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Abstract  

 

The paper argues that anarchist spaces of work and organisation in contemporary 

western society are not in the process of becoming but are to be found everywhere in 

the here and now. Drawing on evidence from the Time Use Survey and the Household 

Work Practice Survey reveals the extensive and pervasive existence of non-

commodified work practices in ‘capitalist’ society: work characterised by mutual aid, 

reciprocity, co-operation, collaboration and inclusion. Moving beyond the narrow 

confines of a "capitalo-centric" reading of economic exchange provides the opportunity 

to produce more appropriate ways of interpreting and envisioning the economic 

landscape in a manner that recognises the multiple, vibrant, creative (and contested) 

economic practices and tendencies in society. The challenge for anarchism is to make 

these non-commodified spaces (more) visible so as to demonstrate the feasibility of 

opening up the future to more empowering and inclusive economic modes of 

production, exchange and consumption. 
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"Neoliberalism seems to be everywhere." (Peck and Tickell, 2002: 382) 

 

"The world of diversity is not to be found in Neverland. Instead it is real, actual, 

material; a world in the making rather than a world of make-believe." (Fuller, Jonas, 

Lee: 2012: xxv) 

 

An anarchist society, a society which organizes itself without authority, is always in 

existence, like a seed beneath the snow (Colin Ward 1982:14). 

 

Introduction  

Over the last 30 years, a hyperglobalized form of capitalism has exercised hegemonic 

control over the world economy. Legitimated by an ideology known as neoliberalism, 

the economic order has been characterized by deregulation, privatization, welfare state 

retrenchment, free trade, capital mobility, and attacks on organized labor. The 

economic turmoil of the last 2 years has shown that three decades of neoliberalism have 

failed to produce an economy that is not bubble-prone and that is capable of improving 

the living standards of most people in the world. Articulating an alternative to 

neoliberalism is therefore an urgent task. (Posey, 2011: 299). 

 

The market’ has become the model of social relations, exchange value the only value. 

Western governments have shown themselves weak and indecisive in responding to the 

environmental crisis, climate change and the threat to sustainable life on the planet, and 

have refused to address the issues in other than their own - market - terms. (Hall et al. 

2013: 1) 

 

Western capitalism - in its broadest and most monolithic sense - can be perceived as "an 

economic system in which the owners of the means of production hire wage laborers to 

produce goods and services in order to sell in the market for a profit" (Swanson, 2013: 5). It 

is an economic system which, undoubtedly, is in crisis. However, it would be foolish to 

predict this crisis to be terminal, and capitalism to be in danger of imminent collapse and 

implosion. To do so would be to ignore the haphazard, blind, short-term historical nature of 

organizing neoliberal governance. As Peck (2010a: 10) argues: 

For all the ideological purity of free-market rhetoric, for all the machinic logic of 

neoclassical economics, ... neoliberal statecraft is inescapably, and profoundly, marked 

by compromise, calculation, and contradiction. There is no blueprint. There is not even 

a map. Crises themselves need not be fatal for this mutable, mongrel model of 
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governance, for to some degree or another neoliberalism has always been a creature of 

crisis. (emphasis added) 

Certainly, when surveyed from a more abstract macro perspective, even allowing for notable 

temporary blips and exceptions, it would appear that there are few signs that 'neoliberalism', 

"that term that generally refers to a new political, economic, and social arrangement 

emphasizing (capitalist) market relations, minimal states, and individual responsibility" 

(Springer, 2010: 1025) is loosening its dominant influence across the political spectrum at 

this time of crisis (see Peck and Tickell, 2002, Peck, 2010a). Thus, and despite state-based 

solutions to this latest crisis of capitalism, which has insisted on communities being forcibly 

exposed to toxic doses of austerity measures, the business-as-usual propaganda still exerts an 

incredible ability to colonise a society's impression as to what is possible, preferable and 

achievable in our future political economy. Indeed, no longer is the flag of capitalism 

principally raised aloft by those free-market apologists who believe that the market will 

provide the way to the Promised Land. Rather, it is promulgated by those who argue that it is 

our least worst option, the best mode of organising our economic that we can hope to aspire 

to. The reality is that where the juggernaut of "capitalism" - referred to as a "cancer" by 

McCurty (2013)  and as an act of "structural genocide" (Leech, 2012) - have been forcibly 

rolled out, it has uprooted, debilitated and destroyed many life-affirming social, political, 

ecological and economic spaces. In this context, one is reminded of Hakim Bey's (2003: 97) 

pertinent questions: "How is it that "the world turned upside-down" always manages to Right 

itself? Why does reaction always follow revolution, like seasons in Hell?"  

On one level the triumph of neoliberalism, like any dominant policy paradigm, can be gauged 

by the fact that it has become "difficult to think about them when it has become so 

commonplace to think with them. The conventional wisdom can seem ubiquitous, inevitable, 
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natural, and all-encompassing." (Peck, 2010b: xi). As a social experiment to demonstrate this, 

Shukaitis (2010: 304) invites us to:  

"Ask someone how an economy would run if not based on private ownership. Ask them 

how society would operate without a state. Chances are they will find it very difficult to 

describe, which is odd considering that for thousands of years of human history there 

was no state or market economy. But yet such has become so normalized that thinking 

outside of such is nearly impossible for many people." 

Thus to think about - let along engage identity with - real 'alternatives' to capitalism requires 

an almost herculean effort. As Byrne et al (1998: 3) observed: 

"To re-read a landscape we have always read as capitalist, to read it as a landscape of 

difference, populated by various capitalist and non-capitalist economic practices and 

institutions - that is a difficult task. It requires us to contend not only with our colonized 

imaginations, but with our beliefs about politics, understandings of power, conceptions 

of economy, and structures of desire."  

For a paradigmatic shift to take place, for the capitalist root to be de-colonised from the 

economic imaginary, this not only involves highlighting 'the alternative' beyond capitalism, 

but to influence a deeper faith and conviction across "mainstream" communities that these 

are possible and enactable. And here is where the challenge lies: as Posey (2011: 299) 

concludes, "Unfortunately, the left has failed to convincingly refute Margaret Thatcher’s 

taunting assertion that “there is no alternative.”".  Perhaps by demonstrating that there is an 

alternative this would be one significant way distancing ourselves from the UK Conservative 

Leader, David Cameron's, post-Thatcher remark: "I think in a way we’re all Thatcherites now 

because – I mean – I think one of the things about her legacy is some of those big arguments 

that she had had, you know, everyone now accepts." (Crampton, 2013:1)  

Moving away from a "capital-centric" reading of economic exchange (Gibson-Graham, 1996) 

and re-positioning capitalism more properly as one possible mode of economic exchange, is 

in one sense to embark on a radical departure from normalised imaginations, conventions and 

expectations about what we are told "the economic" is, and where our economic futures lie. 
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And yet, paradoxically, peering into non-commodified activities is to pay attention to, 

celebrate and value those types of activities, of production, exchange, consumption that all of 

us are already actively participating in, renewing and creating in the form of a diverse array 

of vibrant and real, 'alternative' non-capitalist forms of economic and political spaces in our 

daily activities. In this way, re-reading the/ our economic landscape does not require 

strenuous leaps of imagination and mental gymnastics that result in visualising some sort of 

utopian brave new economic world. On the contrary, to look beyond capitalism, is to observe 

the 'alternative' as so central to our own identities - and woven so deeply into the fabric of 

communal life - that they are, paradoxically, hidden in plain sight. 

Exploring its most radically, subversive, potent and liberating possibilities, engaging with 

alternative economic and political practices reveals that they are not 'alternative' at all when 

held against a common understanding of the word. Indeed, developing a more nuanced 

understanding of the trajectory of time spent engaged in variegated forms of 'work' the paper 

draws on mixed method research developed through the Time-Use Survey and the Household 

Work Practice Survey. This allows both a more accurate understanding of the highly limited 

and uneven purchase that capitalist practices have actually had across western society to 

emerge, and also suggest that the dominant trend is one of informalisation (i.e. more time 

being spent in non-commodified work practices). Such a radical re-appraisal of "the 

economic", one that recognises the heterodox nature of our economic landscapes, also 

demands more complex theoretical representations of the economy to come to the fore. These 

would not only undermine the false either 'formal' or 'informal' economy binary, but would 

try to better capture and represent the complex internal dynamics that that underpins the 

participatory nature of work and organisation in society. 

In casting a critical gaze at heterodox economic spaces - and while recognising (and 

celebrating) the plurality of 'other' types of economic modes of organisation - the other 
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central aim of the paper is to argue that many of these economic spaces are recognisably and 

demonstrably anarchistic. They are anarchistic in the sense that the nature and the broader 

organisational structures that legitimate particular types of work embody aspects of mutual 

aid, reciprocity, co-operation, collaboration and inclusion. 

Focusing on these types of economic spaces in particular the paper responds to the question 

of how to ensure that these non-commodified spaces become stronger, and more visible, at a 

time of broader crisis of capitalism so as to open up the future to more empowering and 

inclusive economic modes of production, exchange and consumption, and in doing so drive 

another nail into the there is no alternative neoliberal coffin.  

Structure 

The paper continues by exploring anarchism, and how it has much to say not only about the 

heterodox nature of the contemporary economy, but also can be drawn upon to inspire, new 

discussions in the context of meaningful work and engagement in society. The paper then 

continues by critically discussing "the economic", and draws on Time-Use Surveys in 

particular to emphasise the importance of non-commodified spaces in western society. 

Following this a conceptual TSOL framework is highlighted which aims to frame some of the 

broader types of economic organisation, or work, as a spectrum of types: some more formal 

than others and so on. From this an open discussion about how to develop particular types of 

organisation that lie (largely) beyond the capitalist market and the state will be made. 

 

Anarchism, work, society  

Before continuing, it is worth establishing first what is understood by anarchism, and second 

the importance of embracing an anarchist reading of "alternative" work and organisation. 
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Worthwhile, and indeed necessary given the propaganda machine when alternatives political 

modes of organisation that challenge the ruling consensus of The State are proposed. Of these 

political alternatives arguably the most hostile and visceral propaganda has been reserved for 

those who advocate, or identify with, anarchism. This has been so effective that the popular 

perceptions of anarchism in mainstream society - indeed rooted in a Hobbesian treaty of 

government - are ones are almost always negative and destructive: a by-word for chaos, dis-

order, violence, nihilism, terrorism and so on (see Woodcock, Jun, 2012; ). This collusion of 

the State and the Market is as McKay (2008: 19) notes, "Those with a vested interest in 

preserving the status quo will obviously wish to imply that the opposition to the current 

system cannot work in practice, and that a new form of society will only lead to chaos." 

Yet, peering beyond the propaganda, the lies and falsehoods make way to reveal an altogether 

richer and complex history of anarchist thought and practice. Importantly, this diversity is 

celebrated and encouraged to such a greater extent that it has been argued that there appears 

to be as many varieties of anarchism as there are anarchists. As Armaline (2010: 136) notes: 

"Anarchism is fluid. It changes with the needs and will of those who (re)produce it." 

Similarly, poetically, Gustav Laundauer (1895: 74) wrote: "Anarchy is no lifeless system of 

ready-make thoughts. Anarchy is life; the life that awaits us after we have freed ourselves 

from the yoke."  

In this context, Graeber (2010: 105) makes an important observation here in relations to the 

historical emergence of anarchism. Unlike Marxism, anarchism:  

"was never really invented by anyone… The nineteenth-century thinkers generally 

credited with inventing anarchism (e.g. Proudhon, Bakunin, Kropotkin) saw anarchism 

more as a kind of moral faith, a rejection of all forms of structural violence, inequality, 

or domination (anarchism literally means "without rulers"), and a belief that humans 

would be perfectly capable of getting on without them. In this sense, there has always 

been anarchists, and presumably there always will be.  
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Thus, a broad understanding of diversity contained with "anarchism", not to mention various 

anarchist (inspired) networks, affinity groups, and collectives, would include anarcho-

communism and anarcho-syndicalism, to individual anarchism, to include "insurrectionalism, 

primitivism, anarcha-feminism, Situationist anarchism, especifismo, and platformism." 

(Amster et al, 2009: 5) and varies stripes of 'post-structural' anarchism.  It is also interesting 

to note Graeber's (2010: 106) comment here that,  

"Schools of anarchism… always emerge from some kind of organizational principle or 

form of practice.: Anarcho-Syndicalists and Anarcho-Communitis, Insurrectionists and 

Platformists, Cooperativists, Individualisists, and so on. Anarchists are distinguished by 

what they do, and how they organise themselves to go about doing it." 

 On closer reflection, several strong themes common to many anarchisms, and indeed 

"postanarchisms" (see Franks, 2006; May, 1994) can be detected. Focusing on anarchist 

political philosophy in particular, for example, as Jun (2012: xvi) notes that: 

"different "anarchisms" may provide different definitions of anarchy, different 

justifications for pursuing anarchy, different strategies for achieving anarchy, and 

different modules of social, economic, and political organization under anarchy, and so 

forth-all "anarchism's" are properly so called by virtue of certain distinct ideas, 

practices, and commitments." 

For Jun (2012: 116): 

"Anarchism is better understood as (a) universal condemnation of an opposition to all 

forms of closed, coercive authority (political, economical, social, etc.) coupled with (b) 

universal affirmation and promotion of freedom and equality in all spheres of human 

existence. Slight variations on and close approximations of these general themes 

abound in the anarchist literature."  

Perhaps the on-going, open-ended nature(s) of anarchism is, as Williams (2010: 249) argues, 

"about changing the unequal power relationships that exist in society." Indeed, by seeking to 

solicit a closer understanding of anarchism by appealing to a broad ambition, rather than 

unpacking it literally, has many advantages. Indeed there are significant limitations in holding 
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the the meaning of anarchism to its etymological roots 'an-archy: without a ruler'.  On this 

matter Shuktaitis, (2010: 70) observes: 

"There is also a tendency in this dynamic to reduce anarchism to its linguistic 

instantiation that then further reduces it to only a specific kind of politics. In other 

words, we cannot reduce anarchism to the mere use of the word "anarchism," but rather 

might highlight and propose social relations based on cooperation, self-determination, 

and negating hierarchial roles."  

What we would like to emphasise here a working understanding of anarchism as a theory of 

organisation, inspired in many respects by the praxis of Colin Ward (1924-2010), one of the 

most prominent anarchists since the Second World War. Understanding anarchism as "a 

description of human organization rooted in the experience of everyday life." (Marshall, 2011: 

17) Ward, like Kropotkin who inspired him greatly, saw anarchism in action, rooted 

(however fleetingly) in the everyday, (his) anarchist perspective being "mainly concerned 

with the relations between people and the environments in which they lived, worked and 

played…promoting an understanding anarchism as a theory of organisation, in which "the 

ideal-typical organizations were voluntary, functional, temporary and small." (Levy, 2011: 

13). Certainly, anarchist theory and practice has been (inescapably) bound up with 

organisations, and organisational experimentation, as Williams notes (2010: 256) 

"Anarchists belong to a plethora of organizations, ranging from the small, formal to 

informal, radical to less-radical, diverse to homogenous, and global to local…. it is 

obvious that anarchists are often very "organized," even if their actions and words seem 

to suggest things that may seem, superficially, to be more spontaneous, decentralized, 

or less organizable." 

Indeed, emphasising the organisation of individual and social ties, particularly those that give 

meaning, structure and agency across space, is perhaps to get closer to "the" anarchist 

zeitgeist. Deleon and Love (2010: 160) for example suggest "anarchist theory is informed by 

the autonomy of the individual, the importance of small and localized communities, the move 
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toward more organic and organizational structures, social justice and the freeing of our 

desires." 

Focusing on economics, Baldelli (1972:21) asserted that "The economic system acceptable to 

anarchists is one free from coercion; its name and particular modes of operation are of 

secondary importance. Economy subordinated to ethics and not controlled by (top-down) 

power - that is the anarchist formula". What would an anarchist's (ethical) gaze across the 

economic landscapes of the western world then look like? Is it really possible that we live in 

a capitalist world amidst an atomised sea of naked self-interest, where economic relationships 

(of production, exchange and consumption) are always mechanistic, quantitative, abstract, 

self-interested, profiteering and predictable? 

 

Evidencing economic diversity  

The commodification thesis, one which assumes the capitalist market, "is becoming more 

powerful, expansive, hegemonic and totalizing as it penetrates deeper into each and every 

corner of economic life and stretches its tentacles ever wider across the globe to colonize 

those areas previously left untouched by its powerful force." (Williams, 2005: 1) is a 

powerful weapon in colonising the economic imagination, not least by its assumed inevitably: 

denying the possibility of non-capitalist forms of economic organisation coming into being. 

Indeed the propaganda is further reaching still, content with not only predicting the economic 

trajectory to be, but in reifying capitalism as is. Crucially, across vast swathes of academic, 

policy-making and wider public circles, the empirical foundation that presumably underpins 

these arguments is never questioned, it is - dangerously as will aim to show now - assumed to 

be exist. To address this gap, and to explore the different types of economies - capitalist and 

non-capitalist - evident in contemporary western world, the paper draws on the quantitative 
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and qualitative findings emerging from Time-Use Surveys and the Household Work Practice 

Surveys. 

Time-Use Surveys and Household Work Practice Surveys 

One influential method of gauging the different types of economic activities (work-based, 

paid, unpaid etc.) in contemporary society, and how these vary across time-space, has been 

gained through time-budget, or time-use surveys. Paul Gershuny has been particularly 

influential in developing this unit of measurement from the 1980s, and here he explains what 

this aims of this survey: 

"Time-use…describes the allocation of time among various circumstances and 

subjective states. It is a key social indicator, which finds particular applications in the 

assessment of individuals’ material welfare and well-being. It provides the core 

measure of amounts of work in specific paid occupations (“normal/actual hours per 

week”), and for unpaid work in private households or in volunteer groups. Exactly 

when these activities take place, during the day, week and year, is also significant for 

understanding well-being. It provides measures of healthy—or unhealthy—behaviours: 

durations in purposive exercise, or in other activity such as walking a dog, or cycling to 

work that have significantly positive metabolic consequences, or of too extended static 

periods watching television or asleep, which may have negative consequences. It can 

provide measures of the extent, durations and purposes of access to leisure activities, or 

of information technology use." (Gershuny, 2011: 4) 

Set against the commodification thesis, the findings of the time-use survey presents a 

radically difference economic contours across western society (see Table 1). Far from 

reflecting a dominant capitalist economic landscape, the so-called "advanced economies" of 

the western world, when the amount of time spent in paid work is highlighted, displays a 

rather different picture. Indeed, the average number of minutes spent in paid work was just 

over 90 minutes more than non-exchanged work for the twenty countries surveyed (see Burns 

et al, 2004). As a relevant note, in this understanding, non-exchanged work  
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Table 1 Allocation of Working Time in Western Economies 

 

Country Paid work 

(minutes per day) 

Non-exchanged work 

(minutes per day) 

Time spent on non-exchanged 

work as % of all work 

    

Canada 293 204 41.0 

Denmark 283 155 35.3 

France 297 246 45.3 

Netherlands 265 209 44.1 

Norway 265 232 46.7 

UK 282 206 42.2 

USA 304 231 43.2 

Finland 268 216 44.6 

20 

Countries 

297 230 43.6 

Source: derived from Gershuny (2000 Table 7.1) 

 

Another important complementary method that has been undertaken to better understand the 

relationships between commodified and non-commodified work has been the household work 

practice survey. One key methodological strength of this approach is that it encourages a 

richer, more complex qualitative understanding of economic participation at the household 

and community level to take place. Table 2 shows the UK localities that have been studied 

using this approach.  
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Table 2  UK Localities Studied 

 

Locality-Type Area Number of 

Interviews 

Affluent rural Fulbourn, Cambridgeshire 70 

Affluent rural Chalford, Gloucestershire 70 

Deprived rural Grimethorpe, South Yorkshire 70 

Deprived rural Wigston, Cumbria 70 

Deprived rural St Blazey, Cornwall 70 

Affluent suburb Fulwood, Sheffield 50 

Affluent suburb 

Affluent suburb 

Basset/Chilworth, Southampton 

West Knighton, Leicester 

61 

50 

Deprived urban Manor, Sheffield 100 

Deprived urban Pitsmoor, Sheffield 100 

Deprived urban St Mary’s, Southampton 100 

Deprived urban 

Deprived urban 

Hightown, Southampton 

Saffron, Leicester 

100 

50 

 

In terms of examining household work practices, a wide range of household-based tasks were 

considered (see Table 3 for an indicative guide). Typically, for each task the interviewee was 

asked whether the task had been undertaken during the previous five 

years/year/month/week/day (depending on the activity). If conducted, first, they were asked 
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in an open-ended manner who conducted the task (a household member, a relative living 

outside the household, a friend, neighbour, firm, landlord, etc) and the last time that it had 

been undertaken. Second, to understand their motives to get the work done, they were asked 

why they chose that particular individual(s) to carry out the work, whether they were the 

household’s first or preferred choice, and if money was not an issue would they have 

preferred to engage a (formal) professional individual/ firm/ or company to carry out the task? 

Third, they were asked whether the person had been unpaid, paid or given a gift; and if paid 

whether it was ‘cash-in-hand' or not and how a price had been agreed. Finally, they were 

asked why they had decided to get the work done using that source of labour so as to enable 

their motives to be understood. 

Table 3 Indicative list of Material tasks investigated in the questionnaire 

 

Nature of the task Individual tasks 

 

Property maintenance Outdoor painting; indoor decorating (i.e. wallpapering; 

plastering) replacing a broken widow; maintenance of 

appliances; plumbing; electrical work.  

Property improvement Putting in double glazing; house insulation; building an 

extension/ renovating; putting in central heating; DIY 

activities (carpentry/ putting up shelves etc.) 

Routine housework Routine housework (washing dishes/ clothes/ cooking 

meals) cleaning the windows; doing the shopping, 

moving heavy furniture. 
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Gardening activities Sweeping paths, planting seeds/ mowing lawn 

Caring activities: Childminding; pet/animal care; educational activities 

(tutoring); giving car lifts; looking after property. 

Vehicle maintenance Repairing and maintenance 

Miscellaneous Borrow tools or equipment; any other jobs 

 

It is worthwhile pausing to consider our expectations here. What percentage of these tasks 

completed do we think are sourced in the formal labour market in our "capitalist" society? 

More personally, how do we get jobs completed in our own household, and why? Most, some, 

a few? When the results of the household work practice survey have been aggregated by 

income (higher-and-lower) at the household level, some very unsettling findings for 

proponents of the commodification thesis come to light (see Table 4).  

 

Table 4 Participation Rates in Different Labour Practices  

 

% respondents in last 12 months 

participating in: 

Deprived 

urban 

Affluent 

urban 

Deprived 

rural 

Affluent 

rural 

Monetised labour     

Formal paid job in private sector 16 48 19 49 

Formal paid job in public and third 

sector 

20 27 18 25 

Informal employment 5 7 6 8 

Monetised community exchange 60 21 63 30 
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Monetised family labour  3 6 2 4 

Non-monetised labour     

Formal unpaid work in private 

sector 

1 2 1 2 

Formal unpaid work in public & 

third sector 

19 28 21 30 

Off the radar/ non-monetised work 

in organisations 

2 0 2 1 

One-to-one non-monetised 

exchanges 

52 70 54 73 

Non-exchanged labour 99 100 100 100 

Source: Colin Williams's own English Localities Survey 

Note: these results exclude the Household work practice survey undertaken in Leicester. 

 

While acknowledging that there were significant differences evident across the household 

work practices within the deprived and affluent wards studied, nevertheless the aggregate 

percentages highlighted here suggest an economy of difference and diversity that is harnessed 

at the household level. In terms of challenging capitalo-centric perceptions and expectations 

there are several particularly findings here. Focusing on urban localities for example, first, the 

majority of monetised transactions were not to be found in a formal paid job in private sector, 

with 60 per cent (deprived) and 21 per cent (higher) accounting for by monetised community 

exchange. Burns et al (2004: 32) refer to this type of exchange as 'autonomous' paid informal 

work, where people engage in paid work mostly for friends, relatives and neighbours (and) 

exhibits strong characteristics of mutual aid. Mutual aid (one-to-one non-monetised 

exchanges which takes place between households) was also a key informal coping strategy, 
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as was self-provisioning (work that is non-exchanged labour by members of the household 

for the household). 

 

Implications: Re-presenting "The Economic" 

"The capitalist structuring of life excludes participation from so much of human existence." 

(Buck, 2010: 68) 

Creating 'space' to expose and visualise and think on the diversity of economic organisation 

in western society is absolutely fundamental. The total social organisation of labour approach 

has been particularly progressive in this context (Table 5). What is particularly important to 

note here is the way in which the table, using hash lines, emphasis the fluidity and dynamism 

between the typologies identified. There is no absolute economic practice that exists in some 

splendid vacuum, and that can be coherently organised as distinct and isolated from 'other' 

types. Rather there operates spectrums of difference (on the y axis between paid and unpaid, 

and on the x axis between formal and informal). Or a difference in degree not in kind, as 

Darwin may have observed. 
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Table 5: Typology of forms of community engagement in the total social organisation of 

labour 

PAID 

1. Formal paid job in 

public, private or 

voluntary sector 

 

e.g., formal job in 

voluntary 

organisation 

 

 

 

 

FORMAL 

2. Informal 

employment 

 

 

e.g., wholly 

undeclared waged 

employment; under-

declared formal 

employment  (e.g., 

undeclared 

overtime); informal 

self-employment 

 

3. Paid community 

exchanges 

 

 

e.g., paid favours for 

friends, neighbours 

& acquaintances 

4. Paid household/ 

family work 

 

 

e.g., paid exchanges 

within the family 

 

 

 

 

 

INFORMAL 

 

e.g., unpaid work in 

formal community-

based group;  unpaid 

internship  

 

 

e.g., unpaid 

children’s soccer 

coach without formal 

police check  

 

 

e.g., unpaid kinship 

exchange, 

neighbourly favour 

 

 

e.g., self-

provisioning of care 

within household  

 

5. Formal unpaid 

work in public, 

private & voluntary 

sector 

6. Informal unpaid 

work in public, 

private & voluntary 

sector 

7. One-to-one unpaid 

community 

exchanges 

8. Unpaid domestic 

work 

UNPAID 

Source: Williams (2009: 2) Fig 1: Typology of forms of community engagement in the total 

social organisation of labour Unravelling cultures of community engagement: a 

geographically-nuanced approach 

 

Discussion:  constructing a "post-capitalist" future  

Many years of attempting to be an anarchist propagandist have convinced me that we 

win over our fellow citizens to anarchist ideas, precisely through drawing upon the 

common experience of the informal, transient, self-organising networks of relationships 

that in fact make the human community possible, rather than through the rejection of 

existing society as a whole in favour of some future society where some different kind 

of humanity will live in perfect harmony." (Ward, 1973 [1996]: 8) 

The capitalo-centric propaganda disseminating from the political and economic elites has 

been so successful contemporary western society that we tell ourselves that we live in a 

capitalist world. To paraphrase Jameson (2003: 1) - and despite the violent convulsions 
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thrown up by that particular economic system in crisis - for ourselves and others "it is (still) 

easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end of capitalism".  

This narrative informs our thinking, our practice and our identity, be that to work within "the 

system" and seek purchase in capitalist relations, or to seek to escape from and embrace 

alternative modes of being. And yet, when we explore the economic landscapes of the 

western world, and engage with these at the household and community levels in particular - 

our expectations of "what should be" are confounded at every stage. Far from a commodified 

world in which the capitalist market is dominant over other sphered of production, what we 

can clearly identity are real, dynamic, and meaningful acapitalist modes of exchange, ones 

which are neither market-like nor profit motivated (in the narrow monetary sense) (see also 

White and Williams 2012a,b). Marx and Engels' famous aphorism "All that is solid melts into 

air…" is apt to recall here: the economic stories we have been led to believe no longer hold 

up to the rich and complex reality/ies of exchange: we have bluntly put been duped, deceived. 

In this respect Peck and Tickell (2002: 380) were right to use a qualifying verb when noting 

that "Neoliberalism seems to be everywhere." (Peck and Tickell, 2002: 380).  

For those critical scholars who seek to go beyond or 'break-free from the neoliberal 

straitjackets, by exploding the emptiness of capitalo-centric representations of the economic, 

this is represents an exciting but challenging time.   A critical aspect of this challenge is 

identified within, arguably, Kropotkin's most influential and well known work: Mutual Aid. 

Although the destruction of mutual-aid institutions has been going on in practice and 

theory for full three or four hundred years, hundreds of millions of men(sic) continue to 

live under such institutions; they piously maintain them and endeavour to reconstitute 

them where they have ceased to exist. " (Kropotkin, 1901 [1998]: 184) 

How can those existing forms of "alternative" - and implicitly anarchist - modes of work and 

organisation be harnessed, and new ones created? Simple questions but ones that perhaps 

rightly, and wrongly, have stimulated more expansive rootless utopian thoughts than ones 
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embedded in the reality of the world "as is". On this point - at it is worth quoting him in full - 

Shukaitis (2010: 303) brilliantly captures the conflict (emphasis added): 

"Face it. Anarchists on the whole have not articulated any sort of coherent alternative 

vision of what a society not based on capitalism and the state might look like. We have 

produced copious amounts of political, economic, and social critiques - but a 

comparatively smaller amount of work has focused on developing alternatives to what 

we're critiquing. Least of all has there been any clearly sketched out version of how a 

liberatory economy might function. This (is) not to say there has not been thought or 

work put into these subjects, which there clearly has been. But when faced with the 

question "I understand what you're against, what are you for?" far too often radical 

activists and organizers on the whole are stymied; at best we end up mumbling 

something about a world of autonomous or semiautonomus communities based upon 

mutual aid, self-organization, and voluntary association. And those are all very well and 

good, and could form the basis of a liberatory society - but for many people such 

statements mean virtually nothing. It's one thing to say that we want a world where 

people manage our own lives, the environment isn't destroyed, and life (isn't) desolate 

and alienating - but it's another to start talking about what such (life) might actually 

look like. And starting to actually create forms of cooperative practice, to re-envision 

utopian thinking as lived reality, is another." (Shukaitis, 2010: 303). 

 

It is to respond directly to the challenge - to re-envision utopian thinking as lived reality - 

which the paper now turns its attention toward, and how these lived realities can be 

approached and organised. While acknowledging that there is no economic tabula rasa, it is 

important that the watchword here is "innovation": thinking outside of the normative 

capitalo-centric framework is by definition innovative! 

"Innovative types of organisation encourage imaginative tactics and produce new 

subject identities… For contemporary class struggle anarchists, the revolution is not a 

single event that heralds immediate new social relations, but is the culmination of 

extending creative, collaborative social relations. The brave, magnificent experiments 

in living which transform everyday life are both the means and the end." (Franks, 2008: 

346). 

In this context, we wish to generate some meaningful discussion and debates around the 

future(s) of work and organisations concentrating around education (towards pluralism in 

economics) and political economy (a society of full engagement rather than full employment; 

embracing anarchist governance). The paper will explore then emphasise the need for an on-
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going critical appraisal, not least around the representation and praxis of the "alternative" 

(Jonas et al, 2011). 

 

Education: embracing pluralism in economics  

The teaching of economics in school and higher education must be radically appraised. At the 

very least the propaganda of neo-classicalism should be confronted and challenged in a way 

that exposes its flawed assumptions, and disconnect from socio-economic realities. Dis-

credited as a "scientific" representation of economic reality/ies, the paradigm shift must 

embrace a pluralist or heterodox understanding of economics.  

Stripped of their ability to proselytize to impressionable students, the cult of neo-classicalism 

would, one assume, effectively drift into the obscurity that it has experiences in the very 

recent past. Paying attention to this limited historical purchase of neoliberalism within higher 

education is important. Focusing on geography in particular for example, Springer (2010: 

1025) observes:  

This explosion of interest (in neo-liberalism) emerged in ways that were unforeseeable 

only a decade ago. Economic geographers were engaged in debates over globalization, 

economic disparity, structural adjustment, growth poles, and privatization, while social 

geographers concerned themselves with homelessness, racism, gender, sexuality, and 

subjectivities. However, none of these themes were linked together under the ostensibly 

all-encompassing banner policy-making and wider public communities, and it becomes 

'the alternative', of ‘neoliberalism’ as appears to be the case in contemporary human 

geography. The deployment of neoliberalism among activists and the academy is thus a 

very recent phenomenon. As Peck et al. (2009) have noted, ‘of the 2500 English-

language articles in the social sciences that cite ‘neoliberalism’ as a keyword, 86% 

were published after 1998’." 

More positively, the attention paid to heterodox economics would unearth a wonderfully 

electric range of 'other' economic organisations, and expose the student to "the massive 

diversity of ways in which human organization can be imagined… a dizzying network of 
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ideas" (Parker et. al. (2007: xiii). If an anarchist (re)turn in economics could be made as part 

of this that can be detected elsewhere across the social sciences, in human geography for 

example (see Springer, 2012; White and Williams, 2012) and politics, this would bear 

considerable fruits. Regarding the later, Graeber (2012: 105) observes: 

"As a political philosophy, anarchism is going through a veritable renaissance. 

Anarchist principles - autonomy, voluntary association, self-organization, direct 

democracy, mutual aid - have become the basis for organizing new social movements 

from Karnataka to Buenos Aires, even if their exponents are as likely to call themselves 

Autonomists, Associationalists, Horizontalists, or Zapatistas. Yet most academics seem 

to have only a vague idea that this is happening, and tend to dismiss anarchism as a 

stupid joke (for example, "Anarchist organization! But isn't that a contradiction in 

terms.")"  

For economics as a discipline to embrace anarchist principles of economics organisation, 

which are firmly embedded in actual daily coping strategies both in the western and non-

western society, would push the discipline in every new and critical directions, all the while 

eroding the 'gap' between "the academy" and "the real world", and the divide between theory 

and practice. DeLeon and Love (2010: 163-164) see many positives outcomes from such new 

becomings: 

"Teachers and researchers in the various fields of education can include anarchist 

theory not only as an analytical "lens" for critique, but also to garner ideas on how to 

effectively resist capitalism and its various manifestations, We feel invigorated in the 

ways that anarchist theory pushes us towards new forms of non-authoritarian and non-

hierarchical forms of social organization, and rethinking capitalism as a social and 

economic system. Whatever the context, anarchist theory forces us to recognize ways in 

which we can build a new society based on cooperation, the freeing of desire, and 

mutual aid." 

 

Anything that can help creatively roll back the neoliberal propaganda and make way - and 

celebrate - for these new anarchist ways of organising our society and our economy must be 

given our full support, time and energy. There is certainly nothing inevitable or pre-ordained 

in this struggle, and it is worth reminding ourselves that here, and elsewhere, "History is 

contingent; it leads necessarily neither to anarchism nor to anything else." (May, 2010:5) 
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A cautionary ending: when is the alternative alternative? 

And yet, how can we make sense of this use of "the/ an alternative" given the critical 

observation that Jonas (2010: 3) makes: 

"it now seems as if alternatives are proliferating everywhere. Whether it is lifestyle, 

housing, finance, economies, food, music, politics, language, culture, holidays, 

gardening, decorating, activism, entertainment or, for that matter also, academic 

research, we all want to embrace alternatives." 

Hodkinson (2012: 426) neatly summaries Fuller and Jonas's (2003:57) representation of 

alternatives as '-oppositional', '-additional' and 'substitute', when saying: "In other words, 

alternatives can either happily co-exist with or substitute for dominant social configurations, 

or seek to transform and transcend them." In addition to thinking about these typologies it 

also pays us to think about the complex individual identities: desires, experiences, and 

expectations that are provoked in this context. As Parker et al (2007: xiii) notes: "Of course, 

one person's alternative is another person's orthodoxy."  

Highlighting non-capitalist "alternative" possibilities, new visions, new futures of work and 

organisation, clearly is not sufficient. Cynically put such proliferations is perhaps to engage 

in the fantasy, the dream of the ideal aspirational or dream life: which one may argue is more 

commodified, sanitised and packaged rather than real or authentic (e.g. the promotion of 'the 

alternative' as conspicuous consumption etc.). Or indeed, perhaps the alternative is not 

desired or designed to replace what it is positioned against. In otherwords a deeper reading of 

the issues would seek to understand "whether or not alternatives are necessarily seen as 

alternatives to the mainstream per se." (Jonas, 2010:4). Undoubtedly though whether through 

preference (most obviously for those trapped in the grubbier precariat underbelly of 

capitalism) or through circumstance (forced exclusion from the formal labour market) “the 
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alternative” becomes either desirable or essential. In both cases there is merit in focusing on 

the spatial organisation of such practice: what and where "the alternative" exists, let us ask 

"why", where it is not, let us ask "why not?' and seek new ways to address these barriers to 

participation (see White 2011). This uneven socio-spatial configuration of the alternative 

matters: geography/ ies matters. As de Acosta, (2010: 31-32) argues: 

 "Mutual aid, direct action, etc., may be happening all the time, but not in every place. 

Attention to differences in location - where, not when, anarchy manifests in all intensity 

- underlines the importance of space, geo-historical space, the archipelago of territories 

that make us as we make them. For every practice implies and involves a territory… 

(considering territory as land and body… both as components as self)." (de Acosta, 

2010: 31-32) 

It is to this end, to build faith and hope in the rich possibilities that "the authentic alternative" 

(however conceived and enacted) offers which has been a central aim of the paper. In doing 

so we hope not to have closed down any economic lines of flight that offer hope, of a life 

lived beyond capitalism and beyond austerity. We - our imaginations and our actions - are not 

bound by an economic straitjacket embraced by Thatcher. Capitalism, having less purchase in 

the present than is assumed, is but one possible mode of organisation in the future. We are, in 

many important and authentic ways, living this alternative economic life in the here and now. 

Ultimately the evidence that underpins the central arguments of this paper, when taken to 

their most radical and logical conclusions, draw new epistemological representations of the 

economic. Under this critical epistemological gaze it is capitalism that becomes a utopian 

possibility; an economic alternative, a fantasy. As Williams (2005: 5) argued, it is "those who 

assume the ubiquity of commodification who are living in a dream world rather than facing 

the stark reality of economic life today." The stark reality of economic life in the global north 

and the global south today brings with it great hope, promise and possibilities for anarchist 

visions of work and organisation to continue to take seed, blossom and flourish in the 

everyday.  
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