eighties, the left 
strand remained attached to a notion of what I call ‘true’ 
socialism, which is not be confused with the ‘real-existing 
socialism’ of the ruling party in East Germany, the 
‘Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands/SED’ [Socialist 
Unity Party of Germany].  Dissatisfied with the regime’s idea of 
socialism, these individuals strove for a ‘true’ socialist 
democracy in the GDR. 10   Their unwavering loyalty to this 
cause heavily influenced their interpretations of issues such as 
human rights, and isolated them from other groups in the 
movement, most famously the ‘Initiative für Frieden und 
Menschenrechte/IFM’ [Initiative for Peace and Human Rights], 
which leaned towards political pluralism. 

It is important to stress that what is being defined here 
is an increased left tendency within what can already be called 
a left-wing movement. Until the late 1980s, the majority of 
GDR reform groups can be described as ‘left-wing’, as they 
were anti-capitalist and campaigned for reforms within 
socialism as opposed to the abolition of the GDR.  

Before introducing my case study, I provide a brief 
account of alternative left-wing activity in East German cities in 
the 1970s, and illustrate the new opportunities which opened 
up for left-wing activism following the Church-State agreement 
of 1978.  I then examine the political development of the 
Friedrichsfelde group between the years 1977 and 1985.  The 
remaining sections discuss the work of this peace group in the 
second half of the 1980s, concentrating on its responses to the 
Chernobyl disaster, its engagement in human rights activism, 
and its contribution to oppositional publications.   
 
 
From the Political Underground to the Semi-Public Sphere 
The temporary relaxation of the rules surrounding cultural 
activity outside the GDR’s mass organisations in the early 
1970s triggered the formation of numerous informal or 
organised discussion circles in the larger East German cities. 
These became known collectively as the ‘Kulturopposition’ 

                                                        
10

 A Ministry for State Security report describes those associated with the 
FKFF as campaigning for a ‘wirklichen Sozialismus’ [true Socialism]:  BStU:  
Die Bundesbeauftragte für die Unterlagen des Staatssicherheitsdienstes der 
ehemaligen Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, Berlin, MfS HA XX 17452, 
p.14. 
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[Cultural Opposition], due to the flurry of regime-critical art, 
literature, and discussion to which they gave rise.11  Marxists, 
disillusioned with the ‘real-existing socialism’ of the SED, were 
quick to seize this newly available space in GDR society, 
resulting in a sudden emergence of several Marxist or 
‘Trotskyite’ circles in cities such as Berlin.  These were mainly 
composed of young SED members and Marxist intellectuals 
who argued that the ruling party had failed to fulfil the socialist 
principles it claimed to represent.  Regime-critical Marxists 
criticized the competition oriented economy in the GDR, and 
were especially disparaging of the bureaucratic organisation of 
East German society which had done much, in their opinion, to 
isolate the party from the people.12   

These scattered coteries of alternative Marxists did not, 
however, constitute a sophisticated network of opposition. 13   
This was partly due to the illegal nature of their political 
arguments which forced them to work under strictly 
conspiratorial conditions.14  They were also disunited in their 
ideas as to which group in society had the power to bring 
about system change; a minority saw the ‘revolutionäre 
Ressource’ [revolutionary resource] in the regime elites, as 
opposed to the majority, which called for a revolution from 
below through mutual solidarity with the workers.15  Despite the 
revolutionary ambitions of their members, the confinement of 
these circles to the conspiratorial underground prevented the 
debates taking place within them from gaining any wider 
resonance in society.16  They were left with not much time to 
reassess their tactics as, in 1976, the state began to crack 
down on ‘hostile’ and ‘anti-socialist’ groups, with numerous 
individuals facing arrest or exile towards the end of that 
decade.17  

Following this, the contingent which had set its ambition 
on the working-class as the ‘revolutionary resource’ went on to 
utilize another, (as of 1978), nascent, partially-free space in 
GDR society, that of the Protestant Church. 18   Left-wing 
activists envisaged the numerous peace and environmental 
groups, which had begun to appear in Protestant churches 
across East Germany in the late 1970s, as a gateway to a 
wider supporter base, and joined them in the hope of 
politicizing them in a socialist-revolutionary direction.19   

Due to its special relationship with the state, the church 
exercised a degree of tolerance towards regime-critical 
Marxists seeking an outlet under its roof.  The Church-State 

                                                        
11

 Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 239-44. 
12

 Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 224, 232, 238-39; 246-47; Roger 
Woods, Opposition in the GDR under Honecker 1971-85, (Basingstoke:  
Macmillan, 1986), 25-31. 
13

 Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 238. 
14

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 103. 
15

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 104. 
16

 Ibid, 103. 
17

 Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 244. 
18

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 104.  ‘Partially-free’ due to the special 

relationship between state and the Church in the GDR.    
19

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 104-109; Neubert, Geschichte der 
Opposition, 238-39, 246. 
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agreement of 1978 had recognised the church as an official 
GDR institution.  In return, however, the church was 
transformed into a mechanism of control.  This institution, 
which had long been a refuge for non-conformists, was now 
responsible for ensuring that dissident activity remained within 
its boundaries, and church leaders were to ensure that 
discussions did not stray from biblical interpretations of issues 
raised into outright criticism of the current system.20  This often 
proved difficult, however.   

Former 1970s left-wing activists would not make up the 
sole driving force behind the left current of the unofficial peace 
movement. The 1980s gave rise to the phenomenon of 
‘Christian-Marxists’, 21  those who had been involved in the 
church but who sympathised with the idea of a ‘true’ socialism, 
as propagated by regime-critical Marxists.22  Furthermore, not 
all of those previously involved in clandestine Marxist circles 
joined the left strand of the movement.   At a later stage, 
certain individuals would distance themselves from the idea 
cultivated in the left strand of the movement that socialism, in 
its ‘true’ form, was the only system of social organisation in 
which peace, justice, and human rights were guaranteed.  
Others joined groups, which due to the particular modus 
operandi of their leading figures and/or as a result of 
unremitting state interference in their activities, would not 
follow the same course of political development as groups 
associated with the left current of the movement in the 
1980s.23       

                                                        
20

 Fulbrook, Anatomy of a Dictatorship, 89-90, 110-115, 206; Gareth Dale, 
Popular Protest in East Germany 1945-1989, (London; NY:  Routledge, 
2005), 101, 105-6; Woods, 39. 
21

 Or ‘linke Christen’ [left-Christians]:  Rüddenklau, 194. 
22

 Reinhard Schult initially represented this front in his work in and around 
the peace group of the ESG, and later to become the Friedrichsfelde peace 
group; he had been engaged in bringing the two strands together (Klein, 
Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 107).  In the second half of the 1980s, Schult 

gradually distanced himself from socialist ideology.  In 1985, he was a co-
signatory of a petition released by the ‘Initiative für Blockfreiheit in Europa’ 
[The Initiative for non-alignment in Europe], a group which did not attach 
itself to any particular ideology (Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 563-

65).  Until spring/summer 1987, after which he became engaged in the 
‘Kirche von Unten’ [Church from Below], Schult was associated with groups 
committed to socialist ideals.  In the context of citizens’ movement, in 1989, 
he did not join the ‘Vereinigte Linke’ [United Left] which remained faithful to 
the idea of a ‘true’ socialism.  He instead joined  ‘Neues Forum’ [New Forum] 
which did not align itself with a political ideology (See both ‘Aufbruch 89 – 
Neues Forum’ and ‘Für eine Vereinigte Linke in der DDR!  Appell’ in RHG:  
Robert Havemann Gesellschaft/PS 042/25, pp.6-12).  In a recent interview, 
when asked about his involvement in the left current of the unofficial peace 
movement, Schult was reluctant to associate himself with the term ‘socialist 
democracy’, claiming that it had been ‘besetzt’ [occupied] by the SED:  
Interview with Schult, August 2010. 
23

 E.g. Vera Wollenberger.  Member of a Marxist discussion circle in the 

1970s (Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 239), joined the ‘Pankow’ peace 
group in the early 1980s, the activities of which remained within the bounds 
of ‘socio-ethical’ work throughout that decade:  Klein, Frieden und 
Gerechtigkeit, 119-125; Wollenberger, Vera., Virus der Heuchler:  
Innenansicht aus Stasi-Akten, (Berlin:  Elefanten Press, 1992), 20, 27, 49.  
‘Pankow’ had also been inundated by Stasi informants from its very 
beginnings:  Wollenberger, 21, 25-7, 28-9, 31-32, 47.  Wollenberger, 
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After 1978, the church became the only ‘free’-space, 
however limited, in GDR society in which oppositional groups 
and individuals could pursue their activities with relative 
freedom and security.24  Despite being continuously subject to 
state intervention, acting under the church enabled groups to 
present their ideas to a wider audience, at church associated 
events or in church authorized publications.  For those 
previously involved in the 1970s left-wing underground, this 
signified a departure from working in isolation and an 
advancement into a semi-public sphere.  Nevertheless, in 
instances when church and state interests overlapped, this 
always worked to the disadvantage of the groups.   As we shall 
discover, groups belonging to the left-current of the unofficial 
peace movement fully exploited the room for manoeuvre 
provided them under the church, and were particularly 
successful in challenging and avoiding attempted censorship 
of their activities.  
 
 
The Friedrichsfelde Peace Group, 1977-1985 
Created in 1977, the ESG peace group, later to become the 
‘Friedenskreis Friedrichsfelde/FKFF’ [peace circle of 
Friedrichsfelde], was one of the first Berlin groups to 
politicize.25 In 1981, the group was already pushing forward 
left-wing arguments in its criticisms of the East German 
economy and calls for a transformation of the existing socio-
economic structures in the GDR.26  Its workgroup, ‘Theologie 
und Gesellschaft’ [Theology and Society], prepared political 
topics to be explored during general group meetings.27  After 
1980, the arguments put forward by this workgroup became 
increasingly radical, to the extent that it was, at a later point, 
accused by a fellow workgroup of forcing the entire peace 
group in a Marxist direction.28   

The ESG’s links with the political underground were 
responsible for its rapid and consistent politicization.  The 
group’s leading figurehead, Reinhard Schult, simultaneously 
belonged to an illegal grouping, which disagreed with the 
‘herrschende(n) Machtverhältnisse’ [ruling power-relations] 
under ‘real-existing socialism’, desiring a socialist-democratic 
alternative.  Encouraged by the workers’ strikes in Poland, 
Schult’s circle aspired to a revolution from below, believing that 
this could be achieved with the support of the evolving peace 
initiatives in the GDR.  Cooperation on behalf of peace groups 
with semi-legal workgroups, such as ‘Theology and Society’, 
as well as with illegal, conspiratorial groups was deemed 

                                                                                                                      
however, later joined the Marxist group, ‘Gegenstimmen’:  Klein, Frieden und 
Gerechtigkeit, 238-39. 
24

 According to the 3
rd

 ‘Strafrechtsänderungsgesetz’ of 1979 it was illegal for 
individuals and groups to organize outside of the church:  Klein, Frieden und 
Gerechtigkeit, 124. 
25

 Ibid, 94.  ‘ESG’ is an abbreviation for the ‘Evangelische 
Studentengemeinde’, a Berlin parish of that time. 
26

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 94-95; Rüddenklau, 41. 
27

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 94. 
28

 BStU, MfS HA XX/9 1706, Teil 1, p.105. 
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necessary by the grouping, in order to guide the different 
peace initiatives in a revolutionary direction.  Members of 
Schult’s circle were therefore encouraged to collaborate with 
the legal peace groups in order to steer them along the desired 
path.  The highly politicized workgroup ‘Theology and Society’ 
had, in fact, been born out of Schult’s conspiratorial activity 
alongside the ESG.29   

Another influential figure within the ESG, and later the 
Friedrichsfelde group, was Thomas Klein, former member of 
Marxist circles of the seventies and self-affirmed Staatsfeind’ 
[enemy of the state].30  He can be held partially responsible for 
the radicalization of ‘Theology and Society’ 31 , though only 
‘partially’ due to the placement of informants in groups by the 
Ministry for State Security whose function was to manipulate 
groups in a particular direction.32 Klein was active in several 
conspiratorial groupings throughout the 1980s, which encircled 
the unofficial peace movement.33  

In the early 1980s, the left strand of the unofficial peace 
movement had not abandoned the conspiratorial work of the 
1970s era, but was able to adapt it to hitherto unavailable 
working conditions.  Ideas previously limited to the political 
underground could now be ‘aired’ in the peace groups 
gathering under the church.  The group’s expulsion from the 
ESG parish in September 1985, as a result of its provocative 
activities,34 was only a temporary victory for the authorities, as 
the former ESG group went on to persistently challenge the 
suffocating restrictions imposed on peace work by the state in 
its new parish of Berlin-Friedrichsfelde. 

In December 1985, the ‘Friedenskreis 
Friedrichsfelde/FKFF’ released a paper entitled  ‘Zur 
Politikfähigkeit der eigenständigen DDR-Friedensbewegung’ 
[On the Political Maturity of the Autonomous Peace Movement 
in the GDR] in which it criticised the Berlin peace groups’ lack 
of political potential.35  The paper’s author, Reinhard Schult, 
argued that, in their work up until 1985, Berlin groups had 
neglected the causes of problems in society.36   Schult was 
referring to groups such as ‘Pankow’ which pursued what was 
known as a ‘socio-ethical’ approach to peace and 

                                                        
29

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 113-16. 
30

 Re activity in 70s:  E.g.:  BStU, MfS AOP 1078/91, V Bd.1, p.9, pp.11-14.  
Biography and self-understanding:  Interviews with Klein, June & July 2010. 
31

 BStU, MfS BV Berlin AKG 322, p.10; BStU, MfS HA XX/9 1706, Teil 1, 
p.105. 
32

 This could involve persuading groups to challenge the boundaries of 
‘acceptable’ behaviour, thus warranting disciplinary intervention on behalf of 
the state authorities:  Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 721.  Wolfgang 

Wolf (‘IM Max’) played this role in the Friedrichsfelde peace group, (former 
ESG), and in Gegenstimmen:  BStU, MfS BV Berlin AKG 4005, Teil 2, p.249.  
33

 With Schult, the ‘Herzfelde-Kreis’ (BStU, MfS HA XX 11598, pp.8-10; 40) 
and Gegenstimmen.  In 1984, Klein also belonged to a conspiratorial group 
of economists in East Berlin: BStU, MfS HA XX/9 1706, Teil 1, p.97.  All 
groupings propounded a Marxist critique of the GDR economy and argued 
for a transformation of existing political and economic structures in GDR.    
34

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 95, 97-9. 
35

 ‘Zur Politikfähigkeit der eigenständigen DDR-Friedensbewegung, Dez. 
1985’:  RHG/RSch 08, 5 sides. 
36

 Ibid, p.3. 
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environmental work.  Socio-ethical work can be interpreted as 
the adoption of a Christian-moral approach to issues affecting 
humanity and the environment, and groups belonging to this 
camp tended to avoid direct confrontation with the state 
apparatus. Drawing on Christian values, the Pankow group 
encouraged individuals to modify their behaviour and take 
responsibility for problems in the world around them, so that, 
amongst other things, children were taught about the dangers 
of nuclear war, and trees were planted in response to 
environmental pollution.37   

In contrast, those around Schult believed that pacifist 
campaigning against compulsory military service and planting 
trees in response to environmental damage reacted only to the 
symptoms of problems in society.  The FKFF was more 
concerned with the causes of existing ‘gesellschaftliche 
Konflikte’ [conflicts in society], and argued that these were 
inherent to the bureaucratic system in the GDR. 38   This 
criticism was characteristic of discussions which had taken 
place within the clandestine Marxist circles of the seventies, 
and which were now being pursued by regime-critical Marxists 
within and around the FKFF.  Notwithstanding the FKFF’s 
observations, the work of the Pankow group should not be 
dismissed as depoliticized or ‘politisch...zurückhaltend’ 
[conservative]. 39   Despite its unwillingness to champion a 
political programme, Pankow’s activities called certain SED 
policies into question.  This was enough to make them 
‘political’ or ‘oppositional’ in the eyes of the state.  

Schult described the groups organizing under the 
church in East Berlin as dislocated from one another and as 
lacking coherent political programmes.  He called on them to 
‘politicize’, according to the Friedrichsfelde understanding of 
this term, and stressed the importance of establishing a degree 
of consensus between them, so that they could represent a 
credible and powerful movement.40  

The majority of groups had indeed maintained their 
narrow focus on socio-ethical work up until the mid 1980s.  
This was, however, beginning to change in 1984 and 1985.  
The failure of peace activism to influence nuclear armament 
talks between both blocs, and the subsequent decision of the 
Federal Republic of West Germany to station nuclear missiles 
on its territory, prompted groups to re-evaluate their previous 
strategies and shift their focus away from strictly socio-ethical 
frameworks.41  It is evident that the FKFF already perceived 
itself as having completed this stage of development by 1985, 
and was asserting itself as a politically conscious group.  

The group’s links with the political underground played 
a role in its decision to present itself as a politically mature 
group within the wider movement whose example the other 
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peace groups should follow.  A Ministry for State Security 
report from 1984 records a meeting between Schult, Klein, and 
others in which plans to form a ‘Trotskyite’ conspiratorial group 
were discussed, the aim of which would be, in the 
propagandistic language of the Stasi, the: ‘Überwindung der 
sozialistischen Gesellschaftsverhältnisse in der DDR durch 
Veränderung der sozial-ökonomischen Grundlagen der 
Gesellschaft’ [to overthrow the existing socialist order, by 
transforming the socio-economic foundations on which it 
rests].42  This was to be achieved by establishing cooperation 
between the peace groups and the actors of this underground 
group assuming leading positions within the unofficial peace 
movement.43  Klein and Schult were both respected members 
of the FKFF.  It is through them that ideas from the 
conspiratorial underground could gain influence within the 
Friedrichsfelde group.44 

The paper was not, however, successful in stimulating 
any positive debate concerning the future of peace work.  A 
meeting did take place between the FKFF and the Berlin 
‘Samariter’ and Pankow peace groups but this only resulted in 
augmenting already existing differences between them.45  One 
of the Pankow group leaders voiced suspicion that the FKFF 
would only agree to consensus on its own terms. 46   Such 
anxieties were not necessarily unfounded; the FKFF’s 
arguments were rooted in Marxist theory and those involved in 
its conspiratorial backdrop had their own radical ideals about 
the future political landscape of the GDR.  Moreover, despite 
its claims that it wished to encourage open debate as to the 
meaning and aim of peace work, the paper ignored that fact 
that some groups, Pankow, for example, may have 
consciously chosen to adopt a socio-ethical approach, i.e. that 
this was not necessarily down to their political immaturity.47   

The politically charged Friedrichsfelde paper 
envisioned the different peace initiatives coming together in 
order to form a political movement and wished to encourage 
discussion as to what role such a movement could play in 
reforming East German society.  Despite the negative 
response, the ideas put forward in the paper were discussed 
by other groups engaged in the same issues but with different 
opinions as to how to approach them.  The possibility of 
exchanging opinion and information freely represented a novel 
and liberating experience for those previously involved in the 
1970s political underground.  
 
 
Responses to Chernobyl 
The explosion of the Chernobyl nuclear reactor in April 1986 
and the SED regime’s subsequent attempts to conceal its 
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pernicious effects acted as a political trigger on ecological 
initiatives in the unofficial peace movement. 48   Eco-groups 
began to turn their attention to the political and economic 
structures behind failed energy production, simultaneously 
adopting anti-bureaucratic and anti-capitalist positions with 
respect to Soviet and western nuclear-energy policies.49  

Alternative Marxists within the unofficial peace 
movement took an active part in debates surrounding nuclear-
energy.  Shortly after the news of Chernobyl had reached the 
GDR, anti-SED Marxist, Thomas Klein started working on the 
exposé, ‘Tschernobyl wirkt überall’ [Chernobyl is having an 
effect everywhere], which sought to inform the general public 
about the risks of the explosion, and criticized the government 
for concealing important information from the East German 
people.50   

Arguments against nuclear-energy emanating from the 
left strand of the movement were not, however, recognized by 
all groups engaged in peace and ecological work, especially 
those which wished to avoid provoking the authorities.  
Sebastian Pflugbeil of the Berlin ‘Immanuelkirche’ group 
rejected Klein and Schult’s proposed contributions to a letter 
he was writing to the church leadership regarding the dangers 
of nuclear power plants.  Klein and Schult’s critique of the 
political, economic, and military interests concealed in nuclear-
energy policies, borrowed from Klein’s Chernobyl paper, 
contained too many ‘staatsfeindliche(n) Formulierungen’ 
[subversive formulations] for Pflugbeil’s liking.51  

Due to the lack of support from other peace groups, 
‘Tschernobyl wirkt überall’ was released as a separate paper.  
Those behind the project enjoyed a small victory when, owing 
to Schult’s contacts in the far-left West Berlin group, the 
‘Autonomen’, the declaration was communicated to a wider 
audience in East Berlin via an illegal radio transmission from 
West Berlin.52 

With campaigns such as ‘Tschernobyl wirkt überall’, the 
FKFF wished to reach out to the general public and to 
encourage people to form their own conclusions with respect 
to certain realities.  In continuation of the left-wing traditions of 
the 1970s, radical left-wingers in and around the FKFF coupled 
environmental issues with a Marxist critique of the GDR 
economy and stressed the causal relationship between the 
organization of the economy and the political interests it served 
to uphold. 53   Despite not enjoying support from all sides, 
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Marxist arguments began to filter into environmental 
discussions in the second half of the 1980s, with peace and 
ecological groups increasingly making the link between politics 
and the economy.54 
 
 
Human Rights under Real-Existing Socialism 
After 1985, groups of the unofficial peace movement turned 
their attention to human rights.  The introduction in the Soviet 
Union of more liberal political and economic reforms 
(Perestroika), as well as of policies which called for increased 
freedom of information and transparency in government 
(Glasnost), and the refusal of the East German government to 
follow suit, acted as a decisive stimulus for human rights 
activism.  Groups of the independent peace and environmental 
movements began to campaign fiercely for a more democratic 
system, although not necessarily on western capitalist lines.55  
At this point, the various peace and environmental initiatives 
began to resemble a reform movement in the context of which 
they discussed what kind of society they wished to experience 
in the GDR.  Groups differed in their opinions as to how much 
weight certain socialist principles should receive in a reformed 
GDR, resulting in a split in the movement into two strands, with 
the left current pushing forward its socialist-democratic ideal on 
the one side, and groups which renounced former attachments 
to ideologies, opting instead to campaign for political pluralism, 
on the other.56  The latter represented a general trend within 
the unofficial peace movement after 1985.57  Furthermore, not 
all of those engaged in the left strand of the movement 
remained loyal to socialist utopias up until 1989, with some 
crossing over to the pluralist camp in the second half of the 
1980s.58  

Early human rights debates focused, amongst other 
topics, on the subject of work in the GDR, i.e. the right to 
pursue the career of one’s choice, and on working conditions 
in the GDR.59  The FKFF was especially interested in the views 
of ‘ganz normaler Werktätiger’ [the average worker/employee].  
Its research in this area encouraged it to conduct an illegal 
questionnaire on working conditions in East Germany.60  

The questionnaire did its first rounds at the 
‘Friedenswerkstatt’ [Peace Workshop] in 1986 and at the 
‘Kirchentag von unten’ [Church Day from Below] in 1987, 
events open to the general public, as well as to reform 

                                                        
54

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 267. 
55

 Pfaff, Steven., Exit-Voice Dynamics and the Collapse of East Germany.  
The Crisis of Leninism and the Revolution of 1989, (Durham; London:  Duke 
University Press, 2006), 78-9, 90; Fricke, Karl Wilhelm, Opposition und 
Widerstand in der DDR.  Ein politischer Report, (Köln:  Verlag Wissenschaft 

und Politik, 1984), 165;  Interview with Reinhard Schult, August 2010. 
56

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 215. 
57

 Neubert, Geschichte der Opposition, 724, 733, 565. 
58

 This process would be ultimately responsible for the dissolution of the 
Marxist group, ‘Gegenstimmen’:  Ibid, 733. 
59

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 300-301. 
60

 Klein, Frieden und Gerechtigkeit, 301. 



Kulikowska “Activism and Reform in the GDR” 

European Social and Political Research, Vol. 14-15 (2011-12). 

 
 

 

58 

activists. 61   There is no surviving documentation as to the 
participants’ occupations but it can be assumed that they were 
employed at various levels in state enterprises and factories.62  
The questionnaire wished to expose the realities of work 
hidden behind government propaganda and to motivate both 
participants and observers, (the results were to be displayed at 
events of the unofficial peace movement), to compare their 
own experiences against certain truths in East German 
society, and against the party’s claims to represent a socialist 
democracy.63   

In the written analysis of the initial results, (based on 
880 returned questionnaires), one finds a Marxist critique of 
the organization of the economy and workforce.  Emphasis is 
placed on the absence of creativity in the workplace, and 
complaints that there was no room for creativity and initiative at 
work, as well as recorded feelings of isolation from decision-
making, are interpreted as being responsible for the lack of 
‘self-realization’ within the consciousness of the working 
people.64  The assertion that ‘Sozialistischer Wettbewerb spielt 
keine Rolle!’ (Socialist competition plays no role!) in reference 
to low levels of motivation amongst the workforce, is a direct 
attack against the competition oriented economy.   

Despite the recorded negative attitudes, the 
questionnaire indicated a general feeling of resignation 
amongst the respondents.  Those questioned disclosed that 
they found creative escape in their free time and would accept 
fewer working hours in compensation for existing working 
conditions.  Those who acknowledged that the current system 
could be changed were, however, reluctant to take action in 
the workplace, fearing that their colleagues would not support 
them.65 

Nonetheless, the Friedrichsfelde questionnaire 
symbolizes a significant development in the history of left-wing 
activism in the GDR.  It is a prime example of how those 
involved in the left strand of the movement combined 
conspiratorial and legal work in attempt to be more effective.  
The questionnaire was conducted illegally, but its authors were 
able to present their results and offer corresponding Marxist 
interpretations within the legal arena of the church.66  Left-wing 
activists of the 1970s had had no such sphere at their disposal.  

In 1985 and 1986, preparations for the first human 
rights seminar to take place in the GDR revealed irreconcilable 
differences within the movement over the human rights 
question.  These culminated in a split of those involved in the 
seminar preparations into two groups, the ‘Initiative für Frieden 
und Menschenrechte/IFM’, [The Initiative for Peace and 
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Human Rights] and ‘Gegenstimmen’ [Counter-Voices]. 67 
Whereas the regime-critical Marxists in Gegenstimmen argued 
that the human rights situation in the GDR was yet another 
manifestation of dominant power relations, and saw a solution 
to the human rights problem in the transformation of the 
current system into a socialist democracy, the IFM was 
reluctant to apply human rights to any ideological theories of 
interpretation.68  It was in the course of these discussions that 
Wolfgang Templin, co-founder of the IFM, and former member 
of Marxist underground circles, withdrew from the left current 
of the peace and environmental movement. 69   

Following the split, the IFM abandoned its seminar 
plans and decided to organize its activities outside of the 
safety-net of the church.  Acting independently of the church 
carried a high risk due to its illegality and therefore meant that 
all activities had to be undertaken conspiratorially.  Although 
Gegenstimmen was an illegal group, it maintained strong links 
with the legal church group of Friedrichsfelde, (through Schult 
and Klein, who were members of both), which provided it with 
a forum into which it could filter its ideas. The work of the IFM, 
by contrast, would prove difficult without the protection of the 
church, but its rejection of ideology gained it more credibility 
amongst groups and followers of the movement. 70     

To the dismay of the East German Secret Police, 
(Ministry for State Security), those in Gegenstimmen decided 
to pursue their plans for the seminar in the Friedrichsfelde 
parish.71  Organization of its own seminar granted the FKFF 
increased freedom in presenting its projects and arguments.72  
The workgroup ‘Recht auf Arbeit’ [Right to Work] put forward 
for discussion the initial results of the Friedrichsfelde 
questionnaire on working conditions in the GDR. 73   The 
unofficial Stasi informant, Wolfgang Wolf aka ‘IM Max’ of the 
FKFF, held a presentation in which he expounded a Marxist 
critique of the intrinsic limitations on human rights in capitalist 
societies, as well as under real-existing socialism.74   

State Security measures had naturally been in place in 
order to ensure ‘control’ over the seminar.  Several informants 
were stationed in various workgroups, 75  and official church 
human rights groups were invited, in order to promote the 
more acquiescent attitude of the church leadership towards 
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party policies.76 
The FKFF was, however, determined to challenge the 

inevitable state restrictions.  In anticipation of possible last-
minute arrests, organizers were advised not to spend the night 
before the seminar in their own homes.  Against church orders, 
the event planners resolved to admit members of the general 
public to the event, and, in order to prevent the domination of 
discussions by church officials, church leaders were granted a 
maximum of three minutes talking-time after each 
presentation.77  

The human rights seminar enjoyed around 150 
participants. 78   The FKFF was able to present projects on 
which it had been working, and lectures on contentious issues 
were designed to provoke thought amongst the participants.  
These new working conditions allowed for the discussion of 
left-wing arguments before a wider audience.  Despite the 
potentially inhibiting presence of informants and church 
officials, the FKFF succeeded in presenting its arguments 
without significant disruption.79 

In the second half of the 1980s, regime-critical Marxists 
struggled to win over the masses to left-wing arguments.  The 
purpose of projects like the Friedrichsfelde questionnaire and 
the human rights seminar had been to reach out to members 
of the public.80  Those who attended the seminar, however, 
voiced disinterest in Marxist theories and complained that 
there were no workgroups on the topics of freedom of travel, 
press, and assembly.81  In the late period of the GDR, people 
began to lose faith in the promise of socialism.  Despite the 
forceful arguments of regime-critical Marxists, that those in 
charge had, through their particular system of organization, 
betrayed otherwise achievable socialist ideals, many no longer 
distinguished the claims of these reform activists from those 
still being made in the Politburo.82 
 
 
Getting Ideas Down on Paper:  Dissident Writing in the 
Late 1980s  
As of 1987 the FKFF released its own periodical, the 
‘Friedrichsfelder Feuermelder/FFFM’.  In the second half of the 
eighties, numerous groups organizing under the church began 
to make use of its publication rights. Material could be 
published on the conditions that it bore the stamp:  ‘Nur für den 
innerkirchlichen Gebrauch’ [for internal-church use only] and 
was of a strictly religious, (as opposed to programme-political), 
nature.    In defiance of these rules, the FFFM, similarly to the 
IFM’s ‘Grenzfall’, reported on developments within the reform 
movement and in the domestic and international political 
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arena. 83   The FFFM, as well as ‘Kontext’, another, more 
radical, left-wing publication provided a great forum for the 
discussion of alternative left-wing ideas. 84   The close 
cooperation of the FKFF with the conspiratorial group 
Gegenstimmen meant that regime-critical Marxists in the latter 
enjoyed considerable influence over the paper’s content.  As a 
result, in several articles one finds Marxist critiques of the GDR 
economy and world economic structures.85   

Similarly to projects such as ‘Tschernobyl wirkt überall’ 
and the Friedrichsfelde questionnaire, left-wing oppositional 
publications sought to expose inconsistencies between the 
party line and what was happening in reality.  In contrast to 
previous working conditions, under which political arguments 
had been limited to individual, illegal publications, regime-
critical Marxists now used church affiliated papers in order to 
convey their ideas to a wider audience.  

Although anyone could pick up a copy of the 
Feuermelder in a church or at a church event, members of the 
public were often reluctant to do so, in fear of the 
consequences. 86   By being in possession of oppositional 
literature, one was likely to fall under the suspicion of the Stasi 
and, as a result, become subjected to the unpleasant 
disciplinary measures this often entailed.  This was a problem 
experienced by opposition groups across the spectrum of 
peace and reform work which, despite their endeavours, 
remained, on the whole, cut-off from the outside world, some, 
admittedly, more than others.87   
 
 
Conclusion 
The study of the left strand of the unofficial peace and reform 
movement is one abundant with ‘ifs’ and ‘buts’.  The frequency 
of interaction, cooperation, and movement between groups, 
means that we cannot offer closed definitions of the various 
tendencies which could be observed in the sphere of peace 
and reform activism in East Germany in the 1980s.  Yet this 
article has attempted to show that some significant distinctions 
can be inferred between the left current and other 
peace/reform groups, and that research into the left strand of 
the movement in its own right is justified.   

The groups explored in this study were highly active 
within the field of peace and reform work.  Not only did they 
exploit the free space available in the church to its full capacity, 
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but also persistently challenged its parameters in their 
attempts to break into society.  Despite its relentless efforts to 
gain influence within other groups, and to win over people to its 
ideas, the Marxist contingent of the unofficial peace and reform 
movement remained almost as isolated from wider society as it 
had been in the 1970s.  By the late 1980s, East Germans had 
grown tired of promises of a better socialism and groups which 
had rejected Marxism enjoyed much more support in the 
crucial months leading up to German reunification.   

This article does not close the chapter on the left strand 
of the unofficial peace and reform movement, dismissing its 
actors as ineffective, having failed to achieve what they set out 
to do.  Further studies into the dynamics of interaction and 
cooperation within and between groups of the movement 
which do not exclude this left current could add much to the 
historical literature on GDR opposition.  Former activist and 
Marxist historian, Thomas Klein, has already attempted to do 
this.  Similarly, however, to accounts which write-off the left 
current as paralysed and insignificant, Klein is too hasty is his 
dismissal of groups such as Pankow as depoliticized.88  Future 
research into this area must therefore take into account, and 
show sensitivity to, the self-understanding of groups of the 
unofficial peace and reform movement, the actors and 
memories of which are still very much alive. 
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Transforming the Public Sphere: The New 
Media and Their Influence on Russian 
Politics1 
 

Niklas Kossow 
 
Throughout the 2011/12 electoral cycle, the political system in 
Russia seems to have experienced significant changes. 
Despite the fact it did not lead to a change of government, the 
Russian State Duma election in December 2011 marks a 
turning point. United Russia, Russia’s governing party 
dominated by Vladimir Putin, retained a comfortable majority in 
the State Duma even though it had to concede a loss of 
support. The changes felt in the aftermath of the 2011 election 
have been of a different sort, however. The political elites in 
the Kremlin seemed to have lost their tight grip on Russian 
public opinion; for the first time a considerable opposition to 
the political system built around Putin was able to make itself 
heard.In the election, opposition to United Russia was tangible 
and after the election large scale protests rallied against the 
unfair election. Up to 120,000 participants took to the streets of 
Moscow in the biggest public protests in Russia since the 
1990s (Savina et al 2011). 

One of the reasons for the emergence of a new political 
opposition in Russia is increased access to ‘new media’. While 
not being seen as their cause, access to these media has 
been widely recognised as an important factor in the series of 
revolutionary movements in north Africa known commonly as 
the Arab Spring (Khondker 2011; Anderson 2011). In Russia, 
the circumstances are very different to the situations in the 
Arab states. However, in the context of the Russian media 
environment, which has faced more and more state control 
since Vladimir Putin became president in 2000, increased 
access to new media has had a significant impact. The 
purpose of this article is to analyse the nature of these 
developments and the way they influence Russian politics. By 
examining new media use in Russia I seek to illuminate our 
understanding of the developments in Russian politics in the 
context of the 2011/12 electoral cycle.2 

The article employs public sphere theory, arguing that 
new media have become part of the Russian public sphere 
and changed the way public opinion in Russia is formed. The 
article begins by briefly investigating the Russian context of a 
‘managed democracy’ and the situation of the Russian media 
in relation to the concept of the public sphere. Drawing on 
existing literature, four criteria are presented to integrate new 
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media into this conception. These criteria are employed to 
analyse the Russian new media and its ability to host the sort 
of discussions typical for a public sphere. Two further criteria 
are used to scrutinise whether new media are part of the 
Russian public sphere rather than forming an alternative space 
for discussion with little influence on the wider public. The 
article then analyses new media in Russia, scrutinising the 
particularities of the Russian internet (RuNet) as a space of 
vivid online discussion in the sense of the public sphere, able 
to influence public opinion. The article then considers how 
Russian politics will be affected by this change in Russia’s 
media environment, and the ways in which the Russian 
government deals with the new media in the context of the 
2011 State Duma election. 

The term new media is used here to refer mainly to the 
spread of information and communication technology, 
particularly since 2000. The focus is on the spread of internet 
access. The terms ‘new media’, ‘internet’ and recently, the 
more common term ‘social media’ will thereby be used 
interchangeably.3 The main research for this article was done 
between the middle of 2010 and the end of 2011, using 
statistics, opinion polls and a qualitative analysis of print and 
internet media.  
 
 
The Public Sphere in the context of the new media 
The realm of the Russian media changed fundamentally after 
Vladimir Putin became Russian President in 2000. The new 
administration established a media system tightly controlled by 
the state, specifically by the Kremlin authorities. Reasserting 
control over the media was part of the development of a new 
system of governance often referred to as a managed 
democracy.4This term describes a hybrid system in which the 
existence of formal institutions of democracy is a given but 
their influence on policy is limited. The institutions of 
democracy, such as elections, a judicial system and a plural 
press exist, but they are largely subject to the interest of the 
elites in power and are ‘managed’ in a way that the power of 
the ruling elite is not truly contested. Yet the system cannot be 
described as an outright authoritarian system (Anderson 2007; 
Balzer 2003; Sakwa 2010; Wegren and Konitzer 2007; Herd 
2005; Petrov 2011).Central control applies especially to 
television, the major source of information for most of the 
Russian population. Voices critical of the government have 
largely been cut out of the mass media, which has thus ceased 
to be a ‘public tool that helps keep the government 
accountable on the people’s behalf’ (Lipman and McFaul 2010: 
109).The hypothesis of this article is that new media in Russia 

                                                        
3
 Titles of Russian sources will be given either in translation, if available, or 

by stating their Romanised Russian title.The article follows the Romanisation 
table provided by the Library of Congress (Library of Congress 2011). 
4
 It is debated whether the Russian system is better defined as authoritarian, 

for example as a system of competitive authoritarianism. Balzer (2003) 
presents this debate, settling for a definition of the Russian system on the 
lines of “managed pluralism”. 
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are challenging state control of the media and are transforming 
what scholars have referred to as the public sphere.  

How relevant is the concept of the public sphere in the 
context of managed democracy in Russia and how far can it be 
applied to the Russian Federation under Putin and Medvedev? 
The concept of the public sphere applied by this article is 
based on the definition of the term offered by Jürgen 
Habermas. Loosely defined, the public sphere is ‘a forum in 
which the private people, come together to form a public, 
readied themselves to compel public authority to legitimate 
itself before public opinion’ (Habermas 1989: 25-26).  The 
public sphere is thus a space which represents public opinion 
and where the institutions of public power are critically 
discussed and evaluated. Following Alan McKee (2005: 4-5) 
the public sphere is not a physical space per se, but rather a 
‘virtual space’ for discussion, in which members of a 
community engage with and discuss ‘what social, cultural and 
political issues are facing [them]’. In modern times the mass 
media are seen to form the institutions of the public sphere 
(Habermas 2006). This article applies the concept of the public 
sphere to the Russian mass media, referring to the basic 
requirements that the public sphere should be inclusive to all 
parts of the population, disregard social status, and deal with 
topics of common concern. Only a public sphere recognised in 
this way will be accepted as representing public opinion which 
can therefore have a tangible influence. 

When applying this concept to post-Soviet Russia, it is 
unclear if an independent, critical public sphere existed at all in 
this context. During the 1990s, television became the main 
instrument through which to influence Russian public opinion 
(Mickiewicz 2008; Burrett 2011; Dunn 2009; Lipman 2009; 
White et al. 2002; Nordenstreng and Pietiläinen 2010). It 
quickly became subject to economic and political interests, 
rather than representing independent opinions. Nevertheless, 
during the 1990s television managed to exercise some control 
over state actions (Hutchings and Rulyova 2009). The 
reassertion of state control over the media changed this 
situation. 5  Almost all oppositional views were banned from 
Russian television. While news did not necessarily remain 
unreported, nor was it falsified outright, a general pro-Kremlin 
line was adopted by all channels. The state thus asserted 
control over the narrative of public issues in Russia. The 
Russian leadership was portrayed as acting confidently and 
‘handl[ing] any problem that comes along’ (Lipman and McFaul 
2010: 121). 

Independent news outlets exist in Russia, but are ‘not 
sufficient to create a “free media space”’ (Greene 2009: 60). 
Newspapers and radio stations have a very limited reach. 
Additionally they face pressure and influence from the Russian 
government and are often subject to self-censorship (Oates 
2007; Richter 2008; Arutunyan 2009).The Kremlin preserved 

                                                        
5
 See Burrett 2009; Lipman and McFaul 2010 and Oates 2006 for detailed 

accounts of the consolidation of state control over Russian television under 
Vladimir Putin. 
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many mechanisms to take measures against media outlets 
quickly, should it deem it necessary. Some commentators 
have even gone so far as to suggest that free media outlets 
allowed the Kremlin administration to give liberals a space to 
‘let off steam’ and retain an image free of the stigma of 
authoritarianism (Lipman and McFaul 2010: 123; Balzer 
2003).As independent opinions are largely cut out of the media 
realm in this way, it does not fulfil the task of holding public 
authority to account.  
 
 
Public sphere theory in the new media age 
The main hypothesis of this article is that new media in Russia 
offer a space for meaningful public deliberation in the sense of 
a public sphere and are thus able to change the realm of the 
Russian media. To test this hypothesis it is necessary to use a 
concept of the public sphere integrating new media (Dahlberg 
2001; Froomkin 2004; Papacharissi 2009; Shirky 2011; Cropf 
and Krummenacher 2011).The criteria offered by Poor (2005) 
to identify public spheres may be applied to the internet, as 
follows: 

1. Public spheres are spaces of discourse, often 
mediated.  

2. Public spheres often allow for new, previously 
excluded, discussants.  

3. Issues discussed are often political in nature.  
4. Ideas are judged by their merit, not by the 

standing of the speaker. 
This article goes further, however, in suggesting that new 
media in Russia complement and transform the Russian media 
and thus form an integral part of the Russian public sphere. To 
test this idea, Poor’s criteria outlined above will be amended by 
the following two: 

5. Ideas and discussion held in different media often 
complement and influence each other. 

6. Discussions have an influence on public opinion 
as a whole and thus force reactions by those 
authorities which the public sphere is set to hold 
to account. 

Robert Putnam has suggested that ‘computer-mediated 
communication will turn out to complement, not replace, face-
to-face communities’ (Putnam 2000: 179). The criteria outlined 
above will help us to judge if new media have truly become 
part of a Russian public sphere. The final hypothesis is that by 
transforming the Russian public sphere, new media influence 
Russian politics and force greater accountability into the 
system of managed democracy. In the following I now turn to 
analyse the characteristics of the Russian internet and its 
influence on the traditional Russian media.  
 
 
New media as an integral part of the Russia public sphere 
For a long time after its official launch in 1994, the Russian 
internet (RuNet) remained a largely elite, closed off space, with 
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little significance for the wider population. Only in the second 
half of the 1990s was it possible to observe a more rapid 
development in the spread of internet access, which 
accelerated further in the early 2000s (Bowles 2006; Gorny 
2006; Pavlikova 2009; Vartanova 2004). In the spring of 2011 
there were 52.9 million internet users in Russia, which 
represented 46 percent of Russians over 18 (up from only 2 
percent in 2000). 6 Russian government reports expect this 
figure to rise to 71 percent in 2014, with almost universal 
access for the age groups between 18 and 44 (Kazapian and 
Chistov 2011). Growth in internet access is likely to continue, 
especially in the regions. It has to be noted that access is still 
higher in cities and broadband access remains comparatively 
low. Also there is currently a significant age gap among 
Russian internet users, with users under 25 representing 
almost 60 percent of all internet users (Lebedev 2011). 
 
Figure 1: Internet access in Russia 2007-2014: actual and projected 

Source: Kazapian and Chistov 2011.  

 
One of the biggest particularities of RuNet is that it is a fairly 
closed community, distinct from the global internet. Russian 
internet users mainly use Russian websites and interact with 
other Russians. Global internet companies are less successful 
in Russia than elsewhere.7 Russians are shown to be the most 
active social network users in the world, but are mainly active 
in Russian networks such as vkontakte (ComScore 2010).  
This is also true for Russia’s active blogosphere, in which 
‘Russians tend to communicate with Russians in Russian 
about Russia-related topics’ (Gorny 2009: 8). Discussions on 
RuNet are primarily inward focused.  

                                                        
6
 Russian figures compare to 65 percent in Europe and 46 percent in the CIS 

(International Telecommunication Union 2011). 
7
 For example, whereas the search engine Google dominates the world 

market, the Russian company Yandex manages to serve for 64 percent of all 
web searches in Russia, as of May 2011 (ComScore, 2011). 
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As a particular Russian medium, RuNet’s make-up and 
content reflect many aspects of post-Soviet Russian society. 
As such, the Russian blogosphere is often seen in the tradition 
of kitchen talks and samizdat, two cultural features of Soviet 
society and reactions to rigid Soviet censorship.8 It has been 
suggested that the proverbial kitchen table has ‘now […] 
moved into cyberspace’ (Gorny 2007). Bloggers come together 
to discuss topics largely absent from the official media; they 
publish what they want to read that is not available in the state-
controlled media. The informal practices of post-Soviet 
Russian society are echoed in the context of RuNet in a similar 
fashion.9 Particularly interesting here is the use of kompromat 
or compromising material published to discredit public 
personalities or used to blackmail or coerce them by threat of 
publication. 

The Russian blogosphere is one of the biggest in the 
world and at the same time one of the most active. The 
majority of the over 50 million Russian blogs is hosted on sites 
combining features of both open blogging platforms (e.g. 
blogspot, wordpress) and closed social network services (e.g. 
Facebook, Myspace), so-called Social Network Systems (SNS) 
hybrids (Etling et al. 2010: 12). Their use strongly encourages 
links with other blogs or profiles on the platform, resulting in 
relatively closed communities.  
 
Figure 2: Top 10 most popular internet projects in Russia 

Source: TNS Global 2011. 
 
The Russian blogosphere is a space of active discussion. 
Users comment on each other’s posts, re-posting and 
spreading them and cross-linking them between different 

                                                        
8
 Accounts of these features of Soviet society are provided by Feldbrugge, 

1975, Ries 1997 and Greene 2009. 
9
 These are ‘regular sets of players’ strategies that infringe on, manipulate, or 

exploit formal rules and that make use of informal norms and personal 
obligations for pursuing goals outside the personal domain’ (Ledeneva, 
2006, p. 22) 
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blogs. A large proportion of the Russia’s internet users follows 
these discussions and uses the blogosphere, as well as news 
websites as a source of information.10 

Through its active blogosphere, social networks and 
news sites which allow commentaries, RuNet is a space for 
discourse in the sense of a public sphere. Everybody with 
internet access can participate in discussion. RuNet opens 
discourse to previously excluded discussants and, through 
increased access, reaches large parts of the Russian 
population. Questions remain, however, how meaningful these 
discussions are and if they are relevant to political discourse in 
Russia. 

A detailed study by Etling et al. (2010) for the Berkman 
Center for Internet & Society at Harvard University gives an 
insight into the active discussions of the Russian blogosphere. 
The study singles out and analyses the ‘Discussion Core’ of 
the Russian blogosphere, ‘a network of 11,792 blogs’ and 
divides it into different networks and clusters (Etling et al. 
2010: 13). It demonstrates what kind of discussions take place 
in RuNet and identifies a discourse zone of ‘politics and public 
discourse’ as one of four major networks inside the discussion 
core.11 Compared to other blogospheres, different zones and 
clusters are much more closely connected and less isolated. 
The Russian blogosphere can thus be interpreted to be ‘one 
substantially rich in cross-cutting debate’ (Ibid.: 16-17). It is 
also suggested that Russian bloggers are less prone to affiliate 
themselves to one political group, but are rather independent 
(Ibid.: 19). The importance of political topics in the Russian 
blogosphere is substantial, but should not be overstated. The 
majority of Russian internet users do not actively take part in 
political debates. For those who do, however, RuNet is a 
fruitful space for debate. 
 
 
Is television losing its power? New media as a source of 
information 
As discussed above, television became the dominant 
instrument of the Russian media sphere in the 1990s. While it 
is difficult to say that a critical public sphere was present at the 
time, Russians had the possibility of accessing different 
opinions via the traditional media, which were relatively 
diverse. Now that plural opinion is almost absent from the 
traditional media, the internet takes the place of the trusted 
medium of information for many. Recent surveys show internet 
users quoting online sources as their most trusted source of 
information, even though these are closely followed by 
television. Trust in the internet as a source of information is 
particularly high among the younger generation and there is a 

                                                        
10

 LiveJournal blogs alone had a monthly reach of 15.2 million Russians, 
whereas 14.8 million used these services without a log-in as an existing 
LiveJournal user (TNS Global 2011). 
11

 The other discussion zones which are identified are a culture zone, a 
regional zone comprising different Russian diasporas and an instrumental 
zone. 
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tendency towards a decline in the television audience 
(Lebedev 2009; Volkov 2011). 

In the future the internet is likely to take an increasingly 
important role as a source of information in Russia. Internet 
access in Russia is likely to increase further, as research 
shows potential for growth. Trust in the internet as a source of 
information is particularly high among the younger generation, 
whereas the elderly tend to not show an interest in the new 
media (Volkov 2011). These trends indicate that the function of 
the internet as a source of information is likely to rise, as it is 
seen to be the ‘main driver of change in news broadcasting 
and dissemination in Russia’ (Pankin et al. 2011: 23). 

As the new media are a growing source of information 
in Russia, their influence on public opinion in Russia is 
growing, too. Burrett (2011) points to the importance of 
agenda-setting as a source of presidential power, and my 
research suggested that new media have assumed some of 
this agenda-setting power. Traditional media, such as radio 
and newspapers, report on topics discussed by bloggers and 
encourage their audience to discuss topics on the internet. 
This increasingly creates a pressure that forces the Russian 
government to respond to discussions originating in the 
Russian blogosphere.  

To investigate how far new media influences Russian 
print media several Russian print publications were monitored 
in the period between September and December 2010. 12 I 
examined the extent to which these publications used internet 
sources and whether they incorporated new media as a means 
to involve their readers. The results of this qualitative analysis 
showed the influence that new media and particularly the 
Russian blogosphere had on the monitored publications.  

Traditional media frequently use the internet as a 
source of information. News outlets monitor blogs and quote 
them directly in their publications. In this context it was noted 
that more government friendly media were quoting bloggers 
less frequently. Some media sources also published overviews 
of trends in the Russian blogosphere, to inform their readers 
about the most pressing discussions going on. A particular 
feature was the use of internet blogs for investigative 
journalism. The main examples are several projects by 
Aleksey Navalny, a blogger who became one of the chief 
oppositional figures in Russia. The traditional Russian media 
are also using new media resources as means to connect to 
their readers or listeners and include their views in their 
publications. One particular channel of disseminating news via 
new media is the television station Dozhd’, which is mainly 
broadcasted via the internet. Since its foundation in 2010 it has 
gained some credibility as an independent station and 

                                                        
12

 The monitored publications were Argumenty i Fakty, an influential weekly 
newspaper; Nezavisimaia Gazeta, an influential privately owned daily; 
Kommersant, a business-orientated daily particularly read by Moscow elites; 
Izvestiya, a popular daily showing rather pro-government views; Moskovskii 
Komsomolets, popular daily; Metro, a free daily newspaper distributed at 
Moscow metro stations and Russkii Reportior, a weekly magazine focussing 
on photo reports. 
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particularly increased its audience when supporting the call for 
free and fair elections in December 2011 (Balmforth 2011). 

The examination of parts of the Russian press confirms 
the hypothesis that the new media influence the traditional 
media and have thus become an integral part of a Russian 
public sphere. The findings described above are confirmed in a 
report published by the Open Society Foundation in 2011, 
which highlights the importance of blogs as a source for 
journalists, and presents the impact of new media to 
disseminate information. The report does however underline 
the decline in journalistic standards, which can often be 
observed in relation to online media (Pankin et al. 2011: 42-
48). This is discussed further below. 

Blogs and other online media have assumed the 
function of agenda setters in the Russian public sphere in 
many instances and they are equally used as a medium that 
forces offline action as part of its role in the public sphere. 
Discussions in the blogosphere, in connection with the 
traditional media, are able to build up enough pressure to force 
the Russian government to respond. Activists in Russia use 
online media to organise direct action offline and to lobby for 
their causes. An important testament to the significance of new 
media mobilisation was the context of the 2011/12 electoral 
cycle. Following the State Duma election, opposition was 
rallied largely through online media, particularly social 
networking sites. Events created online attracted tens of 
thousands and resulted in the largest oppositional protests in 
Russia since the 1990s (Twickel 2011). The protests 
surrounding the elections demonstrated the potential of the 
Russian new media for offline mobilisation. Even before 2011, 
several campaigns have used new media in order to make 
their voices heard in the Russian public sphere and challenge 
the Russian authorities(Lysenko and Desouza 2010; Aron 
2011; Lonkila 2011). 

This analysis of different aspects of new media use in 
Russia suggests that the new media have indeed become an 
integral part of the Russian public sphere, according to the 
criteria set out at the beginning. New media discussions largely 
fulfil the criteria of critical discourse and at the same time the 
content of these discussions is not independent from, but also 
influences traditional media. In this way it has gained a 
considerable agenda-setting potential. 

There are, however, significant limitations to the 
influence of the new media. Despite the fact that internet 
access in Russian has been growing significantly since 2000 it 
is not yet universal. A majority of Russians under 25 regularly 
uses the internet, whereas only a small minority of Russian 
citizens over 50 does so. Access (and particularly broadband 
access) is concentrated in urban centres and in more highly 
populated regions. Television remains the most popular 
medium and for a majority of Russians it is still the main 
source of information (Lebedev 2009). Even though television 
is now subject to influence by new media, the information it 
disperses remains controlled by the Russian government. 
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Political apathy in Russia is high. In a poll from May 2011, 77 
percent of respondents replied they rarely or never discuss 
politics with their family and friends (FOM Public Opinion 
Foundation 2011). To act as a critical judge of public 
institutions, the public at large has to be aware of, and engage 
with, political issues. Apathy is thus a major obstacle to a 
critical public sphere. 

A recent report by the Open Society Foundations points 
out that ‘the internet is virtually the only medium where 
criticism of the ruling party can be found’ (Pankin et al. 2011: 
91). The same report does, however, highlight threats to the 
quality of discourse through the new media. It highlights an 
increasing use of unverified information in journalism, as new 
media increased the speed of the news cycle and journalists 
found themselves under augmented pressure (Ibid.: 42-45). In 
social networking systems and in Russian blogs the use of 
informal language and swearing is common and undermines 
the rules of public discourse. Posts and comments in the 
blogosphere can often be emotional, rude and of low quality, 
as ethics of journalism do not apply. Gorny suggests that due 
to the nature of discourse, therefore, the Russian online 
sphere should rather be seen as a ‘substitute for the public 
sphere’ (Gorny 2009: 10).13 

It is important to keep these limitations in mind when 
assessing the impact of new media on the Russian public 
sphere. As well as the diversity of discourse, its level of quality 
will decide if new media will have a lasting impact on public 
opinion formation in Russia. New media content is also limited 
to those with access and therefore cannot fully challenge the 
influence of television in Russia. 
 
 
A managed internet for a managed democracy: is Putin’s 
third way still applicable? 
Despite these limitations, my findings suggest that new media 
influence on the Russian public sphere is likely to grow in the 
next years, as internet access widens. However, future 
developments and the potential for change depend on the 
reaction of the Russian authorities to the new dynamic in the 
Russian media sphere. Marcus Alexander called the approach 
taken by the Putin/Medvedev administration a ‘third way’ of 
entering ‘competition for maintenance and propagation of [the 
government’s] image and power among its population’ 
(Alexander 2003: 21). The Russian government seems to 
employ a mixed approach: controlling the internet media to a 
limited degree and leaving it as a free media space while at the 
same time, it also tries to use it for its own propaganda 
purposes. 

Generally speaking, RuNet has remained a space of 
user freedom, where large-scale control of content by the 
government is absent. Yet, several reports point out that the 
Russian internet cannot be classified as a medium free of state 

                                                        
13

 Likewise Schmidt and Teubener (2006) see RuNet as an alternative public 
space standing apart from the public sphere. 
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control. The results of these studies indicate that the Russian 
government attempts to retain a certain amount of control over 
internet media (Global Integrity 2010; Freedom House 2011a). 
Questions of ownership similarly indicate that the Kremlin is 
trying to gain at least some control over online content (Open 
Source Center 2010). However, both Vladimir Putin and 
particularly the web-savvy Dmitry Medvedev have earlier 
pledged to refrain from methods as rigid as those employed by 
authoritarian regimes such as China. Instead a twofold 
strategy of ‘promotion on the one hand, and control on the 
other’ (Strukov 2009: 220) was chosen. 

Political strategists in the Kremlin learned to use RuNet 
for their own purposes and exercise control in this way. In the 
run up of the 2007/2008 electoral cycle, for example, a great 
deal of ‘pro-Kremlin internet manipulation, including “brigades” 
of bloggers which spread the President’s message online and 
which took great pleasure in disrupting the online activities of 
Kremlin opponents’ (Fossato et al. 2008: 54) was noted. The 
Kremlin tried to create a managed internet to fit into its 
conception of a managed democracy. Instead of attempting to 
fully control the new media space, it utilised it by dispersing its 
own propaganda and by giving the opposition a space to voice 
their opinions and upholding the impression of media freedom 
in Russia. 

The outcome of the 2011 election suggested, however, 
that these tactics failed to work as efficiently as they had in 
previous years. Vladimir Putin and United Russia seemed to 
stick to the strategy of influencing Russian public opinion 
through new media. 14  The opposition appeared to have 
learned from some of its mistakes made before the 2007/08 
elections and employed creative approaches to challenge 
United Russia’s dominance. Videos criticising the ruling elite 
and spreading oppositional slogans proved particularly 
popular.15 New media also played a crucial role in publishing 
evidence of election fraud and in rallying demonstrations 
opposing the election results; even the nationwide, state-
controlled television could not ignore the protests. The 
aftermath of the elections highlights the growing importance of 
new media in Russian politics. It suggests a failure by the 
Kremlin to control a public sphere that incorporates 
widespread online media. 

After Vladimir Putin returned to the presidency in May 
2012, the regime reacted with more restrictive policies passing 
stricter laws on the NGOs, demonstrations and also making it 
easier to block websites (Elder 2012). It remains to be seen 
whether these reforms will be successful in intimidating the 
opposition. So far the Putin administration is building on their 
track record of positive economic developments in the past 
decade (Burrett 2011: 219-220);policies were not questioned 
‘as long as the government delivered better living standards’ 
(Lipman and McFaul 2010: 124). This apathy is due, however, 

                                                        
14

 One example is ArmiiaPutina, 2011. 
15

Examples for oppositional use of internet media are provided by 
Demovybor 2011 and iWattsZap 2011. 
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to the positive coverage the government has continued to 
receive during times of economic crisis (Ibid.). The Russian 
authorities will find it increasingly difficult to control Russian 
public opinion without appearing outright authoritarian. The 
Russian public might find it easier to get its voice heard by the 
authorities. 
 
 
Concluding remarks 
This article aimed to analyse the influence of the new media on 
Russian politics, using the Habermasian concept of the public 
sphere to show how new media shape the way public opinion 
in Russia is formed. It pointed at the limits of the applicability of 
this framework in the context of a managed democracy, but 
highlighted how these limits ultimately amplified the influence 
of new media.   

It may be concluded that new media have transformed 
the Russian public sphere. RuNet is host to political debate 
and a source of information for many Russians. It offers a 
critical voice largely absent from the traditional Russian media. 
Therefore, the new media sphere does not stand aside, but is 
integrated in the Russian public sphere and extends its scope 
and reach. New media influence is substantial, yet 
constrained, as access is not universal. The question of how to 
uphold journalistic standards and ethics in such an 
environment remains open. Nevertheless, the original 
hypothesis was confirmed. RuNet forms a particular space in 
the global internet and deserves further research attention. An 
interesting aspect to explore in this context would be the extent 
to which new media access and increased plurality in the 
media affect political apathy in Russia. The exact role of new 
media and user-generated content as an agenda setter would 
also merit further research, especially in relation to Russian 
television.  

As the Russian government loses its absolute control 
over the news media, it is also losing control over the narrative 
of Russian politics. The Russian authorities will find 
themselves increasingly in the unusual situation of facing 
criticism and having to justify their political actions. Internet 
access is likely to grow even further and increase these 
effects. Studying the Russian media environment and 
particularly new media, is hence crucial for the understanding 
of Russian politics and helps to explain its recent 
developments. The third hypothesis, which assumes that new 
media force greater accountability into the system of managed 
democracy is equally confirmed, if to a limited degree. 
Especially the events during the 2011 State Duma elections 
confirm this assumption. In the middle of the 2011/2012 
election cycle, Russia seemed to undergo a wave of change. 
The system of managed democracy faces unprecedented 
criticism that the authorities have had to react to16. New media 

                                                        
16

 An interesting account of the state of Russia’s political system in the 
context of the 2011/2012 electoral cycle is offered by Holmes & Krastev 
(2012). 
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offer a critical voice with an increased reach to the Russian 
public. It is improbable that these developments will bring 
sudden regime change to Russia; the Putin administration still 
enjoys the trust of a majority of the Russian population and is 
unlikely to lose it, as long as the economic development 
continues to be largely positive. Despite some successes in 
the context of the 2011 State Duma election, opposition 
remains weak and does not provide any alternative to the Putin 
government that is considered viable. Nevertheless, Vladimir 
Putin will face increasing criticism through a fostered Russian 
public sphere. Managing Russia’s democracy will not become 
impossible, but perhaps more complex. 
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Continuity in Putin’s Foreign Policy towards 
the Arab Regimes of the Levant.  
 

Jonathon Tabet 
 
 
Introduction 
Russia, in its different incarnations, has always been keenly 
interested in the workings of the Arab Levant. Since the 
Ottoman period it has always tried to assume an important role 
in the region, first as Protector of the Christian Millet in the 
early nineteenth century, then through the workings of various 
charitable organizations such as the Imperial Palestine Society 
and the Imperial Syrian Society.1 The Soviet Union played an 
active role there throughout the Cold War as the superpower 
patron of the Arab nationalist camp, and Soviet influence at 
various stages almost eclipsed that of the United States. So 
what of the USSR's legal successor's role in the region today?  

Studying Russian foreign policy in the Levant has 
particular significance at the moment because it is in this 
region that the rise and decline of the American hyperpower is 
most easily traceable. The weakening of the US position in the 
region over the past decade has created a power vacuum that 
external and Middle Eastern actors are rushing to fill.2  The 
collapse of the Soviet Union permitted the United States to 
obtain its position of quasi-unchallengeable regional 
dominance. An examination of post-Soviet Russia's response 
to the waning of American power in the region is therefore all 
the more fitting. 

Power in the Russian Federation is highly personalised 
and centralised. The role that the President plays in the 
formulation of foreign policy is central, not just because of his 
immense personal sway over it, but also because his style 
affects the processes behind its formulation. A study of 
contemporary Russian foreign policy would be incomplete 
without using Putin's accession to the presidency as a 
benchmark with which to contrast it to its predecessors. This 
contrast will allow an examination of which aspects of Russian 
foreign policy towards the Arab states of the Levant represent 
continuity with the Yeltsin administration's policy, and which do 
not. This will allow for the identification of innate Russian 
interests that frame its policy in the region. It is only through 
the establishment of such a framework that a coherent 
understanding of contemporary Russian foreign policy towards 
the Arab regimes of the Levant can be achieved. 

The definition of the geopolitical scope of this work is 
essential. The Arab Levant has traditionally encompassed 
Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, the Palestinian Territories and Israel.3 
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For the purpose of this work, however, an expanded definition 
will be used. The Levant in Arabic is called ‘Mashreq’, and this 
includes the aforementioned states but also Iraq. It has been 
included in this work because it has traditionally played an 
essential role in the Levantine state system. The terms Levant 
and Mashreq will therefore be used interchangeably.  
 
 
Yeltsin: Kozyrev’s Westernism and Primakov’s Great 
Power Balancing 
Yeltsin's initial foreign policy objectives were made clear by his 
appointment of Andrei Kozyrev to the post of foreign minister in 
October 1990. Born in Belgium, Kozyrev had been an 
enthusiastic proponent of Gorbachev's 'New Thinking'. 4  He 
was an ideological Atlanticist, an advocator of the free market 
and individual liberty. Under his leadership there was a strong 
identification with the West and its values.  He believed that 
Russia should be part of the West and should integrate with 
Western institutions; that the main threat to its security came 
from non-democratic states. He supported the West’s 
International Security Agenda and pursued a policy of 
isolationism in the former Soviet Union; and he neglected Asia 
and the Muslim World.5 The idea that Russian interests and 
values might differ from those of the West, and that this was a 
potential source of conflict, was overlooked.  

At first these positions meant that relations with Syria 
and Iraq, the Soviet Union's stalwart allies, were sacrificed. 
The ideological foundations of these alliances no longer 
existed. Both states were suffering from economic crises and 
the new Russian government's desire to diversify its economy 
away from arms exports meant that maintaining relations with 
these clients was no longer desirable. As a whole, Russian 
involvement in the region shrank to the point where its 
presence was only symbolically felt. The pro-Western policy 
allowed the Russian Federation to play a ceremonial role in the 
Oslo Accords of 1993 and Israeli-Jordanian Peace Accords of 
1994, but the hollowness of their participation was clear to all.6 

Overall, the period 1991 to 1996 was a rather confused 
one for Russian foreign policy. 7  At first the pro-Western 
radicals held a dominant position, enjoying control of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) and presidential support. This 
ascendancy was, however, gradually undermined by a variety 
of factors: the failure of shock therapy; a cultural rejection of 
unrestrained individualism; a surge in nationalistic feeling in 
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the media and among the population; the emergence of a 
pragmatic pro-Western faction and the rising popularity of the 
pragmatic nationalist position embodied by Ziuganov and the 
communists; Kozyrev ‘s failure to assert the supremacy of the 
MFA in the realm of foreign policy; the loss of presidential 
support as Kozyrev became an electoral liability; and 
increasing distrust of the West as a result of NATO expansion 
and the wars in Yugoslavia. 8  These pressures altered the 
Federation's policies, reaching saturation point in 1994-1995. 
In the Mashreq, this was manifest in the Russian call to lift 
sanctions against Iraq and its condemnation of the US 
bombing campaign. 9   Richard Sakwa has classified this 
progression into two distinct periods: the first lasting from 
January 1992 until February 1993, labelled the ‘romantic 
phase’; the second from March 1993 to December 1995, 
christened ‘the reassertion phase.10 

The lasting implications of Kozyrev's tenure lay in the 
realm of institutional reform rather than foreign policy content. 
The 1993 Constitution contributed to the formulation of a 
clearer and more consistent policy. It streamlined the decision 
making process, giving the president rather than the Duma 
power over foreign policy.11 A presidential decree which came 
into force on 3 November 1993 reasserted the primacy of 
MFA, entrusting it ‘with the function of coordinating and 
monitoring work by other Russian ministries, committees and 
departments to ensure a unified political line by the Russian 
Federation in relations with other states’.12 This step by step 
institutional reform should have allowed for greater coherence 
in the conduct of Russia’s foreign relations, but in his last years 
Kozyrev incessantly modified his positions, estranging his 
supporters, the elite and the public.  

It would be left to Kozyrev’s successor, Yevgenij 
Primakov, appointed in January 1996, to make good on the 
institutional reforms and build on the foreign policy concepts of 
1993 and 1994, perfecting a coherent and consensual policy. 
US-based academic Andrei Tsygankov identifies Primakov as 
belonging to the statist mode of thought. Features of this 
statism included the conception of Russia as a sovereign state 
and a great power with its own specific interest, but also one 
capable of sharing common interests with other actors. Russia 
should therefore strive to improve its economic and military 
independence; emphasise the importance of international law 
and the United Nations in order to sustain a viable framework 
for a multipolar world order; resist NATO expansion; actively 
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engage itself in the former Soviet Union; re-establish ties with 
traditional allies in Middle East; and resist unilateral military 
solutions in Iraq. This approach is designated by Tsygankov as 
'Great Power Balancing', whilst Sakwa prefers the term 
'Competitive Pragmatism'. Russian academic Norad Mosaki 
simply uses the term 'patriotichnyi' [patriotic] policy.13 

Primakov adopted a centrist position within the Russian 
foreign policy spectrum that combined elements of both the 
pragmatic pro-Western and nationalist camps. During his 
ministry there seems to have been some accord between the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Communist/Nationalist 
dominated Duma. Unlike Kozyrev, Primakov rejected the idea 
of a strategic alliance with the West. What he envisaged was 
not a Russia which subordinated its interests to that of a senior 
strategic partner, but one that was keenly aware of what its 
interests were, and knew how to defend them. This did not 
however rule out the option of cooperation with the West as 
there remained the possibility of a convergence of interests. 
Primakov famously said that ‘Russia does not have permanent 
enemies but it has permanent interests.’14 

Primakov had a particular interest in the Middle East. 
He had trained as an Arabist, had worked in the region as a 
Pravda correspondent, and before entering politics had 
headed the Institute of Oriental Studies of the USSR Academy 
of Sciences (IMEMO).15  His close association with the region 
as well as his rejection of the doctrine of partnership with the 
West translated itself into Russian reassertion there and a 
restoration of strong relations with Soviet period allies, notably 
Syria and Iraq. This was exemplified by the stiffening of 
Russian opposition to the unilateral use of force against Iraq by 
the US; by its intervention in the Lebanese crisis of 1996; and 
by renewed Russian vigour in the Peace Process especially on 
the Syrian-Israeli track. He tried to make Russia's presence felt 
by regularly touring the region's capitals. His fervent belief in 
Russia's potential as well as his theatrical panache however 
could not mask Russia's weakness. ‘Adapting an Arab 
proverb: Primakov's tongue was by far longer than his 
hands.’16 

The tension between Primakov's illusions of Russian 
grandeur and the actual limitations of the country's power in 
the region were made all too clear just after his nomination. In 
April 1996, the Israelis carried out ‘Operation Grapes of Wrath’, 
bombing Lebanon. Primakov wanted the Russians to play an 
active role in the cessation of hostilities but found himself 
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locked out of the process by the Israelis and their American 
patrons on the one hand, and, surprisingly, President Assad on 
the other, who did not allow the Russians to play any role in 
the brokering of the ceasefire agreement or its supervision.17 

By the time he left his post at the Foreign Ministry, 
becoming Prime Minister at Yeltsin's request in 1998, 
Primakov had left an indelible mark on Russian foreign policy 
towards the Arab regimes of the Levant, as well as in most 
other policy areas. His decision to reactivate Russian leverage 
in the region would be continued under Yeltsin, Putin and 
Medvedev. Both his successors in the post of foreign minister, 
Igor Ivanov (1998-2004) and Sergei Lavrov (2004-present) 
were able to sustain the claim that Russia had a role to play in 
the region.  
 
 
Putin: First Stage: Great Power Pragmatism 
Vladimir Putin was nominated Prime Minister in a government 
reshuffle by Boris Yeltsin on 9 August 1999, replacing Sergei 
Stepashin. In March 2000 he won the presidential elections 
that followed Yeltsin's resignation as Russian President on the 
last day of the millennium. The circumstances leading to his 
election, with the role that he played as acting President from 
January to March 2000 and his absolute majority in the first 
round, allowed him to hit the ground running, making his 
presence felt as well as allowing for a certain continuity in 
policy.18 In the field of foreign policy, Putin kept on Primakov's 
successor Igor Ivanov as Foreign Minister. 

Sakwa designates Putin's policy as 'new realism’, whilst 
Tsygankov has separated his policy into periods that roughly 
correspond to Vladimir Putin's two presidential terms.19 Putin's 
first term policy is labelled Great Power Pragmatism. This 
approach is characterised as including elements of Primakov's 
previous Great Power Balancing, as well as new elements 
marked by changed personality and circumstances. The 
factors that conditioned the policy were both external and 
domestic. The external forces included the relative economic 
recovery from the crisis engendered by the Russian financial 
system’s collapse in 1998. This recovery came off the back of 
a weak rouble that allowed for a structural trade surplus, as 
well as high oil prices. The second force was the increasing 
threat to Russian security from terrorism emanating from the 
North Caucasus, particularly from Chechnya. The Second 
Chechen War was a massive contributing factor in Putin's 
early popularity and election. The perception of insecurity was 
further increased by the terrorist attacks of 11 September 
2001, providing a platform that justified Putin's new conception 
of security as well as allowing for a rapprochement with the 
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US. 20  In responding to these outside developments, Putin 
cleverly presented the Russian public with a vision that 
combined both elements of statism and Westernism. The 
statist content consisted of: patriotism; vertical reintegration of 
the power structures allowing for a stronger state; an 
underlining of the importance of social solidarity; and a 
recognition of Russia's Eurasian nature. However, he had a 
different conception of security to his predecessor, in that he 
viewed terrorism rather than state actors as the largest threat. 
This placed him on a path to greater cooperation with the West 
rather than collision. This, on top of his decision to respect the 
market driven reforms of the Yeltsin era, endeared him to the 
Westernisers. His combination of differing elements of both 
Westernism and statism created a broad coalition of support, 
which encompassed both pro-Western oligarchs at one end of 
the spectrum and statist members of the security and military 
services, known as ‘siloviki’, at the other.21 

The resultant new vision of Russia's identity had a 
corresponding conceptualisation of national interest. 
Primakov's vision of power balancing stemmed from a 
conception of the world largely founded on geopolitics, 
whereas Putin's was erected on a geo-economic base. This 
meant that Russia would seek to build bridges with the West in 
order to secure growth through increased trade and the export 
of natural resources. It would cooperate with the US in order to 
obtain the removal of impediments to Russian integration into 
Western institutions.22 This differentiated itself from the early 
Yeltsinite pro-Westernism as it did not desire complete 
integration with the West. Rather it was a method for securing 
Russia's great power status and economic independence. In 
brief, during this period Putin saw Russia as a great power in a 
West-centred world. In the Arab Levant, this conception meant 
that in its mission to cooperate with the West, the Russian 
Federation accepted US dominance in the region and was 
ready to follow its lead.23 

This submission can be clearly seen in the Russian 
Federation's approach to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. From 
2000 to 2004, the Russian position on the issue of negotiations 
was close to the United States. Putin and his foreign minister 
Igor Ivanov were overall unsympathetic towards the 
Palestinians during the Second Intifada, which broke out in 
September 2000. Under Primakov, although the Russians had 
tried to keep a balanced position, there was a lingering moral 
streak that was sympathetic to the Palestinians. Putin wanted 
to reap as many benefits as possible from both the Arab and 
Israeli sides. He therefore kept a position of equidistance. This 
can be seen in his refusal to attend the Sharm el Sheikh 
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Summit held in October,24 which it was hoped would find a way 
of ending the violence. In doing so he ignored the pleas of 
Arab leaders who hoped that Russian participation might 
render the Israelis more pliant. Russia's absence at the 
negotiating table was read as a sign of Russia's declining 
power and was dictated by Putin's desire to avoid a war of 
words with the US and Israel whilst simultaneously not 
estranging the Arabs. 

The careful balance in Putin's foreign policy between 
economic interest and his conception of terrorist threat based 
security is clarified by the case of Russian-Jordanian relations. 
Jordan has a Circassian community which includes a large 
number of Chechens. These Circassians immigrated there 
during the nineteenth century as a result of their expulsion by 
the Russians from the North Caucasus.25 In the view of their 
relatively small numbers, this would be of little consequence; 
however, they are the social group most loyal to the Hashemite 
monarchy.26 During the Chechen Wars, rebel groups received 
substantial financial assistance from Jordan and even treated 
their wounded in Jordanian hospitals. 27   This soured 
Jordanian-Russian relations. Conversely, following the Second 
Gulf War in 2003, historic Jordanian support for Chechen 
independence was quickly forgotten as the Russians sought to 
re-enter the Iraqi market. Jordan was the logical point of entry 
and Russian companies were encouraged by the Russian 
authorities to operate as Jordanian sub-contractors. 28  This 
resulted in a rapid warming of Russo-Jordanian relations. 

Continuity in policy with Primakov’s policy is well 
demonstrated by the case of Iraq. Russia continued the 
previous policy of calling for the lifting of sanctions and 
resisting military solutions. This was despite the fact that Israel 
had increased in importance as a Russian strategic partner in 
the region. The unchanged Russian insistence on these two 
key points owed itself to permanent interests that the Russian 
Federation had in Iraq. These are identified by Russian-Arab 
relations expert Robert Freedman as the need to maintain a 
semblance of Russian power despite its weakened state, Iraq's 
$7 billion debt, and Russia's interest in the acquisition of 
business contracts. 29  A further impetus was public opinion, 
with most Russians strongly backing the ending of sanctions.30 
Concern over a further radicalisation of Muslim elements inside 
the Federation as a result of an invasion also contributed to 
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Russian opposition to such an eventuality. 31   A certain 
mirroring of the Soviet response to the First Gulf War and 
Yeltsin's response to the Kosovo crisis seems to have 
occurred. In all three cases, the Russians strove to avert 
Western intervention, escalating their rhetoric as the crises 
worsened before moving back to a reconciliatory position 
towards the United States after the outbreak of hostilities.32 

Russian-Syrian relations under Putin got off to a bad 
start. The leadership transitions in both countries occurred at 
roughly the same time, with Bashar al-Assad assuming power 
after his father's death in July 2000. This partly explains the 
cooling. Syria and Lebanon, which after the Taif Accords of 
1990 was little more than a Syrian protectorate, turned down 
invitations to multilateral peace talks held in Moscow in early 
2000. Furthermore, the Syrians who held a seat on the UN 
Security Council at this time repeatedly abstained or voted 
against Russian motions.33 Syria had played a pivotal role in 
Primakov's policy as it was the only actor within the Peace 
Process that the Russian could exercise more leverage over 
than the Americans.  

The move away from Russia's exploitation of warm 
relations with Damascus was to be short lived. Factors 
conducive to positive engagement with Syria in combination 
with the policy of Great Power Pragmatism made 
rapprochement inevitable. Firstly, Russia needed Damascus to 
maintain its esteemed position in the 'Arab Street', as well as 
to retain some sway in the Levant's palaces of power. 
Secondly, domestic factors contributed: Russia's Muslim 
population and the ongoing Chechen War required it. The 
Syrian model of 'official Islam’, where religious establishments 
are controlled by secular authorities, was one that Putin 
wished to apply in Chechnya. 34  Thirdly, losing influence in 
Syria would mean resigning itself to US regional hegemony 
and absolute dominance in the Peace Process along every 
track. Lastly, once again, pragmatic economic self-interest 
demanded it; Syria was a potentially large market for the 
Russian arms industry.35 Added to these was the fact that the 
Lattakiyan port of Tartus hosted the only Russian naval 
facilities in the Mediterranean, 36  as well as the common 
position adopted by both countries in the Security Council over 
Iraq.   
 
Second Stage: Great Power Assertiveness 
In the context of the Arab Levant, the next identifiable distinct 
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phase in Putin's policy began to take shape in 2003. This 
stage would be characterised by increased Russian 
assertiveness in the Middle Eastern arena. 

The first indications of a change in Russia's approach 
were detectable in an approach to the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict that increasingly diverged from the western one. This 
shift away from accord with US-Israeli positions hinged on four 
points: the US and Israeli boycotting of Yasser Arafat; the 
legality of the construction of Israel's separation fence; the 
nature of the Quartet's Road Map; and differing perceptions of 
Israel's use of force.37  Moscow continued to recognise Yasser 
Arafat as the legitimate leader of the Palestinian Authority; 
disputed the legality of the 'Wall'; introduced a UN resolution 
calling for both protagonists to meet their Road Map 
commitments despite Israeli resistance and US vacillation; and 
condemned Israel's use of excessive military force in its 
October 2004 incursion into Gaza.38 

The 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq roughly corresponds 
to the beginning of this Russian distancing, but was not the 
primary driving factor behind it. In an article published in the 
2003 Ministry of Foreign Affairs Yearbook, foreign minister Igor 
Ivanov did not identify the Iraq invasion as a major turning 
point in Russo-US relations.39 Rather the catalysts seem to 
have been the Beslan Massacre and the Ukrainian Orange 
Revolution, both of which occurred towards the end of 2004.40 
These events demonstrated Russian vulnerability. Seeking to 
remedy this, Putin chose the Middle Eastern theatre as the 
stage for a show of strength that would reconfirm Russia's 
great power status. This was certainly made easier by the US' 
problems in Iraq and the high oil prices that the war had 
entailed, which buoyed the Russian economy and made such 
an undertaking possible. 

In the Mashreq, this Russian reassertion was 
characterised by the following: the wiping of Syrian and Iraqi 
Soviet era debts; diplomatic support and the sale of 
armaments to Syria; increased support for non-state actors like 
Hamas and Hezbollah; a cultural offensive exemplified by 
Russia’s admission as an observer to the Organisation of the 
Islamic Conference; and an effort to boost trade. In December 
2004 Moscow cancelled 90 percent of Iraq's debt and followed 
this up by agreeing to cancel 73 percent of Syria's $13.4 
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billion. 41 Economic interests largely drove the debt 
cancellations; wiping Iraq's debt was meant to secure Russian 
participation in reconstruction, whilst Syria’s would allow the 
country to resume purchases of Russian weapon systems.42 In 
2006, Russia supplied Syria with surface to air Strelets 
systems.43 

Renewed support for Syria did not limit itself to the 
military and economic sectors.  The Franco-American 
sponsored UN resolution 1559 passed in autumn 2004, aimed 
at ending the Syrian presence in Lebanon, was watered down 
at Russia's insistence.44 Resolution 1559 has been classified 
by the Franco-Lebanese historian Georges Corm as an 
'instrumentalisation of Lebanon in order to isolate Syria'. 45 
Russia abstained in the passing of the resolution and utilised 
the disruption of the Franco-Syrian relations to step in as 
Syria's protector in the international arena. 46  This protector 
status was confirmed by the Russian reaction to the publishing 
of two reports concerning Lebanon. The International 
Tribunal's interim report, published in October 2005, implicated 
senior members of the Syrian government in the assassination 
of Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri, the event that 
triggered the Cedar Revolution and the withdrawal of Syrian 
troops from the country in February to March 2005.47 Almost 
simultaneously, the UN Larsen report accused Syria of 
continuing to arm Lebanese and Palestinian militias on 
Lebanese territory.48 Following the release of these reports, 
France, the UK and the US tried to introduce sanctions against 
Syria. This was prevented by the Russian Federation, which 
diluted measures against Damascus and stopped its referral to 
the Security Council.49 

The Palestinian Authority's legislative elections of 
January 2006 further revealed Russia's increasingly divergent 
approach from the Western policy norms. Putin hailed Hamas' 
victory in the former as ‘a big blow to American efforts in the 
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Middle East, a very serious blow'. 50 Russia did back the 
Quartet's preconditions for the recognition of Hamas as a 
partner in the Peace Process, but it did not support the 
embargo and boycott of the Palestinian Authority that followed 
the Islamist organisation's election.  Putin considered the 
Hamas government to be the legitimate representative of the 
Palestinian people, with this legitimacy stemming from a clear 
electoral mandate.51  He invited the Hamas leadership for talks 
in Moscow, an invitation which they were eager to accept. 
Putin noted that, unlike the US and the UK, the Russian 
Foreign Ministry did not consider Hamas to be a terrorist 
organisation.52 Cooperation with Hamas went further than just 
keeping diplomatic channels open; Russia supplied them with 
helicopters and 50 armoured personnel carriers.53 Moscow’s 
support for Hamas has been interpreted in different ways.  
Robert Freedman commented that 'it was almost [a] return to 
zero-sum competition that characterised Soviet-American 
relations before Gorbachev'.54 Mark Katz, meanwhile, argued 
that Russia was essentially trying to strengthen its role within 
the Peace Process by not repeating the mistake that the Soviet 
Union had made by breaking diplomatic relations with Israel in 
1967. By keeping its doors shut to one of the protagonists it 
had allowed the United States, which continued to talk to both 
sides, to play the role of sole peace broker.55  In doing so, 
Russia became the only influential power able to contribute 
positively to the process of inter-Palestinian reconciliation.56 

Russia's increasing opposition to US interests and 
positions, especially with regards to non-state actors like 
Hamas, was made all the more obvious by the Lebanon War 
2006. The war between Israel and Hezbollah broke out whilst 
Russia was hosting the G8 summit in St Petersburg. The US 
backed Israel's invasion, whilst Russia called for an immediate 
ceasefire, insisting that escalation was still preventable and 
that diplomatic means of resolution had not been exhausted.57 
Putin condemned Israel's use of force as 'unbalanced' and 
resisted the imposition of sanctions on Syria, Hezbollah's 
major patron along with Iran.58  Additionally, Hezbollah used 
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Russian made anti-tank missiles to great effect during the war, 
and it received intelligence from military listening posts on the 
Golan Heights, run jointly by Syrian and Russian military 
personnel.59  Overall the 2006 war showed that Russia was no 
longer coy in its dealings with Israel and the United States; it 
was willing to adopt an adversarial stance, effectively 
prioritising its relations with Hezbollah and Syria. Both the war 
and the election of Hamas proved that Russia was also willing 
to take a fundamentally different approach from Washington in 
the region, engaging with important non-state actors as a 
central pillar of its policy. This stemmed not only from Russia's 
cooling relations with Washington but also from a different 
conception within the foreign policy establishment as to what 
these militant non-state actors represent. Whilst the US viewed 
Hamas and Hezbollah as simple Syrian and Iranian proxies, 
Russia's interpretation was more holistic. It held the view that 
they were products of regional particularities, stemming from 
the weakness of the state system, as well as social, religious 
and economic circumstances.60 

Russia's strategy of engagement with Hamas and 
Hezbollah allowed for a further rapprochement between 
Russia and the key Arab states of the Levant. Although it 
reacted quietly to Mahmoud Abbas' dismissal of the Hamas 
government, Russia tried to use its connections with all 
important actors to call for an international peace conference in 
Moscow after the Hamas Gaza Coup of June 2007.61 Israel did 
not indicate straight away whether it would attend. This Israeli 
ambiguity was the result of its growing distrust of Moscow, 
itself a consequence of the perceived pro-Arab Russian role in 
the Lebanon war and the Russian government’s lack of 
concessions to Olmert during his visit to Moscow in its wake.62 
Russia successfully used the Palestinian split to fortify its 
position amongst the Arabs, reaffirming its support for the Arab 
Peace Plan of 2002, 63 and depicting itself as a credible 
mediator between the Saudi-Fatah and the Syrian-Hamas 
axes.     

Russian involvement with the region also increased in 
the cultural sphere. Over the course of his presidency Putin 
underlined more and more the Muslim component of Russia's 
identity, and used it as a justification for an active policy in the 
Mashreq.64  In 2003, Putin became the first head of a non-
Muslim state to address the Organisation of the Islamic 
Conference (OIC).  In June 2005, the OIC unanimously voted 
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to admit Russia as a member with observer status.65 In his 
address, continuing in the tradition of Primakov, he denounced 
Samuel Huntington's theory of 'the clash of civilisations', which 
he believed had become a bible for the US foreign policy 
establishment.66 He argued that the harmonious cohabitation 
of Islam and Orthodoxy in Russia proved the flawed nature of 
the theory.67 Russia's desire to join the organisation was driven 
by its substantial Muslim population and by its relationship with 
the Muslim republics of the CIS; however, the act of joining did 
increase its sway around the entire Islamic world, including the 
Levant.68 

The emphasis on Russia's Muslim identity for 
geopolitical gain is made even clearer by the Russian 
government's condemnation of the publishing of cartoons 
depicting the Prophet Mohammed in the Danish daily 
newspaper Jyllands-Posten in September 2005. This sparked 
outrage in the Muslim world, and resulted in the sacking of the 
Danish embassies in Beirut and Damascus. Putin criticised 
Denmark for allowing the publishing of the cartoons and 
cracked down on domestic publications printing similar 
cartoons.69  Both of these actions were aimed at reinforcing 
Russia's position in the Muslim world, including the Mashreq, 
and in doing so confirm the Arab states' non-interference in 
Chechnya.70 

By and large this new Russian resurgence, starting 
from the end of 2004, was framed by a policy of Great Power 
Assertiveness. NATO expansion and the US policy of 
supporting democratic regime change in the Middle East, and 
particularly in the post-Soviet space contributed to the 
development of a siege mentality in Russia. This, in 
conjunction with Russia's economic recovery, strengthened 
siloviki influence within the Russian establishment. The siloviki 
advocated a more oppositional approach to relations with the 
US, lobbying for a tit for tat policy. 71  If the US felt free to 
support groups hostile to Russia in the CIS, then Russia would 
feel free to support those hostile to the US in the Mashreq. 
This led to a rapprochement between Russia and the radical 
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Arab states, at the expense of the Russian-American and 
Russian-Israeli relationships.72 
 
Medvedev: An Extension of Great Power Assertiveness 
Dimitri Medvedev replaced Putin as Russian President on 7th 
May 2008, at the same time as Hezbollah took over West 
Beirut. There was therefore a muted response by Moscow to 
this event. Medvedev's continuation of Putin's policy of 
reassertion in the Middle East did not become immediately 
obvious. The Georgian War of August 2008 would, however, 
reveal a continuation of the policy of reinforcing Russia's 
position in the region through a strengthening of the Moscow-
Damascus axis. This policy continued to be opportunistic and 
self interested in its nature. Furthermore, the Russian-
American reset in early 2009 would not noticeably reduce 
Russia's propensity to support the region's anti-American 
coalition.73 This assistance was dictated by what Primakov had 
referred to as 'Russia's permanent interests': economic self-
interest; domestic considerations; a desire to maintain great 
power status; and Russia's aspiration for multipolarity as the 
basis of international relations. 

The Georgia War was a signal to the Western 
community that the Russian Federation would not accept the 
expansion of NATO into the Caucasus. 74  Furthermore, the 
Russians were hoping that their actions might split the Atlantic 
alliance along Anglo-American and Franco-German lines, in 
the same way as the Iraq and Lebanon Wars. This crack in the 
Euro-Atlanticist alliance had already made itself manifest in the 
Bucharest NATO summit. 75  The Russians hoped that their 
forceful blow would drive the wedge and split the plank. 
Russia's break with the US, the tremors of which were 
detectable in the Levant from the beginning of Putin's second 
term, was now in the open. Talk of a New Cold War was rife.76 
The Georgian War acted as a catalyst on Syrian-Russian 
relations, crystallising their symbiotic relationship. President 
Assad immediately declared his support for the Russians and 
was the first foreign leader to visit Moscow after the ending of 
hostilities. 77  The visit included talks on military cooperation, 
arms sales, the positioning of Russian missiles on Syrian 
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territory and the refitting of the Russian naval base in Tartus.78 
Throughout these negotiations, the Syrians persistently 
underscored the fact that Georgia had received weapons and 
training from Israel, in order to get the Russians to look at their 
demands for weapon systems, like the SAM 300 and the 
Iskander E.  The Russians previously hesitated to supply them, 
citing a desire not to upset the strategic balance of forces in 
the region.79 Under US and Israeli pressure the sale of these 
weapon systems did not come to fruition, but as compensation 
the Russians did supply Syria with Yakhont anti-ship 
missiles.80 It is particularly in the field of naval cooperation that 
both sides have reaped a generous harvest; the Syrians 
gained the Yakhont, and the Russian refitted and expanded 
their base in Tartus in 2009.81 As a demonstration of the return 
of a strong Russian naval presence in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, the flagship ‘Peter the Great' docked in Tartus 
just ahead of Medvedev's emblematic visit to Syria in May 
2010.82 

This visit was the first by any Russian or Soviet Head of 
State, and it was a clear illustration of Russia's growing 
regional clout.83 The visit resulted in a variety of agreements, 
particularly in the fields of technological and economic 
cooperation, with Medvedev even indicating that Russia would 
be willing to aid Syria in the construction of nuclear power 
plants, something that it has already done in Iran.84 The Peace 
Process was also discussed; Assad urged Medvedev to put 
pressure on Israel, and the latter stressed the need for a 
comprehensive settlement and the need for progress on all 
tracks.85 Most importantly the visit highlighted Syria's centrality 
to Russia's regional strategy.86 
 
In Iraq, Medvedev continued Putin's policy of supporting a 
stabilising reconciliatory process that would allow Russian 
companies to gain increased access to the Iraqi market. The 
most notable success of this policy was Lukoil's securing of the 
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contract to develop the Qurna oilfields.87Medvedev continues 
to call for a Peace Conference to be held in Moscow that will 
include discussions on all tracks; the Palestinian, the 
Lebanese and the Syrian. Moscow hosted a Quartet Summit in 
March 2010.88 It has maintained its dialogue with Hamas and 
the role of mediator between this organisation, Israel and 
Fatah.89 

Medvedev's policy towards Hezbollah is yet to be made 
explicit, although the Russian reaction to the upcoming verdict 
of the international investigation into Hariri assassination, 
which is likely to indict members of the organisation, will be 
demonstrative of the extent to which Russia is willing to 
support it.90 Most likely, Moscow will toe Damascus' line.  
 
 
Conclusion 
It is clear that continuity in Putin's foreign policy towards the 
Arab regimes of the Levant occurs on several levels. In terms 
of the policy formulation process, he did very little to change 
the framework put in place by Yeltsin and Kozyrev between 
1993 and 1994.  

On a conceptual level, there is clear continuity between 
his first term's policy of Great Power Pragmatism and 
Primakov's policy of Great Power Balancing. Both were 
pragmatic in nature; both underlined the need to pursue 
economic and military independence; both conceived Russia 
as a great power in a multipolar world; both attempted to 
reconcile the differing interests of the siloviki and westernisers; 
both underlined the importance of international law and the 
United Nations; both resisted unilateral military solutions in 
Iraq; and finally both advocated that Russia play an active role 
in the Peace Process. 

The active, rather than reactive, nature of Russian 
policy traces itself back to Primakov's tenure and is another 
important point of continuity.  This is largely responsible for 
Russia's growing influence; the power vacuum left by the US' 
declining power has been partially filled by Russia's clout only 
because it has proactively pursued its interests in the region. 
Dimitri Trenin, head of the Moscow Carnegie Centre, 
commented at a conference in Beirut that 'Russia does not 
want to be a piece of furniture' in the Mashreq.91 

In Putin's second term, the nature of his policy of Great 
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Power Assertiveness did not qualitatively differ from that of his 
first term's neo-realist approach. Its form was different but this 
was the result of its adaptation to changing circumstances, 
leading to a different application, particularly in the Mashreq. 
The marked rise in Russian assertiveness was a result of the 
changing power balance within Putin's support base, altering 
the identity coalition which served as the basis for the Russian 
foreign policy consensus, as well as the result of other 
economic, domestic, and external conditions. The Russian 
economic recovery allowed for him to pursue options that were 
not open to Primakov. US encroachment in Russia's near-
abroad led him towards a more confrontational policy with the 
United States in the Levant in a reciprocal game of tit for tat. 
However, these changes in foreign policy outcomes were not 
the result of a break with his previous policy but rather 
reflected an evolution within it. It is recognisable however, that 
the adaptability of his initial policy allowed for the substantial 
alteration of Russia’s positions. There was also continuity with 
his successor's policy. Under Putin's guidance, Medvedev’s 
foreign policy is essentially an elaboration of the previous eight 
years, framed by the post-Georgian War context.   

With regards to the Arab Levant, continuity in policies 
pursued towards particular actors is exemplified by Russia's 
attitude to Syria. Despite a thaw in the early Putin years, 
cooperation with Syria has been extensive and mutually 
beneficial. Russia considers the country to be an invaluable 
strategic partner. Policy towards Iraq has also been consistent, 
with Russia seeking to play a role in the stabilisation and 
reconstruction of the country. As a member of the Quartet, 
Russia has persistently tried to play an active and constructive 
role within the Peace Process and has continually emphasised 
the need for a comprehensive approach, as well as 
simultaneous progress along all tracks. It has also recurrently 
entertained dialogue with non-state actors like Hamas and 
Hezbollah. Russia is the only actively involved power in the 
Mashreq that has good relations with all regional actors, 
including important external ones like Iran.92 This means that 
Russia will play an ever more important role in regional 
developments in the years to come.  
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Political Parties and the Far Left: A Case 
Study of the Nouveau Parti Anticapitaliste1 
 

Josephine Casserly 
 
 
Introduction 
 
‘New period, new programme, new party’ was the slogan with 
which the Ligue Communiste Révolutionnaire (LCR) initiated 
the call for a new anti-capitalist party in France in 2008 
(Bensaïd et al. 2008).  The Nouveau Parti Anticapitaliste (NPA) 
was then founded in February 2009 with the aim of pulling 
together forces and individuals opposed to capitalism in 
France. The NPA’s spokesman, Olivier Besançenot, quickly 
became a popular figure in the media and at the foundation of 
the party there were already between 9,000 (Bonnefous 2009) 
and 10,000 members (Andrieu 2009). The bold move of the 
LCR to dissolve itself into a new party triggered controversy 
and debate within the French and the international left as to 
what kind of organisation was needed to respond to the 
challenges of this ‘new period’ of globalisation.  

Since the NPA has been subject to very little academic 
research, this study provides an original analysis of a party 
whose future trajectory remains uncertain.  This article will 
examine to what extent the NPA represents a departure from 
pre-existing conceptions of the political party on the far left. It is 
based on a combination of the theoretical works published by 
the party and its leaders, party documents and primary 
research.  The primary data was collected in Toulouse in the 
period October 2009 - August 2010, during which I attended 
branch and public meetings, talked to members and attended 
the Université d’Eté.  I also carried out 16 face-to-face 
interviews with a range of members based in Toulouse, as well 
as two interviews with leading members of the party: Philippe 
Corcuff and Catherine Samary,   

The first part of this article will give an overview of the 
development of different theories of the left-wing party and how 
they have influenced NPA.  Secondly, the central ideas and 
principals of the party will be discussed.  The third section will 
then consider organisation, education and membership, before 
focusing on two cases which caused controversy within the 
party: the candidacy of Ilham Moussaïd and the debate 
surrounding alliances in the 2010 regional elections.  Finally, 
some more recent developments within the NPA will be 
outlined. 
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Theories of the Party 
The role and structure of the left-wing party and its relationship 
to working-class and social movements has been an important 
matter for debate since Marx.  It is within this broader 
theoretical framework that this discussion of the NPA is 
situated. Marx’s own understanding of the party was relatively 
underdeveloped (Rossanda 1970: 218) but generally, Marx 
emphasised class action with the party playing a less 
significant, coordinating and theorising role. Lenin’s 
revolutionary party shifted Marx’s emphasis on class action to 
the party itself.  The form was of great importance. Lenin 
argued for a democratic centralist vanguard party, meaning 
that once a decision was taken, the entire membership was 
obliged to implement it.  This vision of the party required 
discipline and a high level of dedication and activity (Lenin 
1902).  Lenin’s vanguard party has been criticised: Rosa 
Luxemburg for example predicted that such a structure could 
crush spontaneity (Luxemburg 1904).  

For some, the era of globalisation with its more 
complex, pluralistic and fragmented class system and society 
has rendered the traditional model of the revolutionary party 
obsolete (Hirsch 1999: 284). Many believe that no party at all 
is necessary, simply a network or non-hierarchical ‘space’ 
(Hirsch 1999: 290). This debate is complex and takes on new 
dimensions as the objective situation changes and new 
challenges arise.  However, the core of the debate is the 
tension between the class and the party.  At one extreme of 
this is Lenin’s view of the highly disciplined and centralised 
party, and at the other the libertarian view that no party at all is 
necessary.  

Both the LCR and the NPA are firmly situated in the 
context of this debate.  The LCR, founded in April 1969, stood 
in the Trotskyist tradition and was based on the Leninist model, 
though it was also inspired by Che Guevara (Salles 2005: 43, 
48, 79).  However, unlike other French Trotskyist currents such 
as Lutte Ouvrière, the LCR had a culture of openness to issues 
that are outside the economic worker/capital relation. This has 
been part of the LCR’s tradition since its inception, shortly after 
1968, when post-materialist issues such as feminism were 
prominent (Raynaud 2006: 79).  This culture of openness and 
appreciation of new issues such as the environment allowed 
the LCR easily to become engaged in the altermondialiste 
movement, which emerged in the late 1990s in opposition to 
the adverse social and economic effects of globalisation and 
protested at summit meetings such as the WTO and G8.  
Moreover, the LCR emphasised its internal culture of 
democracy and pluralism (Salles 2005: 234). The combination 
of these traditions meant that, of the different far left currents in 
France, only the LCR had the potential to open itself up to 
create a new, broader party. 

The NPA signifies a new step in the history of far left 
parties, both in theory and practice, but carries with it the 
lessons learnt from each previous experience. At its creation, it 
aimed to gather together a plurality of traditions: from 
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Trotskyism and Marxism to environmentalism, feminism and 
anarchism.  Each of these traditions has a different concept of 
what sort of organisation is required.  Most crucially, the NPA 
purposefully draws together political traditions that can be 
situated at different sides of the tension between class and 
party: the LCR’s Leninist concept of the party with 
altermondialiste and libertarian ideas and practices.  

The NPA was founded in order to relate to the new 
challenges, ideas and movements that have arisen as part of 
the period of globalisation. The aftermath of the fall of the 
Berlin Wall in 1989 and the collapse of the USSR saw the 
social democratic parties in Europe, including the Parti 
Socialiste (PS), move to the right and the Communist Parties 
go into crisis (Pignarre 2009: 40).  This was accompanied by 
the emergence of the altermondialiste movement. Therefore a 
space opened up to the left of these traditional parties, which 
the LCR aimed to fill by creating a new party, bringing together 
activists from the social movements.  Moreover, the success of 
the LCR’s presidential candidate, Besançenot, in 2002 and 
2007 concretely displayed an electoral space (Tiberj 2008). As 
a candidate, Besançenot combined responsiveness to cultural 
liberalism and post-materialism, which were of growing 
importance in the period of globalisation (Cole [1998] 2005: 
140), with opposition to neo-liberalism (Tiberj 2008). 

For Philippe Corcuff, a leading theoretician of the NPA, 
this take-up of ‘new issues’ is fundamental to the party. He 
argues that Marxist analysis, centred on the contradiction 
between labour and capital, is too narrow in the context of 
modern society, where the contradictions between capital and 
nature, or the individual and democracy, have equal 
importance.  Furthermore, diverse forms of domination 
(sexism, homophobia and racism) should have equal 
prominence to economic issues (Corcuff 2008).  As seen 
above, this openness is something that the LCR had already, 
in part, adjusted to. 

For Besançenot and Bensaïd, two former leaders of the 
LCR and pioneers in the project to create a new party, the 
NPA is about creating a ‘socialisme du 21ème siècle’ as a 
departure from Trotskyism (Bensaîd, Besançenot 2009: 135, 
335). Instead, the new party should borrow from a plurality of 
ideological traditions, ‘communiste, socialiste, trotskyiste, 
libertaire, guévariste’ (Bensaîd, Besançenot 2009: 334), 
feminism and environmentalism (Eric Agrikolansky et al. 2005). 

As with the LCR, Che Guevara is a strong influence on the 
NPA.  

This ideological plurality is at the foundation of the 
project.  However, it is questionable to what extent activists 
from such diverse backgrounds will be able to form a coherent 
party and agree on tactics and strategy. Naming the party as 
‘anti-capitalist’ as opposed to ‘communist’ or ‘revolutionary’ is 
in keeping with this plurality as it aims to represent all those 
opposed to capitalism.  For Pignarre, another theoretician of 
the party, and Corcuff, being anti-capitalist means doing 
politics in a different way, with a strong emphasis on 
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experience and experimentation, over theory (Pignarre 2009: 
113; Corcuff 2008).  Therefore, it is seen as crucial that the 
NPA should not be a way to bring wider layers of activists into 
the Trotskyist tradition.  Rather, the new party must adopt the 
new practices and ideas that have developed in the 
altermondialiste movement (Pignarre 2009: 149).  

Another pillar of the NPA is its independence from 
social democracy.  The former LCR leadership took into 
account the experiences of leftist parties such as Rifondazione 
Communista whose part in a ruling coalition implementing neo-
liberal policies led to a collapse in support (Bensaïd et al. 
2008).  The NPA was founded on the principle that it would 
retain its political independence from the PS (Bensaïd 2008: 
301). Finally, the attempt to build a broader party impacts on 
structure, as well as ideas.  Besançenot and Bensaïd describe 
the LCR as too elitist and argue that the structure of the 
vanguard party inhibited the LCR from broadening out.  
Instead they wished to create a party that is a midway point 
between a cadre party of ‘supermilitants’ and a party of 
‘adherents passifs’ (Bensaïd and Besançenot 2009: 351). 
However, they continue to insist on a party rather than a 
network, in order to create a permanent and coherent structure 
(Bensaïd and Besançenot 2009: 348).  Their vision of the party 
is far from the Leninist conception.  In fact, it is closer to that of 
Luxemburg or Marx: the party as an instrument to give unity 
and cohesion, but not as a force of disciplined militants. 
 
 
The Ideas of the NPA 
In this section, the interviews and participant observation in the 
Toulouse region will be analysed to assess how the 
membership perceive the ideas of the NPA and how they are 
put into practice. Activists from different ideological traditions 
have come together in the NPA. For example, respondent O 
had looked at the possibility of joining the PS but felt betrayed 
by their role in carrying out neo-liberal reforms.  Respondent H, 
on the other hand said she was ‘déçu par mon expérience 
dans les organisations anarchistes’.2 A defining feature of the 
NPA for many respondents was the way in which the party 
addresses itself to a diversity of issues and different forms of 
oppression, as referred to by Corcuff (2008). For example 
respondent H stated: ‘Pour moi, cinq points fondamentaux 
définissent notre ligne politique: anticapitalisme, 
internationalisme, féminisme, écologie et anti-racisme.’3 

Feminism plays an important role in the life of the NPA, 
with a prominence of women’s issues in campaigning and 
publications. Some of the stickers produced for the regional 
elections campaign read ‘Féminisme: Contraception, 
avortement, libre et gratuit!’ 4  This prominent place given to 
women’s liberation has been inherited from the LCR. 

                                                        
2
 [Disappointed by my experiences in anarchist organisations.] 

3
 [For me, five fundamental points define our political line: anti-capitalism, 

internationalism, feminism, environmentalism and anti-racism.] 
4
 [Feminism: Contraception, abortion, unrestricted and free] 
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Environmentalism can be considered an even bigger focus and 
was for many the defining feature of the NPA, with respondent 
E defining the ideology as ‘le socialisme du 21ème siècle ou 
écosocialisme’. Respondent F said that environmentalism is ‘la 
nouvelle chose’ which separates the NPA from the LCR.  
Ecosocialism, while not a homogenous ideology, means the 
convergence of Marxism and environmentalism.  It adheres to 
the basic principles of Marxism but takes a critical approach to 
productivist tendencies prevalent in some Marxist currents.  On 
the other hand, it claims that environmentalism fails to be 
consistently anti-capitalist (Löwy 2005).  For ecosocialists, the 
environment must have a central place in Marxist politics 
(Garrouste 2010). 

The way in which the NPA presents its adherence to 
feminism, anti-racism and environmentalism is different from a 
classical Marxist ideology as it treats each as an independent 
entity with its own dynamics, rather than seeing them as 
offshoots of the capital/labour contradiction.   However, only 
one respondent mentioned an orientation to the working class 
as a defining characteristic of the NPA’s ideology.  This 
displays a shift in emphasis from class politics to a focus on 
post-materialist issues. A broadening of the ideological base of 
the party was reflected by eight of the respondents who 
described it as ‘broader’ or ‘open’. For eight of the 
respondents, the party was defined by not being Trotskyist, 
and respondent H was even hostile to Trotsky, stating that, 
‘Trotsky, il n’est pas mon personage historique preféré.’5 The 
iconography of the party also displays this gathering together 
of different ideological traditions. NPA postcards display the 
faces of Louise Michel, Marx, Luxemburg, Patrice Lumumba, 
Gramsci, Che Guevara, Florian Tristan, Trotsky and Olympes 
de Gouges.  This is a departure from the classic imagery of 
Marx, Engels, Lenin and Trotsky - with Lenin notably absent.   
 Respondent G (a former LCR member) explained that 
the NPA was more influenced by libertarianism than Leninism, 
differentiating it from the LCR, which she described as having 
a ‘vision un peu trop avant-guardiste’. 6   For respondent P, 
however, this transition away from Leninism and Trotskyism 
had already taken place inside the LCR. It is debatable 
whether this process was complete but it is certain that the 
LCR had taken steps away from orthodox Trotskyism, for 
example removing the reference to the dictatorship of the 
proletariat from their programme in 2003 (Pignaud 2008: 115).  
However, the influence of Trotskyism is still present in the 
NPA, especially amongst the youth, who have a strong sense 
of Trotskyist identity, adhering even to the more controversial 
aspects of Trotskyism.  At a branch meeting discussion at 
Université le Mirail on why Trotsky’s crushing of the Kronstadt 
rebellion was justified, several members had ‘Kronstadt TN’ 
(tragic necessity) written on their bags. 

While the party has named itself anti-capitalist as 
opposed to revolutionary, there is some disagreement about to 

                                                        
5
 [Trotsky, he isn’t my favourite historical figure] 

6
 [a vision which is too vanguardist] 
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what extent the NPA is revolutionary.  On the one hand, 
Respondent L agreed that the NPA is not revolutionary, 
suggesting that the NPA’s anti-capitalism has risen above the 
division between reform and revolution: ‘C’est pas juste une 
question de oui ou non, révolutionnaire ou réformiste, on peut 
pas fermer la porte aux réformistes.’ 7  However, three 
respondents referred to the NPA as revolutionary. Although the 
ideas of the NPA are influenced by the LCR and Trotskyism, 
the party has clearly broadened out, drawing on different 
ideological traditions and placing the environment at the centre 
of its politics.  This ecosocialism, while not unique to the NPA, 
is a relatively new theoretical development, and the NPA 
continues to elaborate its theory on the environment in a way 
not previously achieved by the French far left. Aside from this, 
however, the ideology of the NPA is not new but rather an 
assortment of different pre-existing ideologies, such as 
Marxism, feminism and anarchism. While on the one hand this 
diversity is part of the appeal of the NPA, it has also led to 
divisions within the party.  
 
 
Organisation, Membership and Education 
A crucial part of the NPA project has been to establish new 
organisational structures and an internal culture. The statutes, 
adopted at the founding congress, show a desire to build a 
party where the form and organisation reflect its ideals. The 
party should function in a ‘bottom-up’ manner, giving the 
branches and members control over their leaders and policy 
(‘Statuts provisoires’ 2009). The comités form the foundation of 
the party but these have more in common with Socialist 
comités than the traditional communist cell as there is little 
discipline and a high degree of autonomy (Duverger [1951] 
1954: 23-25; 31). The extent to which the comités are 
autonomous is unclear. The statutes state that: ‘Le comité gère 
librement ses activités dans le cadre des orientations nationals 
et locales fixées par les congrès.’8  This leaves the exact level 
of autonomy unspecified.  From my observation, it was clear 
that the comités had a very high degree of autonomy and 
decided their own priorities, education and general activity.   

The leadership structures set up in 2009 consist of both 
regional and national bodies (‘Statuts provisoires’ 2009).  The 
extent to which the regions exercise autonomy is unclear from 
the statutes, an issue brought to light by Ilham Mousaïd’s 
candidacy, which will be examined later. However, some of the 
members interviewed expressed concern about the links 
between the comités and the leadership. Respondent I 
commented that “Il y a une grande coupure entre la direction 
locale et les comités de bas”, indicating a dissatisfaction with 
the weak vertical links or articulation in the party.9   This is 

                                                        
7
 [It isn’t just a question of yes or no, revolutionary or reformist, we can’t 

close the door to reformists.] 
8
 [The branch freely organises it activities, within the framework of the 

national orientations, decided by the congress.] 
9
 [There’s a big gap between the regional leadership and the branches.] 
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another indication of the decentralisation of the NPA, as 
parties with strong vertical links tend to be more centralised 
and homogenous like the Parti Communiste Français (PCF) 
(Duverger [1951] 1954: 49).  However, weak vertical links have 
their own democratic problems and can mean that the 
membership do not feel their voices are heard by the 
leadership.  (Duverger [1951] 1954: 44). 

In summary, there is a tension in the NPA between 
federalism and centralism.  There is a desire to move away 
from Lenin’s centralism to a more federal organisation.  
However, the link between federalism and democracy is not so 
simple.  Respondent G commented that, ‘il y a beaucoup de 
démocratie pour les individus mais pas beaucoup pour le 
collectif.  J’aime pas le mot discipline du parti mais je pense 
que c’est la majorité qui doit mettre en oeuvre leur 
orientation.’ 10  This encapsulates the dilemma of the NPA. 
While it struggles to move away from centralism, some 
maintain that a degree of centralism is considered necessary 
to maintain efficiency and connect the leadership and 
membership. As alluded to by respondent G, this can also be 
seen as a tension between the individual and the collective.  
The NPA is giving more autonomy to the individual, in contrast 
to the Leninist party in which the rights of the individual are 
subordinated to those of the majority. 

In terms of membership figures, at its foundation, the 
press and party members announced that the NPA had 
between 9,000 (Bonnefous 2009) and 10,000 members 
(Andrieu 2009).  Current membership has been estimated as 
between 3,000 and 4,500 (Libération 2011). A major factor in 
this slump in popularity is the narrowing of the NPA’s space on 
the left as new formations are created, such as the Front de 
Gauche (FG) and Europe Ecologie.  Tiberj (2008) argued that 
in order to survive and retain its profile the NPA would have to 
make alliances, which it has failed to do. 

In terms of definition, the statutes describe a member 
as someone who ‘prend sa carte, participe aux activités at aux 
reunions du parti dans le mesure de ses disponsibilités, et 
verse une cotisation’.11  In reality, there is a large divergence 
between the degrees of participation of different members.  
Some dedicated fifteen hours per week while other members 
simply attended branch meetings.  Membership criteria is one 
area where the NPA has disassociated itself from Lenin’s 
conceptions.  For Lenin, the vanguard party was composed of 
professional revolutionaries ‘who devote to the revolution not 
only their free evenings but their whole life’ (Duverger [1951] 
1954: 154).  In the NPA, however, there is no minimum level of 
activity and all members contribute as they wish. This is also a 
point of departure from the LCR.  Respondent D said that the 
rhythm of activism in the NPA was different from the 

                                                        
10

 [There is lots of democracy for the individuals but not much for the 
collective.  I don’t like the word party discipline but I think that the majority 
should carry out its orientation.] 
11

 [has a card, participates in party activities and meetings as much as they 
are able, and pays a financial contribution.] 
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‘Stakhanovism of the LCR.’12  In the branches I observed there 
were two tiers of members: a hyperactive core and a less 
active periphery.  

The diversity of the membership of the party is difficult 
to gauge due to a lack of data. With regard to gender, it was 
estimated by the members interviewed that women made up 
between 30% and 40% of the membership, considered by 
most respondents as ‘beaucoup par rapport les autres partis 
mais pas encore assez’ (Respondent E). 13   Similarly, the 
proportion of youth in the party was considered by all 
respondents to be high, although again statistical data was not 
available to substantiate this. The number of members from 
ethnic minorities and the quartiers populaires was considered 
a problem by 12 respondents.  They expressed the ongoing 
difficulty of the LCR and the NPA to implant themselves in 
these communities.  Unfortunately, however, none was able to 
provide figures for this. 

It does seem, however, that broader sections of society 
are represented in the NPA than in the LCR. Five respondents 
mentioned this, with respondent J stating that: ‘Par rapport à la 
LCR, c’est rien à voir.  La LCR, pour faire caricaturer un peu, 
c’était un parti de prof entre 40 et 70 ans, blancs.  Mais au 
niveau de NPA, il y a une très nette progression au-dessous’.14  
This process of membership diversification had already begun 
in the LCR from 2002 (Joshua 2008) due to their orientation to 
the social movements. Therefore, one can see that the attempt 
to ‘do political activism differently’ (‘militer autrement’) (Bensaïd 
2009: 352) has, to some extent, been achieved. However while 
this process of broadening out has begun, a culture of 
hyperactivity still exists and women and ethnic minorities are 
still in the minority.  

Education forms an important part of any political party 
and my research showed that the comité is the centre of 
education in the NPA.  Each meeting had an educational 
component with a variety of subjects discussed. But the 
heterogeneous ideology of the party is reproduced through 
education.  There is no common educational series, so each 
new member learns about theory from their comité, with some 
receiving an orthodox Trotskyist education and others not at 
all. Education takes place on three levels – the branch, the 
region and the national level.  A variety of techniques are used, 
from weekend schools to the Université d’été.  An important 
aspect of education in the NPA is learning through practice.  
This links to the ideas of Pignarre (2009) and Corcuff 
(12/2008), about the importance of experimentation and the 
emphasis on the present rather than the historical.  Five 
respondents mentioned the importance of learning through 

                                                        
12

 Stakhanovism refers to the campaign in the USSR that used Stakhanov, a 
miner who allegedly mined record-breaking amounts of coal, as an icon to 
encourage unrealistic levels of hard work and commitment from other 
workers.  
13

 [more than other parties but still not enough.] 
14

 [It is nothing like the LCR.  To caricature slightly, the LCR was a party of 
teachers, white, between 40 and 70 years old.  The NPA is a very clear 
progression on this front.] 
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practice.  Respondent P said, ‘Je pense que la formation vient 
des discussions, l’action, les interventions des syndicats, et 
puis de la théorie – ça passe après.’15   As seen from this 
quote, there is also a great importance given to debate and 
discussion as a means of education.  At the Université d’été 
2010, the meetings were focussed on debate rather than the 
leaders giving the ‘party line’.  This is a departure from the 
Leninist model. 

The study of the organisation of the party is difficult as 
the NPA is still in a period of transition.  On the one hand the 
NPA aspires to create a new kind of structure, distancing itself 
from the Leninist model.  But this aspiration has not been fully 
achieved.  Corcuff stated in his interview that ‘Le problème 
c’est moins les règles formels de fonctionnement, c’est dans 
les habitudes de l’organisation.’ 16   Therefore, while new 
structures are in place, the old practices of the LCR permeate 
the new party. 
 
 
L’Affaire du Foulard: The Candidacy of Ilham Moussaïd 
Two important debates took place in the party: on the 
candidacy of Ilham Moussaïd and on the general strategy in 
the regional elections of March 2010.  These will now be 
examined, with a view to showing what they illustrate in terms 
of the functioning of the party. 

The regional elections of March 2010 saw the NPA 
stand Ilham Moussaïd, a Muslim woman who wears the hijab, 
as a candidate in Vaucluse.  This decision sparked controversy 
in the media and within the party itself and the debate is 
significant in terms of what it illustrates about the NPA’s 
attempt to change its structure and broaden its approach to 
membership and religion. The approach adopted by the NPA 
to the headscarf, marks a departure from that of the LCR. In 
2003, they adopted the line of ‘ni voile ni loi’ (neither the veil 
nor the law), opposing both the hijab and the laws banning it 
from schools (Coustal 2004). In the NPA, the position has 
shifted towards a less universalist approach, which attempts to 
come to terms with the nuanced significance of the hijab.  This 
is coupled with an orientation to quartiers populaires. 

In the ‘Bulletin de Discussion: Religion, emancipation, 
laïcité, féminisme, anti-racisme’’ collated by the NPA 
leadership on the issue, a contribution from the Commission 
Immigration/antiracisme states: ‘Lors de sa fondation, le NPA 
s’est donner comme objectif de construire un parti « à l’image 
de la diversité de la société », d’être capable de s’implanter 
dans les quartiers populaires’ (‘Bulletin de Discussion’ 2010). 17  
According to this, the candidacy of Ilham Moussaïd signifies a 
step towards creating a broad party and diversifying the 

                                                        
15

 [I think that education comes from discussions, action, interventions in the 
unions and then theory, that comes after.] 
16

 [The problem is less the formal rules and functioning, it is more in the 
organisational habits.] 
17

 [Since its creation, the NPA has had the aim of creating a party ‘in the 
image of the diversity of society’, to be able to implant itself in the quartiers 
populaires.] 
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membership. 
This issue is revealing about the functioning of the 

party.  The decision to stand Ilham Moussaïd was taken locally 
in Vaucluse without national consultation, showing a federalist 
structure. From my interviews, ten members disagreed with the 
way the decision was made, two agreed with it and four were 
unsure.  Hence, more members disagreed with the manner in 
which the decision was made, than the candidacy itself.  This 
is an illustration of the problems that can arise from a federalist 
structure.  The majority of the respondents felt angry that they 
had not been consulted on a decision that had a national 
impact.  For Corcuff, it is a point of principal that the federal 
structure is maintained, allowing regions the right to 
experimentation without authorisation from the central 
leadership: ‘Il pourrait y avoir un danger à trancher 
prématurément et définitivement ce type de débat au niveau 
national.’18 (Corcuff 2010). Through force of practice, the NPA 
will have to delineate where the regional and where the 
national have the authority to make decisions, previously left 
unspecified.  
 
 
Alliances and Strategy: The Regional Elections 2010 
In the 2010 regional elections, the NPA received 2.4% of the 
vote.  This was a disappointing result for the party and lower 
than previous elections.  The FG polled higher at 5.9% (De 
Ravinel 2010). The strategy of the NPA in the regional 
elections and to what extent they should make alliances with 
other left forces, in particular the FG was a point of contention 
within the party. The debate crystallised around three main 
positions: A, B and C. To summarise, position A can be 
characterised as the midpoint between the other two positions, 
and was supported by the majority of the leadership.  It stated 
that, after four months of negotiations, an alliance in the first 
round with the FG would not be possible (‘Position A’ 
26/11/2009: 3).  However they left open the possibility of 
alliances with the FG and other left forces in some regions, 
providing there was agreement on five key measures: free 
public transport, no government subsidies to companies firing 
workers, public professional training, no public funds to private 
schools and no to ‘précarité’19 (‘Position A’ 26/11/2009: 4).  

Position B, however, put emphasis on the 
independence of the NPA and has been characterised as 
isolationist (Corcuff: interview).  Therefore they ruled out an 
alliance with the FG: ‘Les conditions politiques imposées par le 
Front de Gauche sont incompatibles avec l’orientation du 
NPA.’20 (‘Position B’ 26/11/2009: 5)  Position C, on the other 
hand is the strongest advocate of unity with forces left of the 

                                                        
18

 [It would be dangerous to prematurely and definitively resolve this type of 
debate at a national level.] 
19

 The term ‘Précarité’ refers to precarious working conditions, such as 
temporary contracts, flexible hours and low pay. 
20

 [The political conditions imposed by the Front de Gauche are incompatible 
with the orientation of the NPA.] 
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PS. In my interviews, it was characterised as opportunist by its 
opponents. The position stated: ‘on réaffirme sa volonté 
d’aboutir à des listes de la gauche antilibérale et 
anticapitaliste’21 (‘Position C’ 26/11/2009: 9).  Their emphasis 
was on the unity of the anti-neoliberal left. 

Position A was adopted after a consultation with the 
membership in assemblés générales in each region, showing a 
high degree of direct democracy. Moreover, the way in which 
the debate was conducted demonstrated the pluralism of the 
NPA, inherited from the LCR, with each position published 
publicly (Coustal 16/12/2009). The position adopted gave 
regions the freedom to make alliances, as they felt appropriate, 
within the guidelines of the document. The result of this ‘case 
by case’ approach was that regions where a majority voted for 
position B, such as Midi-Pyrenées, did not make alliances with 
the FG, whereas other regions, those that were more 
favourable to position C, did.  In fact in Limousin, two NPA 
candidates were elected (NPA 22/03/2010).  This 
demonstrated a lack of national cohesion.   

The question of elections is always complex for far left 
parties.  It is associated with ideological questions about the 
role of elections and whether they can change society, and 
therefore whether parties participate to win positions or simply 
to build profile. Differing perspectives on this were highlighted 
by the interviews.  Respondent C described how the NPA 
orientated itself too much towards the elections: ‘On est un 
parti révolutionnaire et on fait avancer les choses par les luttes 
pas par les élections… il y a eu une perspective un petit peu 
trop électoraliste pendant les régionales… On n’a pas réussi à 
faire comprendre à tout le monde qu’on participe aux élections 
mais c’est pour diffuser nos idées, c’est pas pour avoir des 
sièges.’22 

In an informal interview, respondent E expressed the 
worry that some members do not take elections seriously as a 
way to change society.  This can be seen as part of a wider 
ideological debate on how to change society, linked to the 
question of reform of revolution. For the NPA, this debate is 
important because they are a young party who have not yet 
established their identity.  This means, that on the one hand 
they want to gain good electoral results to maintain a public 
profile: most easily facilitated my making alliances.  Yet they 
also wish to present themselves as independent, establishing 
their own identity.  

From the election results, it is clear that the electoral 
space of the NPA has narrowed, in part due to the formation of 
the FG, and also the strength of Europe Ecologie, who address 
themselves to post-materialist issues. In conclusion, the 
debate surrounding the elections highlights some fundamental 

                                                        
21

 [We reaffirm that we want to come to an agreement on an anti-neo-liberal 
and anti-capitalist list.] 
22

 [We are a revolutionary party and we push things forward through 
struggle, not through elections… the perspective during the elections was 
too electoralist… We didn’t manage to make people understand that we 
participate in elections to spread our ideas, not to win seats.] 
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issues about the workings of the NPA.  For example, the 
debate on election strategy was protracted and very divisive 
and whilst it demonstrated the plurality of opinions in the NPA, 
it is not clear if all will be able to work within the same party in 
the long-term.  Similarly, a debate over tactics in one election 
appeared to mask deeper ideological differences amongst the 
members regarding elections, and even reform or revolution.   
 
The Congress and Recent Developments 
In February 2011 the NPA held its second congress, which 
revealed a divided party.  Myriam Martin, the new 
spokesperson of the party, described it as ‘compliqué et 
difficile’ (Libération 13/02/2011). While the congress voted to 
adopt Position 1, which was put forward by the leadership and 
largely based on Position A, adopted during the regional 
elections, the position did not win a majority of the members, 
with 41.8% voting for it (Libération 13/02/2011). Furthermore, 
the issues of feminism, laïcité and the headscarf divided the 
congress, which decided the women wearing the headscarf 
could be members of the party but not stand in elections 
(Libération 13/02/2011).  This decision raises serious problems 
about membership rights, threatening to create a two-tier 
membership.  This came after Ilham Moussaïd and eleven 
other activists had left the party, criticising the NPA for not 
making a genuine attempt to broaden out and welcome all 
those opposed to capitalism (Bredoux and Alliès 25/11/2010). 

There has been significant fallout from the congress 
with six members of the leadership leaving the party due to the 
NPA’s reluctance to form alliances with the FG (Libération 
13/02/2011). While the NPA has continued to meet with other 
left forces, including the FG, to discuss alliances (Grond 
12/05/2011) there have not been any agreements reached.  
Therefore, the congress has been a turning point for the NPA 
away from unity with other forces.  The decisions of the 
congress have also revealed that while some parts of the NPA 
have attempted to create a more nuanced approach to religion 
and orientate the party towards the quartiers populaires, there 
remains hostility towards this approach amongst the 
membership. 
 
 
Conclusion 
The NPA represents an attempt to create a new political entity 
that can relate to the challenges and issues raised by the 
period of globalisation. On the one hand, this is a unique 
project: to unite diverse traditions pragmatically in opposition to 
capitalism.  However, there is not an attempt to create a new 
ideology as such, but rather to create a broad party grouping of 
multiple pre-existing ideologies.  The only area where there are 
clear attempts at innovative theoretical elaboration is the 
environment.   

In terms of the structure and organisation of the party, 
the shift away from a vanguard party is apparent.   The 
structure of the NPA must be linked to the altermondialiste 
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movement, which emerged in a post-USSR context, in which 
‘the party’ and communism were seen as widely discredited. 
The NPA’s response is that a party must still play a role in 
these new movements, but it must radically restructure itself to 
become open and democratic and afford independence to 
members as individuals. However, while the NPA has 
distanced itself from Leninism it has not resolved the tension 
that lies between federalism and centralism, as revealed by the 
candidacy of Ilham Moussaïd. The NPA represents an attempt 
to return to the type of party envisaged by Marx or Luxemburg 
with an emphasis on class action, rather than the rigid 
structures developed by Lenin. 

Therefore, looking at the NPA in comparison to the 
LCR, one can see that the two parties are different in many 
ways: the NPA has diversified its ideological base and its 
structure and is more federal than the LCR.  However, the 
NPA has inherited a lot from the LCR, such as its approach to 
women and openness to new issues and movements.  The 
process which ended with the dissolution of the LCR into the 
NPA began with the period of globalisation and the 
engagement of the LCR in the altermondialiste movement.  
From the 1990s to 2009 there was a series of quantitative 
changes at the heart of the LCR, by which it opened itself up 
and orientated itself towards the new social movements. Its 
own ideology evolved further from strict Trotskyism. The 
creation of the NPA and auto-dissolution of the LCR signified 
the crystallisation of this process and a qualitative shift to a 
new structure. 

In conclusion, at the time of this study, the NPA 
signified a progression and elaboration of the model of the 
party and the far left, but it was not divorced from its Trotskyist 
heritage and its policies, tactics and language still bore the 
mark of the tradition from which it had emerged. However, 
more recent developments at the congress reveal the 
difficulties facing the party.  The decisions made at the 
conference may signal a return to a more classic revolutionary 
party on a narrower ideological base.  In particular, the 
decision not to allow women wearing the hijab to stand as 
candidates reveals a reluctance to broaden out the party 
towards wider layers of society.  

Whether the slump in the popularity of the party and its 
internal divisions are growing pains or a crisis for the NPA is 
uncertain.  But the eventual fate of the party holds a wider 
significance than just for the party itself.  How the NPA 
progresses will be important for the future of the French left 
and international left.  The NPA represented an attempt to 
create a new kind of party for the period of globalisation, 
backed up by genuine theoretical attempts to elaborate the 
traditional model of the revolutionary party.  Therefore, the fate 
of this project will impact on the far left across Europe and how 
it progresses organisationally and ideologically.  
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Income Inequality in France: To what extent 
can we still speak about the “French 
Exception”? 
 

Fiammetta Maria Di Liscia 
 
 
Introduction  
For the past two decades there has been much concern about 
income inequality in developed nations. Income inequality can 
be defined as the extent to which income before taxes is 
distributed in an uneven manner across an economy. In 2011, 
the Wall Street protests put the debate on income inequality 
centre-stage. Specifically, the protesters shone a light onto a 
new conflict: that of the 99 percent worst off versus the top one 
percent in the income distribution. It seems as though the 
debate on income inequality has shifted from one concerned 
with the upper-middle classes to one specifically about the 
very rich.  

Over the past century high income nations have 
experienced a drastic decrease in income inequality. The first 
to observe and theorize this phenomenon was Simon Kuznets 
who, in 1955, formulated the hypothesis that inequality first 
increases and then decreases as development takes place 
(Kuznets 1955). Kuznets notes in his study of Germany, UK 
and USA that after an initial rise in inequality, income inequality 
tends to drop. Other data support Kuznets’ hypothesis, 
although there is some debate as to the beginning of the 
decrease in income inequality. Korzeniewicz’s and Moran’s 
(2005) findings are in line with Kuznets and show that World 
War I marks the beginning of the decline in income inequality. 
Others, such as Piketty and Saez (2006) estimate that such a 
decline occurred during the late 1930s in the United States, 
following the Great Depression. As can be seen in graph 1, the 
income share of the top 10percent of the income distribution 
fell very drastically in the USA at this time. Piketty argues that 
this seems to be the case in France as well, where top decile 
income share increased from 39 percent to 47 percent 
between 1922 and 1937 (Piketty 2006). The income share of 
the top ten percent fell even more steeply in France than it did 
in the USA (graph 2).  
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There seems to be a growing consensus that inequality has 
risen since the 1980s in several industrialized countries. 
Alderson and Nielsen (2002) cite eight OECD countries out of 
the sixteen surveyed as undergoing an increase in income 
inequality. Schultz (1998) agrees, citing the UK and the USA 
as the most salient examples. One of the most common 
indicators of inequality is the Gini coefficient, which compares 
a region’s wealth distribution to a perfectly equal income 
distribution, in which each decile of the population has directly 
proportionate wealth. According to this indicator (graph 3), 
income inequality has increased in eleven out of the fifteen 
European countries studied (Harjes 2007).  
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In order to understand the rise in inequality in industrialized 
countries, it is essential to comprehend the theories that aim to 
explain the reverse U-shaped curve of the Kuznets hypothesis. 
If these theories prove unsatisfactory, we will have to turn to a 
country that defies the trend (such as France) and break up its 
income inequality into its component parts (wage and income 
inequality). Having done that, one can compare how the 
phenomena at work in these parts behave compared to the 
rest of the developed world.  
 
 
Review of the Literature 
 
The Dual Economy Theory 
Kuznets himself explained his hypothesis as being the result of 
industrialization. In a dual sector economy, the move from a 
big agricultural sector to a big industrial sector will cause the 
characteristic Kuznets curve. The reason for this is that as 
workers shift to the industrial sector, there will be higher 
income inequality between those who work in this sector and 
those in the agricultural sector. However, as the economy 
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industrializes further, more and more workers will be employed 
by the high-wage industrial sector and therefore inequality will 
decrease again (Kuznets 1955, Alderson and Nielsen 2002). 
Today, some developed countries are experiencing 
deindustrialization, which is shifting resources away from the 
industrial sector and towards the service sector (Lee 
2005).Therefore, it is possible to surmise that industrialized 
nations are undergoing increasing income inequality because 
they are moving from a large industrial sector to a dominant 
services sector that offers higher wages.  

However, this theory has several shortcomings. First of 
all, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the decrease in 
inequality occurred later than the per capita increase in 
earnings from the industrial revolution (graph 4). Secondly, 
although different countries industrialized in different periods, 
income inequality has decreased at the same time for all 
countries surveyed.  Furthermore, a study by Morrison and 
Snyder (2000) on France shows that “intersectoral inequality 
between agriculture and other sectors contributed virtually 
nothing to explaining income inequality” (Ibid.: 80). The dual 
sector theory does not offer a cogent explanation. Whereas 
this phenomenon may have increased inequality at first, it is 
unlikely that the industrialized countries surveyed underwent 
such a similar decrease in income inequality due to the 
interplay of the two sectors.  
 

 
 
 
The Democratic Regime Theory 
Acemoglu and Robinson (2002) suggest that although 
capitalist industrialization increased inequality, the reason 
inequality decreased was that industrialization itself led to 
political change. As industrialization increases unionization and 
organization, there is a push towards universal suffrage. This 
induces a change towards a more redistributive system. 
Therefore, according to this theory, the Kuznets curve is not a 
purely economic phenomenon: it also has a political 
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dimension. Tam (2007) also agrees, suggesting that the level 
of democracy has an inverted-U effect on inequality. Could it 
then be possible that this reversal of the Kuznets curve is 
political in nature? If this is the case, does that mean that many 
industrialized nations are becoming less democratic?  

Although it would be difficult to argue that industrialized 
nations are becoming less democratic, it is certainly true that 
the strength of wage-setting institutions (usually, unions) has 
dwindled since the 1980s in numerous developed countries. 
Lemieux (2008) argues that countries in which collective 
bargaining decreased most sharply (notably the UK and USA) 
are also those who experienced the highest increase in income 
inequality. In France and in Germany, on the other hand, 
where unions have remained stronger and wage-setting is 
more centralized, wages have remained relatively more stable. 
Korpi’s 2003 study has similar findings, although he attributes 
welfare state regress to the post-industrialization of the 
economy. That is to say, as the service sector supplants the 
industrial sector, unions become weaker and state protection 
in the workplace wanes. This theory provides a plausible 
explanation for wage inequality increase, although it does not 
address income inequality as a whole.  
 
The Globalization Theory 
The phenomena of deindustrialization and deunionization are 
often put under the term “globalization” which is frequently 
used as a scapegoat for homegrown problems. It is compelling 
to think that the rise in income inequality is due not to 
endogenous circumstances but rather that it is the result of 
external factors. But is there any truth to this belief? Alderson 
and Nielsen (2002) find that globalization has significantly 
contributed to the increase in income inequality in 16 OECD 
countries. They cite three main effects of globalization on 
income inequality. First of all, foreign direct investment to 
developing countries has increased deindustrialization in 
developed countries. Similarly, globalization widens the labour 
pool, thus decreasing the bargaining position of labour in 
industrialized nations, causing a “phenomenon known as the 
declining middle and the polarization of distribution of income” 
(Alderson and Nielsen 2002: 11). As a corollary, globalization 
will cheapen low-skilled labour and therefore increase income 
inequality. However, although the logic of this reasoning is 
sound, it is essential to establish the actual magnitude of 
globalization on the labour market. Piketty (1997) estimated 
that in 1990, imports from developing countries make up only 
between 2 percent and 2.5 percent of GDP in Western nations, 
while in 1997 this figure was closer to 4.3 percent.1 It was also 
noted that in the UK, the USA, and France the polarization of 
wages has occurred in all sectors, not just the sectors that are 
threatened by globalization (Krawarz 1993; Piketty 2004). If 

                                                        
1
 INSEE calculated that imports from developing countries made up 84.6bn 

euros in 2011, out of a total GDP of 2 trillion euros in France ( INSEE 

2011b). 
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that is the case, it seems as though the link between rising 
globalization and income inequality is more tenuous than has 
been suggested.  
 
 
A Closer Look at Economic Indicators of Inequality 
It seems as though existing theories are not satisfactory in 
explaining the factors that drive income inequality. In order to 
better comprehend this phenomenon, one can look at 
countries that diverge from the trend. France is one such 
example. Over the past three decades the income Gini 
coefficient has remained stable in France. This suggests that 
income inequality itself has remained stable during this time. 
As can be seen in graph 5 below, since the early 1990s France 
has experienced a decline in income inequality. Similarly, the 
interdecile ratio of disposable household income (the 
relationship between the 10 percent of the population with the 
highest disposable, or net income and the 10 percent with the 
lowest) has remained unchanged from 1980 until 1997 at 3.5 
(Piketty 2004). Since then, it has dipped by 0.1 points (INSEE 
2011a). According to L’Observatoire National de la Pauvretéet 
de l'Exclusion Sociale (2009) [the French watchdog concerning 
poverty and social exclusion], during the last decade income 
inequality has slightly decreased. It is therefore tempting to 
conclude that France is indeed experiencing a trend of 
decreasing inequality. 
 

 
 
However, while overall Gini coefficients and interdecile ratios 
may be stable, they provide no information about what 
phenomena may be occurring under the surface. If the 
individual deciles are analysed, it is evident that the reality is 
very different. Indeed, there is growing consensus that, 
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underneath the stable macroeconomic indicators, inequality 
has actually been increasing in France since the 1980s 
(Abdelmaki 2008). Although the measure of income distribution 
remains stable, there is much movement within the income 
distribution itself. Which part of the demographic is this 
phenomenon affecting and to what extent can such an 
increase be quantified?  

Because existing theories have not proven satisfactory 
in explaining which factors affect trends in income inequality, 
income distribution must be broken up into its component parts 
in order to understand income inequality overall. It must be 
said that for the vast majority of the French population, income 
has remained remarkably stable over the past two decades 
(Landais 2008). As can be seen in graph 6 below, and 
confirmed by the INSEE2 findings, the increase in income of 
the first nine deciles has been very moderate in the past 
decade, with a growth rate that is just above the inflation rate 
(Solard 2010). In order to understand why average real income 
has stagnated for 90 percent of the French population over the 
past two decades, it is important to break income up into its 
components: wage income and capital income, because these 
two are affected by different factors.  

 

 
 
 
Wage Inequality  
A closer look at wage inequality is essential in order to 
understand income inequality overall, as the main source of 
income for the first nine deciles of the income group comes 
from salaries. In 2007, for the nine first deciles (D0-D9) the 
proportion of earned and replacement income was 

                                                        
2
 Institut National de Statistiques et des Etudes Economiques: National 

Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies. 
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approximately 95 percent of the total income, with the 
remaining 5 percent being capital income (Solard 2010). The 
proportion of earned and replacement income to capital 
income has remained stable for the past decade, as income for 
the first nine deciles in 1998 was analogous in structure to 
Solard’s study (Landais 2008). Therefore, it can logically be 
inferred that if French incomes have been stagnating for the 
bulk of households, it must be due chiefly to a similar trend in 
earnings-based and replacement income. Wages in France 
are increasing at a very sluggish pace, with an overall increase 
of 1.63 percent between 1998 and 2006 (graph 7). Between 
1998 and 2004, wages increased by approximately 4 percent 
according to the Landais study, although INSEE findings 
situate wage growth during this time at 0.6 percent per year, or 
approximately 3 percent during the period studied (INSEE 
2006).  

 
 
However, if one looks at the evolution of average wages for the 
first nine deciles between 1998 and 2006, the findings are 
even more astounding: their wages seem to be increasing at a 
more sluggish pace than wages overall. Landais (2008) 
illustrates that between 1998 and 2006 the evolution of 
average real wages for 90 percent of the French population 
(D0-D9) has progressed by 0.9 percent in constant euros. 

This discrepancy between the increase in overall 
wages and those experienced by 90 percent of the population 
can only be logically explained by the remaining 10 percent of 
households, that is the top 10 percent. An INSEE study by 
Julie Solard (2007) on high incomes between 2004 and 2007 
shows that wages for the 10 percent wealthiest French 
households have soared in comparison to mean wages. 
Landais’ (2008) study confirms such a trend and shows that 
from 1998 to 2006, the wages of the top decile have increased 
by 8.2 percent. Between 2004 and 2007, 25 percent of the 
increase in wages benefitted the top decile of the population 
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(Solard 2007). If one sees the distribution of full-time salaries 
in 2007 in France, it is clear that the top decile experienced a 
different trend than the nine other deciles (Amar 2010).  

 

 
 
The question is then, what happened within this top decile to 
create such a disparate trend from the rest of the population? 
According to Solard’s 2007 INSEE study on high incomes, the 
top 0.09 percent wealthiest French households benefitted from 
a 20 percent increase in wages and the top 0.01 percent saw 
their average wages rise by 39 percent between 2004 and 
2007. These findings are in line with the Landais (2008) study. 
Abdelmaki (2008) explains that throughout the 1990s, the 
salaries of senior executives and managers have climbed 
more quickly than those of other professions. As can be seen 
in graph 9 below, there is a very clear trend of fanning out 
among the top wage earners in France over the past decade.  
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There have been many conjectures regarding the fanning out 
of wages over the past thirty years in industrialized countries. 
However, the case of France is different: wages overall have 
kept relatively compact; it is the top 1 percent of wages that 
are diverging from the rest. Something must be happening to 
the way that these salaries are determined or the industries 
from which they are drawn in order to spark such a change. 
Firstly, one can analyze the way salaries in France are 
determined. Abdelmaki (2008) notes a fundamental change in 
the labour market in France over the past twenty years. 
Whereas non-executive employees still depend on salary 
scales determined through collective labour agreements, the 
salaries of executives are determined by the law of supply and 
demand. In other words, the salaries of the latter must depend 
on how much firms are willing to pay them. What is causing the 
soaring demand for the top percentile of the workforce? The 
skill-biased technical change theory, which explains this 
phenomenon through an increased demand for skilled labour 
and a decreased demand for unskilled labour, does not hold in 
the case of France. First of all, the fanning out of wages 
concerns only top executives, and thus there is little evidence 
of a bias against unskilled labour. Secondly, as was previously 
discussed, France has not undergone a process of 
deindustrialization, which is at the root of this phenomenon 
(Abdelmaki 2008).  One possible explanation can be found in 
the industries that demand these top wage earners. During the 
past thirty years, highly educated labour increased drastically 
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(Beffy, Perelmuter 2008). Therefore, since there is no shortage 
of supply of highly educated labour, there must have been a 
change in the demand for top executives in France. Gabaix 
and Landier (2007) theorise that there has been an increase in 
the demand for CEOs in large companies and that the 
increase in firm size in an economy is strongly correlated to top 
CEO compensation. Evain (2010) agrees and suggests that 
the two main determinants of CEO compensation are the size 
of the firm and its sector. The CEOs that work in the largest 
firms have the largest pay packets. Following this model, CEO 
compensation must have gone up in France, as average firm 
size increased. Yet, as shown in graph 10 below, the 
proportion of CEOs who made up the top 0.1 percent of wages 
has fallen steadily since 1995. Although Landier’s model 
provides a cogent explanation for the rise in top wages, other, 
more powerful phenomena must be affecting the demand for 
top wages in France as CEOs no longer make up the bulk of 
top wage earners.  
 

 
 
Godechot (2011) draws a powerful link between the rise in top 
wages and the dramatic growth of the financial sector during 
the 1990s. Within the top 0.1 percent wage earners in France, 
the financial and business service sectors were over-
represented in 2007. While they represented 16 percent of the 
top 0.1 percent of wage earners in 1976, this figure was 50 
percent in 2007. Furthermore, he finds that the financial sector 
can explain 48 percent of the rise in the top 0.1 percent of 
wages. Godechot and Fleury (2005) analyse the most well-
paid executives in three of the biggest banks in France: 
SociétéGénérale, BNP (which merged with Paribas in 2000), 
and Crédit Lyonnais. Between 1978 and 2004, the salaries of 
the top ten executives in each of these banks shot up 25 times. 
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The reason for such a sharp rise in the salaries of the top 
executives in finance is due to the exorbitant growth of this 
sector since the 1990s. This jump is due to the liberalization of 
the financial sector in France in 1983, which allowed it to 
expand. The growth of this sector also encouraged a rise in top 
wages in related sectors, most notably the legal services 
sector (Flood, 2007). This phenomenon is responsible for the 
best part of top wage increases in France, which caused an 
increase in wage inequality in the upper tail of the distribution. 
 
 
Capital Income Inequality  
The issue remains that the increase in income inequality in 
France cannot purely be attributed to a rise in wages, as some 
authors suggest that such a rise is inconsequential compared 
to the effect that capital income has had on inequality. Kuznets 
himself emphasized the role of capital accumulation on the 
dramatic decline in inequality that he observed during the first 
half of the twentieth century (Piketty 2003). It is therefore 
reasonable to inquire to what extent an increase in the 
concentration of capital is responsible for the observed rise in 
income inequality since the 1980s in France.   

Capital income makes up a significantly smaller portion 
of household income than salaries do; the latter are six or 
seven times greater than capital income (Piketty 2004).Yet the 
composition of household income can be extremely varied and 
it is strongly correlated to the place the household holds in the 
income ladder: the higher the income, the higher the proportion 
of capital income and vice versa. Only 40 percent of the 
French population is a recipient of capital income (Solard 
2010), and recipients are concentrated among top incomes. 
The top decile is the recipient of 32.4 percent of the nation’s 
capital income (Solard 2010). As can be seen in graph 11, it is 
evident that an increase in capital income is likely to increase 
income inequality as this type of income is heavily 
concentrated in the hands of the best off.  
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It is not surprising then that the recent increase in capital gains 
has caused an increase in income inequality. As Abdelmaki 
(2008) explains, since 1978 inequality has increased between 
households with salaries and no capital and those with capital 
of at least €3300 per year. Between 1994 and 2004, capital 
gains have jumped 116 percent (Abdelmaki 2008). Then, 
between 2004 and 2007, Solard found that wages had 
increased by 10 percent, whereas capital income has 
increased by 45 percent, as can be seen on the graph below. 
Therefore, such a sharp increase in capital income, which is 
almost exclusive to the upper deciles of income distribution, is 
likely to have a negative effect on income inequality overall.  
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The question that then arises is why capital income has 
increased so disproportionally since the 1980s. In order to 
answer that question it is essential to analyze the components 
of capital income. It can be broken down into two main 
categories: real estate and financial capital. As can be seen in 
graph 12, the composition of capital income varies with income 
overall. Real estate income is reserved primarily for the top 
half of the income ladder. Less than half of the population in 
the first four deciles was a recipient of this kind of income 
between 1997 and 2003. In 2007, 60 percent of households 
among the first nine deciles owned real estate (Solard 2010). 
Among the top 10 percent, this figure rose to 85 percent. 
Nonetheless, overall, the composition of capital income has 
changed over the past decade: the value of real estate 
increased relative to capital income overall, and real estate 
took up a larger share of French households’ capital income. In 
1997 58 percent of capital owned by French households was 
real estate (Girardot and Marionnet 2007). In 2003, the 
proportion rose to 66 percent (Girardot and Marionnet 2003), 
and in 2006 it was 73 percent (Boissinot and Friez 2007), as its 
value increased. Graph 13 illustrates the progression of capital 
income: the top deciles benefit from a proportionally larger 
increase in both types of capital income. Also, real estate 
capital (which is reserved mainly for the top deciles of the 
income ladder) increased faster than financial capital.  
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The reason for such an increase in the proportion of real estate 
in capital income was the “real estate boom” that France 
experienced over the past two decades. This phenomenon has 
also been observed in other advanced economies and can be 
traced back to the beginning of the twenty-first century, as can 
be observed in graph 14 (Clévenot 2011). 
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In France, the beginning of this phenomenon is perhaps 1998, 
when real estate prices shot up in comparison to the prices of 
other capital assets (graph 15).  
 

 
 
Girardot and Marionnet estimate that the rise in capital income 
between 1997 and 2003 can be attributed largely to real 
estate, the value of which rose 86 percent during this period. 
Even during the financial crisis, the French real estate market 
was one of the few that recovered immediately (Clévenot 
2011). This increase explains approximately 78 percent of the 
jump in capital income. Girardot (2011) explains that of this, 61 
percent is due to the appreciation of housing and 17 percent to 
capital expenditures. The rise of the value of real estate is 
therefore a key factor in the increase of real estate share in 
capital income. Abdelmaki (2008) agrees with this explanation, 
and he estimates that the real estate market can explain 
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approximately 75 percent of the rise in capital income between 
the early 1990s and the early twenty-first century. 

The real estate market is a salient example of the way 
income inequality can be perpetuated: only those who have 
enough income can save, and therefore invest, to boost their 
income further. Graph 16 below shows two estimations of the 
savings rate of French households by quintile: as one climbs 
the income ladder the saving rate becomes higher (Accardo et 
al. 2009).  Landais et al. (2011) explain that the heavy 
concentration of capital income can be largely explained by the 
importance of inheritance and its effect on the household 
savings rate. As a matter of fact, they believe that at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century the importance of 
inheritance is increasing, and it is reaching nineteenth-century 
levels. 
 

 
  
Taxation plays a huge role in determining capital accumulation 
as it controls households’ disposable income. In his influential 
work Les Hauts Revenus en France au XXe Siècle, Piketty 
(2006) explains how taxation structures were directly 
responsible for decreasing inequality in France and in other 
industrialized nations. During the early twentieth century, which 
marked the onset of income taxation in France, social 
inequality was depicted as a class struggle between those who 
earned wages and those who did not (the capitalists). This 
period was marked by a dichotomy between earned and 
unearned income.  

As a result, taxation laws were made very unfavorable 
for those who were not employees. For example, the law of 17 
July 1917 benefitted any salaried employee over everyone 
else, regardless of his or her level of wealth. The reason for 
this was a very high level of income inequality, which was due 
primarily to the extraordinary fortunes that had been 
accumulated over the nineteenth century. In 1921 for example, 
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the wealthiest 10 percent of French households possessed 42 
percent of overall income while for the top 1 percent this figure 
was 18 percent (Piketty 2006). Financial capital gains during 
this time were the most heavily taxed type of income and all 
capital income was included in the IGR tax (Impôt Général sur 
le Revenu or General Income Tax) which was put in place by 
the law of 15 August 1914). Furthermore, tax rates 
skyrocketed during the first decades of the twentieth century: 
the highest average tax rate was 2 percent in 1915 but 20 
percent in 1917-1918 (Piketty 2006).The 1920s and 1930s saw 
marginal tax rates fluctuate between 24 percent and 72 
percent for the highest income bracket (Piketty 2006). As a 
result, when capital was destroyed during the world wars and 
the great depression, the accumulation of capital that had 
caused such high income inequality was no longer possible. 

Today, the situation in France is such that most types 
of financial capital income are not actually taxed within the 
progressive income tax system scheme. Only some dividends 
fall under the ordinary rules of taxation, including shares with 
the exception of equity savings plans and a fraction of non-
listed fractions that are included in equity savings plans 
(Legendre 2004). The only other type of financial capital 
income that is taxed according to the progressive tax scheme 
is profits on foreign futures market. All other financial capital 
gains are either exempt from taxes or can be taxed under the 
prélèvement libératoire if the household benefits from lower 
taxes by shifting this part of their income to this separate tax 
scheme. Real estate income is taxed within the progressive tax 
scheme of other income (Legendre 2004). Still, here too there 
are numerous loopholes and exceptions. For example, the law 
of 4 February 1995 (n° 956115), which was put in place by the 
Mitterand government, aimed to increase the number of 
purchases in the real estate market at a time when the price of 
housing was soaring. This measure lowered the borrowing 
interest rate to zero for mortgages on new housing (Bosvieux 
2005). Yet this measure also increased the number of sales of 
second homes, as only 60 percent of households who 
benefitted from this scheme were first-time buyers (Bosvieux 
2005). The tax system in France today is the exact opposite of 
what it used to be: capital income is privileged over salaries.  

So if the tax system overall benefits capital owners over 
salaried employees, then the best off are being advantaged 
over everyone else. In other words, the tax system in France is 
not as progressive as it is thought to be. The best off are 
actually being taxed less today than they were twenty-five 
years ago. Between the 1950s and the 1970s the marginal tax 
rate for the top income bracket was 60 percent, while between 
1982 and 1984, this figure rose to 65 percent (Piketty 2006). 
From that period onwards, the highest marginal tax rate 
steadily declined. In 1998, this figure had reached 54 percent 
and today it is 41 percent (Administration Fiscale 2011). 
Today, the idea of having exceptional tax increases for the top 
income brackets as was done during the early 1980s is no 
longer accepted (Piketty 2006). This decline in income tax for 
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top incomes has rendered the French tax system slightly 
regressive in terms of top income.  

As can be observed in graph 17 below, in 2010 the 
French tax system is progressive until approximately the 98th 
percentile, at which point it becomes regressive. Solard (2007) 
explains that almost one quarter of the 0.01 percent wealthiest 
households in France were taxed less than 15 percent of their 
income in 2007. In the top decile this figure was 21.7 percent. 
The French tax system is preferential to the very best off, who 
not only bear no more taxes than the middle classes, but also 
can often get away with bearing even less. As was previously 
discussed, wealth attracts wealth and it is clear that lower top 
marginal tax schemes and preferential treatment of capital 
income have increased capital accumulation.  
 

 
 
The Observatoire des Inégalités (Inequalities Watchdog) 
supports this conclusion and differentiates between the long-
term and the short-term effects of the recent decrease in the 
taxation of top incomes (Maurin and Savidan 2010). In the 
short-run, top incomes are relatively elastic to a decrease in 
their marginal tax rate as this provides an incentive to include 
certain types of capital gains as personal income rather than 
as business profit. In other words, there is an illusion of higher 
income due to a shift in fiscal declaration. In the long-run, 
however, the rise in income is real. As was discussed above, 
taxation was able to decrease income inequality dramatically in 
the first half of the twentieth century. It is the case that the 
decrease in the marginal income tax of the upper bracket has 
allowed the best off to increase their savings rate and therefore 
their capital income, thus perpetuating a higher level of income 
inequality (Maurin and Savidan 2010). 

So why are aggregate indicators of income inequality 
not reflecting the changes in the upper tail of the income 
distribution? Firstly, because aggregate indicators such as the 
Gini coefficient do not pick up on changes that occur in a small 
proportion of the population. Secondly, because the rest of the 
French population is growing slightly more equal. Low incomes 
(the lowest quintile of the distribution) increased by 20 percent 
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between the mid 1990s and the mid 2000s, whereas middle 
incomes progressed by 8 percent (Bigot 2008).  
  
 
How does this situate France in a global context? 
France has undergone an increase in income inequality since 
the 1980s due to very specific factors that affected both the 
wage distribution and the capital income distribution. Because 
this experience has occurred despite rhetoric of solidarity and 
high social spending in France, it seems as though it is 
accidental. Yet the French increase in concentration of wealth 
for top incomes strongly resembles the changes that have 
occurred in many other OECD countries, which are at the heart 
of the Wall Street protests today.  

The phenomena at work among top incomes in France 
are very similar to those in the UK and the USA. In these two 
countries, although the bottom of the wage distribution is 
affected by institutional factors which differ from the conditions 
in France (Bell and Van Reenen 2011), the growth of the 
financial sector was responsible for the surge at the top of the 
income ladder. This soar is equally due to the financial 
deregulation of the 1980s (Philippon and Reshef 2009). Three 
factors contributed to the surge in capital income in France: a 
decrease in the taxation of capital and in the top marginal tax 
rate, and a rise in real estate prices. The first two phenomena 
were also largely present in the USA and the UK since the 
beginning of the 1980s, following the elections of Ronald 
Reagan and Margaret Thatcher respectively which marked the 
shift to neo-liberalism in the Anglo-Saxon world. The 
relationship between tax rates and a fanning out of the upper 
tail of the income distribution seems to hold across several 
countries, suggesting that it is a plausible explanation for the 
increase in top income inequality in France. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Overall, the situation in France is not as different as it first 
appears. The Gini coefficient has remained stable, despite a 
widespread increase in other OECD countries. Yet there has 
been significant movement within the income distribution. The 
disproportionate rise in top incomes (the top 1 percent) in 
France is analogous both in shape and in causes to the UK 
and the USA, which exemplify the trend in increasing income 
inequality. Of course, the rest of the income distribution in 
France has behaved differently: it has remained compact. But 
why has income inequality in France at the very top been 
allowed to increase, while all other income inequality has been 
reined in? It would be interesting to view this question through 
the lens of the democratic regime theory. Perhaps the wealth 
of the 1% did not seem to matter much, at least until now.   
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“Is it Nelson Mandela?” Strategy and tactic in 
the monuments of Brixton’s Windrush Square 
 

Alexander Marsh 
 
 
Introduction 
In this article I aim to test the concepts of strategy and tactic 
developed by Michel de Certeau in The Practice of Everyday 
Life (Certeau, 1988) against the realities of people’s use and 
perceptions of Brixton’s Windrush Square, a public square in 
south-east London. I begin by establishing a theoretical 
context, with a particular focus on Certeau’s concepts of 
strategy and tactic, using them to outline two broad areas of 
research. I then introduce Brixton’s Windrush Square, where I 
conducted my fieldwork. Although my research involved a 
broader study of the everyday life of the square, in this article I 
wish to primarily focus on the public’s perception and ‘use’ of 
the square’s monuments. Linking the existence of a civic aura 
with the use of the square for protests, I hope to critically 
assess the validity of Certeau’s theories. 
 
 
Strategy and tactic 
Certeau initially defines strategy as, 
 
the calculus of force-relationships which becomes possible when a 
will and power…can be isolated from an “environment”. A strategy 
assumes a place that can be circumscribed as proper and thus 
serves as the basis for generating relations with an exterior distinct 
from it (Certeau 1988: xix). 

 
Certeau fleshes out this rather abstract definition in the chapter 
Walking in the City. Looking down at New York from on top of 
the World Trade Centre, Certeau describes strategy as the 
logic behind rationalised, panoptic views of the city. He sees a 
strategising tendency in these ‘constructed’ vistas overlooking 
the city, drawing a parallel between such disembodied, god-
like viewpoints and the reduction of complex space to the two 
dimensional map (both in the more literal ‘god-like’ maps of 
medieval Europe cities, to the ‘neutral’ abstraction of the 
modern blueprint). Both map and viewing platform offer the 
same illusion of giving the observer a disembodied viewpoint. 
‘The fiction of knowledge is related to this lust to be a viewpoint 
and nothing more’ (Certeau 1988: 92). 

Certeau’s description of strategy owes much to 
Foucault’s analysis of the growth of panoptic ideology in 
Discipline and Punish (Foucault 1977). By being visible in the 
gridded space of the concept city, as in the more restrictive 
confinement of the Panopticon, one risks being subjected to 
disciplining and controlling powers. However, Foucault’s 
analysis also shows how these official ideologies of power 
(formalised, often textual, products of Enlightenment 
rationality) are taken over by disciplinary ‘procedures’, the 
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‘microphysics of power’ (Foucault 1977: 276). The penal 
justice proposed by Enlightenment thinking is colonised by the 
blind enactment of surveillance and punishment enacted by 
these ‘procedures’. Certeau, like Foucault, is interested in the 
micro-practices that enable the enactment of power. However, 
if Foucault’s ‘procedures’ are primarily concerned with the 
individual’s internalisation of state power, Certeau’s tactics are 
more liberated and liberating in their enactment. Tactics are 
very much the property of the ‘common hero’ or the 
‘everyman’, to whom Certeau dedicates The Practice of 
Everyday Life. Tactics are a form of appropriation, through 
which this ‘common hero’ consumes (a term whose pejorative 
connotations Certeau is wary of) the various material, 
experiential and ideological products of authority. Rather than 
acting like the passive ‘consumers’ of structural Marxism, 
these actors create and contest the meanings of objects, a 
process bound up in local worlds of meanings, social and 
personal histories, as well as situations thrown up by the 
unpredictable convergences of everyday life. Thus, tactics 
‘manipulate events in order to turn them into ‘opportunities’ 
(Certeau 1988: xix). Certeau counterbalances the truism that 
society exerts a controlling influence on its members with the 
potential for individual and subversive action, showing how ‘the 
everyday has not been reduced to a rigid set of regimes such 
as the notion of discipline implies’ (Buchanan 2000: 100). 
Certeau’s tactics are radically different from Marxist 
conceptions of practice, which emphasises the realisation of a 
unified class consciousness (Poster 1992: 101). They are 
conducted ‘on the wing’, reacting to the specific conditions of a 
particular place without ever (completely) colonising it. ‘[A 
tactic] has at its disposal no base where it can capitalise on its 
advantages, prepare its expansions, and secure independence 
with respect to circumstance’ (Certeau 1988: xix). 

It is worth remembering that although their 
terminological and definitional distinctiveness might make 
strategy and tactics appear as discrete conceptual entities, 
Certeau’s ‘fugitive style’ is an on going attempt to resist the 
totalising tendencies of theory (Buchanan 2000: 98). Certeau 
analyses the paradoxical manner in which we experience 
boundaries in everyday life, an analysis which has a parallel 
conceptual intention. He argues that concepts engage in 
territorial markings, and although less obvious than the 
physical demarcations of the visible, everyday border, the 
same ambiguity of interpenetration holds equally true for 
theoretical as well as geo-political space. Strategies are not 
the monopoly of a totally rationalised bureaucracy, nor are 
tactics the only act of resistance open to a disenfranchised, 
‘pre-theoretical’ public. Just as the grid-marked plans of the 
‘concept city’ do not reduce the walker to a disciplined puppet, 
so the rationalistic logic of the bureaucracy does not 
completely determine the actions of its workers. Any analysis 
of Certeau’s work should therefore avoid turning ‘ideal types’ 
such as strategy and tactic into nuggets of ethnography or a 
theoretical lattice into which the practices of everyday life 



128 
Marsh, “Strategy and tactic in Brixton’s Windrush Square” 

 

European Social and Political Research, Vol. 14-15 (2011-12). 

 
 

128 

neatly slot. ‘Within the frontiers, the alien is already there, an 
exoticism or Sabbath of the memory, a disquieting familiarity’ 
(Certeau 1988: 129). 
 
 
General research areas 
Having sketched out preliminary definitions of strategy and 
tactic I can begin fleshing out both concepts by indicating two 
broad areas of public space research. The first area focuses 
on the quotidian interaction with public space, asking how we 
are to locate and translate apparently ‘invisible’ everyday 
practices. The second section will act as a preliminary criticism 
of Certeau, focusing on this occasionally problematic 
“invisibility”. 
 
 
‘Invisible’ tactics 
In The Practice of Everyday Life, Certeau highlights the tactical 
‘bricolage’ (Certeau 1988: xv) that constructs our everyday 
world, with examples ranging from cooking to reading and 
story-telling. Perhaps his most famous tactic is walking, the 
‘spatial story’ that gives form to the abstract ‘grammar’ of the 
city (1988: 97). His analysis goes beyond the ‘formalities’ of 
people’s movement in physical space; Certeau is not 
interested in pedestrian flow maps. By walking in a particular 
place, or in a particular way, the city-dweller creates a 
fractured account of space, one which sees different visions of 
the city co-exist, combine, ignore and clash with one another. 
Like Charlie Chaplin who ‘multiplies the possibilities of his 
cane’, so the walker ‘transforms each spatial signifier into 
something else’ (1988: 98). 

Certeau’s description of this constant ‘secondary 
production hidden in the process of its utilization’ is charged 
with a sense of loss and longing (1988: xiii). The tactical re-
writing of space is one that seems impossible to fix, not only 
for the theorist (with his ‘erotic’ compulsion for fixity (1988:92)) 
but also the practitioners themselves. ‘These practitioners 
make use of spaces that cannot be seen; their knowledge is as 
blind as that of lovers in each other’s arms’ (1988:93). 
Certeau’s city is one full of fugitive bodies and fleeting 
encounters. The invisibility of these practices (their embodied, 
ephemeral nature as well as their situational logic) might lead 
us to view tactics as something impossible to translate outside 
of their immediate performance. How are we supposed to trace 
these stories ‘told under the breath’, whose enunciation leaves 
‘no trace other than a movement in the air’ (Tonkiss 2006: 
115)? In part Certeau plays with this elusiveness as a means 
of challenging the tendency towards totalisation in theoretical 
discourse, a recurring theme in post-structural theory (Poster 
1992: 95). However, Certeau does not intend to render tactics 
completely illegible. He sees language and narrative as a 
bridge between the specificity of everyday practice and the 
more theoretical expression possible in speech and writing. 
Taking narrative as a form of practice in itself, Certeau looks at 
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the ways in which we translate the embodied practices of 
walking and our experience of space into verbal and written 
forms of expression. He cites Linde and Labov’s study of 
people’s description of their homes as an example of how 
movement is central to our experience of familiar spaces 
(Linde and Labov 1975). Such translations, be they produced 
by the urban researcher or the ‘native’ are inevitably imperfect, 
life constantly outstripping our vocabulary (Berger 1983: 77). 
However, such ‘translations’, precarious and imperfect as they 
may be, allow us to see narrative and practice as mutually 
supportive. ‘Places help to recall stories that are associated 
with them, and places only exist (as named locales) by virtue 
of their emplotment in a narrative’ (Tilley 1994: 33). This may 
seem like a long-winded way to arrive at the old 
anthropological truism that talking to people is a useful way to 
understand the ways in which they structure their Lebenswelt, 
but such perspectives have too often been lost in studies of the 
city, where ideas such as ‘false ideology’, globalised 
homogenisation, excesses of speed and stimuli, or general 
moral decline have often dominated. 
 
 
Ideal cities, material identities 
As we have seen, Certeau’s work tracks the transitory 
interconnections of experience, memory and practice, thereby 
challenging the perceived passivity of ‘consumers’. However, 
although his ‘common hero’ may escape the determining grasp 
of structure through his everyday actions, he is also unable to 
keep what he wins (Certeau 1988: xix). The ‘ideal’ cities 
created by walking and shared by narrative, are never fixed 
into the more concrete ‘heterotopias’ imagined by Foucault 
(Foucault 1967). Certeau’s practitioners are largely unaware of 
their subversions, meaning their alternative orders are at best 
temporary. Certeau’s walkers are not actively ‘reading’ the city 
as in Barthes’ semiotic rendering of the city (Barthes 1997), 
instead they appear more in the tradition of Benjamin’s 
‘distracted critics’ (Benjamin 1936) or Simmel’s ‘blasé’ 
metropolitans (Simmel 1971). They are aware of acting, but do 
not find themselves particularly interesting, remaining largely 
unaware of their artful evasions. Certeau is not interested in 
the spectacle of difference, as represented by the spray-
painted political slogan, the protest march, or the eccentricity 
of the radical intellectual. The Practice of Everyday Life is a 
conscious attempt to step away from tabula rasa models of 
resistance and criticism, which refuse to validate any act of 
resistance that is not in total opposition to the forces of order. 
Like Maurice Blanchot in his influential essay Everyday 
Speech, Certeau sees everyday subversions as ‘escaping’, 
rather than tearing apart, the fabric of urban strategy (Blanchot 
1987). 

Certeau’s attack on the privileged position held by 
“visible difference” in theory is an important one. However, I 
cannot help but feel that his move away from the hegemony of 
visible difference comes at the expense of conscious or 
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“material” acts of resistance. Moore demonstrates how 
members of the suffrage movement purposely positioned 
themselves ‘out of place’ as a means of politicising gendered 
public space (Moore 1994). Castells and Murphy’s study of the 
gay rights movement’s appropriation of San Francisco’s Castro 
district is another example of how such open (i.e. visible, 
“material”, conscious) acts of subversion and defiance can 
become concretised into a more stable and widely accepted 
spatial order, a process largely absent from Certeau’s 
description of tactics.  

I began by defining strategy and tactics, which do not 
act as discrete opposites but rather as mutually constituting 
“logics” of action. Through closer examination of Certeau’s use 
of both concepts I attempted to establish two broad areas of 
research. The first area was primarily concerned with the 
problems of locating and translating the tactics of everyday life 
in public spaces. I argued that although tactics are often 
invisible and are subject to their own particular logic, they 
become accessible via narratives. I concluded that by 
presenting tactics as invisible, unconscious and temporary, 
Certeau tends to ignore acts of appropriation and subversion 
that are more consciously political.  
 
 
Windrush Square 
In this section I begin by introducing my chosen field site, 
Brixton’s Windrush Square. Although my research was 
conducted almost a year after a highly publicised regeneration 
project (completed February 2010) it is useful to briefly indicate 
the current square’s immediate predecessor. From here I will 
indicate the changes that occurred during the regeneration 
project, some of which feature later as points of more detailed 
analysis.  
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The Brixton Context 
Brixton, in the London Borough of Lambeth, is an area 
characterised by its ethnic, economic and 
cultural diversity. It has long been perceived as 
the un-official centre for the British Afro-
Caribbean community in London, whose links 
with the area go back to the Windrush settlers 
(after whom Windrush Square is named). This 
role is reinforced by the high number of 
community groups, as well as the choice to 
locate the Black Cultural Archives in Brixton.361 

Directly opposite the town hall (see 
Figure 2.1), Windrush Square forms an 
inevitable part of the daily lives of most Brixton 
residents, since its central location makes it a 
difficult space to avoid entirely. The Ritzy 
cinema, Tate Library and Raleigh Hall (currently 
being rebuilt to house the Black Cultural 
Archives) which sit directly on the square, along 
with Lambeth Town Hall and St Matthew’s 
Church (located on the other side of Effra Road) 
are the most prominent buildings associated with 
the square. However, before describing the 
square in its current state, it is worth briefly 
summarising the square’s previous layout, along 
with the associations it held for its users, since most local 
interviewees had either first-hand experience of the previous 
square or were aware of its associations.  
 
 
Past Squares: Windrush Square and Tate Gardens 
Before the regeneration the space now known as Windrush 
Square was formed by two separate squares. Divided by 
Rushcroft Road (visible in Figure 2.2) these squares were 
known as Tate Gardens (see Figure 2.3) and, somewhat 
confusingly, Windrush Square (see Figure 2.4).The above 
images hint at the fractured and slightly incoherent 
combination of styles and spaces. This was felt to be 
particularly problematic given the central location of these 
squares, perpetuating the image of Brixton as a “run down” 
area of London. Lambeth’s design brief for the ‘Brixton Central 
Square’ (the name used for the  

                                                        
361

 Opening date set to an unspecified time in 2014. Source: 

http://www.bcaheritage.org.uk/about/heritage-centre/ (Last accessed 

14/08/2013) 

Figure 2.1 

http://www.bcaheritage.org.uk/about/heritage-centre/
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Figure 2.2. Rushcroft 
Road and Tate Library, 
April 2003 
Source: Urban 75 Blog 
http://www.urban75.or
g/brixton/history/tate.
html (last accessed 
20/08/13). Used with 
permission 

Figure 2.3. Tate 
Gardens, December 
2003 
Source: Urban 75 
Blog, 
http://www.urban7
5.org/brixton/histor
y/tate.html (last 
accessed 20/08/13). 
Used with 
permission. 

Figure 2.4. Windrush 
Square, January 2004, 
Source: Urban 75 Blog 
http://www.urban75.or
g/brixton/history/wind
rush.html (last accessed 
20/08/13). Used with 
permission. 

http://www.urban75.org/brixton/history/tate.html
http://www.urban75.org/brixton/history/tate.html
http://www.urban75.org/brixton/history/tate.html
http://www.urban75.org/brixton/history/tate.html
http://www.urban75.org/brixton/history/tate.html
http://www.urban75.org/brixton/history/tate.html
http://www.urban75.org/brixton/history/windrush.html
http://www.urban75.org/brixton/history/windrush.html
http://www.urban75.org/brixton/history/windrush.html
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proposed regeneration project before Windrush Square was 
chosen) summarised the problem in the following manner: 
 
The fragmented nature of the public spaces and their dislocation 
from the civic buildings and activities that surround them, to a great 
extent results in their poor environment, intimidating feel and under-
use. The scattered combination of memorial gardens and hard-
landscaped spaces adds up to an 'informal civic area’. The Central 
Square is not a square, it is neither sufficiently formal and consistent 
to draw together the public buildings that surround it…

362
 

 
This quotation highlights a key feature of the old space, 
drawing a link between the fragmented feel of the space and 
the square’s ‘poor environment, intimidating feel and under-
use’. Tate Gardens, in particular the brick walls that crossed it 
(see Figure 2.3), became a focal point for street-drinking and 
rough-sleeping. Amongst the numerous motivations mentioned 
in the press releases, design briefs, consultations and 
progress reports published by Lambeth in relation to the 
square, street-drinking and rough-sleeping made the most 
consistent appearances. Once again from Lambeth’s design 
brief: 
 
[O]ne of the most problematic effects on the general public's use and 
engagement with the area is the constant presence of intimidating 
/threatening behaviour and the perception of crime. The street 
drinking in Tate Library Gardens is mainly by old Brixtonians and is 
relatively harmless, although it contributes directly to the sense of 
unease and intimidation felt within this space.

363
 

 
During my interviews almost a year after the redevelopment, 
when asked about their memories of the pre-regeneration 
square, interviewees would frequently focus on the street-
drinking in Tate Gardens (although they were often unaware of 
the original name). Descriptions often featured personal 
experience of petty crime and unspecified forms of 
“harassment”, with some interviewees being aware of more 
serious incidents including muggings, assault, prostitution and 
a double shooting in the McDonalds across the road, which 
attracted coverage from the national media.364Although many 
of these incidents did not actually occur in Tate Gardens or 
Windrush Square, the squares became tainted by association, 
contributing still further to the ‘sense of unease and 
intimidation’ mentioned in the design brief. One interviewee, 
who had worked in the Tate Library for almost twelve years, 
remembered how the square had once held the nickname 
‘Jurassic Park’. Whilst all of Brixton, and particularly Stockwell, 
were often characterised as potentially dangerous, both 

                                                        
362

 Source: Lambeth Council (2005) 
http://www.lambeth.gov.uk/nr/rdonlyres/df9302e7-fddc-4ad3-97d9-
35cfdc73c074/0/designbrief.pdf (Last Accessed 06/01/2012) 
363

 Ibid. 
364

 Source: BBC News Website (2006) “Two held over McDonald's 
shooting” http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/london/5408046.stm 
(Last accessed 06/01/2012) 

http://www.lambeth.gov.uk/nr/rdonlyres/df9302e7-fddc-4ad3-97d9-35cfdc73c074/0/designbrief.pdf
http://www.lambeth.gov.uk/nr/rdonlyres/df9302e7-fddc-4ad3-97d9-35cfdc73c074/0/designbrief.pdf
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/london/5408046.stm
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Windrush Square and Tate Gardens developed their own 
localised associations with threat and danger. 
 
 
The “regenerated” Windrush Square 
The most substantial physical change made by the 
redevelopment is the unification of Tate Gardens and 
Windrush Square, made possible by closing off the end of 
Rushcroft Road. This combined area was then made into a 
more cohesive space through the use of paving, pathways and 
extended areas of grass. Other major changes include 33 fixed 
chairs (see Figure 2.5), overhead and pavement embedded 
lighting, new CCTV cameras, extra cycle-racks, 21 new trees, 
a water feature (see Figure 2.6) and a sculptural granite seat 
(see Figure 2.7). Other aspects of the square pre-date the 
regeneration and have been absorbed into the new space. 
These include the square’s many monuments such as the bust 
of Sir Henry Tate (see Figure 2.8), a milestone, a plaque 
commemorating the massacre of ANP supporters at 
Sharpeville (see Figure 2.9), a large London plane tree whose 
prominence has given it a particular significance, and of course 
the name “Windrush Square” (although it now applies to a 
greater spatial area than before). 

It is worth making brief mention of the methodologies 
used to gather my data. At an early stage I decided to maintain 
a broad definition of the square’s “users”, attempting not to 
privilege one particular group. A narrow group-based focus 
would seem to undermine my claim to be investigating a 
“public” space. Thus, I interviewed librarians from Tate Library, 
local council workers from the nearby Blue Star House, Ritzy 
cinema goers/staff, as well as passers-by. These I 
supplemented with my own experiences and perceptions of the 
space, partly gathered over a twenty-year period as a nearby 
resident but also in a more intensive period of on-site research 
in July-August 2011. I attempted to be “colour blind” in my 
choice of whom to interview, given the immense ethnic and 
social diversity of Brixton. However, I did not ask people to 
self-define their ethnicity (such questions tend to hinder the 
informal setting of an interview), and so I cannot be certain to 
have achieved complete “blindness”. 
  



135 
Marsh, “Strategy and tactic in Brixton’s Windrush Square” 

 

European Social and Political Research, Vol. 14-15 (2011-12). 

 
 

135 

 
  

Figure 2.5. Fixed chairs 

Figure 2.6. Water feature 

Figure 2.7. Sculptural granite 
seat  

Figure 2.7. Sculptural granite seat 
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Figure 2.8. Bust of Sir Henry Tate 

Figure 2.9. Memorial to the victims of the 
Sharpeville Massacre 
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Fieldwork 
 
“Blank” Monuments  
Urban geography and sociology frequently focus on 
monuments and public spaces of commemoration as centres 
of meaning in the city. While such spaces have often been 
portrayed as expressions of an elite’s ideological hegemony 
(Wells 2007) there has been a growing movement towards 
seeing commemorative space as an on-going construction of 
diverse individuals and groups. Benton-Short states that 
‘monuments and memorials, while often permanent structures 
in space, are actually dynamic overtime’ (Benton-Short 2008: 
93). Atkinson and Cosgrove’s study of the Vittorio-Emanuele II 
monument in Rome shows how meanings have shifted, from a 
celebration of Italian unification, to performative space for 
Italian fascism, and finally to an object of ridicule and derision 
for Romans, who have nicknamed it “the typewriter”(Atkinson 
and Cosgrove 1998). Such a “constructivist” approach, whilst 
undoubtedly taking subverting practices into account, share 
certain features with a more “hegemonic” reading of 
monuments. Both assume that “users” have an active 
awareness of the messages conveyed by statues, and both 
have a tendency to focus on centres of commemoration. I 
believe that Windrush Square demonstrates how users are 
often “blind” to messages of commemoration (although they 
still engage with them in a more abstract manner). It also 
provides an example of the importance of “peripheral” public 
space as a location for the practices of local politics.  
In almost all of the press releases surrounding the re-opening 
of Windrush Square, heavy emphasis was placed on the 
square’s connection with history and commemoration. In his 
speech at the official unveiling of the square the Mayor for 
London, Boris Johnson, stated: 
 
It is fitting the name 'Windrush Square' remains almost 62 years after 
the first West Indian immigrants arrived on the Empire Windrush, 
many choosing to make Lambeth their home. The positive 
contribution that this community has made not only to Brixton, but the 
whole of London and the UK is unmistakable.

365
 

 

The connection with the Windrush settlers is the most 
prevalent area of commemoration, made visible by the 
square’s name. Other monuments include a bust of Henry Tate 
(founder of the Tate Library), a foundation stone from the long-
demolished Brixton theatre, an area milestone and a plaque 
commemorating the Sharpeville massacre in apartheid South 
Africa. In her article ‘Symbolic Capital and Material Inequalities’ 
Karen Wells sees certain power structures embedded in the 
choice of these monuments (Wells 2007). It should be noted 
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 Source: Greater London Authority (2011) “Mayor unveils new 
bigger, brighter, greener Windrush Square in Brixton” 
http://www.london.gov.uk/media/press_releases_mayoral/mayor-
unveils-new-bigger-brighter-greener-windrush-square-brixton (Last 
accessed 07/01/2011). 

http://www.london.gov.uk/media/press_releases_mayoral/mayor-unveils-new-bigger-brighter-greener-windrush-square-brixton
http://www.london.gov.uk/media/press_releases_mayoral/mayor-unveils-new-bigger-brighter-greener-windrush-square-brixton
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her article was written in May 2007, prior to the most recent 
regeneration. However, since all the monuments she mentions 
have survived the regeneration her analysis remains relevant. 
Writing from a broadly Marxist perspective Wells sees the Tate 
statue and the Sharpeville memorial as ‘inscribed with a 
shared claim that not only can a particular kind of British 
capitalism coexist with liberty and (racial) equality, but it is a 
precondition of both’ (Wells 2007:206). Tate’s links with the 
sugar trade, which initially relied on slave and later “free” 
plantation labour in the Caribbean, are masked by a statue 
which paints him in the role of entrepreneur and philanthropist 
(the Tate Library was largely funded by and hence named after 
him). As a result: 
 
The connections made at this site between knowledge, art, science, 
and philanthropy and being an “upright merchant” assert that 
capitalism does not rest on brutality, exploitation, and inequality but 
on “patience, brains, and skill” to quote the doggerel printed in the 
Brixton Free Press newspaper’s report of the unveiling ceremony 
(Wells 2007: 201). 

 
Wells’ analysis of the Sharpeville monument (see images 
above) sees the imagery of the Second World War (in 
particular the image of American marines raising a flag at Iwo 
Jima) used in the context of the struggle against South African 
apartheid. She claims that the rhetoric and imagery of war (in 
particular the Second World War with its clearer narratives of 
good and evil) creates the illusion that the “singular” evil of 
racial segregation and prejudice has been defeated, thereby 
masking the ongoing complexities of racial discrimination in a 
post-colonial society (Wells 2007: 203).  

Wells’ analysis is familiar. Once again we are 
presented with a space of ideological hegemony where the 
narratives of a political and economic elite are imposed on a 
passive, uninformed public. Curiously though, she seems to 
undo her argument in the concluding paragraph: 
 
[it is] unlikely that the producers of these monuments and the people 
who traverse these spaces will have shared interests or shared 
interpretative resources. Few objects have a transparent legibility, 
but these objects demand a repertoire of historical knowledge that 
most people are unlikely to bring to their interpretation. I leave the 
last word to a young research participant, a 10-year-old Nigerian 
British girl who lives in Brixton. When I asked her who she thought 
the statue in the Tate Gardens was, she looked at him for a few 
moments and then said, ’Nelson Mandela?’ (Wells 2007: 207; 
emphasis added). 

 
In this final sentence Wells finally includes what has been 
entirely absent from her article, namely the everyday 
experience of commemorative space by the non-specialist. 
Wells’ argument may be representative of the experience of 
such space for the academic or guide-book-informed 
spectator, but as her own example shows so aptly, a ‘general 
audience’ (Wells 2007: 202) does not necessarily “read” 
commemorative space in this way. My own research seemed 
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to confirm this. While most people were aware of the origins of 
the name Windrush, almost none of those I interviewed were 
able to relate what any of the monuments “were about”. 
Although they often gave detailed physical descriptions of the 
various monuments, descriptions of the objects of 
commemoration and the messages conveyed were hazy at 
best. The librarians of Tate Library, who traverse the square on 
a daily basis were unable to name many of the monuments, 
several even being unaware that the statue outside was of 
Henry Tate, the library’s benefactor. In an uncanny echo of 
Wells’ own example, one local council worker, after a similar 
moment of hesitation, thought she remembered seeing a bust 
of Nelson Mandela in the square. 

These mistakes are not the products of wilful ignorance 
(many of the interviewees seemed quite embarrassed about 
not knowing specific monuments), elitist misinformation or 
even badly designed monuments, but rather a characteristic of 
what can be labelled as peripheral civic space. These are 
opposed to central civic spaces, which usually contain 
monuments of national importance and are often sights of 
mass protest and gathering. The National Mall in Washington, 
Parliament Square and Trafalgar Square in London or the 
Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires are all examples of such 
central civic spaces, spaces characterised by “descriptive 
densities”. As a result they have become a privileged object of 
study for academics, who have rightly seen these spaces as 
both repositories of national identities and spaces for enacting 
political and cultural identity. However, enactment of such 
identities stretches beyond the city centre, with more 
peripheral public spaces becoming the setting for the 
enactment of more localised identities. Here the monuments 
are not “read” in quite the same way a national monument 
might be. Instead, the presence of monuments constructs a 
space of civic action and political gravitas, one where the 
specificity of commemorative messages are lost to a wider 
aura of popular interaction with politics as well as the local 
community. Monuments mark these spaces as both public and 
political. The new Windrush Square, via both conscious 
planning from the council and the actions of the community, 
aspires to become such a space. While the association with 
street-drinking has not entirely disappeared, the sight has 
started to become a space used for and associated with 
protest and community-based action. Following the most 
recent outbreak of riots in August 2011 (several shops on the 
high street and nearby electrical stores were looted 366 ) a 
number of gatherings have been held at Windrush Square, 
organised by various church, anti-violence and community 
groups, calling for greater community solidarity. It has also 
been a space used to protest government cuts (local and 
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 Source: Ward, V (2011) “Brixton riots: looters hit Currys, Foot Locker 
and Halfords” The Daily Telegraph, 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/crime/8688357/Brixton-
riots-looters-hit-Currys-Foot-Locker-and-Halfords.html (Last 
accessed 07/01/2011) 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/crime/8688357/Brixton-riots-looters-hit-Currys-Foot-Locker-and-Halfords.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/crime/8688357/Brixton-riots-looters-hit-Currys-Foot-Locker-and-Halfords.html
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national), cuts to the funding of Tate Library, as well as a 
space for local markets, displays and festivals. The 
monuments help mark the space as both public and civic, a 
space markedly different from the merely public space of the 
street. 

Public interaction with the monuments of Windrush 
Square is a particularly clear example of Certeau’s tactics in 
action. The square’s “users” transform the specific 
commemorative message of individual monuments into 
producers of a generalised “civic aura”. This transformation 
does not require a direct engagement with monuments. People 
are making no visible changes to their environment, in fact 
they are not even intentionally ignoring these monuments in 
order to create a civic space. However, it is exactly these semi-
conscious, heterogeneous and “invisible” actions that Certeau 
sees as characteristic of tactics. ‘A tactic insinuates itself into 
other’s place, fragmentarily, without taking it over in its entirety, 
without being able to keep its distance’ (Certeau 1988: xix). 
They re-write spaces of supposed ideological hegemony 
without the “visibility” of occupation or the “violence” of 
vandalism. The civic space they create leaves no visible trace 
of its presence and yet is a vital aspect of people’s 
engagements with and perceptions of the square.  
 
Protests as conscious, visible tactics 
Certeau’s theory forces us to look more closely at those 
spaces which we might otherwise dismiss as victims of a 
stifling surveillance culture. Public space always contains the 
potential for discipline, yet it is the very visible presence of 
these disciplining structures that makes such spaces a sight of 
potential challenge and tactical “re-writes”. Like Certeau’s 
boundary markers, these symbols of power, in the process of 
marking and exemplifying their power, open up the potential for 
alternative orders: ‘[w]ithin the frontiers, the alien is already 
there’ (Certeau 1988: 129). Thus, it is openness and visibility 
that makes the Nevsky Prospect the perfect location for a 
masked horseman to distribute anti-tsarist pamphlets 
(Cresswell 1998: 270). The implied economic, legal and 
political power of the London Stock Exchange’s imposing 
architectural style is part of what transforms the Occupy LSX 
protest into a meaningful political act. The “critical mass” 
movement sees cyclists occupying the strictly codified and 
regulated space of the road, replacing it, temporarily, with an 
alternative order. All these actions appropriate and subvert the 
structures and strategies of a dominant order for their own 
purposes. Rather than engaging in futile attempts to divide the 
city into controlling and “free” space, we might attempt to see 
the two as inter-dependent. Public space may be a force of 
control, but it can be an equally effective “resource for 
mobilisation” (Tonkiss 2006: 63). However, Certeau’s 
insistence on the invisibility and transient “rootlessness” of 
tactics requires us to problematically exclude these more 
conscious and tangible re-writings of controlling space. 
Although the tactics involved in the “appropriation” of Windrush 
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Square’s monuments are certainly an important factor in the 
formation of a “civic aura”, such an aura makes little sense 
without conscious and visible acts of civic engagement. 

The majority of protests held in Windrush Square 
focused on the threat of cuts to both local and central 
government spending. Whilst some of these protests have 
presented a more generalised dissatisfaction with national 
government policies,367 most were concerned with more local 
issues. These protests are undoubtedly an important aspect of 
the square. However, I wish to focus on the recent Brixton 
Uprising Event (April 2011), a gathering whose aims and 
methods fit less easily into the category of “protest”. Taking 
place on the thirtieth anniversary of the infamous “Brixton 
Riots” (April 1981) the event was conceived as an opportunity 
for those members of the local community who had first-hand 
experience of the unrest to relate their experiences in a public 
setting. These stories were also documented by the Black 
Cultural Archive, as well as providing a spark for public debate 
and discussion.368The choice to hold the event in Windrush 
Square was partly one of logistics (it is a large open space on 
which large numbers of people can easily and legally gather) 
and partly a means of promoting the Black Cultural Archive’s 
new home, Raleigh Hall (located on the square). This 
perceived “suitability” is also linked to the square’s “civic aura”. 
However, unlike the more unconscious interactions between 
the public and the square’s monuments, the Brixton Uprising 
Event represented a more conscious and planned engagement 
with public space, state power and dominant historical 
narratives. In referring to the unrest as an “uprising”, rather 
than a “riot”, the event was placing a particular emphasis on 
the causes (poverty, police harassment, political 
disenfranchisement etc.) that provoked the unrest in the first 
place. Staging the event outside, organisers created an 
opportunity for the expression of oral and performative 
histories, thereby distancing themselves from public 
perceptions/realities of historical research (formal, written, 
document-based research etc.). This distancing from “formal” 
history through the use of public space was also a political 
move. In privileging the (relative) spontaneity of oral narratives, 
and by giving expression to such narratives in the more 
egalitarian domain of public space, organisers were attempting 
to engage an audience who might otherwise be mistrustful of 
more “formal” (institutional) attempts to unearth such histories. 
The engagement with a previously invisible public presented 
an alternative history, challenging the narratives of mindless, 
self-destructive behaviour and “broken” communities, often 
imposed on the events of April 1981. This engagement was 
made possible by the very conscious use of public space. 

The open air and open access staging of the event thus 
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 Source: http://www.urban75.org/blog/j30-strike-joint-rally-at-
windrush-square-brixton/ (Last accessed 08/01/2012) 
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 Source: 
http://londonsocialisthistorians.blogspot.com/2011/04/brixton-
uprising-81.html (Last accessed 08/01/2012) 
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became a powerful means of challenging dominant histories. 
Certeau’s step away from tabula rasa models of criticism and 
legitimate political action sees him lose sight of those tactics 
which attempt to engage more actively with their social and 
political environment. If we are attempting to describe the 
‘victories of the “weak” over the “strong” (whether the strength 
be that of powerful people or the violence of things or of an 
imposed order, etc.)’ (Certeau 1988: xix) protests and 
community gatherings would seem to be a curious omission. 
 
Conclusion 
It is worth returning one final time to Certeau’s disembodied 
visionary, gazing down at that ‘most immoderate of human 
texts’ from on top of the World Trade Centre (Certeau 1988: 
92). If The Practice of Everyday Life leaves one frustratingly 
unanswered question it is in relation to him. How is he to return 
to the ground floor? Glib responses might suggest the lift or a 
jump over the edge. Certeau seems teasingly to suggest the 
latter in asking: 
 
Must one finally fall back into the dark space where crowds move 
back and forth, crowds that, though visible from on high, are 
themselves unable to see down below? An Icarian fall (Certeau 
1988: 92). 

 
Whether Certeau’s visionary ends up making this journey via 
cable or free fall, his passage seems remarkably simple, the 
only hindrance being his own reluctance (‘Must one…?’) to 
leave behind the relative comfort of his god’s-eye view. The 
return to street level is a journey which seemingly encounters 
very little resistance. This all too easy move from the 
“totalising” view of theory to the complexities of actual 
practices is made all the more frustrating by the knowledge 
that Certeau was not a philosopher content to theorise from 
the armchair. Although volume II of The Practice of Everyday 
Life is full of the techniques used by Giard and Mayal 
(Certeau’s co-researchers) to unearth everyday practices, 
Certeau’s presence is always somewhat peripheral, making it 
difficult to see how he himself engaged with the everyday 
tactics he theorised with such clarity. 

Unfortunately the research process does encounter 
more resistance than the momentary hesitation of Certeau’s 
falling visionary. Conducting research in a city, particularly in a 
home city (as London is for me), there is a temptation to 
imagine oneself as somehow invisible, a native informant not 
subject to the outsider status attached to the anthropologist 
studying in more “exotic” locales. Such illusions of invisibility 
are all the more tempting when investigating public space, 
where interactions between strangers tend to be non-verbal. 
By ‘retreating’ into this more limited interaction we might 
believe that we are simply doing as the natives do, both 
participating and observing without any of the ambiguity of the 
“outside” researcher. If I held any such illusions they were 
shattered on my second day of research when a street-drinker 
asked me what I was doing in the square. The question was 
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not posed with any hostility, its motivation seemingly an idle 
curiosity. Yet it reminded me that even in places that we might 
perceive as familiar, our “insider” status is by no means 
guaranteed. Such considerations are somewhat backgrounded 
in Certeau’s sweepingly cinematic descent from the 
observation platform, as well as his occasionally romanticised 
depiction of tactical evasions. 

Rather than ending on a note of criticism I wish to 
restate how much of Certeau’s theory holds true in the “real” 
world. The example of monuments showed how invisible 
tactics go about appropriating objects and turn them towards 
distinct and unintended ends, a transformation which leaves no 
visible trace of its passing. Even in my criticism of Certeau’s 
tendency to ignore more conscious acts of appropriation, I 
relied on one of Certeau’s recurrent arguments in The Practice 
of Everyday Life, namely that content, the particularities and 
details that make up the everyday, is not subservient to form, 
the structures and generalisations that attempt to order it. The 
right to gather and protest in public space may be protected by 
the state. However, this does not mean that such protests are 
unable to unsettle those forces or ideologies which make them 
possible in the first place. Certeau challenges theories which 
divide the world into conformists and rebels, instead showing 
how individuals “make do” with the opportunities and resources 
available to them at the time. Although his descriptions of this 
continual bricolage may sometimes tend towards a 
romanticised vision of everyday life, his theory is a vital 
counterpoint to the scorn and derision heaped on the apparent 
passivity of consumers. ‘Sly as a fox and twice as quick: there 
are countless ways of “making do”’ (Certeau 1988: 29). 
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Under at Conditions Can EU Election 
Observation Missions (EOMs) Lead to 
Democratic Reform in Third Countries? 
 
Anna Fawdry 
 
 
Introduction 
With the fall of the Soviet Union, many states underwent 
reform. There were attempts to install democratic political 
systems with elections in states which had gone forty years 
without genuine political competition or where eligible citizens 
had never been fully enfranchised (Roberts 2009). With the 
proliferation of elections came a proliferation of support for 
election processes by developed and an increasing number of 
developing states and international organisations to support 
countries in democratic transition (Meyer-Resende 2006: 2; 
Bjornlund 2004: 28). Inviting international election observers 
has become the norm for elected incumbents seeking to hold 
demonstrably democratic elections (Anglin 1997: 472). Over 
80 percent of elections held in non-consolidated democracies 
since 2004 were monitored by international observers (Hyde 
2007: 38). 

Election Observation Missions (EOMs) are a formal 
part of the European Union’s (EU) foreign policy to promote 
democracy abroad. The EU spends €36m per year on election 
observation and deployed 70 EOMs to 48 countries between 
2000 and 2011 (Meyer-Resende 2008: 2). EU election 
observation involves publicly assessing the conduct of 
elections through gathering systematic, comprehensive and 
accurate information concerning laws, processes, institutions 
and the election environment (Bjornlund 2004: 40; Pran and 
Merloe 2007: 138). The outcome is recommendations for 
reforms to strengthen the democracy of the country’s 
institutions (EEAS 2007: 21). As newly elected incumbents are 
free to decide whether to implement these recommendations, 
EUEOMs do not always provoke democratic reform. For 
example, EUEOMs fostered registration of 20,000 voters in 
Mozambique in 2009 but not in neighbouring Malawi (AllAfrica 
2011).  

Here I examine why EUEOMs have varied 
consequences for the implementation of reform. Existing 
theories on how external actors affect democratisation often 
fail to describe those mechanisms which provide opportunities 
to influence democratic reform and constrain it: the sticks and 
carrots which compel and/or encourage change. International 
organisations are constrained through financial, legal and 
technical parameters of intervention.  

I propose that EU regional processes create conditions 
most favourable to democratic reform in those Third Countries 
(any non-member state of the EU) where it deploys EOMs. EU 
processes are agreements which have a fixed end goal for the 
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state of diplomatic relations (i.e. greater cooperation), and 
dynamic mechanisms to achieve this goal. Regional processes 
are EU agreements for greater cooperation with Third 
Countries geographically located in the European region. EU 
enlargement has brought more Third Countries and greater EU 
cooperation through the European Neighbourhood Policy 
(ENP). 

I firstly investigate whether the EU is likely to spend 
more time and money on electoral assistance projects 
following an EOM in countries that are members of regional 
processes than in non-member countries; and whether these 
projects are likely to focus on a broader range of actors. 
Secondly, I examine whether there has been greater 
democratic reform in Third Country recipients of longer, more 
expensive and more broadly-focussed electoral assistance. 
Building upon this evidence, thirdly, I establish theories 
regarding the relationship between democratic reform in Third 
Countries where the EU has deployed EOMs and (a) 
geographical closeness to the EU, (b) membership of an EU 
process, and (c) the length, expenditure and scope of EU 
electoral assistance. The innovation of this paper lies in its 
comparison of empirical evidence from countries inside and 
outside the European neighbourhood where EOMs have been 
deployed. Additionally, it describes the mechanisms of EU 
regional processes which compel and encourage democratic 
reform. I formulate preliminary theories on how EU policy 
mechanisms create conditions which differentially favour the 
promotion of democracy. As further EU enlargement extends 
its geographical reach and with elections due in the southern 
European neighbourhood following the 2011 Arab Spring, 
these theories are increasingly salient for democratisation 
scholars and EU policy-makers. 
 
Democracy Promotion and Election Observation by the EU 

Democracy is one of the foundational values of the EU, 
which it is obliged by its treaties to defend abroad (Broberg 
2010: 5). Democratic peace theory infers that democracy in 
Third Countries provides the EU with security, as democracies 
do not wage war against one another (Kant 1795). Democracy 
can have a positive impact on poverty alleviation and human, 
social and economic development (Bargiacchi, Bakkin, Guern 
and Gomes 2011: 2).  Elections represent a crucial opportunity 
to consolidate the democratisation process (Bjornlund 2004: 
34). 

Election observation is a politically sensitive activity, 
because of the high stakes attached to elections and because 
it involves crossing sovereign borders to examine and report 
publicly on electoral processes (Pran and Merloe 2007: 138). 
EUEOMs are therefore only deployed following an invitation 
from the ruling party of a Third Country. Likewise, the newly 
elected incumbent(s) decide whether to implement democratic 
reform. EU observers can hence only recommend reforms they 
believe will improve the democracy of electoral and political 
institutions (EEAS 2007: 21). Given the voluntary nature of the 
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recommendations, an empirical imperative is to study how the 
EU can optimise implementation of democratic reform. Critical 
to democracy’s benefits is that democratic reform is not just 
adopted but implemented.  

The EU agreed not to observe elections in the OSCE 
region because the two organisations use similar methods and 
criteria (EC 2008: 6).369 The OSCE’s jurisdiction over its 56 
member states means the EU cannot observe elections in 16 
of the 27 signatory countries to its regional process, the ENP. 
The EU therefore has different information regarding the state 
of democracy in countries that are members of cooperation 
processes in the European region where it does not observe 
elections, than in non-member countries of regional processes 
outside the European region, where it does.  

If the mechanisms of EU regional processes create 
more favourable conditions for democratic reform in Third 
Countries than those of cooperation processes or bilateral 
agreements outside the European region, there is a 
policymaking imperative to study how cooperation processes 
and the geographic location of the Third Country affect EU 
democracy promotion. Likewise, evidence could contribute to 
theories of how international organisations can promote 
democratic reform. 

In the next section I investigate earlier research from 
different fields which have arguably not been used together 
before. From this, I aim to formulate hypotheses regarding 
those mechanisms of EU regional processes which are most 
likely to compel and encourage democratic reform following an 
EU EOM. These research domains are namely election 
observation, EU accession and international organisations. 
 
Election observation 
Research on election observation focuses on the shortcomings 
of observers’ working methods before, during and after EOMs. 
EOMs are criticised for providing technical analyses of 
elections which lack political or institutional context (Carothers 
1997: 23). The Palestinian EUEOM in 1996 commended the 
‘free and fair’ technical processes of polling and counting 
votes, but failed to report how boycotts restricted voters’ 
options (EC 1997: 4). EOMs are also criticised for producing 
politicised reports which exclude evidence of undemocratic 
aspects of elections to conform to the policies of financial-
backers, to signpost democratic progress or, as in Nigeria in 
1999, to normalise diplomatic relations (Carothers 1997: 25; 
Hyde and Kelley 2011: 2). 

These criticisms are drawn from research on 
democracy promotion by external actors. Although these were 
initially viewed with pessimism following the rise of ‘electoral 
authoritarian’ regimes where the rules of the game remained 
undemocratic, scholars accept that internal and external actors 
can influence democratic reform (Zakaria 1997; Schedler 

                                                        
369 The OSCE region considers itself a regional organisation, but its 56 member states include 

countries in Northern America, Europe and the former Soviet Union. 
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2006). Whilst theories of the optimum mechanisms remain 
absent, scholars underline that elections are necessary for, but 
do not guarantee the development of democratic processes 
(e.g. Linz and Stepan 1996: 3). This idea has two implications 
for theories regarding the conditions under which EOMs 
promote democratic reform. Firstly, electoral assistance before 
and after Election Day is seen as a mechanism which 
promotes democratic reform (Bargiacchi, Bakkin, Guern and 
Gomes 2011: 4). Secondly, electoral assistance which looks 
beyond the immediate electoral event to a broad range of 
institutions and actors is seen as more likely to promote 
democratic reform, as electoral laws and a range of political 
actors contribute to electoral outcomes (Bargiacchi, Guerin 
and Tuccinardi 2006: 19).  

In response to these criticisms, the EU has adopted an 
‘Electoral Cycle Approach’ where election observation and 
electoral assistance contribute ‘in an equal but different 
manner to the democratic development of a country’ 
(Bargiacchi, Guerin and Tuccinardi 2006: 16) and EUEOMs 
should always be deployed with a longer-term engagement 
perspective. Despite this policy-making rationale, there is 
variation in the length, expenditure and scope of electoral 
assistance projects following EUEOMs. In Pakistan, 18 months 
of assistance to parliamentarians, local government and the 
media led to electoral law reform after the 2008 elections, 
whilst in neighbouring Nepal, the EU has not conducted 
electoral assistance since before elections in 2008 (DRI 2011: 
2; UN News Centre 2008). 

Existing research on election observation and 
democracy promotion thus fails to tackle two questions. First, 
how is the level of democratic reform in countries where 
EUEOMs are deployed affected by the length of electoral 
assistance projects and expenditure on them, as well as by the 
range of actors on which assistance focuses? Second, to what 
extent is the length, expenditure and scope of electoral 
assistance related to the geographic distance and political 
agreements between the EU and Third Countries? 
EU accession 

Scholarship on the  promotion of democracy has 
described the EU accession process as the most successful 
mechanism by which any external actor has promoted 
democratic reform (Youngs 2001: 3; Dimitrova 2004: 1). 
Theoretically, this happens in three ways: firstly, accession 
promotes democratic reform through creating extensive 
democratic obligations (the Copenhagen criteria) which 
candidate countries agree to fulfil through reforms in law (de 
jure) and practice (de facto). Secondly, the prospect of EU 
membership encourages candidate countries to implement 
democratic reform. Thirdly, targeted assistance projects 
monitored by the Commission and EU Member States 
encourage and constrain reform (Dannreuter 2006: 188-90).  

Scholars are sceptical as to whether the accession 
model is likely to promote democratic reform in Third Countries 
without the prospect of EU membership, where mechanisms 
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may receive less funding and EU-Third Country agreements 
may provide fewer opportunities for EU influence (Raik 2006: 
32). Yet few comparisons exist between EU mechanisms used 
to promote democratic reform in accession countries and in 
non-candidate Third Countries. Like accession, the ENP is a 
process to promote closer cooperation and the ‘free movement 
of persons, goods, services and capital’, and its mechanisms 
possess similar characteristics (European Commission 2004a: 
2). Although EUEOMs and electoral assistance projects in 
non-accession countries lack the golden carrot of EU 
accession (and the stick of delaying accession) which has 
encouraged reform in candidate countries, the ENP offers 
arguably the most concrete ‘silver carrot’ of any EU-Third 
Country agreement (Dannreuter 2006: 191). Action Plans 
provide mechanisms for the EU to encourage and constrain 
reform and concern a broad range of actors and institutions 
(Dannreuter 2006: 192). Further, although the budget for 
democratic assistance in ENP countries is inferior compared to 
that for accession countries, it is nevertheless 12 billion Euros 
for the period 2007-13 (Raik 2005: 32).  

The Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) is a process to 
‘transform the Mediterranean into an area of…cooperation’. 
The EU has observed only one election in an UfM member-
country outside the European region (Paris Declaration 2008: 
8). Where the EU has observed elections in Third Countries, 
94 percent are conducted on the basis of bilateral trade or 
partnership agreements which promote development and trade 
(Dannreuter 2006: 200).  

Existing research on EU democracy promotion thus 
fails to study the effect of geographic location and membership 
of an EU process on democratic reform. Evidence from Third 
Countries where EUEOMs have been deployed could address 
whether ENP member-countries receive more funding for 
electoral assistance than countries in cooperation processes or 
trade agreements outside the region, and whether assistance 
lasts longer and focuses on a broader range of actors. 
Secondly, does spending more money and time on electoral 
assistance favour democratic reform? Thirdly, are EU 
mechanisms to encourage and constrain democratic reform 
more effective in ENP signatories than in countries in 
cooperation processes or trade or diplomatic agreements 
outside the region?  
 
International Organisations 
Research on democracy promotion by international 
organisations has largely examined individual countries. 
Levitsky and Way’s (2002) theory of an external actor’s 
capacity to encourage and constrain democratic reform in 
terms of leverage and linkage ties is relevant for EU 
democracy promotion through EOMs: the greater the external 
actor’s leverage and the linkage, the greater that actor’s 
democracy promotion capacity (Levitsky and Way 2002: 21-
25). Leverage concerns the effectiveness of mechanisms to 
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constrain reform. Linkage concerns their effectiveness in 
incentivising reform. 
The level of leverage is determined by the external actors’ 
consensus on the priority of democratic reform: this increases 
the consistency of external pressure and the vulnerability of 
incumbent governments to this pressure (Levitsky and Way 
2002: 25). EUEOM recommendations accordingly exert a high 
level of leverage, representing the consensus of its 27 member 
states on what constitutes democratic reform (Meyer-Resende 
2008: 1). It is an EU policymaking objective to integrate EOM 
recommendations into electoral assistance projects, meaning 
assistance represents a high level of consensus.  Conversely, 
EU sanctions arguably represent a low level of consensus. 
Although the EU has occasionally used sanctions as 
mechanisms to constrain countries to reform – as in Sri Lanka 
where persistent non-implementation of EUEOM 
recommendations after EOMs in 2000, 2001, 2004 and 2005 
led the EU to refuse to observe elections – EU bureaucracy 
lacks a central management to synchronise the EU’s 
diplomatic, aid or trade policies with EOM recommendations, 
thereby making sanctions difficult to coordinate (NEEDS 2011: 
12).  

Levitsky and Way fail to describe the mechanisms of 
EU-Third Country agreements which affect the level of EU 
leverage and linkage. This provokes two research questions. 
First, is democratic reform more likely in countries where 
electoral assistance has taken place? Second, what is the 
effect of geographic proximity and membership of an EU 
process on the effectiveness of the EU’s levels of leverage and 
linkage in Third Countries? 
Hypotheses 

Drawing upon related theories from literature on 
election observation, external democracy promotion, European 
enlargement and international organisations, I propose that 
geographic location and membership of an EU process are the 
most important factors in the implementation of democratic 
reform. In Third Countries in the European region which are 
members of cooperation processes, electoral assistance is 
likely to be longer, better-funded and focus on a broader range 
of actors. I argue that these mechanisms encourage and 
constrain democratic reform and are more effective in 
countries in the European region which are members of 
cooperation processes.  
 
H1: In Third Countries bordering the EU and members of an 
EU cooperation process (i.e. the ENP), I expect high 
implementation of democratic reform, because: 
 
Electoral assistance is likely to be longer, better-funded and 
focus on a broad range of actors.  
 
EU mechanisms to encourage and constrain reform are more 
effective. 
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H2: The category of Third Countries bordering the EU and 
non-members of cooperation processes does not exist 
empirically. All countries in the European region where the EU 
is able to observe elections (i.e. countries not in the OSCE 
region) are in the ENP or UfM. 
 
H3: In Third Countries not bordering the EU and members of 
an EU cooperation process (i.e. the UfM), I expect low/medium 
implementation of democratic reform, because: 
 
Electoral assistance is likely to be shorter, less-well funded 
and focus on a narrower range of actors.  
 
EU mechanisms to encourage and constrain reform are less 
effective. 
 
H4: In Third Countries not bordering the EU and not members 
of an EU cooperation process (i.e. a trade or partnership 
agreement), I expect low implementation of democratic reform, 
because: 
 
Electoral assistance is likely to be considerably shorter, less-
well funded and focus on a narrow range of actors.  
 
EU mechanisms to encourage and constrain reform are 
considerably less effective. 
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Methodology, categorisation and case study selection 
I divided Third Countries by geographical location and 
membership of EU cooperation processes. The first category, 
countries bordering the EU and members of the ENP regional 
process, represent 6 percent of EUEOM deployments. The 
second category includes countries not bordering the EU and 
members of the EU’s inter-regional cooperation process, the 
UfM. The EU has observed elections in only one country in this 
category, Mauritania. The third category includes Third 
Countries not bordering the EU and not members of an EU 
cooperation process. These represent 94 percent of EUEOM 
deployments. 

I selected case studies of countries with diverse 
institutional and socio-economic landscapes, to permit 
generalisation of my conclusions. EUEOMs were deployed to 
three countries in category one. Lebanon is an example of a 
country with a long-standing political partnership with the EU, 
and of a long, well-funded electoral assistance project which 
focused on a broad range of actors and institutions. Mauritania 
was the only country in category two. In category three, I 
chose Yemen, located just outside the European region, where 
the EU has been an important donor and has affirmed its 
desire to develop closer relations (EU Delegation Newsletter 1 
2010: 3). EU electoral assistance in Yemen focused primarily 
on one actor, and has been suspended on a number of 
occasions. 

I use implementation of EUEOM recommendations to 
indicate democratic reform. This is because although the EU 
has no agreed definition of democracy, EUEOM 
recommendations represent the consensus among EU 
member states on what constitutes democratic reform (Meyer-
Resende and Toornstra 2009). Additionally, EUEOM reporting 
covers a range of actors and institutions, meaning 
implementation of recommendations affects the democracy of 
both elections and the political regime (EEAS 2007: 17). 

As the number of recommendations varies between 
EUEOMs, I analyse the proportion of recommendations 
implemented in order to compare the level of democratic 
reform. Furthermore, my analysis differentiates between de 
jure and de facto reform. Whilst democratic rules can be 
implemented into national law, they are not always 
implemented in practice. I therefore investigate firstly 
implementation of EOM recommendations in national-level 
laws and statutes of those actors at which recommendations 
are directed, including Electoral Management Bodies, media 
organs and political parties. Secondly, I investigate 
implementation of these laws in operational and procedural 
practices of these actors, through examining reports by 
research institutes, journalists and election observers. 

The EU allocates funding for electoral assistance 
activities on a three-year basis, with the most recent cycle 
2010-13. I compare the amount the EU has pledged to spend 
on electoral assistance in Lebanon, Mauritania and Yemen. 
Prior to electoral assistance, the EU and Third Country sign a 
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MoU and Terms of Reference, outlining shared goals, 
timelines and scope of EU intervention. I use these to compare 
the length of electoral assistance and the range of actors upon 
which it focuses. 
 
Lebanon 
In 2005, the EU was the only international observer of 
Lebanon’s first multi-party parliamentary elections for 30 years 
(EU 2005: 2). Following the elections, a National Commission 
drafted a reform dossier including 18 of the 26 EUEOM 
recommendations. Half of these were adopted by parliament in 
2008, following a political crisis arising partly from 
parliamentary divisions caused by the electoral system 
(Bhoutros Commission 2006; Seiermann 2009).  

De jure reforms proposing a lower voting age to 18 
and standardised ballot sheets were rejected (Seiermann 
2009; McCann 2009: 5). Eight out of the eleven de facto 
reforms recommended in 2005, concerning election 
administration, campaign spending and the media, were 
implemented during the 2009 elections (McCann 2009: 4). The 
EU recommended anew six of the seven de jure reforms that 
had not been included in the 2008 Electoral Law. All six remain 
unimplemented: parliament rejected lowering the voting age in 
February 2010, and is yet to vote on standardising ballot 
papers (Jerusalem Post 2010). Regarding de facto reform, it 
remains to be seen whether the three procedural 
recommendations which were recommended again by the 
2009 EUEOM, including allowing out-of-country voting, are 
implemented during elections planned for 2013 (EU 2009: 3). 

Given the non-implementation of these 
recommendations after 2009, the democratic reform that has 
taken place is arguably explained by political crisis. Cabinet 
appointments after the 2005 elections caused parliamentary 
divisions, which nearly degenerated into civil conflict in 2008 
when opposition parties under Hezbollah retaliated against a 
Cabinet decision by capturing parts of Beirut (DRI 2008b: 5). 
The Doha Agreement resolved the crisis by compelling and 
encouraging the Lebanese parliament to implement 
democratic reform. It drew a roadmap for the parliamentary 
vote on the Draft Electoral Law and the formation of a cross-
party coalition government which gave reformist elements 
greater political leverage (Seiermann 2009; DRI 2008b: 5). 

Whilst political crisis may account for the timing of de 
jure reform, the EU indirectly influenced the content of de jure 
reform. The EU enjoyed a privileged position as the only 
international observer invited to the 2005 elections and 
provided influential assistance to the National Commission: 72 
percent of EUEOM recommendations were included in the 
2006 Draft Law (Seiermann 2009). EU assistance helped 
strengthen the reformist lobby in parliament: technical experts 
assessed the feasibility of implementing reforms proposed by 
the Commission three weeks before the parliamentary vote 
(European Commission 2008: 3). 
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Likewise, political crisis does not explain the high de 
facto implementation of EUEOM recommendations. Political 
crisis allowed the EU to assume an important role in de facto 
reform. Between ratification of the Electoral Law in September 
2008 and parliamentary elections in May 2009, the newly-
formed National Unity Government had just eight months to 
implement legal provisions in order to avoid re-igniting the 
crisis. They requested EU assistance for this (European 
Commission 2008: 2). This gave the EU scope to implement 
five 2005 EOM recommendations, including establishing an 
Electoral Commission, training monitors, standardising polling 
equipment and digitalising the election results system (LDCU 
2009: 3; McCann 2009: 6). 

Electoral assistance has also created mechanisms by 
which the EU has encouraged and constrained de jure and 
de facto democratic reform. The EU has conducted electoral 
assistance in Lebanon for eight years and will have invested 
€6 million by 2013 (Delegation Newsletter 2009: 2-3). This 
long-term perspective created opportunities for the EU to 
influence de facto reform through focusing on the political 
priorities of the incumbent government. It has constrained 
parliament to implement de jure reform through keeping legal 
reform on the agenda of electoral assistance agreements. De 
facto implementation of provisions for out-of-country voting, 
which was not prioritised in the 2009 elections, was included in 
the EU-Lebanon assistance agreement for the 2013 elections 
(European Commission 2008: 5).  

EU assistance has focussed on a broad range of actors 
related to the electoral process: assisting Lebanon’s newly 
established election administration body to implement de 
facto polling, counting and monitoring procedures according to 
2008 Electoral Law provisions and, since 2009, civil society 
actors (European Commission 2008:5 ; McCann 2009:4-5). 
The EU has additionally supported research into the logistics 
of implementing out-of country voting for 2013 elections and 
financed the Lebanese Civil Campaign for Electoral Reform, a 
civil society alliance advocating reform to the electoral system 
(Murray 2011; Delegation Newsletter 2009: 3). This has been 
important in keeping legal reforms not adopted in 2008 on the 
parliamentary agenda. 
 
Mauritania 
The EU was the only international observer of Mauritania’s first 
competitive, multi-party municipal, legislative and presidential 
elections in November 2006 and March 2007. Though the EU 
declared that the elections marked an historic step towards the 
democratisation of political life, a military coup d’état overthrew 
the newly-elected government a year later (EU 2007: 3-5). The 
Dakar Accords, signed to end the ensuing political crisis, 
committed the military government to reforming electoral laws 
and procedures and included four of the 21 EUEOM 
recommendations, namely the establishment of a permanent 
Election Commission, adoption of a new electoral code and 
liberalization of  the media (Afrol 2009). 
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The short timeframe between the signature of the 
Dakar Accords on 27 June and elections on 18 July 2009 
meant that no de  jure reforms were implemented, and 
election results were boycotted by opposition parties (Amadou 
and Collins 2009a: 1). The EU refused to deploy an EOM, 
citing insufficient conditions for a complete and effective 
observation (Jourde 2007: 2). Since 2009, one de jure reform 
has been implemented: a limited Media Liberalisation Law in 
2010 which excludes print or online media (Freedom House 
2011). President Aziz claims that the Dakar reform agenda 
pertained to the 2009 elections and has thus eschewed it (NDI 
2011: 1). The government’s reneging on Dakar has sustained 
political stalemate within parliament: boycotts have meant that 
elections planned for October 2011 have been indefinitely 
postponed. 

De facto reform in Mauritania is equally low. Although 
the media liberalization recommendation was implemented in 
2011 when licences were granted to seven radio and television 
stations, a permanent Election Commission was not 
established (Freedom House 2011). The Commission’s 
chairman resigned in remonstration against the non-
implementation of de jure and de facto reforms in 2009, 
causing its disbandment (BBC 2009). 

Political crisis has limited explanatory power as a factor 
in political reform. Crisis explains the timing of the Dakar 
Accord: the military government wished to establish a power-
sharing agreement for elections to take place the following 
month. Crisis does not, however, explain why the Dakar 
Accord was an ineffective mechanism in constraining and 
encouraging the government to implement those electoral 
reforms it ratified. Although the political crisis continues, the 
implementation of democratic reform remains low. 

Although the EU provided assistance to implement 
judicial reform between the 2007 elections and the 2008 coup, 
an EU-Mauritania electoral assistance agreement was only 
signed in 2010. Electoral assistance for the period 2010-13 
has a budget of €240 000 and focuses on one actor, the 
Minister of the Interior and Decentralisation. The limited scope 
and expenditure on electoral assistance is arguably due to the 
military administration’s unwillingness to accept international 
intervention, meaning the EU could not conduct electoral 
assistance after the 2008 coup (Fomunyoh 2010: 14). EU-
Mauritanian assistance and political relations were suspended 
between 2008 and 2010, when Mauritania signed a serious of 
good governance and electoral reform commitments 
(European Parliament 2011: 2). 
 
Yemen 
The EU was the only international observer invited to Yemen’s 
‘first genuinely competitive’ local council and presidential 
elections in 2006 (EU 2006: 5). Following elections, a cross-
party parliamentary committee drafted a legal and procedural 
reform dossier, based upon 2006 EUEOM recommendations 
and a Principles Agreement between the government and 
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opposition political parties was signed. A political crisis at elite 
and citizen level led the opposition Joint Meetings Party (JMP), 
to draft its own Public Election Law dossier. Presented to 
parliament in May 2008, it proposed 35 amendments to 
electoral law, based almost word-for-word on the 35 2006 
EUEOM recommendations. There was no EU assistance at 
the time (Yemen Times 2008b).  

Since 2006, only 9 percent of the EUEOM 
recommendations for de jure reform have been implemented 
(JEAP 2011: 3). Low de jure reform is due to parliamentary 
stalemate over amendments to the election law. The reform 
committee chairman was also Secretary General of the 
incumbent General People’s Congress Party (GPC), which 
dominates parliament and did not consider de jure reform a 
priority (DRI 2008a: 5). The GPC unilaterally passed electoral 
law amendments contradicting EUEOM recommendations. 
The 2006 EUEOM had recommended removing literacy 
requirements for local councillors, yet parliament amended the 
Local Authority Law in 2008 to demand that candidates hold a 
university degree (Yemen Times 2008a). Likewise, after 
appearing likely to approve electoral law amendments 
proposed by the JMP, the GPC re-approved the old Election 
Law at the last minute (NEEDS 2011: 12; Yemen Times 
2008c).  

Although the 2010 Election Law amended electoral 
procedures, it is not possible to assess de  facto 
implementation of EUEOM recommendations. Elections were 
suspended in 2008, when political crisis broke out after the 
GPC rejected electoral reform. Relevant actors have also not 
hitherto been mobilised to de facto implement amendments 
(DRI 2008a: 11; JEAP 2011: 5). 

The GPC’s pledge to implement all 35 EUEOM 
recommendations was arguably a tactic to appease political 
crisis. The JMP’s electoral reform dossier was presented 
during a period of political stalemate in the Yemeni parliament 
and popular protests in South Yemen. Elite-level contest was 
due to the GPC’s unilateral amendment of the Local 
Authorities Law and reluctance to form a permanent Election 
Commission. Citizen unrest stemmed ‘from diminished pubic 
faith in the impartiality and integrity of the electoral process’ 
(Novak 2008). Political crisis does not, however, explain why 
the GPC ultimately reneged on reform, nor the timing of 
amendments to the Law on General Elections and Referenda 
in 2010. Indeed, political stalemate can equally explain the lack 
of reform in Yemen. 

Although the EU seeks to incorporate Yemen into one 
of its regional processes, EU-Yemeni relations are currently 
based upon a bilateral Cooperation Agreement. The EU 
provided funding to facilitate Yemen’s 2003 and 2006 elections 
and pledged €5.3 billion in electoral assistance 2008-2013 in 
order to implement 2006 EUEOM recommendations. 
Assistance has been directed to one actor, the Electoral 
Commission, which has been helped to implement legal 
reform, voter education and registration. Since 2008 EU 
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assistance has also built its capacity to train domestic 
observers and increase female participation (JEAP 2011: 2). 

The impact of the length and expenditure of assistance 
on democratic reform has been undermined by Lebanon’s 
dependency on its Gulf neighbours for aid, who provide 46.8 
percent of funding (World Bank 2008: 12). Whilst the EU funds 
democratic assistance projects, Yemen’s neighbours have 
viewed the country’s democratisation with alarm and have not 
channelled aid into electoral or democratic support (Burke 
2010:4).Moreover, EU electoral assistance has been 
repeatedly suspended, meaning the EU has lacked any formal 
mechanism to directly or indirectly implement de jure reform 
through providing assistance to the actors who have drafted 
those electoral reforms which have gone before parliament. 
During a period from the 2006 elections until July 2008, the EU 
did not conduct electoral assistance due to a lack of 
consensus between member states on policy towards Yemen, 
reflecting the preference of EU member states including 
Germany, Britain and France to direct assistance towards 
poverty reduction rather than governance (Burke 2010: 5). In 
2008, EU electoral assistance was only re-established after the 
JMP had presented the Public Election Law dossier based on 
EU EOM recommendations to the Yemeni parliament (EC 
2009: 5). The deteriorated political situation in Yemen caused 
suspension of electoral assistance between October 2009 and 
2010 (UNDP 2012). Likewise in 2010, electoral assistance was 
only re-established after the amended electoral law had been 
passed. 
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Conclusions 
Empirical evidence from Lebanon, Mauritania and Yemen 
confirms Hypothesis One and H1(a). In Lebanon, bordering the 
EU and a member of the ENP, electoral assistance has been 
better-funded, lasted longer and focussed on a broader range 
of actors than in Mauritania or Yemen (Figure 2/3). In 
Lebanon, there has been greatest democratic reform (Figure 
4). Long, well-funded electoral assistance has resulted in 
reform that would arguably not otherwise have occurred: high 
expenditure permitted implementation of expensive de facto 
recommendations relating to polling equipment and training. 
Long-term assistance enabled the EU to keep unimplemented 
reforms such as out-of-country voting on the agenda until they 
become a priority for the government. 

H1(b) is not affirmed: no evidence suggests the ENP’s 
mechanisms have provided more effective opportunities to 
constrain or encourage implementation of reform in Lebanon. 
Evidence shows electoral assistance is the most relevant 
mechanism to constrain and encourage democratic reform as 
it is the only mechanism to formally streamline EUEOM 
recommendations into policymaking. 

The cases show that even where H1 is true, H3 and H4 
do not necessarily follow. The EU has not, as expected, 
provided assistance to a broader range of actors in Mauritania 
than in Yemen. In Mauritania, only de  facto EUEOM 
recommendations have been implemented. In Yemen, only de 
jure reform has occurred. I thus conclude that it is the quality 
rather than the quantity of actors which the EU assists which 
matters. The quality of actors depends upon incumbents’ 
willingness to accept external input as determined by 
institutional channels to power and the political priorities of 
incumbents. For example, the Bhoutros Commission and 
LADE in Lebanon enjoyed access to power. EU assistance to 
demonstrate the feasibility of implementing de jure reform 
helped support their successful lobby in parliament.  

The EU has, as expected, spent more time and money 
on electoral assistance in Yemen (€5.3 million over five years) 
than in Mauritania (€240 000 over one year). As a geographic 
neighbour, the EU has confirmed that policymaking towards 
Yemen is based upon the same imperative as the ENP: 
securing a ‘ring of well-governed countries…on Europe’s 
borders’ (EC 2004: 2). I therefore conclude that evidence 
affirms my assumption that geographical closeness matters for 
the time and money that the EU spends on electoral 
assistance. 

Although the level of democratic reform and spending, 
the length of the period of assistance and the number of actors 
involved in electoral assistance were all highest in Lebanon, 
evidence from Yemen demonstrates that this correlation is not 
self-evident. In Yemen, only €700 000 was spent on electoral 
assistance than in Lebanon in a programme two years shorter, 
yet only 9 percent of EUEOM recommendations have been 
implemented, compared to 60 percent in Lebanon. I conclude 
that the length and expenditure on EU electoral assistance is 
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nevertheless a relevant factor in the level of implementation of 
EUEOM recommendations. Had electoral assistance in Yemen 
not been suspended on two occasions, and the EU’s financial 
contribution for support for electoral processes been 
proportionately more important than that of Gulf States, a 
higher level of democratic reform may have occurred. 

Law  making is under the sovereign jurisdiction of 
political incumbents, preventing the EU from intervening 
directly to implement legal reform. Electoral assistance 
activities are hence restricted to the technical realm; 
influencing de  jure reform indirectly, through supporting 
relevant actors. Legal provisions are often necessary to allow 
the de facto implementation of reform. My findings confirm 
the importance of EUEOMs and electoral assistance as tools 
of democracy promotion. In view of the constraints on the 
electoral assistance activities, however, it is imperative that 
scholars and policymakers alike continue to study the optimum 
conditions under which to deploy EUEOMs, in order to 
promote democratic reform in Third Countries. 
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