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Occupy London as pre-figurative
political action

Neil Howard and Keira Pratt-Boyden

This paper reflects on the Occupy London encampment as an example of pre-figurative political

action. The paper articulates the major media-political criticism of Occupy as “unwieldy” and

“in search of a narrative” (Anonymous 2012), before drawing on case studies of two of the

Occupation’s components – the Tent City University and the Welfare and Well-being Group

– to suggest that this criticism fails to understand the intentional choice that “directionless-

ness” represented. Indeed, the refusal to adopt formal leadership or any pre-defined ideological

goal was a conscious strategy which pointed towards the kinds of possible future(s) desired.

Occupy Londres en tant qu’action politique préfigurative
Cet article traite du camp d’Occupy Londres comme exemple d’action politique préfigurative.

L’article formule l’importante critique médiapolitique d’Occupy comme étant « complexe » et

« en quête d’une dimension narrative » (Anonyme 2012), avant de se servir d’études de cas de

deux des éléments de l’Occupation – la Tent City University et le Welfare and Well-being

Group – pour suggérer que ces critiques ne saisissent pas le choix intentionnel que représentait

ce « manque de direction ». De fait, le refus d’adopter un leadership formel ou tout but idéo-

logique prédéfini constituait une stratégie consciente qui indiquait les sortes d’avenir(s) poss-

ible(s) souhaités.

Occupy Londres como una acción polı́tica prefigurativa
El presente artı́culo analiza el campamento de Occupy Londres como un ejemplo de acción

polı́tica prefigurativa. Se examinan las principales crı́ticas realizadas por los medios en el

sentido de que Occupy era “poco manejable” y andaba “en busca de una narrativa” (Anon-

ymous 2012). Asimismo, se revisan dos estudios de caso realizados con sendos componentes

de la Ocupación: la Universidad de la Ciudad de las Carpas y el Grupo de Bienestar, los

cuales evidencian que las crı́ticas efectuadas no comprendieron lo que representaba haber

decidido intencionalmente no tener dirección polı́tica. De hecho, el rechazo a adoptar lideraz-

gos formales o a tener objetivos ideológicos predefinidos constituyó una estrategia consciente

que apuntó hacia ejemplos de posible(s) futuro(s) deseado(s).

Occupy London como ação polı́tica pré-figurativa
Este artigo reflete sobre o acampamento “Occupy London” como exemplo de uma ação polı́tica

pré-figurativa. O texto articula a grande crı́tica polı́tica da mı́dia à Occupy como sendo “des-

coordenado” e “em busca de uma narrativa” (Anônimo 2012), antes de basear-se em estudos

de caso de dois dos componentes da Ocupação – a Tent City University e o Grupo sobre Bem
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Estar – para sugerir que esta crı́tica não consegue compreender a escolha intencional que “a

falta de direção” representou. De fato, a recusa em adotar uma liderança formal ou qualquer

objetivo ideológico pré-definido foi uma estratégia consciente que apontou em direção aos

tipos de futuro(s) possı́vel(is) desejado(s).

KEY WORDS: Aid – Accountability; Civil society – Partnership; Participation; Globalisation;
Governance and public policy; Labour and livelihoods – Poverty reduction; Rights

Introduction

On 15 October 2011, hundreds of people gathered nervously on the steps of St Paul’s Cathedral,

responding to a “call to action” paralleled in cities across the globe. By the morning of 16

October, Occupy London and its camp were born, and for the next four months would form

the central focus of national media attention and the nucleus of national political protest. In

this paper, we examine the emergence and experience of this camp and suggest that, in contrast

to commonplace critiques besmirching it as directionless or frivolous, it in fact represented an

example of consciously-conceived, pre-figurative political action. We will make our case

through an analysis of the two activities with which we were most deeply involved – Tent

City University, and the Welfare and Well-being Working Group.

The emergence of Occupy London

It is difficult to accurately trace or date the genesis of any social event. All causal chains are

explanatory, narrative devices that help make sense of the world but which, in so doing, inevi-

tably simplify it (Tilly 1997, 2002). This caveat notwithstanding, it is possible to identify a

broadly linear proximate backdrop to the emergence of the Occupy London protest camp

which took up residence outside the London Stock Exchange in October 2011.

This backdrop begins with the onset of the global financial crisis marked so spectacularly by

the collapse of the Lehman Brothers investment bank in late 2008. When the US housing bubble

edged towards bursting under the weight of sub-prime mortgages and the corresponding rise in

foreclosure rates in 2006/7, the stability of the previously unquestioned global financial

pyramid began to look increasingly ephemeral. Mortgage-backed securities turned toxic, inves-

tors and bond-holders realised the worthlessness of so many of their assets, and in response

credit markets ground to a near-total halt (Harvey 2010).

By winter 2008 and in the wake of Lehman’s collapse, panic had spread throughout the finan-

cial system and it became clear that only massive and coordinated government action would

restore confidence in the financial system and thus grease the wheels of global capitalism

(Harvey 2010). Minority world countries pumped trillions of dollars into the economy, banks

and insurers were bailed-out or nationalised, and welfare systems across Europe and North

America (initially) picked up the strain caused by huge waves of redundancies, as businesses

small and large went to the wall.

What emerged as a private crisis in the world of finance quickly became (and became

depicted as) a public “sovereign debt crisis” once national deficits and thus the cost of borrow-

ing rose following the release of bailout money in 2008/9 (Watson, Brasset, and Rethel 2011).

In this context, the voices of those who had identified the crisis as caused by a lack of legislative

oversight, corporate malpractice, and excessive financial risk-taking, were progressively
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drowned out by those for whom governmental profligacy was the major issue and thus the major

target for redress (Chang 2010).

In the UK, as elsewhere in Europe, a general election was fought along these lines, and in

2010, a Conservative-led government was returned promising a platform of austerity that

would reign in the overblown state, restore stability to the economy, and bring Britain out of

crisis. The combination of crisis-induced economic downturn and the subsequent spending

cuts forming the backbone of this government’s “austerity programme” quickly generated an

increase in social unrest, protest, and resistance.

This crystallised in November 2010, with the first major, nationwide demonstrations – the

student protests against a rise in tuition fees, the scrapping of the Educational Maintenance

Allowance, and the slashing of humanities funding. Though expected to be no more than a

small protest, police brutality, the deployment of the tactic of kettling,1 and a far larger attend-

ance than predicted saw this become the most explosive and violent demonstration Britain had

witnessed for over a generation. It was echoed nationwide as coalitions formed to resist the gov-

ernment’s austerity drive – the UK Uncut group staged media-savvy protests throughout 2010

and into 2011, while the trades union-organised “March for the Alternative” drew up to half a

million people onto the streets of London in spring of that year.

Internationally, too, there were parallels of what was occurring in Britain and for many it was

events beyond British shores that inspired them to engage “at home”. First among these was the

revolution in Tunisia and the subsequent occupation of Tahrir Square in Cairo, which formed

the epicentre of the revolution that would overthrew President Mubarak in Egypt. Freeman

(2012) also notes that a very similar movement was already well-established in Tel Aviv

(Israel) by mid-July 2011, which was much larger than the now famous “Occupy Wall

Street” (OWS) in America, but under-reported in the media internationally and hence little

known.

Thus, wall-to-wall media coverage of what became known as the Arab Spring – and, in par-

ticular, attention to the tactic of occupying public space – bled into the first wave of European

“occupations” those of the Indignados protesting their own austerity government in Spain,

centred on the Puerta del Sol, Madrid.

From Madrid to New York, and in September 2011, the American OWS protests began, with

thousands of activists attempting to set-up camp at the heart of the US finance industry, and

ending up with a would-be permanent encampment in nearby Zucotti Park. Sister and solidarity

occupations were established across North America, and by later that month a global call to

action had rippled through the Internet.

On 15 October, a few hundred people gathered nervously on the steps of St Paul’s Cathedral,

preparing to set up London’s equivalent of OWS – outside the London Stock Exchange.

Though kettled and attacked by police, who were unsure of how to react to the unfolding

scene, “occupiers” bedded down outside the Cathedral, were informed the following morning

that the Chaplain had granted them permission to stay, and set about establishing what

became the Occupy London camp that would last into the New Year and form the locus of

nationwide protest. But against what?

Dominant criticisms of the Occupy movement

At its height, the Occupy London camp played host to literally thousands of protestors, ranging

from the few hundred who were at any one time in residence, to the many more who came to

events or followed them online via the camp’s live-stream. The camp (or, rather, the individuals

associated with the movement that centred around the camp) hosted some of the world’s most

prominent intellectuals, organised countless marches and demonstrations, published myriad
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newspaper articles, gave innumerable television interviews, and engaged in a long and at times

difficult process of decentred, deliberative democracy determining collective positions on

issues as mundane as kitchen provision to those as serious as proposals for global financial

reform.

Though the movement can arguably, directly or indirectly, be credited with certain major

accomplishments – notably, (1) the shift in public political discourse which has seen capitalism

brought back into question after its recent “end of history” dominance (see, for example,

Bunting 2011); (2) the constitutional crisis within the Church of England, which has seen the

established Church take a more active and influential role in British politics, particularly vis-

à-vis social justice, than has been the case for some time (demonstrated by the meetings and

resignations of the St Paul’s clergymen); and (3) the conscientisation and forming of a new gen-

eration of politically-engaged British citizens (i.e. people who would not have identified them-

selves as activists now becoming increasingly involved) – it was, throughout its lifetime,

persistently dogged by one line of widely-repeated and, for many, damning criticism: that it

lacked direction, that it failed to make any concrete demands, and that, ultimately, it was con-

sequentially pointless.

Commentators left and right were quick to criticise occupiers on these grounds. In the Houses

of Parliament, Conservative politicians lambasted the unwashed students sitting around talking.

Publications such as the Daily Mail and The Telegraph echoed this loudly. Janet Daley (2011),

writing in the latter, compared the protests unfavourably to those forming part of the Civil

Rights Movement, “which knew what they wanted”. In one widely-read article, she asked:

“What exactly is it that would count as a successful outcome for today’s protesters? They

attack capitalism and want to replace it with – what? . . . So what are these people demand-

ing? What could possibly be offered that would bring their activity to what they would

regard as a satisfactory end? And who could offer it?” (Daley 2011)

Similarly, Melanie Phillips, writing in the Mail, complained:

“The ‘Occupy’ protests are also totally incoherent . . . Nor is it clear against precisely what

the tented ones are protesting. For their causes seem to multiply by the minute, including

such disparate grievances as the eviction of the Dale Farm travellers, climate change and

NHS reforms. A clue to the vacuousness of such protests was surely to be found in the pla-

cards brandished on Wall Street declaring: ‘Occupy everything’. The words ‘asinine’ and

‘infantile’ spring irresistibly to mind.” (Phillips 2011)

Even those broadly supportive of Occupy were critical. John Harris, writing in the Guardian,

repeated a prominent critique that the movement’s leaderlessness ultimately led to its being rud-

derless and thus slipping inevitably into oblivion. He wrote:

“As can happen with any rudderless collection of individuals, Occupy has often seemed to

turn introspective, until the issue in danger of consuming them has been the camps them-

selves.

“Moreover, given a consensual, effectively leaderless model of decision-making – ‘jazz

hands’, and all that – it has ended up, pretty much by definition, recurrently taking the

path of least resistance. This matter of basic logic presumably explains the absence of a

clever exit strategy, and why the St Paul’s camp is so miserably fading away. Any alterna-

tive, no matter how creative, would always be greeted with at least some opposition,

whereas staying put and fizzling out proved to be the least controversial option. On
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Occupy’s terms, the result is assuredly democratic. From the outside, it also looks tragic.”

(Harris 2012)

Similarly Jason Hickel, himself at times heavily involved in, and undoubtedly supportive of,

Occupy as a movement, had the following to say:

“Occupy activists continue to insist that demands might alienate those who disagree with

them and discourage diversity of opinions. Here we see the liberal ethic in full force . . . it

naively ignores the reality of political factionalism and incompatible power interests in

favour of a form of inclusiveness that hamstrings any serious forward movement.”

(Hickel 2012)

Leaving aside the empirical fact that informal leadership structures and concrete proposals

for political-economic change did eventually emerge from within the ranks of the London occu-

piers, it is our contention that these criticisms remain overly simplistic, even as they do have

some merit. As we shall argue in the subsequent section, this is because, whilst imperfect

and ultimately destined to dissolve, Occupy London and its camp actually represented, particu-

larly in its early phases, an attempt at pre-figurative politics, a fact which was missed by most

critical commentators.

Occupy as pre-figurative politics

“It’s very similar to the globalisation movement. You see the same criticisms in the press.

It’s a bunch of kids who don’t know economics and only know what they’re against. But

there’s a reason for that: it’s pre-figurative, so to speak. You’re creating a vision of the sort

of society you want to have in miniature. And it’s a way of juxtaposing yourself against

these powerful, undemocratic forces you’re protesting.” (Graeber, quoted in Klein 2011).

“We seek to be the change that we wish to see in society ” (Occupier).

According to political theorists from Giddens (1990) to Tilly (1997), contemporary civil politi-

cal engagement and action is marked by a discontentment with, and a tendency away from, tra-

ditional political practices such as formal elections or political parties. A survey conducted at

OWS, for example, showed that more than a third of occupiers declared themselves politically

independent, whilst only a fifth were affiliated with, and actively involved in, political parties

(Occupy Research Collective 2011). Indeed, Graeber observed that many at OWS seemed

“deeply alienated” from current political institutions (Graber 2009, 63). This decline in

formal political engagement (to paraphrase Cornwall 2008) corresponds with the rise in

more fluid, undefined social movements paralleling Occupy which aim to be free of ideological

or institutional constraint. Such movements have seen people taking on more nuanced attitudes

towards politics with a refusal to accept all-encompassing agendas. These social movements

can be understood as sustained, collective challenges against existing power structures

(Tarrow 1994; Tilly 2002).

But what is pre-figurative politics? Graeber, in particular, defines pre-figurative politics as

“the mode of organisation and tactics undertaken which reflects the future society being

sought by the group” (2009, 11). The term pre-figurative politics has therefore been employed

by activists and scholars alike to characterise movements that attempt to embody the values of

democratic participation and power-free social engagement. Social actors within such move-

ments are supposed to directly “embody . . . the change the movement seeks” in all elements

of social life, including movement organisation as well as identity and lifestyle
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(Edelman 2001, 289), thus acting as a kind of ‘working utopia’ (Crossley 1999), a living model,

or vision of the proposed society.

A major aspect of pre-figurative movements is that they are heavily interconnected, or net-

worked, a term that many scholars use to explain core movement relationships. Appadurai

(2000, 15), for instance, suggests that networks collaborate in a “loose, horizontal structure”

while Juris (2008, 11) claims that they embody processes of “de-centralisation and de-structur-

ing” which build “horizontal ties” between people based on consensus decision-making.

Ideally, activists affiliate through solidarity, which transcends ideologies, “national cultures,

identities and obligations” (Cunningham 2008, 600). Social bonds in these contexts are

intended to cut across identity, location, time, and space so no one is excluded due to circum-

stances such as geographical location or class.

Escobar (2004, 351) endorses the concept of network relationships as a powerful ideal. He

explains that these interactions are based on co-participation, in which “negotiated views of

reality may be built”. Actors are both “receivers” of ideas and “potential emitters” (Escobar

2004, 352). In Escobar’s understanding, actors within networks interact with one another in

total equality. He writes that the “co-operation and collective learning” which is part of the

network process results in a democratic production of social worlds (Escobar 2004, 353). Fur-

thermore, in Crossley’s view, network relationships serve as ‘proof’ of the validity of the move-

ment (1999, 830). They produce “new plans and ideals for living” which challenge existing

social norms and values (Crossley 1999, 810). Likewise, in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, net-

works “create new [0]possibilities . . . invent new forms of existence, articulate alternative

futures . . . and create zones . . . against dominating power relations” (Deleuze and Guattari

1987, 33).

In other words, these movements represent (and are pre-figurative to the extent that they

represent) spaces in which actors will follow the Ghandian mantra to “be the change you

wish to see”, building and living in the present structures in ways that are more decentred,

less hierarchical, more democratic and ultimately more attune to solidarity than accumulation.

In this sense, social movements can at times be understood as representing a kind of pre-fig-

urative politics.

Over the course of the rest of this section, we will reflect on Occupy’s attempts at governance

through participative democracy, as well as specific case studies representing, despite their

many drawbacks, attempts at pre-figurative politics within a contemporary social movement.

The General Assembly

“Organization can be a model for the change one wishes to bring about.” (Graeber

2009, 25)

The General Assemblies (GAs), were the principal form of governance at Occupy. Taking the

form of twice-daily meetings, they provided an opportunity for occupiers to discuss various

agendas and make decisions based on consensus. The goal was to produce either an “action

point” (a solution), or failing that, a proposal to a set of agenda points. Described on Occupy

London’s website as a “forum for peaceful assembly” (Occupy London 2011), the GA was

intended to be, “party-less, leaderless, by the people and for the people”. GAs were founded

on the principle that “people are not perfect . . . one person alone even less so!” and were organ-

ised in opposition to “top-down, macho, heroic models of leadership”. By implicitly rejecting

current constitutional models which “destructively concentrate power among a few key individ-

uals”, they were also an attempt to involve all members in the political sphere, regardless of age,

status, gender, or intellectual ability.
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At most GAs, occupiers would sit close together. Ideally, all members of the Occupy

encampment were supposed to participate, so the meetings provided a rare opportunity for

everyone to gather together in one place. They were coordinated by an elected facilitator

whose function was to ensure that each individual voice was heard and each agenda point prop-

erly discussed. Facilitators would also gauge the assembly’s reaction to the proposed agenda by

taking “temperature checks” on it, which involved participants making hand signals to demon-

strate agreement, or a desire to contribute further to the discussion. A key purpose of the GA

was to encourage interaction through dialogue and face-to-face communication, something

many occupiers regarded as essential for a democratic society. For some, it seemed that

face-to-face communication was preferable to other forms of communication such as cyber

interaction or written documentation, based on the notion that pure democracy meant not defin-

ing yourself. Speech and discussion were seen as organic and fluid, whereas written statements

were seen by some as rigid and exclusive as they might not allow for diverse perspectives. As

one informant told me, true democracy comes from “the heart” instead of pieces of paper. It is

also of course significant that written statements can alienate where literacy is low.

In essence, the GAs were an attempt to put the process/means of democracy ahead of its end.

Rejecting the consequentialist position that underpins constitutional democracy in its dominant

liberal format, GA processes posited an alternative in which the end of getting things done or

taking a decision is not privileged over the process of not alienating, steam-rolling, or excluding

those upon whom such decisions may impact. In this structure, individuals represented them-

selves, and all participated in those GAs in which they felt they had an interest. The GA was

thus clearly an attempt not only at governance, but at shining a light on the inner contradictions

of constitutional, representative government such as it exists in British society.

The Tent City University

Tent City University (TCU) was one of the very first branches set up as part of the Occupy

London movement. Neil chaired the inaugural working group meeting and subsequently

played a central role in organising the University’s activities until these and the camp itself

wound down towards Christmas. Here, he reflects on the University’s work and modus oper-

andi, and will present three examples which indicate its tendency towards a form of pre-figura-

tive politics.

The first of these can be seen in TCU’s broad approach to learning. Though many TCU

organisers came from formal academic backgrounds, all were of the opinion that the structure

of contemporary academia can and does reproduce both the injustices of the dominant neolib-

eral political-economic system and the class divisions and inequality on which this rests. As

Paulo Freire (2007) argued, “there is no such thing as a neutral education process”, and in

the context of the contemporary marketisation of higher education, we felt that formal univer-

sities functioned less as creators of critical, free-thinking human beings and more as a pro-

duction chain for the integration of the young into the market economy. Related to this, we

believed that the myth of equal access to education and the process of grade-standardisation

had led university qualifications to become a pillar of social hierarchisation (see Bourdieu

1998 for a fuller discussion of this). In today’s marketplace, of course, those with a Masters

are deemed to be worth more than those without a degree, with the accumulation of qualifica-

tions thus constituting a path to the accumulation of status, wealth, and power (Bourdieu 1998).

TCU openly rejected this. Our motto was “anyone can teach, everyone can learn” and we

sought to promote an approach to learning that prioritised process over end-point and valued

the skills all people have to share and the capacity all people have to learn. What did this

mean? It meant that our workshops were given by bicycle mechanics and electricians as well
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as by academics, that every speaker sat non-hierarchichally among the crowd and that all were

welcome to participate in any way desired. It also meant accessing perspectives from across the

political spectrum and creating a space in which dialogue – rather than the top-down imparting

of information – was the norm. Finally, it meant avoiding conferring qualifications or certifi-

cates demonstrating that an individual had learnt x or y or acquired any particular, categorised

qualification.

Our second major challenge was to break down some of the communication barriers that we

felt were constructed by the dominant political-economic and social status quo. While research

increasingly reveals that humans are hard-wired to be empathetic (Rifkin 2010), recent neuro-

biological studies have demonstrated that empathy is reduced by lack of interaction and mobi-

lity across social groups (Shamay-Tsoory 2011). In our society, we felt these divisions to be

especially acute and we believed this to be a significant contributing factor to prevailing injus-

tice and inequality. In order to challenge this, we attempted to create an open, free, and welcom-

ing space in which people from all walks of life could come together. By having ex-bankers

share stories of the wrongs of their industry, by having migrant workers tell of the abuses

they faced while cleaning the buildings home to that industry, and by facilitating debates

between those from radically different political and social spheres, we strove to bridge

divides and contest the many forms of division, privilege, and discrimination that separate us

from each other. Evidently, we were aware that what we created was fleeting and of small

scale – the goal however was to prefigure a context in which new collectivities, communities,

and identities could (at least begin to) emerge.

Our third challenge regarded the use of public space. Though, intuitively, British citizens

may assume they have the right to peacefully assemble at the heart of London to voice grie-

vances and air concerns, in reality they do not. As in city centres across the country, many

of London’s nominally public squares and thoroughfares have been parcelled off to private

landowners or corporations who have the right to legally exclude anyone from rough sleepers

to protesting students (Minton 2012). Again, we rejected this as well as the neoliberal, anti-

commons philosophy underpinning it. In order to manifest that rejection, we used TCU to

conduct a series of “flash teach-outs” – a combination of education and direct action, where

we assembled unexpected and en masse to stage public lectures and host open debates. After

the success of our teach-outs in front of the Bank of England, the Corporation of London

fenced off what most previously thought the public square outside it. When asked why they

had done so, they told us it was to “prevent disruption”. When we spread this information,

floods of London citizens complained, armed now with the awareness previously denied them.

The Welfare and Well-being Working Group

“Occupy is curative . . . we are the antibodies to the disease.” (Occupier)

This section explores the activities of the Welfare and Well-being Working group (hereafter,

WWG) which was set up about one month into Occupy London. The group initially formed

in response to a “call out” claiming that the camp had become a “beacon for those in need”.

In particular, volunteers were needed to help with overwhelming numbers of people experien-

cing a range of problems such as activist burn-out, alcoholism, schizophrenia, aggressive ten-

dencies, and so on. Indeed, because of Occupy’s policy of inclusivity and its welcoming stance,

it attracted many people who were drawn to the camp for reasons other than activism, such as

the support, food, and shelter freely offered by occupiers.

The WWG was run by volunteers who took turns staffing the “welfare tent”. Decorating the

space with cushions, lamps, and sofas, volunteers intended to create a calming and supportive
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environment in which occupiers and others could drop in to rest, talk, and relieve the stresses of

day-to-day activism and life at the camp. People could walk into the tent without appointment

and could stay for as long as they liked. Volunteers did their best to provide services without

time limits and constraints, which was, in their view, explicitly and intentionally in contrast

to the compartmentalised and privatised nature of mainstream therapy today.

The WWG had some clear, political motives. As one volunteer noted, “we have to welcome

all kinds of people into Occupy, especially those who have been rejected by society”. By this,

she meant those large numbers of the homeless or mentally ill who were becoming increasingly

drawn to Occupy London.

The WWG eventually became a venue where people converged to discuss alternative

approaches to mental health. Volunteers and users of the welfare tent unanimously agreed

that popular understandings and treatment of mental health had been corrupted by capitalist

ideology. Many occupiers, for example, attributed mental health problems such as schizo-

phrenia to capitalist values and lifestyles rather than biological or physiological factors. Poor

mental health was often blamed on the market-driven values of capitalism, specifically to the

prevailing “atmosphere of fear, aggression and competition” which is unsustainable for our

“psyches, souls or communities” (Altman et al. 2012).

Moreover, some WWG members argued that the mainstream healthcare system does not

improve these problems, but rather perpetuates them, as it is governed by the need to fulfil gov-

ernmental quotas, and to create stable, functioning individuals whose sole function is to be able

to work and contribute economically to society. In accordance with this view, some volunteers

argued that drug treatments which are so widely used among the NHS, are used to supress indi-

vidual creativity and difference, whilst one-to-one therapy creates individualised, privatised

relationships based on economic exchange rather than a real care motive. Overall, they

argued that we should scrutinize the current socio-political environment which is unhealthy

for our psyches.

People involved in the welfare campaigns came from very diverse backgrounds and WWG

members eventually came to include shamans, psychotherapists, psychiatrists, Reiki healers,

social workers, and counsellors alongside medical service users and mental health activists.

Weekly WWG meetings were often made up of volunteers and, at times, the people they

strove to help. Some volunteers had no training or expertise, but maintained that life experience

and human compassion were the basic and vital skills needed to help others. There were no

formal rules or guidelines for how to treat welfare users, so people’s practice varied extensively,

according to personal preference or professional paradigms. Some therapists would sit inside

the tent and wait for patients to enter as and when they chose to, while others preferred to

stand outside chatting informally to people, taking them into the tent only if they wanted to

talk in greater depth. These volunteers preferred a much more informal, spontaneous, and

user-led approach to healing, being deeply critical of conventional therapeutic practice

because it was perceived as embodying certain characteristics that for typify capitalist

society, particularly the power dynamics and hierarchical structure.

Others, however, disagreed with this loose informal approach to treatment, and argued that in

therapy, structure is important for empowering patients. These volunteers often encouraged

patients/users to visit the tent on a regular basis, as in more conventional therapeutic settings.

A few volunteers also drew on outside support from pre-existing services. Some frequently

liaised with the charity Broadway, for instance, who aim to house and support houseless

people. Others used referral systems and sectioning in cases where they felt they did not

have the sufficient resources to deal with a patient. These particular interventions were extre-

mely controversial as Occupy aimed to be autonomous and self-sufficient, hence many

bemoaned such decisions, arguing that external agencies such as Broadway are entrenched in
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the capitalist, statist system and are thus unreliable and oppressive. This issue often led to

internal debate and contention among the WWG.

Despite some internal disagreement, the WWG more often than not reflected Occupy’s wider

philosophy of living the example they wished to see in society. Members who opposed the ration-

alisation of mental illness within institutions drew on their desire to provide a space which was

inclusive of everyone and thus created a healing environment in which people interacted spon-

taneously and freely, unencumbered by status or hierarchy. Such members set up alternative

healing treatments among the community which were often based on holistic therapies. “Encir-

cling therapy” (sometimes also called a “containing circle”) was how some dealt with a person

experiencing a tantrum or psychotic episode. On seeing someone in distress, familiar people

and friends were encouraged to form a circle around the distressed person and hold (contain)

them (without physical contact) in an attempt to calm them and make them feel supported, and

also to ensure he/she did not hurt him/herself or others. The person may then be taken aside

and encouraged to talk about their feelings and problems. I suggest there are a number of

things at play in the act of encircling. Symbolically, it represents a mode of healing in which

power/hierarchy is decentralised because all of those standing in the circle play an equal part

in the healing process. Encircling, I was told, relies on the voluntary actions of people who

happen to be present at the time, this being in stark contrast to the formal patient/professional

relationship. Thus, encircling both structurally and symbolically represented horizontal politics

in a kind of embodiment of the type of community occupiers wished to become.

In line with Occupy London’s self-sustainable DIY (do it yourself) approach, skill-sharing

workshops were also a popular way of encouraging everyone to be involved in the process

of healing. Those focussed on mental health included “co-counselling” and “how to get

someone through a crisis”. The workshops were available to everyone, on the grounds that

anyone can do counselling and extensive training is not necessary. People who attended such

a workshop were encouraged to pass on their knowledge to others. I witnessed many instances

of what could be called co-counselling, in which actors took on the dual role of carer and cared-

for, taking turns to ask each other questions and to discuss problems and feelings. Discussion

groups focussed on mental health also encouraged people to “speak out” (a common trope in

mental health activism), sharing stories and past experiences which often included accounts

of trauma or mental illness. The purpose of these talking groups was diverse. Individuals

were encouraged to explain their own personal and unique story to increase awareness of

mental illness and the stigmatisation it incurs, whilst speaking out demonstrated the importance

of both speaking and listening in communal settings.

In sum, people aimed to build a community in which care was “a part of life, not a job or

occupation”. As one welfare member exclaimed, “paying people to care undermines the

human aspect of communication”; she longed for people to have the desire to listen to her,

instead of being paid to. Although the WWG encompassed very diverse members, people

united over their concern for the well-being of others and their belief that the current British

care system is lacking in human concern and compassion.

Discussion and conclusion

It is important to begin this discussion with an acknowledgement of the fact that Occupy

London had many problems and that, for all its valiant efforts, its striving for pre-figuration

was often unsuccessful, which necessarily raises questions about whether pre-figuration is a

viable political strategy.

In the first instance, despite their attempts, the GAs were often highly fractious events, which

sometimes came to be dominated by particular individuals or factions. In this sense, they at
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times failed in their own terms, since not all were able (or willing) to participate equally under

such circumstances. Moreover, not everyone who was implicated in or impacted by a decision

was able to attend all relevant GAs, such that the very purpose of the GA as a hyper-democratic

decision-making forum was undermined.

This fact, coupled with the reality that GAs at times meandered frustratingly through minor

details toward non-conclusions, suggests that the GA, while useful as a challenge to the increas-

ing vacuity of contemporary representative democracy, lacked certain of the practical advan-

tages of representation and delegation. To judge the GA using the consequentialist lens of

the liberal democratic, representational structure of contemporary British governance may be

unfair, but so would denying the benefits that representation and delegation can bring.

The WWG also faced problems. Indeed, in line with the major criticisms examined above, it

often struggled with structurelesness and leadership. Working groups were supposed to emulate

Occupy’s democratic decision making processes, but some found it difficult to work in an

environment in which relationships were not defined by status, wealth, or power, specifically

in the pseudo-medical context we inhabited. Many were used to drawing on their formal train-

ing experience or expertise to situate themselves and relate to others in their line of work. As

such, a tacit hierarchy and system of leadership did actually emerge, whereby leaders were

self-elected, based on their level of confidence, on recognition, or the length of their involve-

ment in the WWG. These leadership roles were often appropriated by those more inclined to

clinical and professional roles, meaning that at times the WWG came to reflect precisely

those dominant structures it sought to challenge. Though perhaps a failure in pre-figurative

terms, this might not necessarily have been a negative outcome, since some of those we

cared for truly needed expert assistance.

Parallels exist here also with TCU. Though we endeavoured to embody a kind of pre-figura-

tive horizontalism, the positionalities of those involved in driving the University forward

necessarily led to the reproduction of certain dominant social hierarchies. TCUs central

group of organisers were all either current or former university graduates, many of whom

had traditional teaching experience, and to whom other organisers often deferred. Similarly,

though myriad efforts were made to include speakers and sessions from beyond the

academy, the majority of TCU speakers (and all of the best attended sessions) were (those con-

ducted by) established academics or respected social thinkers.

Moreover, in practice, we found hierarchy and unofficial leadership/delegation to be necess-

ary. This is not to diminish the real attempts at mutual respect and, at least, a minimisation of

hierarchic authority; it is merely to acknowledge that organising complex events across time

and space necessitated the kind of division of labour and delegation that does not sit perfectly

with an absolute pre-figurative horizontalism.

Perhaps what these drawbacks highlight is that pre-figuration is not an easy goal to accom-

plish. Living the future in the present is an admirable goal, but sometimes drawing on the struc-

tures of the past can help in that transition. If nothing else, the very attempt to pre-figure, while

not invalidating all that dominant contemporary structures stand for, at least highlights some of

their failings, some of the ways in which they do not live up, in practice, to the ideals upon

which they are putatively built.

In this, it is worth noting the many tangible, democratic, egalitarian, and thus pre-figurative

successes the movement did enjoy. The GAs and the WWG, for instance, provided a space in

which certain individuals could become empowered with strong feelings of autonomy,

especially in cases of those who are typically excluded and marginalised by society such as

the homeless and mentally ill. The deconstruction of hierarchy in treatment particularly

allowed this.
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Similarly, with TCU, while key organisers and speakers were deeply implicated in the neo-

liberal academy and thus complicit with many of its injustices, the very location and self-image

promoted by TCU allowed large numbers of people not involved in formal education to engage

in and benefit from the kinds of learning spaces normally only provided in formal educational

contexts. It is of real significance that so many self-described “ordinary” citizens were able to

access the kinds of critical thinking/learning normally reserved for the relatively very privi-

leged.

Crucially, we must recognise that an important aspect of any pre-figurative political action is

the recognition that a protest, as with a social formation, is an ongoing journey as opposed to a

pre-defined destination. Pre-figurative politics are thus processual, meaning that even when one

form evaporates or fails to achieve its goals, its essence may continue in another, with lessons

incorporated “from the road”. This is evidently the case with Occupy. While the significance of

the camp’s physical presence cannot be underestimated, and while the disbanding has undeni-

ably effected the nature of contemporary political action in the UK, the ethos and engagement

embodied by those (blooded) at Occupy still lives on. This can be illustrated in myriad ways.

There are, for instance, a variety of Occupy-related collectives which continue to organise

(Occupy Research or Oral History providing two examples). In the case of TCU, those at the

heart of its organisation have drawn on its models to build a nationwide network of popular pol-

itical-economic education (see www.peliteracy.org). While those drawn into its network now

spearhead for a such as the Coalition for Resistance or UK Uncut. In this, lessons learnt at St

Paul’s will apply.

Notes

1. Kettling is a crowd control tactic deployed by British police in large demonstrations. It involves con-

fining protestors within a limited area. It has been described as arbitrary detention, but has been upheld

as a lawful police tactic by the European Court of Human Rights

2. Quotes taken from General assemblies at Occupy London during 2011–12

3. Much of this section draws on an analysis offered previously, in The Independent. See here: http://www.

independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/every-day-more-gather-eyes-are-opening-and-the-shackles-of-

apathy-loosening-6256934.html
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