Popular culture and anti-austerity protest

Abstract

The prevailing description of our times as an ‘age of austerity’ has hardened into an axiom with extraordinary rapidity. Focusing on contemporary popular and consumer culture in Britain, this article makes a contribution to the task of subjecting the discourse of ‘austerity’ to the consideration it properly demands. I identify and interrogate the meanings that ‘austerity’ has in contemporary culture, and recall the contingency of the processes through which these meanings have been consolidated, a task that is all the more urgent, I suggest, when it feels like one prevailing signification has already ‘won out’. The article is organized around the discussion of three dominant meanings of austerity: austerity as ‘responsible politics’, deficit reduction and coalition government policy; austerity as the ‘other’ that defines left-political struggle; and austerity as ‘austerity chic’. The latter points to a conception of austerity as object of desire, an element which I develop and use to question the currently dominant critical position in left-cultural politics, the position of being ‘anti-austerity’.
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Austerity
On Friday 24 April 2009, official figures from the Office of National Statistics revealed that the British economy had shrunk ‘at the fastest rate in 30 years’ in the first three months of that year (Kollewe, 2009). The figures were seen as throwing into question Chancellor Alistair Darling’s more optimistic budget forecast, issued just a few days previously. That evening, the lead story on BBC’s Newsnight
 was the inevitability of ‘very substantial cuts in public spending’: ‘how will our lives change to cope with this new age of austerity?’, the programme asked. This was by no means the first time the phrase ‘age of austerity’ had been used to describe the new era of spending cuts. But it is a useful and representative instance to recall, because many of the themes and tropes with which we have become familiar were present in that edition of Newsnight. Most notable among these has been the use of historical analogy to illuminate and organize the present scenario. As Kirsty Wark explained in her introduction to the programme’s studio debate: ‘[t]his is the era of the new austerity, harking back to the post-war age of austerity when shortages and restrictions meant people had no choice but to “make do and mend”’. As if to underline the credibility of this comparison, David Kynaston, historian and author of a book about postwar Austerity Britain (2007), joined Wark to discuss how people would ‘cope’ with the coming crisis, along with TV presenter Kirstie Allsopp and psychologist-for-hire Felix Economakis. The guests were specifically asked to discuss ‘similarities and differences with the post-war period’, and their responses focused on notions of ‘community spirit’, ‘solidarity’, and the need to reassess ‘misplaced values’. Allsopp – who had, at the time, a new programme to publicize (Kirstie’s Homemade Home, 2009) – came out as a champion of the philosophy of ‘make do and mend’, identifying it as the kind of ‘coping mechanism’ people should turn to. Her endorsement of ‘second hand is best’ was presented primarily in terms of ‘the environmental argument’; ‘it just so happens’, she commented, ‘that actually it fits in with the current economic climate’ (Newsnight, BBC2).
 

The ‘new austerity’ was beginning to be worked up, then, as a moment with historical precedent to which ‘people’ would need to adapt, and as a moment of potentially productive consonance between economic and environmental imperatives. At this moment in time, the phrase ‘age of austerity’ was still being used to describe the state of affairs that we should expect under either a Labour or a Conservative government. But just a few days later, David Cameron took the phrase in a new direction, using it – in a speech to the Conservative Party’s Spring Forum – to describe the era that must surely follow the ‘age of irresponsibility’ overseen by Labour, an era which would demand ‘a whole new, never-been-done-before approach to the way this country is run’. The ‘age of austerity’, Cameron argued, ‘demands responsible politics’ (Cameron, 2009a). In the months that followed, Tory party rhetoric worked hard to secure this meaning of austerity as a necessary, responsible mode of managing the consequences of shameful, reckless excess (Osborne, 2009; Cameron, 2009b). Senior Labour politicians Gordon Brown, Alistair Darling and Ed Miliband effectively confirmed that the Tories had taken ownership of the concept of austerity by trying out their own phrase, ‘prosperity not austerity’, during the run-up to the election in 2010 (Brown, 2009; Miliband, 2009; Stewart, 2010).

After May 2010, and particularly since the extent of the cuts has became clearer, ‘austerity’ has become concretized as a set of coalition government policies. For many on the political left – union members, public sector workers, and students among them – ‘austerity’ has become that which one must refuse. Austerity is what many thousands marched against at the national demonstration against education cuts in November 2010, at the Trades Union Congress protest in March 2011, and at the rally to defend public sector pensions in November 2011. Many on the left have adopted, then, a position of ‘anti-austerity’, and the protests against cuts – not just in the United Kingdom, but across Europe – are routinely described as ‘anti-austerity protests’, both by media commentators (see for example Traynor and Moya, 2010) and by those involved. The Coalition of Resistance, a UK-based left-political coordinating organization, held a conference for anti-neoliberal and anti-capitalist groups in 2011 with the title ‘Europe Against Austerity’ (Leplat, 2011). In 2010, an entry was created on Wikipedia for the topic ‘anti-austerity’, a mark of the significance accorded to this term as an organizing concept in contemporary left politics. The author of the entry is emphatic about the distinction between austerity and anti-austerity protests:

The phenomena are […] decidedly separate, conceptually, from the austerity measures themselves, even though the enactment of the latter is a prerequisite for the former. This is because […] the phenomenon of austerity, when explained by itself, is inadequate to properly encompass the phenomenon of widespread opposition to it, and that opposition’s nuances and fluctuations. (Wikipedia, 2010)
This brief survey illustrates that the discourse of austerity serves a number of different social actors and political positions. But these diverse meanings and mobilizations have hardened, in the present moment, into a paradigm in which one is either ‘for’ or ‘against’ austerity. It is precisely this antagonism between ‘austerity’ and ‘anti-austerity’, the characterization of austerity as the ‘other’ that defines the struggle, and in particular the demand for resistance to austerity, that I want to open up for consideration in the rest of this article. I will do this by picking up on an element of austerity discourse that does not seem to be captured or acknowledged within this paradigm, but that was clearly present in that exemplary edition of Newsnight. Far from being some obscure aspect of the discourse, the idea that austerity has a certain appeal has a great deal of purchase in contemporary popular culture. I want to suggest that for many people in Britain, this meaning of austerity shapes how the present conjuncture is being thought, imagined and lived. 

Before I begin to set out this argument, a brief note on method and approach. In this article, I employ discourse theory to make an analysis of contemporary ‘austerity’, and to develop an argument about its cultural politics. To be more specific, my post-Marxist, poststructuralist approach derives from the work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, who use the term ‘discourse’ to refer to both linguistic and behavioural aspects of social practice, rather than regarding the latter as ‘non-discursive’ (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001: 107; see also Phelan and Dahlberg, 2011). It is not the primary aim of this article to make a contribution to discourse theory, although some interesting and important questions for that theory do emerge from its analysis. My commitment to conjunctural analysis – the evaluation of the articulations between various structures, discourses, agents and elements in a particular moment (here, the ‘age of austerity’) – is drawn from cultural studies practice (Williams, 1977; Hall et al., 1978; Slack, 1996; Clarke, 2010; Hall and Massey, 2010). The texts, objects, spaces and scenarios used as examples in this article are selected on the basis of their representativeness, though I remain alert, in their analysis, to the contingency of the meanings and effects identified here.

Austerity chic

What is ‘austerity chic’, what is it indicative of, and how does it fit into the characterization of austerity I have provided? In the present moment, ‘austerity chic’ tends to be used in one of three ways. One widely-employed meaning of this term is as a description for the current trend for 1940s and 1950s styles, which have been promoted in a wide variety of contexts. For an example we can turn to the online fashion retailer ASOS, which encourages members to create ‘outfits’ and ‘looks’ for others to browse, via its ‘fashion finder’ function. In the summer of 2011, one member put together a tea dress, buckled shoes, and a ‘leather drop-lock lady bag’ to create a look she titled ‘Austerity chic’. Her subtitle – ‘make like the 1940s (and early 50s)’ illustrates the broadness of the historical periodization that is inferred by ‘austerity chic’, with inspiration springing from the early, wartime austerity years through to the final phase of rationing in the 1950s (MaybeDaisy, 2011).
 The 60th anniversary of the Festival of Britain in 2011 provided the South Bank Centre in London with many opportunities to reference late austerity style in marketing materials, merchandising and event planning in the course of its summer-long celebration, as well as to exhibit memorabilia from the Festival itself. Poster art, and the use of strong colours and simple, capitalized san serif fonts have been integral to this style (Turner, 2009: 23). Key wartime slogans – most famously, ‘keep calm and carry on’ – have been endlessly reworked. Everyday, personal items, such as clothes (particularly women’s clothes, as the example above suggests), kitchenware, and tools, serve as the iconography of austerity chic, and as the embodiment of its material and affective attributes; homeliness, comfort, frugality, simplicity, utility, nostalgia. The products retailing at the homewares shop ‘Labour and Wait’, in East London, impart such qualities: things like wooden dish brushes, brown betty teapots, and lots of enamelware. These are objects that until recently could be found in any hardware shop, but they are recontextualized and reimagined here, their historicity reasserted. The rows of plain, unadorned objects are presented as desirable, modernist design classics, ‘appropriate’, somehow, for the present scenario.


Second, austerity chic is also used to describe a mode of stylishness that follows from the strictures of austerity. Typically, this stylishness is the result of a process that involves practices such as altering – or ‘upcycling’ (Thomas, 2008: 534) – existing clothes and household goods. For example, austerity chic is the name chosen by a South Wales knitting group for their evening class ‘with a difference’, ‘based on using traditional skills to save money’. Promotional material for the class promises that attendees will get to ‘make new stuff, and have fun along the way’ (Hayes, 2009). In a context of economic constraint, this meaning of austerity chic describes the incorporation of a notion of the necessity of reuse and recycling into a much more familiar consumer-capitalist commitment to the pursuit of that which is new and fashionable. The ethos of ‘make do and mend’ is important to this meaning of austerity chic, and many events and workshops of this type – not to mention Allsopp’s popular show – are promoted using variations of the slogan or other wartime invocations (see for example Blanchard, 2007: 94; John Lewis, 2009). Third, austerity chic also seems to describe the self-conscious performance of thriftiness in a bid to further one’s cultural capital. It’s about appearing to downshift, being seen to be roughing it; this is ‘[o]stentatious parsimony’ as ‘the new conspicuous consumption’ (Economist, 2009). To illustrate this meaning of austerity chic, one fashion journalist tells a story about snubbing a Starbucks latte in favour of ‘a bacon sandwich and a nice cup of tea’ at a taxi shelter: ‘as we did before the Erdem show!’, she exclaims (Hume, 2009).


These meanings interrelate and overlap, of course: using enamelware mugs assists in the performance of thrift, even though they have been bought especially for that purpose. Austerity chic as upcycling can be as much about the experience and social outcomes provided by engaging in such practices as about saving money or resources, a point that has been made in relation to the ‘boom’ in crafting (Addley, 2011). Austerity chic entails a paradox that manifests itself perhaps most clearly in some of the commodities canny retailers have produced to ride the trend. Even the product information copywriter for British department store John Lewis can’t evade the contradiction entailed in buying a ‘make do and mend’ cushion:

Use this pretty cushion as inspiration to repair and revamp rather than buy new. Its velvet background has a design of birds and sewing materials, in colourful patchwork appliqué and machine stitching. (John Lewis, no date)

Such commodities provide evidence of the conflictedness of life in ‘make do and mend’ Britain, and indeed of the ‘dilemmatic status of contemporary living’ (Parkins and Craig, 2011: 200). Encounters with austerity chic clearly accommodate a very wide range of wants, needs, anxieties and satisfactions, some of which are deeply contradictory. Yet it is worth pointing out the fact that notions of scarcity and of consuming less, or differently, are a recurring theme in austerity chic. Indeed, if there is a common thread, it is the palpable tension in these discourses between the imperatives to consume and to moderate consumption, a conflict that is quite often self-consciously foregrounded, or, as in the fashion’s journalist’s anecdote, expressed in an ironic register. In this sense they are indicative of the mainstreaming of certain discourses of ‘anti-consumerism’. This term has been used to denote ‘a widening popular discourse on the problems of contemporary consumerism’ (Binkley and Littler, 2008: 519), a phenomenon which others discuss in terms of ‘ethical consumption’ (Lewis and Potter, 2011). In particular, austerity discourse seems, in certain of the examples I have discussed, to be articulated to a critique of overconsumption and of materialism, and – in a very small way – to animate alternative modes of satisfaction and pleasure.

Austerity as object of desire

I have described a number of different meanings of austerity: austerity as coalition government policy; austerity as the ‘other’ that defines contemporary left-political struggle; and ‘austerity chic’, which I have defined as a discourse which animates contemporary anxieties about consuming and not-consuming, and which has, in certain contexts, been articulated to a discourse of ‘anti-consumerist’ austerity. I am going to discuss the relationship between these various meanings of austerity and consider the significance, both political and theoretical, of construing their relationship in specific ways. Before I do so, however, I am going to reframe my analysis of ‘austerity chic’ in slightly different terms. I want to consider the possibility that the current interest in austerity style is indicative of a hunger – a desire – for certain manifestations of ‘austerity’. This appetite for austerity has a great deal to do with the material and affective attributes of the discourse I have described, and with that sense of appropriateness which austere objects like enamelware and scrubbing brushes seem to encapsulate. Let me develop this point by turning to another example.
Farrow & Ball are, by their own reckoning, ‘manufacturers of traditional papers and paint’. Their ‘historically rooted’, ‘eco-friendly’ colours and finishes have long been a favourite of the design and style-conscious middle classes. It is the promotional images that accompany their ‘2011 colours’, which have names like ‘brassica’ and ‘cabbage white’, that are of interest here. Farrow & Ball are not at all explicit about the connotations these colours are intended to have: they are simply described as combining ‘timeless elegance with contemporary style’ (Farrow & Ball, 2009, 2011). For their working up as austerity chic, we have to turn to the style press. Here’s what one journalist, Kate Jacobs, wrote about the promotional images: 
[…] what I really admire most is the canny eye that has put these unusual colour combinations together in such cool, yet real, settings. The look reminds me of institutional, civil service type buildings from the Thirties to Fifties. In such rooms there might be a nice old mahogany desk, with a black bakelite telephone, a large utilitarian tea urn, a plain metal ‘coolie hat’ light-shade, plus some incongruous exposed pipe-work, and walls painted mushy-pea-green. It's a look I've always devoured when watching old British films. To try and get to the core of what makes these pictures so great, I suppose they are an antidote to years of swish, glossy, seamless finishes and suggest a future when we will have to (re)embrace the austere idea of ‘make do and mend’ – but still manage to have beautiful homes. I for one am well up for it – especially after looking at these inspiring images. (Jacobs, 2011)
There’s a great deal to unpack in this expression of hunger for austerity. Perhaps the most striking element is an affective relation to the institutions of the welfare state, a feeling for the institutional, which has been converted into a kind of yearning. Relatedly, the ‘utilitarian’ – the tea urn, the heavy desk – becomes fetishized. There is a notable discrepancy between Jacobs’s recognition of the appeal of these settings as originating in other media texts – in this case, ‘old British films’ – and her appreciation of the ‘real’-ness of the images. This reference to the ‘real’ accords with her use of that phrase ‘when we will have to (re)embrace make do and mend’ (my emphasis): she finds in the images an expression of ‘that which must be confronted’, a scenario which cannot be denied or avoided. There is a clear sense, in this appraisal, of the locatedness of the present moment in a particular linear history, but at the same time, the tangibility of the future being inaugurated implies a more cyclical sense of time, conveyed specifically in Jacobs’s sense of re-embracing austerity. Finally, we can’t ignore the excitement that is being expressed here for this ‘real’, yet fantastic, future. This expression of hunger for austerity illustrates, I suggest, the extent to which a certain self-consciousness vis-à-vis the present conjuncture is defining of austerity chic. As I have already suggested, this self-consciousness manifests in a sense of the appropriateness of austerity – of ‘exposed pipe-work’, of plainness. This quality of appropriateness is informed, in turn, by the sense of propriety that derives from longstanding conceptions of the morality of national conduct during the Second World War and immediate post-war period – that sense of ‘being right’ (Silcoff, 2011) which is a critical component of contemporary austerity discourse in general.
Austerity as a terrain of struggle
To come back to the question I asked much earlier, how does ‘austerity chic’, or more generally, a popular desire for austerity, relate to the ‘for’ and ‘against’ paradigm I described above? What is the political significance of this hunger for austerity? Tasked with considering the relationship between ‘austerity’ as we have wanted to conceptualize it from a position of protest and ‘austerity’ as it is currently manifesting in popular culture, I think it is very tempting, from a left-political perspective, to seek to dismiss the latter.
 Many of the prevailing meanings of austerity as they circulate in contemporary popular culture, including some of those I have described, feel as if they are promoting complicity with the structures, practices, and policies we want to place in question. Acknowledging popular desire for austerity opens up all kinds of difficult questions and problems. It is easier simply to disavow, as a site of politics, the whole spectrum of consumer engagements with austerity: to decide that on the one hand we have a radical politics of anti-austerity, and on the other a duped public, too busy buying ‘keep calm and carry on’ merchandise to notice that the welfare state is being dismantled about them.

There are at least two significant theoretical positions that might support such a standpoint – that is, a refusal to engage with this terrain of popular cultural austerity. The first is the longstanding position of antipathy towards ‘market-based cultural consumption’ (McGuigan, 1992: 115) associated with the political economy approach to media and culture. From this perspective, encounters with ‘austerity’ are circumscribed by the sphere of consumption in which they take place;  ‘desire’ for austerity is merely a by-product of the neoliberal capitalist commodity system. The second is the tendency Raphael Samuel called ‘heritage-baiting’, which involves adopting a position of condescension towards the kinds of history and history-making enjoyed by the ‘masses’ (Samuel, 1994: 259), a position which tends, once again, to be informed by a disapproval of the imbrication of this mode of historical engagement in practices of consumption. If we think about the popular appetite for austerity as a nostalgic and superficial mode of historical engagement comparable, for instance, to the taste for ‘heritage’ cinema in the 1980s (Higson, 1993), the relevance of this censorious position is obvious.
 We should, of course, have moved beyond these arguments. Cultural studies worked hard, in the 80s and 90s, to correct ‘the tendency to dismiss consumption […] as somehow less important than production’ (Grossberg, 1995: 74). The whole debate about consumption has moved on, particularly with the emergence of studies of ethical and political consumption. Without suggesting that progressive political change will only arise from people’s consumption practices, theorists in this area have insisted that we take seriously the potentialities that may arise from this sphere. As Kate Soper puts it,

We have […] to be prepared to track the surfacing of desires for otherness on the ground this side of the precipitous face of […] radical social change, even at the cost of finding them in the wrong places, desired by the wrong people, and contaminated by all the banality […] of the everyday consumer culture out of which they will (since from where else?) be emerging. (Soper, 2008: 576) 
The tide has also turned against condescension towards the historicizing potential of popular cultural forms; while scholarly work on the production of history in the cultural sphere tends not to explore its articulation to emerging political formations, there is a new emphasis on the non-passivity of the consumer, and the democratization of the production of history (Sobchack, 1996; Grainge, 2003).

The contribution I want to make involves not only tracking the ‘surfacing of desires for otherness’, but thinking about the ways in which an appetite for austerity might be captured and oriented towards progressive political change. To point up some of the possibilities, here, I want to discuss some examples of educational and campaigning projects that are more explicitly informed by a politics of environmentalism, sustainability, or ethical consumption, projects that are sometimes described in terms of ‘eco-austerity’.
 I am thinking, for example, of the mobilization of the slogan ‘dig for victory’ in campaigns to promote urban agriculture (Bramall, 2011). Such projects have not formed the focus of this article because I have wanted to foreground very mainstream iterations of austerity discourse – those that structure everyday consumer experiences. It is the case, however, that some eco-austerity projects have succeeded in engaging a popular desire for austerity in some interesting and potentially progressive ways. For instance, in relation to a politics of sustainability, ideas about rationing have been used to explore fairly complex problems relating to present-day food security and scarcity, including questions relating to the ethics of food origins, imports and waste. Some examples of sites where this has happened include the British Library’s ‘Food Stories’ web resource (Russell and Lobbenberg, 2010), and a major exhibition at the Imperial War Museum titled ‘The Ministry of Food’ (IWM, 2010). What is interesting about the latter project in particular is the extent to which the curators and designers of this exhibition harnessed ‘austerity chic’ as a strategy for communicating the exhibition’s themes and ideas. For example, visitors were invited to explore a mock 1940s kitchen, which contained objects identical to many of those on sale in ‘Labour and Wait’, the modish East London hardware shop I mentioned above. This strategy also operated outside the formal parameters of the exhibition: the café offered a special wartime menu, and the shop sold a range of merchandising based on reproductions and facsimiles of items visitors had just seen. In 2009, ‘The Ministry of Trying to Do Something About It’, a project supported by the Arts Council and the New Economics Foundation, organized an event titled ‘Ration Me Up’. It involved handing out ‘ration’ books containing one month’s ‘equitable carbon ration’, in the form of coupons for watching TV, having a shower, buying food and clothes, and using various forms of transport. The project aimed to show participants their ‘fair share of the world’s resources’, and to demonstrate how to ‘minimise […] impact on the planet’ (The Ministry, 2009a). After the event, the beautifully-designed, austerity-chic ration books immediately became a sought-after fetish object, an outcome evidenced in the many comments on the project’s website that ask ‘How can I get a ration book?’ (The Ministry, 2009b). It might be argued that this example illustrates the limitations of mobilizing processes of commodification and activating consumer desire when one’s aim is to undermine the capitalist commodity system. I prefer to read this project, and its counterpart in the museum, as offering a pointer towards a socially progressive and inclusive politics of austerity: what is productive about these projects is their attempt to engage with popular desire for austerity as it manifests in consumer culture. 

To make this point absolutely clear, I want to mention one more example of an explicitly political mobilization of austerity chic, this time outside of the sphere of green politics. I have in mind the Fawcett Society’s day of action in November 2011, part of their ‘Don’t Turn Back Time on Women’s Equality’ campaign.
 The event followed the conventional march and rally format. The organizers’ call to participate was unusual, however, in inviting participants to dress up as 1950s housewives, a strategy formulated to underscore the demonstration’s message. Many marchers complied, and it was images of young women turned out in 50s dresses, with matching red lipstick, handbags, and hair in rollers, that appeared in the press the next day (see for example Metro, 2011). The configuration of this event raises some interesting questions about the role of desire for austerity in contemporary left politics. In so far as the event offered a mode of participation for young women who may not otherwise have been attracted to the campaign, the Fawcett Society succeeded in channelling this desire. In this sense, the event created a productive articulation between anti-cuts protest and austerity chic. But at the same time, in identifying the 1950s housewife with a regressive gender politics the event denied and closed down the possibility of desire for – or even ambivalence towards – this subject position, in a way that the other two projects I have discussed avoided.

As I have already suggested, there is no clear dividing line between discourses of ‘eco-austerity’ and of ‘austerity chic’. It is not possible to draw a clear line between the latter and a more explicitly ‘politicized’ discourse of austerity, whether one is thinking about the iconography of these discourses, the kinds of objects that have surfaced as fetishes, or indeed the social practices that are being foregrounded and placed in question. It is indisputably the case that many of the ways in which people engage with austerity commodities can’t be read as politically progressive. But these opportunities to consume austerity are part of a broader discourse in which there is some potential, and indeed some precedent, for a progressive politics of austerity to be activated. To put the point very simply, the popularization of ‘austerity chic’ in popular consumer culture has enabled a great number of potentially beneficial schemes – recycling, making do, urban agricultural – to take place. It has created connections in the cultural imaginary that would not otherwise exist. The frame of austerity has created a space in which various radical and progressive demands have become less threatening and more palatable, or even appealing, to fairly broad constituencies. ‘Austerity’ has become the dominant discourse through which the conjunction in the present moment of economic and environmental ‘crisis’ is being thought, imagined and lived. Austerity discourse is thoroughly embedded in the cultural imaginary; it is how we are thinking about many of today’s most critical issues. Austerity is, then, a hegemonizing discourse: it is an articulator, if you like, for ideas about scarcity and sustainability. And this is precisely why it has proved so useful, as a concept, to the Tory party and the coalition government. Austerity discourse has undoubtedly helped to secure the hegemony of a notion of anti-consumerism, but it has also prepared the ground for the coalition government’s presentation of ‘thrift’, in the form of spending cuts, as ‘common-sense’, appropriate, ‘right’. The politics of the new austerity are therefore complex and conflictual, and remain a site of struggle. It would be a political error to give up this powerful and persuasive discourse to conservative, neoliberal interests without a fight.

Anti-austerity protest

The argument I have just made can be presented differently by returning to the strategy of organizing protest around a notion of anti-austerity. There are, as I repeat, very good reasons for taking up such a position, including, as the concept has become popular around the globe, the expression of solidarity with others whom we regard as participating in protest related to our own. But I do have a problem with the way in which this term, this label for resistance, refuses the possibility that ‘austerity’ is itself a terrain of struggle. To go back to that Wikipedia entry on the anti-austerity protests, the argument that the ‘phenomenon of austerity’ is not big enough to ‘encompass the phenomenon of widespread opposition to it’ may be superficially appealing, but it could also be divisive. To take up a position of ‘anti-austerity’ is to pretend that it is straightforward to be ‘outside’ austerity – that we are not, all of us, already implicated in austerity in complex and contradictory ways. Students who chose that archetypical make-do-and-mend activity – knitting – to pass the time during 2010’s widespread anti-cuts occupations (see Beaufoy, 2010)
 exemplify the complexity of contemporary engagements with ‘austerity’. Guerrilla knitters, yarn bombers, green grannies, diggers, rationeers, foragers – those that were on the protest marches and, even more importantly, those that weren’t – do they have to leave their desire for austerity behind, in order to be recognized as political subjects? In his discussion of the anti-capitalist movement, Jeremy Gilbert asks how we might ‘actualise the shared anti-capitalist potential of those who will never call themselves anti-capitalists’ (Gilbert, 2008: 133). The ‘for’ and ‘against’ paradigm falls short, I suggest, in this regard, failing as it does to capture the desires that entangle people, and make them complicit, in austerity. To initiate a progressive politics of austerity that extends beyond the anti-austerity protest, we need instead to look at what people gain from this complicity, this entanglement, and ‘at the possibilities for rearticulating such practices to escape, resist, or even oppose particular structures of power’ (Grossberg, 1995: 75-6).
One of the most serious obstacles to such an objective is the longstanding antagonism towards the idea of austerity, understood in terms of a fall in living standards, in many strands of left politics, a symptom of a mindset in which the protection of ‘hard-won privileges’ is primary (Ross, 2009: 9). This mindset has resulted in vociferous critique of the idea of austerity, for instance from the cultural theorist Lauren Berlant, who conceives of austerity as a set of demands on the people, by the state, that must not be accommodated (Berlant in Helms, et al., 2010).
 From a libertarian Marxist perspective, ‘eco-austerity’ (aligned with the hegemony of liberal environmentalism) has been attacked as a tool of ‘political oppression’ and ‘obliteration of choice’, and as heralding ‘war-style cuts in people’s choices and living standards’ (O’Neill, 2008, 2011). Antagonism towards a concept of austerity has therefore informed a situation in which an ‘anti-austerity’ position is clearly articulated to an ‘anti-cuts’, trade union labour politics, while a progressive politics of austerity has largely been ‘limited’ to environmental, sustainability, and anti-consumerist politics. 

This division is indicative of a failure, thus far, to forge connections between labour and environmental politics. In emphasizing the need for such articulations to occur, Andrew Ross describes a ‘potential alliance’ between red and green politics as ‘one of the great unfulfilled legacies from the twentieth century’ (Ross, 2009: 129). For a progressive politics of austerity to qualify as such, it would surely have to engage with this task. While I don’t claim to have a solution to this challenge, it may be useful to disentangle two different arguments that tend to get bundled together in left critique of austerity. We have on the one hand a quite legitimate objection to ‘austerity’ from a perspective that assumes an identity between the concept of ‘austerity’ and the material implications of ‘cuts’ (and specifically, cuts to poor and working people’s living standards). From this perspective, it is imperative to refuse any other meaning of austerity, or indeed to recognize the discursivity of ‘austerity’. To do so would be to relinquish the certainty of identity between ‘austerity’ and the ‘reality’ of cuts, and to let go of an established means of talking about the latter. That is why the possibility of desire for austerity cannot be accommodated within this paradigm. On the other hand, there is a distinct argument against ‘austerity’ that arises from a recognition of its discursivity, but posits that the discourse is class-bound – that it has leverage only on a middle-class subject. The two arguments tend, in fact, to get conflated into the following line of reasoning: austerity discourse is class-bound in its appeal, because only the middle-class can materially afford to accommodate (or to desire) austerity. Against both of these positions, it is of course my argument that the negative and essentializing conception of austerity held to by many on the left may be acting as an obstacle to the task of speaking to popular conceptions of austerity and to widening identification with an anti-cuts agenda. If ‘austerity’ has come to mean – to the majority of people – something other than a fall in working people’s living standards, it is time for left politics to engage with those other meanings, and in particular those that are already being articulated to anti-consumerist and environmental movements. The discourse of austerity is clearly not limited in class terms. It has extraordinary potential to broaden to wider constituencies; this, indeed, is why the coalition government’s rationalization of the financial crisis and deficit-reduction has been accepted to the extent that it has.

Were the obstacle of fidelity to a historical, class-bound conception of austerity to be overcome, the task of articulating ‘green’ austerity to ‘red’ anti-cuts protest would remain. Again, I have only a partial sense of what this might entail. One productive step may be to focus on how, and where, desire for austerity is articulated not only to care for the environment, but to attachment to institutions of the public sector, to care for others – including those at the production end of the commodity system – and to alternative conceptions of the future. These are not easy extensions to make, though there are indications in some of the examples and projects I have described of their possibility.
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Notes






� A BBC Television current affairs programme, broadcast on weekday evenings.


� Allsopp is the daughter of Baron Hindlip, and her cousin is businesswoman Cath Kidston. Allsopp’s associations with the Conservative Party – which reportedly include a role as housing policy advisor – have been well-documented (see for example Eden, 2010).


� This appropriation illustrates that there is nothing that precludes the reinvention of even the most unlikely of historical pasts as retro style. Writing in the late 80s about the origins of ‘Retrochic’, Raphael Samuel suggests that the ‘obsession for reproducing “period” styles […] can be traced back to the 1950s. It seems to have been born as a revulsion against the austerities of post-war Britain’ (1989: xliii).


� See for example Owen Hatherley’s description of ‘austerity nostalgia’ as a sort of ‘idiot version’ of the impulse to learn or take inspiration from the past (2009a; see also Hatherley, 2009b).


� There is, in fact, a third and more sophisticated position, which goes something like this: while encounters with ‘austerity’ accommodate a wide range of desires, anxieties, needs and satisfactions, and while the pleasures of consuming that which is austere are undoubtedly complex and heterogeneous, the whole paradigm of austerity is ultimately determined – or at least, highly restricted by – the nature of the ideological material in question. Austerity discourse depends upon, and largely perpetuates, a dominant-hegemonic narrative of British history: the ‘myth of the home front’. Thus from this third perspective, austerity discourse cannot qualify as a terrain of struggle because the resources it draws upon already ‘belong’ to the right, a point seemingly confirmed by the fact that it has proved so easy to articulate the concept of austerity to the Coalition Government’s programme of cuts. These tendencies arguably evidence the way in which the ‘givenness of the historical terrain’ inflects these symbolic resources, a phrase I take from Stuart Hall’s still very valuable discussion of the possibility of giving a progressive meaning to the idea of ‘the nation’ (Hall, 1996: 42). As I have discussed elsewhere, this argument is worth some serious attention, but does not rule out the possibility of a progressive politics of austerity (Bramall, 2011). It relates to an important theoretical debate about the ‘sedimentation’ of the social, and the processes through which symbolic resources are reactivated (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001: viii).


Such a position might also motivate a feminist critique of austerity discourse which focused on the problematic thematizations (housewives, domesticity, etc.) it reactivates. More attention is given to such a critique later in this article.


� This is another contested term. See for example Wells (2010), who uses the term to denote a mode of capitalist productivity appropriate to the era of economic and environmental crisis. In contrast, O’Neill (2008) uses the term pejoratively, to describe the articulation of the coalition’s austerity-ideology to existing environmental imperatives.


� The Fawcett Society is an organization that campaigns for gender equality.


� See also Facebook groups such as ‘Occupy Knitting’, ‘Occupy Knitting & Crotcheting’, and ‘Occupy Wool Street’, ‘for those of us who can’t Occupy in person but who can knit items to keep the Occupiers warm as the weather turns cold’ (Occupy Knitting, 2011).


� It is revealing that Berlant’s most recent, and immensely sophisticated, work is precisely concerned with conceptual blockages and affective attachments that prove to be ‘an obstacle to your flourishing’ (Berlant, 2011: 1).
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