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Anthropology  
 

The Relationship Between Culture and Space within the Museum 

 

Layla Sanjoori 

 

Introduction 

Museums act as sites of curiosity for tourists, essential features of a city’s heritage, and microcosmic 

spaces for the exploration of cultures throughout the world. Conversely, museums are also spaces 

where colonial oppression is reinforced, cultures are misinterpreted, and hegemonic notions regarding 

the production of knowledge are fortified. The ‘modern’ museum has been articulated as a means to 

epitomise modernity’s necessity to organise a “sort of perpetual and indefinite accumulation of time 

in an immobile place” (Foucault, 1986 cited in Bennett, 1995: 1). This discussion serves to examine 

discourse surrounding museums through the relationship between culture and space, centring on the 

notion that museums are not, nor have ever been innocent. Through this discussion, one can infer that 

museums are spaces where power, regulation, and control is organised over cultures and the 

individuals who belong to them.  

 

Theorists have surmised that the ‘modern’ museum is unlike its predecessor, they acknowledge the 

progressive attempts to remove instituted power within curated exhibitions. Certainly, with the 

emergence of the spatial turn during the 1980s, attention on the idea that space had a constitutive role 

in our human experience increased. Withers highlights the importance of space for the production of 

knowledge, inferring that the nature of science depends on understanding “produced through place as 

practice rather than simply in place” (2009: 653). This discussion will be divided into three sections 

to critically discuss how power is both generated, used, and created within museum space. Firstly, an 

exploration into the emergence of museums as spaces for cultural representation; then, questioning 

whose culture is produced within such space, utilising an exhibition from the British museum; finally, 

uncovering the different kinds of power imposed on cultures and individuals within museum space.  

Spaces for Cultural Representation 

Museums have been around since the early 17th century, however, many were not open to the general 

public until the early 18th century. Even then, admittance into this space was denied to individuals 

deemed socially inferior in terms of their class or gender. Museums were originally spaces where 

https://globalhorizonsjournal.wordpress.com/?post_type=jetpack-portfolio&p=558
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members of the upper class and royalty could exhibit their riches. As more culturally diverse artefacts 

were obtained by curators, it became apparent that such a space could be used for educative purposes. 

Here, it would be appropriate to draw on Gramscian theory, demonstrating how the state utilised 

museums as a means to ‘civilise’ members of the lower classes. Mayo, discussing Gramsci, has 

affirmed that, “To miss the educative element embedded in relations of hegemony is to overlook the 

central core of hegemony” (Mayo 2014: 386). From its conception as a public space, museums can 

be understood as platforms which facilitated the state’s control over society and its citizens. This was 

achieved by confining the means to learn about diverse cultures into grandiose buildings. Members of 

the public were able to view them through a narrow and restrictive lens; they were able to learn and 

‘discover’ cultures beyond those they were situated in. At the same time, they were immersed in a 

space where cleanliness and good behaviour were, and still are disciplined. Cuno (2012) 

conceptualises the creation of the museum otherwise. He denotes that museums were progressive 

spaces of fluidity without prejudice, that they had “never known political borders but have always 

been fluid” (Cuno, 2012: 1). His understanding incorporates the belief that the organisation of cultural 

artefacts from around the world was not indicative of hegemonic state control. Conversely, he 

proposed that “museums have value as a repository of objects dedicated to their preservation, the 

dissemination of knowledge, and the dissolution of ignorance” (ibid: 2).  

 

By producing exhibitions of different cultures museums become spaces where knowledge of cultures 

on a global scale is learnt, yet they also serve to represent the nation in which the museum is 

situated.  Drawing on Anderson’s (1983) concept of ‘imagined communities’, one could consider that 

we all share the same ideas concerning our culture that bind us as a nation. Therefore, within the space 

of museums, cultures are exhibited as ‘imagined communities’; we actively partake in developing a 

shared understanding of who and what is being displayed. Moreover, it is not only individuals from 

other cultures that we are acquiring information about, but also ourselves. Ahmed (2000) has 

analytically studied encounters with strangers and the reflective experiences that these catalyse on 

ourselves. She highlights that we recognise somebody as a stranger, rather than simply failing to 

recognise them. This theory can be applied to encountering different cultures within the space of the 

museum, a space which produces the ‘stranger’ as a figure who is culturally different to themselves. 

Ahmed’s (2000) theory can also be connected to the encounter of artefacts situated in a postcolonial 

space. Many museums contain objects from countries which bear remnants of an unjust colonial rule, 

yet museums fail to acknowledge this. More often than not, their representation reinforces the control 

and power that was previously indoctrinated into their culture. 
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If the stimulus behind the creation of museum space was that of retaining power over the nation and 

the cultures embodied inside them, one may question how they have responded to the need to 

reconfigure such shortcomings. Some adhere to the theory that we are now in a period of ‘new 

museology’, understood to be a conjectural movement altering the underlying motivation “away from 

the functional idea of museums” (McCall and Gray, 2014: 20). In the case of power being organised 

and instilled through the museum, this suggests that curators are now working reflexively to counter 

previous socio-political drives behind cultural representation. Additionally, David Harvey (1990) has 

claimed that we are now in a theoretical period of time-space-compression. Harvey explains this as 

capital now moving at a faster pace than ever before, referring not only economic capital, but also 

social and cultural. Humans have become increasingly mobile, and communities are now multi-

cultural. It is necessary to concede that museums must address this model. Curators must create 

displays that encapsulate fast-moving time into spaces where cultural memory is represented and 

produced.  

Whose Culture? 

The extent to whether such rectifiable action has occurred within the ‘modern’ museum ought to be 

analysed. Therefore, the artefacts and exhibitions present in museums to this day must be scrutinised 

to ascertain how cultures are still being presented, and the consequences of such depictions. The 

British Museum, located in the city of London in the United Kingdom, is home to millions of cultural 

objects. Its development over the last 250 years occurred due to the expansion of the British colony. 

One collection of artefacts in particular has sparked controversy owing to the means by which the 

objects were ‘obtained’, and how they are now being displayed. Gallery 25 in the British Museum 

contains of a range of artefacts from the lost city of Benin in Africa; necklaces, sculptures, plaques 

and figures. A classroom resource aimed at ages 7-11 explains the events that led to them being 

secured by British officials:  

“When the British tried to expand their own trade in the 19th century, the 

Benin people killed their envoys. So, in 1897 the British sent an armed 

expedition which captured the king of Benin, destroyed his palace and took 

away large quantities of sculpture and regalia, including works in wood, 

ivory and especially brass.” (British Museum, 2015: np.) 
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This museum resource is suggestive of the colonial forms of power still evident within museums to 

this day. It is equally suggestive that this colonial power is re-invigorated through educative means. 

The resource is utilised in classrooms for Key Stage 3 students. Many museums play an influential 

role in children’s education, children are able to learn about cultures within an immersive space that 

extends beyond the borders of the museum walls. Furthermore, the experience is made memorable 

through the use of historical artefacts from lost centuries.  

 

The reasoning behind the procurement of these artefacts is presented to readers as if British colonisers 

had the authority to do so. Furthermore, taking their cultural possessions is justified simply by stating 

that “the Benin people killed their envoys” (ibid: np), without expanding further on this event in 

history. Jonathon Jones (2003) has highlighted the ambiguities within this story stating, “Benin had 

been dealing successfully with Europeans since the 15th century” (Jones, 2003: np.). What the British 

Museum fails to explain in their description is that the ruler of Benin, Oba Ovoranmwen, was trading 

fairly with the British. Oba eventually demanded fair custom duties from them, this infuriated British 

officers who used this to justify their brutal attack on the city. “The fire spread uncontrollably and 

destroyed a large part of the city. The royal palace was also burnt, although we claimed this was 

accidental” (ibid: np). Jones concludes his article by proposing that modernism as an art form was 

greatly influenced by the occupation of Africa. Essentially, the British Museum has created a space 

for the narration of a forgotten culture through a prejudiced post-colonial lens. A space where colonial 

power over African culture is still apparent. The literature used to describe Benin’s brutal colonisation 

only reinforces their subjugation and discrimination. As for the children who use this resource as a 

tool for learning, their knowledge concerning the procurement of these artefacts is established through 

decidedly subjective means. Their understanding places Benin culture on the side-lines of history, 

strengthening Eurocentric narratives regarding colonial power. 

 

Sumaya Kassim (2017) has highlighted the challenges of incorporating accurate background context 

into museum displays, in an attempt to decolonise them. She argues that museums are not neutral 

spaces, emphasising that “for many people of colour, collections symbolise historic and ongoing 

trauma and theft” (Kassim 2017: np). The construction of the Benin exhibition reinforces this idea; 

African culture is misrepresented in a space which influences the general public’s collective memory. 

“What gets shown and what remains hidden; all work to deny, retreat, and forget” (ibid: np).  

 

The portrayal of different cultures within the space of museums has been linked to the affective politics 

of race. The culture being exhibited is racialised as the ‘other’ when encountering themselves in such 
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context. Thus, museums can be seen as ‘theatres of pain’ where space “acts as a site that materialises 

the pain of epistemic violence” (Tolia-Kelly, 2006: 899). Tolia-Kelly draws on her analysis of how 

members of the Maori community encountered the presentation of their own culture. They were 

evidently disturbed by how their culture was exhibited, experiencing “pain, alienation and grief” (ibid: 

900). Again, drawing on Ahmed’s (2000) theory behind encounter, such analysis applies to how 

members of the Maori community collectively acknowledged their own culture as a ‘stranger’ from 

its actual form. The curators of museums everywhere must acknowledge this requirement to combine 

narratives from both themselves, and the cultures they are presenting. Consequently, producing 

descriptions which repudiate hegemonic arrangements of power over cultures evident within museum 

space.  

Power and the Museum 

Throughout this discussion, the instillation of power upon different cultures within the space of the 

museum has been analysed through both its creation, and the display of cultural artefacts. This final 

section will discern the different forms of power generated within such space, including that of 

colonial power previously discussed.  

 

Carol Duncan (1999) has conceptualised museum space as a consequential development of democratic 

society, drawing on public art museums such as the Louvre and the National Gallery. From this 

consideration, one could infer that these spaces of display are used to produce an idealised 

democratised culture by the state. This demonstration of ideological power is still evident through the 

museum’s commitment to equality, even if only in writing rather than actuality. As discussed 

previously, whilst museums are seen on face-value as a space where everyone is welcome, certain 

individuals within society cannot experience museum space on equal terms. “Equality of access to the 

museum in no way gave everyone the relevant education to understand the works of art inside, let 

alone equal political rights and privileges” (Duncan, 1999: 306). Evidently, even though most 

museums are ‘open’ to the general public, they reinforce the dichotomy between literate and illiterate 

persons, especially in regard to the written information provided alongside exhibits. Henceforth, 

power is enacted throughout museum space, denying the ability for all members of the community to 

access knowledge concerning different cultures. Recently, the suggestion that museums are 

institutions for the ‘elite’ and ‘educated’ has resurfaced owing to the diminishing salaries for those 

that work in museums. Morris has highlighted that there is a decreasing interest in museum vocations 

“from people with poorer social backgrounds and from ethnic minorities” (Morris, 2004: np). This 

report emphasises the traditional demarcation between those who should and should not belong within 
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museum space. Furthermore, inculcating the lack of cultural representation not only in regard to what 

is being exhibited, but also the decrease in workers from different cultural backgrounds.  

 

Stuart Hall (1999) re-affirms the notion that museum space has, and is still to this day, denying ethnic 

minority representation. However, he develops this idea by focusing on forms of cultural heritage that 

are displayed and re-enforced within museums. He argues that British museums, in particular, remain 

inactive in terms of acknowledging British heritage as a field of diversity. British heritage should not 

only be attributed to individuals deemed as ‘white’, but also to those who regard themselves as ‘black 

British’ or ‘mixed-race’. Hall (1999) addresses the apparent ‘revolutions’ which are now occurring 

within the museum to counteract these issues. Firstly, the democratisation of what is considered 

valuable with increasing interest in value ‘from below’. Secondly, acknowledging the conceptual shift 

that has occurred from Enlightenment ideals of “dispassionate universal knowledge,” to a concerted 

move away from “Eurocentric grand narratives” (ibid: 7). Hall (1999) draws on Foucauldian theory 

regarding the transmission of knowledge through discourse. Through this he asserts that museums 

have always been related to the exercise of power.  

 

Tony Bennett (1995) in The Birth of the Museum has also utilised Foucauldian theory, surmising that 

spaces such as the museum are peculiar and characteristic of Western culture. Indicating the power 

and control that the space conducts upon visitors, Bennett states that museums treat their visitors as 

essentially ‘minds on legs’ as the museum embodies, through its visitors, “a place for organised 

walking in which an intended message is communicated in the form of a directed itinerary” (ibid: 6). 

Henceforth, museums can be conceptualised as institutions of high culture. They govern the cultures 

they are representing, whilst enforcing social control in accordance with governmental rationale. 

Furthermore, his notion of the ‘exhibitionary complex’ within the space of the museum reiterates the 

concept of instituted power as “they formed vehicles for inscribing and broadcasting the messages of 

power throughout society” (ibid: 61). Foucault (1977) conceptualises power as being constituted 

through individual’s ability to self-regulate. Foucault employs the panopticon, a type of institutional 

building used to control and police individuals, to illuminate how each person within society is being 

‘watched’, inducing a sense of permanent exposure which facilitates the functioning of power. This 

theory can be applied to the relationship between space and culture within the museum. The space 

produces a selective illustration of cultures which, in turn, leads to self-surveillance upon those who 

experience museum space. When immersed in museum space, visitors become both the subjects and 

objects of cultural material. “Knowing themselves as known by power, interiorising its gaze as a 

principle of self-surveillance and, hence, self-regulation” (Bennett, 1995: 63).  
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Despite there being many museums around the globe, the most popular and well-known are located 

in the global ‘West’. Inherent within this demarcation between the global ‘West’ and global ‘East’, is 

discourse which harnesses the notion of the ‘West’ as superior, or more developed in ways that may 

be social, political, cultural and economic. The term ‘Orientalism’ (Said, 1979) has been used to 

exemplify a Western style for controlling and having authority over the ‘Orient’. Edward Said (1979) 

highlighted that the dominant mode for learning about those in the global ‘East’ is from a position of 

power. Within the space of the museum, cultures extraneous to those within the ‘West’ are represented 

in such ways that re-enforce a binary opposition, identifying two classifications of ‘us’ and ‘them’. 

They are mentally categorised as ‘The Other’ which signifies a manifestation of hierarchical power 

relations, serving to keep power where it already lies (ibid).  

 

Power within museums can be fortified through its architecture. Museum architecture serves to 

restrain culture within the spatial arrangement of the museum in different abstract ways. Yet, it is not 

only cultures within such architectural arrangements that are restrained, “the object of confining is the 

visitor, who is captured within the museum’s walls, exiled from the world where the rest of his or her 

life takes place” (Bal, 1996: 152). Power over visitors of museums is endorsed through the means by 

which they can move around, experiencing culture through pre-determined avenues of encounter. The 

development of structural elements of display and placement of objects can evoke a theatrical 

exhibition of cultures, this may be enhanced with lighting and sound effects (Duncan, 1995). Tsiftsi 

(2018) has analysed the authenticity of museum architecture in relation to how the Jewish Holocaust 

has been represented through museum space. They posit that, in the museum, “visitors are to 

experience the “real” of the Museum through the reality it constructs, which is a representation of the 

Holocaust as the reality of their immediate experience” (Tsiftsi, 2018: 22). Tsiftsi remarks on the 

ethical issues that architectural experiences had on those who experienced the immersive architecture. 

For instance, re-conceptualised ‘gas chambers’ were created using an evocative and stylistic design 

within the museum space. The creation of exhibitions such as the Jewish Holocaust, are regarded as a 

historical necessity. However, attention must be paid to members of the Jewish community who, when 

encountering their culture through museum space, are forced to re-visit haunting memories.  

 

Despite the apparent era of ‘new museology’, it would be naïve to assume that museums are now 

innocent, or that they have ever been. As is evident from the Benin artefacts displayed in the British 

Museum, colonial power is still embedded in an exhibition situated in one of the most prestigious and 

influential museums in the world. Cuno (2012) proposed that museums have always had value due to 
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their role as institutions for the distribution of knowledge. However, this disregards the obvious signs 

of authoritative power still evident within their walls. One only has to reflect upon exhibitions which 

actively ‘other’ cultures different from their own, to recognise museums unequal relationship (Said, 

1979). This is a relationship between space and culture that both inaugurates and preserves power. As 

has been discussed, museum space is home to multiple forms of power; they range from state power 

over cultures and their representation, to control over individuals who choose to immerse themselves 

within the space. From this discussion, one could conclude that museums have not developed from 

their initial endeavours. They emerged as a space for the installation of institutional authority which 

espoused colonialist undertakings. At a time in history where countries, nations, and communities are 

now more culturally diverse, museums must avoid essentialising stereotypical cultural traits and 

values within their displays (Hall, 1999). The future of museums is dependent on their depiction of 

the past. Clearly, “Museums are facing a shift and need to open up in order to remain relevant in the 

future” (Steward, 2018: np).  
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Geography 
 

Examining Educational Curriculum as a Mechanism of Power and 

Instigator of Violence 

 

Guy Mullard 

Introduction 

No curriculum can reveal the ultimate truths of the world. The assemblage of knowledge within 

curriculum is simply a selective process in displaying a certain groups vision of legitimate knowledge. 

According to key thinkers such as Apple (1994) and Pinar (1993), this selective process enlists 

curriculum as a mechanism for reconstructing knowledge in the form of ideologies. Drawing from this 

foundational work, this paper seeks to illustrate how curriculum can be utilised as an institutional 

mechanism of power in pursuing ideological objectives. To do this the nature of curriculum; explored 

in its general sense, will be investigated in relation to the concept of power. Selective discourses 

ranging from Marxism and Post-Modernism to Curriculum Studies will be utilised to project unique 

and varying perspectives upon the curriculum/power relationship. To add a further layer of analysis, 

curriculum; understood as a mechanism of ideological power, will be investigated in its potential for 

enforcing various forms of violence. Representations of class, race and gender within the curriculum 

will be specifically focused on to illustrate how this content can perpetuate structural forms of 

inequality and violence.  

 

Defining key terminology 

It is recognised that the terminology used in the title of this paper is laden with ambiguity and; hence, 

this section has been designed to bring clarity to some of these heavily debated terms. Through this, 

it is hoped that linguistic interpretations will not alter the intended meaning of this paper. The terms 

highlighted for investigation include: curriculum, power and violence; which will be expanded upon 

within the synopsis below.  

 

Curriculum 

Within the field of curriculum studies there lies no unanimous definition for the term curriculum. 

Various definitions have been proposed and altered, with differing perceptions stemming from various 

philosophical and experience backgrounds (Nwaji, 2011). The most comprehensive deconstruction of 

https://globalhorizonsjournal.wordpress.com/portfolio/%25pagename%25/
https://globalhorizonsjournal.wordpress.com/portfolio/%25pagename%25/
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the term arguably comes from Eisner’s (2001) foundational work - The Educational 

Imagination. Within this book, curriculum is broken down into three comprehensive sections; 

the implicit, the explicit and the excluded.  These core elements have been expanded upon below: 

The explicit refers to clearly planned educational content; such as textbooks and syllabi which 

are part of a publicly announced programme of study (Flinders et al., 1986). 

 

The implicit, also known as ‘hidden curriculum’ entails values and expectations which are 

generally not covered in the formal curriculum.  This unwritten and unofficial content is widely 

acknowledged as the socialisation process of schooling (Kentli, 2009).   

 

The excluded, or ‘null curriculum’ refers to the intentional or unintentional absence of certain 

content and; hence, can be seen as the knowledge and experiences which students are not 

afforded (Flinders et al., 1986).  

 

Bringing these aspects together, curriculum can broadly be viewed as a systemic and selective 

reconstruction of knowledge and experience designed to influence the ways learners think, feel, 

believe and act (Neary, 2002; Nwaji, 2011).  

 

Power 

The concept of power has been explored and scrutinised by social scientists, philosophers and 

politicians of centuries (Hamilton, 2014). Amongst modern thinkers, the term still holds much room 

for interpretation and; hence, no singular definition has permeated across the academic disciplines 

(Lucas and Baxter, 2011). To help narrow down what is meant by power, a combination of selected 

thoughts have been condensed and infused to create a concise overview of the term. Weber (1978) 

in Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft famously defined power as the ability of an individual or group of 

individuals to exercise their will over others. Combining this definition with the commonly cited 

relationship between power and influence, power can more widely be seen as the ability to influence 

and control the behaviour of others (Lucas and Baxter, 2011). With this definition a further layer can 

be added through the lens of Foucault’s neologism – power-knowledge. According to Foucault (2008) 

power is inextricably related to knowledge; whereby knowledge is seen as an exercise of power and 

power is perceived as an inescapable function of knowledge. To draw these ideas together, power can 

be seen as authority over the forces of influence and control; under which knowledge provides its 

structural underpinning.  
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Violence 

As with the terms expanded upon above; the concept of violence can be elusive in its multiple 

interpretations. According the World Health Organisation (2002) violence describes the actual or 

threatened use of physical force or power. As illustrated by O’Moore (2006), this commonly accepted 

definition is limited in its scope through the omittance of psychological forms of violence. Instances; 

such as, verbal abuse, bullying and harassment should be accommodated within the definition in order 

to encompass the term's more holistic nature. This idea is supported by Galtung (1969) who highlights 

both somatic and mental factors in constituting violence. Going beyond this, Galtung speaks of 

violence in terms of somatic and mental realisations; whereby violence is present where actual 

realisations are below that of their potential. By viewing the term in this way, any factor which 

restrains these realisations below their potential can be seen as violence.  This more open definition 

encompasses highly significant modes of violence such as structural and symbolic conditions which 

commonly limit realisations through social injustices (Galtung, 1969; Galtung, 1990).  

 

For the purpose of this paper, Bufacchi’s (2005) 'Comprehensive Conception of Violence' will be 

adopted; whereby the term violence will be broadly used to signify any violations of human rights. 

Under this conception, Galtung’s theory of realisations is encompassed so that closer attention can be 

paid to symbolic and structural forms of violence which act to limit somatic and mental realisations.  

 

Curriculum as a mechanism of power  

This section of the paper will seek to examine the ways in which curriculum manifests itself as an 

institutional tool in exerting power. As illustrated above, implicit, explicit and excluded elements of 

curriculum direct how students are to perceive the world and themselves. The ways in which these 

individuals think, feel, believe and act is broadly shaped by the planned and unplanned systemic 

reconstruction of knowledge and experiences (Nwaji, 2011; Neary, 2002; Popkewitz, 1997). This 

ability of curriculum to remodel identities and characteristics have led some to describe it as a mode 

of social engineering and regulation (Popkewitz, 1997; Nwaji, 2011). Viewing curriculum in this way 

unearths its potential in instigating particular forms of social change; whereby society’s behaviour and 

development can be shaped to the needs of external institutional forces. Viewed in this way, 

curriculum can be seen as a tool for exercising and enforcing hegemonic power.  This idea is seen 

throughout the work of Marxist philosophers; such as Gramsci, who recognise imposed actions by 

dominant groups on social life as a form of cultural hegemony (Lears, 1985). By shaping social norms, 

ruling groups can reinforce their position within society; acting to solidify their dominant position of 



 17 

power over subordinate groups. In understanding how power is maintained and exercised in this way, 

social epistemologist perspectives can be utilised to analyse how knowledge and symbols can be 

employed to hegemonically instigate desired social change. 

 

Philosophers such as Plato, Hegel and Descartes have all offered versions of rationalist epistemology; 

whereby a pedestalled perception of knowledge is held above the limited information of the senses. 

For them, knowledge is comprised of objective truths which are free from the influences of culture, 

politics and time and; hence, free from the possibility of manipulation (Kelly, 2009). This view of 

knowledge can be attractive for governing bodies since the implicit and explicit knowledge presented 

through the curriculum can go without questioning and challenge, allowing their ideas to be seen as 

ultimate truths.  In reality; however, there is no ultimate truth and in the making of curriculum we 

must realise that we are dealing with selective ideologies (Kelly, 1995). Failure to recognise the 

ideological underpinning of curriculum can be seen as an assumed certainty over human knowledge 

and; hence, a curtailment of individual freedom to question the subjectivities of perceived truths. On 

a more macro-level, the acceptance of absolutist epistemologies can be closely tied to the acceptance 

of totalitarian forms of governance (Kelly, 2009). Hannah Arendt (2017); in The Origins of 

Totalitarianism, uses examples of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union to illustrate how control of 

information through propaganda enforced a universal absolutist knowledge which served to solidify 

power structures. Indeed Kelly (2009) argues that these totalitarian forms of government are the direct 

result of absolutist epistemological theories seen through the works of thinkers such as Plato and 

Hegel. Though totalitarianism may be an unlikely product of an absolutist curriculum alone; the 

epistemological questioning of curriculum can be seen as empirically essential in determining how 

knowledge is recreated within ideological systems to solidify and enforce power. 

 

Opposition to absolutist theories largely stem from the field of post-modernism where theories suggest 

that all knowledge and versions of the truth are formulated around ideology (Turner, 1990). Going 

beyond this, key post-modernist thinkers such as Derrida (1979) and Foucault (1972; 2008) have 

drawn explicit links between power and the distribution of knowledge; with Foucault (2008) arguing 

that the ideological utilisation of knowledge is a primary channel for the enforcement of power.  This 

can be seen through his neologism – power-knowledge; through which he argues that knowledge and 

power are not independent entities but are inextricably linked (Foucault, 2008). By analysing the 

different relationships and constructs of power; Foucault moves beyond reductionist perceptions of 

the term and uncovers its systemic and structural underpinnings. This can be seen in his (1972) work 
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where he explicitly names the education system as a site for the political manipulation of knowledge 

and discourse; highlighting power as both a creator and a product of such systemic mechanisms.  

 

This has not gone unnoticed within the field of curriculum studies where key theorists such as; 

Popkewitz and Brennan (1998) more specifically exemplify the potential of curriculum in supporting 

power structures through the systemic reconstruction of knowledge. Aronowitz and Giroux (1993) 

agree that the knowledge provided through curriculum provides a framework for power; though they 

argue that this control over knowledge can be either of an emancipatory or dominating nature. By 

encapsulating both potential positive and negative social effects, the authors illustrate a multifaceted 

understanding of power; whereby contrary liberating and repressive social objectives can both be 

achieved through the manipulation of curriculum. These ideas are supported within Foucault’s (2008) 

work where he highlights the potential positive functions of power-knowledge in creating possibilities 

of empowerment and the production of particular forms of life.   

 

Contrary to this view, classical Marxists argue that when actors of power utilise knowledge the results 

are always negatively based around domination and subordinacy. In this way curriculum 

fundamentally acts to serve the interests of the privileged and powerful; using distortions and 

mystifications of the truth to obtain desired social objectives (Wang, n.d.). This can be seen in Marx 

and Engels (1970) work where they argue that the ideas of the ruling class dominate and infiltrate all 

other ideas. Those with control over mental production control the dominant ideology and; hence, 

knowledge recreated through the curriculum can be seen as a mechanism in enforcing ruling class 

ideas and instilling inequitable power relations.  This is supported in Apple’s (2012) work where he 

illustrates how only the knowledge of certain groups is seen as legitimate in terms of curriculum 

formation.  This highly selective knowledge has been termed ‘official knowledge’, whereby the 

knowledge of subordinate groups is condemned as illegitimate and unworthy; leaving marginalised 

groups voiceless at the expense of ruling ideologies.  With this process of determining ‘official 

knowledge’, a deep and complex relationship can form between the selective formation of knowledge 

within curriculum and the conflicts, tensions and power relations present within society (Apple, 

1998).  In this way, those with control over ‘official knowledge’ hold a highly political position of 

power; whereby the social bonds of society can be moulded to the shape of curricular content.  A 

prime example of this can be seen through the Western imposition of colonial curriculums; where 

Western ideologies were often imposed over subaltern knowledge. In this way, colonial powers were 

seen to utilise educational curriculums to mentally and socially reshape native population in 

accordance with their ruling ideology (Oba and Eboh, 2011).  
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These social implications of curricular content were recognised during the 20th century ‘linguistic 

turn’, where discursive ‘spaces’ were linguistically analysed in their ability to construct or mitigate 

subordination. Within this movement, language was pedestalled as a system of rules and ideas which 

constitute an individual’s participation within the world (Popkewitz, 1997). Relating this to the 

language of curriculum; Gupta and Yin (2009) illustrate how linguistic choices surrounding certain 

groups and ideas can carry connotations onto present day ideologies and social relations. Furthermore, 

curricular content can be recognised as linguistically authoritative; adding a perceived degree of 

credibility to conveyed messages. With students expected to absorb and assimilate this information in 

stupendous detail, it can be seen that they are left susceptible to the forces of external influence and 

control (Englund, 2011; Gupta and Su Yin, 2009). This is supported by critical linguistics theory, 

which illustrates the entrenchment of power within curricular text in achieving ideological objectives 

(Clarence, 1992).    

 

Curriculum as an instigator of violence  

This section of the paper will seek to analyse the ways in which curriculum; seen as a mechanism of 

power, can work to instigate violence. As mentioned above, this paper will adopt Bufacchi’s (2005) 

Comprehensive Conception of Violence; whereby systemic and structural characteristics of violence 

will be closely considered in-line with Galtung’s theory of potential and actual realisations. To add 

specific analysis; the broad categories of class, race and gender have been chosen for deeper 

investigation into curriculum’s potential for limiting realisations.  

 

Class violence through the curriculum 

The modern concept of class is an elusive construct with many variable factors and indistinct 

boundaries of categorisation. For Marx (1887), class primarily entailed a group’s relation to 

production; whereby members of the same class will occupy the same part of the production 

mechanism.  For Weber, the concept of class was more formulated around economic stratification, 

with individuals being more broadly categorised based on their ‘life chances’ (Clark and Lipset, 

1991).  Within more modern sociologist approaches, social class broadly encompasses wealth, 

influence and status with variable measures between objective facts and subjective perceptions of the 

self (Cohen et al., 2017).  

 

Between different social classes, often lies an underlying theme of social and economic inequality 

(Muntaner et al., 1999). This is an important factor in Marxist theory, where capitalistic systems are 

said to perpetuate class antagonisms, manifesting conditions of oppression and struggle (Marx and 
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Engels, 1969). Through this lens, the capitalist status quo works to solidify class stratifications; 

whereby social classes are largely contained within their brackets with highly qualified elites 

maintaining their wealth and influence; whilst the unqualified underclass often become trapped at the 

polar end of these privileges. Amongst the excluded underclass, health factors and levels of 

educational attainment also commonly suffer from their assigned position within society (Farmer, 

1996; Hodgson, 2003).  According to Galtung (1969), this system of class exclusion and 

monopolisation of resources and insight is a prime example of violence being present in the system; 

whereby the actual realisations of lower classes are oppressed by unseen forces. 

 

Seen as an institutional mechanism of power, curriculum can be perceived as a primary tool in 

solidifying economic systems and associated class structure.  In this way, curriculum can be seen as a 

supporting mechanism of violent systems and; hence, a perpetuator of class violence itself. This is 

supported by Apple (2007), who highlights the role of implicit and explicit curriculum in validating 

fiercely competitive systems of mobility and promoting certain forms of social Darwinist thinking. 

On a more quantifiable level, Anyon’s (1980) study highlighted the more prominent availability of 

skills leading to power such as; legal, managerial and medical skills, for advantaged social groups; 

whilst working class groups were largely provided with more of a ‘practical’ curriculum to include 

manual skills and clerical knowledge.  Whilst this study is now dated, more recent work by Sullivan 

et al., (2018) illustrates that school-subjects are still differentiated by social class. Beyond this, it is 

argued that within these subjects the followed curriculum is likely to differ along class lines; whilst 

streaming and tiering also act to solidify social positions. 

 

In Das Kapital, Marx (1887) argues that the lower-class proletariat are forced to work unfulfilling jobs 

in which they are alienated from production. Pinar and Bowers (1992) argue that this alienated labour 

described by Marx is reflected in student’s alienation from choice in curricular content. Similarly, the 

suggested motivation for school work often revolves around desire for high grades and external 

rewards; instead of enjoyment for the process of learning or obtaining knowledge. This too can be 

seen as a supportive pre-condition for oppressive economic systems; whereby students in this case 

reflect labour who work tirelessly for material reward with little expectation of flourishing or creative 

fulfilment (Pinar and Bowers, 1992). In this way, the curricula output of schooling can function to 

enhance oppressive class-structures; acting to perpetuate violence through the solidification of lower-

class realisations below their potential. This is supported by Althusser (1971) who described 

educational institutions as ‘ideological state apparatuses’ which; through their many functions, act to 

subjugate the working class.  
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Racial violence through the curriculum 

The concept of race has historically been a dynamic and complex construct; changing with the 

demands of political circumstance (Pinar, 1993).  This is supported within social science discourse, 

where unscientific distinctions between race have led to the popularised theory that race is a socially 

constructed concept (Obach, 1999). Modern critical race theorists Delgardo and Stefanic (2013: 165) 

support this socio-politically derived perception of race; however, for purposes of social 

categorisation, define the term as a “vast group of people loosely bound together by historically 

contingent, socially significant elements of their morphology and/or ancestry”. For the purpose of this 

paper, this definition will be adopted whilst recognising the socio-political underpinning of the term. 

 

Racial inequality is said to be ingrained in American tradition. In 2010, black people; relative to white, 

lived five fewer years, earnt twenty-four percent less and were six times as likely to be incarcerated 

on a given day; with equally shocking statistics for the Hispanic community (Fryer, 2010). In the UK, 

a Guardian survey illustrated that people from ethnic minority backgrounds faced significantly more 

everyday negativity such as rudeness and false accusations then white people, with much of this 

negativity being associated with race (Booth and Mohdin, 2018). Referring back to Galtung (1969; 

1990), it is clear that a cultural and deeply structural form of violence is present within these societies. 

This is supported by Farmer (1996) who argues that racial factors leave groups and individuals 

vulnerable to extreme forms of human suffering; illustrating structural forms of inequality and 

violence.   

 

In both the United States and the United Kingdom, curricular content has been highlighted in 

perpetuating racist modes of thinking (Kohli et al., 2017; Troyna, 2012). A key channel through which 

this is achieved is through the tailored creation of ‘cultural memory’; whereby a collective societal 

memory is formulated around a taught history; creating an accepted sociocultural knowledge about 

certain groups (Brown and Brown, 2010).  How African Americans see themselves; and how other 

groups understand their history and experience, is said to be highly affected by the curricular content 

they are exposed to (Banks, 2003). In this way, the ‘cultural memory’ formulated through educational 

curriculum can be seen to set societal and personal expectations for different racial groups; dictating 

the ways in which they should behave and be treated in the present (Brown and Brown, 2010).  The 

curricular representation of racism in the US being carried out by “a few bad men”; with the omittance 

of Africa’s rich history, illustrates a certain willingness to ignore deep rooted racism within the country 

whilst acting to instil subordinate perceptions of minority groups (Brown and Brown, 2010). In this 
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way, the racial structures of violence explored above can be seen to be supported by curricular 

representations of race through the altered ‘cultural memory’ of society.  

 

Another prominent theme to emerge from the education system is colour-blind racism. Whilst some 

link colour-blindness to ideas of equity, conceptual studies illustrate how silence around race 

legitimises and maintains racism (Kohli et al., 2017). By schools adopting a ‘colourless’ mentality, it 

allows for the ignoring of overtly racialised manifestations in the system; whilst nulling the beauties 

of diversity.  This less blatant form of institutionalised racism carries unique strength in its indirect 

subtleness.  Categorised by Sniderman et al., (1991) as ‘new-racism’, this more ostensibly non-racial 

practice leaves an empty void surrounding racial inequality whereby individual based rationales and 

stereotypes are allowed to dominate the narrative. In this way, curriculum can be seen to perpetuate 

racial violence where it refuses to take an active role in addressing its root causes; creating an illusion 

that racial inequality is a normal feature of society.       

 

Gendered violence through the curriculum 

Since John Money’s (1955) foundational work, it has been clear throughout the discourse that the 

concept of gender constitutes much more than the biological or physiological determinants of sex. 

Whilst difference in genital anatomy may influence perceptions of maleness or femaleness, gender 

differentiations focus more broadly on the varying social expectations, behaviours and roles assigned 

to different beings (Case et al., 2009). How we perceive these gender differences and the ways in 

which gendered characteristics are tied to individuals are said to have profound effects on perceptions 

of identity and how individuals interact with the world (Garcia-Moreno, 1998).   

 

Males, females and other categories of gender all see constraints due to the expectations and behaviour 

ascribed to them. Women in particular face harsh inequalities throughout the world, with global 

indicators illustrating their commonly disadvantaged position (UN, 2016). This; in part, is the result 

of the gendered roles ascribed to women; whereby their position is commonly diminished by 

patriarchal social and cultural beliefs. In this sense women suffer inequalities not necessarily because 

of their biological construct, but because of the gender constructs assigned to them (Garcia-Moreno, 

1998).  Men too suffer from this gendering of society, whereby forced perceptions of what men are 

supposed to be have been closely linked to inflated rates of mental illness and suicide (Ghaill and 

Haywood, 2012).  Where different groups are divided and characterised by the ‘fault line of gender’, 

this prescription of gendered identity can be seen as a curtailment of freedom; whereby societal 

expectations dictate how one is to live their life (Moore, 1988).  This forced social assignment and its 
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associated inequalities, can be seen as an enactment of structural violence whereby societal pressures 

limit individual’s realisations below their potential.  This is supported by Anglin (1998) who recognise 

gendered hierarchies and pressure to meet gendered standards as structural curtailments of life 

potential.  

 

According to Judith Butler (1988) gender assumes its status through ‘performativity’; whereby the 

repeated performance of gender norms constitutes the gendered identity. In this way, gendered work 

and activities practiced through the curriculum can be seen to influence how students perceive their 

own gender role; as well as that of others (Durrani, 2008). Throughout numerous studies, British and 

American textbooks have persistently underrepresented women; whilst presenting their roles to be 

largely limited to the domestic and nurturing sphere. According to Gupta and Su Yin (2009), this study 

illustrates a socialisation process whereby students are engineered to operate in accordance with their 

gendered identity. Similar results were found in Evans and Davis’s (2000) study into gender 

representation in primary school textbooks; where male characters were shown to illustrate 

significantly more stereotypical male characteristics; such as aggression and competitiveness then 

their female counterparts. This reinforcement of gendered traits acts to isolate all those who do not fit 

the gendered status quo, often leading to cases of playground bullying and issues of mental health in 

later life (Evans and Davis, 2000; Ghaill and Haywood, 2012).  In these areas both direct and structural 

forms of violence can be seen to result from the enforcement of gender stereotypes within the 

curriculum.  

 

Throughout studied curriculums, a binary view of gender was always adhered to; whereby possibilities 

for identifying outside of the male/female dichotomy were persistently neglected (Engebretson, 

2014).  This is supported by Meyer and Carlson (2014), who argue that both the explicit and 

the implicit curriculum of schooling act to solidify and police rigid binary gender roles. The 

transgender community; to provide just one example, have been highlighted in their common 

exclusion from curricular content. This invisibility of an entire gender community from school 

curriculum allows for the perpetuation of myths and oppression surrounding people of this identity; 

acting to isolate them from mainstream society (Case et al., 2009). The violence of this can be seen 

through moral exclusion theory, where ‘the other’ is perceived as non-existent or a nonentity, leading 

to the neglect of basic needs and entitlements such as respect and fair treatment. This 

institutionalisation of moral exclusion, as seen through the curricular exclusion of other gender 

categories, has been labelled as more violent than individual manifestations of moral exclusion since 

it has the power to socially restructure society. Once perceptions of unimportance have been 
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structurally labelled onto ‘the other’, groups can fall out of societies moral concern whereby they are 

more likely to suffer inequalities and violence at the hands of society (Oppotow, 1990).      

 

Conclusion  

As explored above, educational curriculum influences the ways in which individuals think, feel believe 

and act and; hence, can be perceived as an institutional mechanism for social engineering and 

regulation. By examining the ways in which curricular knowledge is presented in line with social 

objectives, its utilisation as a mechanism of power becomes evident. This argument can be supported 

across numerous disciplines from Marxism and Post-Modernism to Curriculum Studies; where diverse 

conceptual evidence can be found in drawing supportive parallels between curriculum and power. To 

add a further layer of analysis, this paper sought to analyse the ways in which curriculum; as a 

mechanism of social influence and control, can lead to different forms of violence. In doing this, 

Buffachi conception of violence was adopted in line with Galtung’s work; whereby violence was 

broadly conceptualised as a restraint on mental and somatic realisations. By adopting this more holistic 

definition, it was hoped that a more in-depth analysis could occur into deep-rooted structural and 

cultural forms of violence and their linkages to particular forms of curricular content. By scrutinising 

curriculum in this way, it is hoped that progress can be made towards more peaceful and representative 

curriculums which are liberated from the ties of powerful ideology.    
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Introduction 

Being the largest city in the Americas by population and the main business hub of Latin America, São 

Paulo is a melting pot of different cultures and social groups.  Like many mega cities, it has placed its 

focus on economic development and has expanded at an incredible rate, proving to be unsustainable 

in several ways.  Brazil itself ranks in the top ten most unequal countries in the world today by income 

distribution, having a Gini coefficient of 0.53, with São Paulo being no exception to this (World Bank, 

2017).  Inequality manifests in many realms throughout the city, but no more so than in its housing 

market.  Peripheral expansion of the city has been twinned with lack of public investment in housing 

and infrastructure, with the state preferring a neoliberal framework of private investment to manage 

the city and lead it forward as the flagship of the country’s miraculous economic development.  This 

paper will focus on the conflicting visions of corporate and social interests in São Paulo, based on 

their different visions of how space should be used.  First, the colonial and political roots of the city 

will be explored for context.  Second, I will look at how space is produced in contemporary São Paulo, 

contrasting the condominium model with the housing options of the urban poor, to explain how social 

segregation and the housing crisis has been created.  Third, I will critically analyse the effectiveness 

of transformative actions of both the state and social movements in counteracting big business interests 

in high value spaces of the city.  My conclusion will be that the state’s ideological and practical 

ambivalence over how space should be used reflects the substantial influence the private sector exerts 

over the state as a mediator of space, leaving only the social movements as unequivocal upholders of 

the City Statute law and housing justice in São Paulo. 

 

Context 

A world away from today’s sprawling metropolis, São Paulo was founded as a Jesuit college in 1554 

by two priests, one Portuguese and the other Spanish.  The primary goal of the college at its inception 

was to convert the native people to Christianity (Da Silva, 1984).  Growing slowly as a village and as 

a destination for travellers undertaking missions to the Brazilian interior, it was not until the importing 

of slaves that the area began to develop economically.  Brazil took advantage of the vast numbers of 

African slaves being exported to the Americas from fellow Portuguese colony Angola.  During the 

https://globalhorizonsjournal.wordpress.com/portfolio/%25pagename%25/
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transatlantic slave trade, which saw around 10 million slaves shipped to the Americas, the country 

took in an extraordinary 40% of these slaves, more than any other country (Luna and Klein, 

2003).  The slave population was pivotal in the rapid industrial development of São Paulo.  This vast 

influx of free labour was the driving force behind the growth of the sugar industry during the 

17th century.  Not only this, but slavery was also significant in the development of a social segregation 

model in the city, which continues to this day.  Towards the end of that century, discovery of gold in 

the interior of Brazil meant that most slaves switched to working in the mines (ibid).  During the 

18th century gold supplies were diminishing and labour was transferred to agricultural industries such 

as coffee.    

 

Through the 1800s the coffee industry in São Paulo transformed it into a prosperous area, with enough 

capital to build heavy infrastructure, such as trains connecting the city to the interior of the country 

and its abundant natural resources. In 1889 Brazil officially became a republic and welcomed its first 

democratically elected president.  Slavery had been abolished the year before, making Brazil one of 

the last countries to pass this law.  The ruling elites in the country wanted to pursue rapid 

industrialization of the region, yet did not want the overwhelming population of freed slaves to hold 

social power.  São Paulo began to open its doors to European immigration around this time, moving 

from an economy based on agriculture to one of manual industry such as textiles (Holloway, 

1978).  The evolution of industry spurred further developments in the country’s infrastructure, with 

the building of highways and trams to connect different regions of the city.  Immigration from Europe 

came mainly from Portugal and Italy, creating a concentrated industrial hub of factories and transport 

systems in São Paulo.  Economic development in the city meant that property and land values were 

ascending rapidly; only the wealthier class could live comfortably in the city centre (Caldeira, 

2001).  The poor majority began using land on the periphery of the city where they could create their 

own informal living arrangements, whilst using the newly built transport systems to access jobs in the 

centre.  New waves of immigration from Japan and Korea emerged in the 1930s, twinned with the 

ongoing influx of Europeans, creating urban sprawl in São Paulo.  The periphery’s population erupted 

in the middle of the 20th century, leading to unsustainable living conditions and poor sanitation.  In 

general, industry continued to keep up with the exploding population in the region, especially the 

emerging automotive industry.  The housing market and infrastructure did not, however.  The city 

centre became unaffordable and inaccessible for the majority of the population.  Most workers lived 

in the far reaches of the metropolis in inadequate, unsanitary housing without proper infrastructure 

and transport links to the booming economic centre.  
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During the military dictatorship between 1964 and 1985, class-based geographical segregation 

reached new levels.  The city became characterized by its centre-periphery aesthetic, which in turn 

dictated social life.  The wealthy and the marginalized rarely came into contact with one another 

(ibid). Only a handful of poor residents lived in the centre, in low quality squatter accommodation 

known as Cortiços.  Consequently, the 1970s marked the emergence of a strong housing movement, 

which argued that the state was neglecting the housing needs of its most marginalized citizens who 

lived on the peripheries of its major cities.  Movements experienced some success in pressuring the 

government to provide basic utilities such as electricity and running water to outlying 

neighbourhoods.  The same movement which was calling for housing justice in the city worked 

closely with other social movements to mobilize against a general political landscape of social 

injustice under the dictatorship regime, which was eventually overthrown in 1985.   

 

Following the overthrow of the military dictatorship, Brazil looked to create a new constitution and a 

revised vision for the nation.  On one hand, the constitution focused on encouraging the provision of 

social justice for the urban poor, yet on the other it promoted the expansion of neoliberal economic 

policies and large-scale corporate investment into the country’s major cities (Friendly, 2013).  Once 

again, São Paulo’s economy evolved, this time from manufacturing industries to service and retail 

industries.  Industrial areas in the centre emptied out, some giving way to new banking districts or 

large shopping malls selling luxury goods and specialized services.  Many of the middle class 

previously living in the centre had already moved into comfortable suburbs of the city, which were 

quieter, cleaner and less stressful, leaving the centre empty and bare.  This created a new model of 

social segregation in the city, one which was more visible and stark than ever before.  Real estate 

companies began developing suburban land because of its relative abundance and affordability 

compared to that of the centre, and capitalised on the growing fear of urban crime and insecurity 

during the 1980s.  Condominiums and luxury residential complexes were built on large plots of land, 

separated from the outside world by high fences, with private security teams and advanced security 

systems.  The construction of these buildings in the suburbs often put them on the doorstep of favelas 

(basic self-built living arrangements) and marked the beginning of the degradation of public space in 

the city.   

 

Housing crisis: Production of space and social segregation 

The process of neoliberal urbanization which has taken place in São Paulo means that the use of space 

is currently based on its exchange value rather than its social function.  This is because the free market 

largely determines the use of land and property.  Moreover, economic policies tend to be driven by 
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the interests of the capitalist and economic elite.  Since the writing of the constitution in 1988 and the 

subsequent increase in foreign investment, public space has increasingly been taken and used for 

capital projects such as gated residential communities and hypermarkets (Levy and Ligurori, 

2016).  Real estate developers have held extraordinary power in decisions over the production of space 

(Holmes, 2016).  Funding for social housing fell during the 1980s, influenced by the recession, and 

ever since there has been a severe lack of investment in public space, while companies instead invest 

increasingly in high-value property production in suburbs (Filho, 1992).  Henri Lefebvre was 

particularly vocal and illuminating in his analysis of the space production process.  For him, capitalism 

turns cities into commodified space which serve a speculative financial purpose rather than a practical 

one.  Commentating on the conflict between exchange value and use value in space production, he 

states that:  

 

“Space remains a model, a perpetual prototype of use value resisting the 

generalisations of exchange value in the capitalist economy under the 

authority of a homogenising state.” (Lefebvre, 2010: 191). 

 

Hence, as a ‘perpetual’ occurrence, space production should be considered an ongoing conflict.  This 

conflict continues as interested parties, who constitute opposing power-geometries, attempt to imprint 

their vision on who and what the city is for, ultimately determining who has the power to produce the 

city (Iveson, 2013).  In the context of São Paulo, capitalist interest groups uphold themselves as 

regulating the primacy of exchange value.  They hope to make everything in the city, including space 

itself, reducible to a market commodity.  Therefore, asserting property rights allows space production 

to be dictated by groups who own property or have the resources to acquire it for speculative purposes 

(ibid).  São Paulo’s housing market encompasses a wide array of interests, including activists, lawyers, 

politicians and real estate developers, making it a highly politicized arena (UN HABITAT, 

2010).  Real estate companies and their political influence have been instrumental in creating the 

housing crisis which we see today.  The abandonment of the city centre has left roughly 25% of houses 

in this area completely vacant, whilst an estimated 1.2 million of the city’s residents live in 

substandard accommodation and a further 30 thousand citizens live on the streets (Côrtes, 

2019).  There is absolutely no question that the city has a dire housing crisis, and that the reliance on 

private companies to provide social housing has led to a gross under-supply of decent living 

arrangements, leaving the poor to fend for themselves in the overcrowded and inadequate peripheral 

favelas.  
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Billboard advertising fragrance looms over a small informal settlement in eastern São Paulo.  

Image by author. 

 

The emptying out of the city centre and subsequent production of luxury condominiums in suburbs 

has created a new type of social segregation in the city.  Furthermore, it has resulted in a general 

neglect of public space (that existing between neighbourhoods) and destroyed a sense of community 

and citizenship.  Being based on large plots of land outside the central district, the sub-division these 

projects create is based on the urban model of transport by car and the ongoing peripheral expansion 

of large cities that is often seen in the US (D’Ottaviano, 2008).  Limited space in these complexes are 

dedicated to housing, while most of the space is made up of leisure facilities, gardens and luxury 

service centres, most of which exist as a symbol of status rather than to serve a practical purpose (Alas, 

2013).  Space is therefore utilized in a grossly inefficient way, with much of the space being unused, 

something which is indefensible in a city which suffers from overpopulation and densification.  These 

spaces emanate wealth and exclusivity, whereas having the favelas and temporary shelters on their 

doorstep fuels the anxieties of criminality and unsanitariness which create demand for these luxury 

properties and for the isolation they offer from the perceived dangers of the outside metropolis.  One 

quote from Chico Buarque’s novel Estorvo (meaning ‘hindrance’) highlights the exclusive and 

anxious dynamic of condominiums with the fictional interaction between a condominium guard and 

a working-class man visiting his sister:  
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“He asks my name and destination, observing my shoes...  The servant does 

not know which door I deserve, because I am neither delivering something 

nor have the aspect of a visitor.” (Buarque, 2012: 55). 

 

Beyond affirming how poor citizens are unwelcome in these spaces, this quote also highlights the 

humiliation of poor citizens providing services for the residents.  These spaces often employ favela 

residents on low wages.  They provide services to the wealthy residents such as cooking, cleaning, 

security surveillance and childcare.  For many, these are the only jobs which are within reaching 

distance, since the better paid jobs in the city centre require a vehicle to access in a manageable time 

frame.  For those who do decide to battle the daily commute into the prosperous centre, it is common 

for them to spend four hours in transit (Van Mead, 2017).  In an interview with Carlos Augusta Hirsch 

– a logistics and transport engineer in the city – carried out by UN HABITAT he points to some 

worrying statistics.  While there are nearly 30 jobs per capita in the city centre, the deprived eastern 

zone of the city has only one formal job per 300 residents (UN HABITAT: 28).  The poorest families 

live far from the centre and segregated from the middle class, apart from those providing low-skill 

service work for them at an exploitative rate (Leme and Meyer, 1997).  Moreover, the prospect of 

working in the centre is unrealistic for many, not only because of transport issues, but because of their 

informal status as citizens.  A high proportion of the urban poor do not have the legal title to their 

house, making obtaining a formal job in the centre difficult because they have no proof of address 

(Roy, 2005).  This typically pushes them into informal work, where wages and working conditions 

are notoriously bad due to lack of trade unions (Chen et al., 2016).  Informal status also has 

implications for political rights, with exclusion from the electoral system a common occurrence for 

the same reason.  Crucially this prevents marginalized individuals from putting pressure on the state 

to improve formal land tenure on the periphery and upgrade transport infrastructure to make 

commuting to the centre more sustainable.  They are put in a double-bind situation which they are 

unable to resolve (UN HABITAT, 2010).  Therefore, housing and employment are inherently 

interconnected in São Paulo.  Marginalized groups on the periphery are destined to work at extremely 

low rates of pay for a segregated middle class community, who live luxuriously on land that is many 

cases was previously public space. 

 

What exists within the walls of these luxury complexes is a perfect case study for how ‘public’ space 

looks in a neoliberal, segregated society such as São Paulo.  An entirely intramural form of living is 

modelled by the companies who build them (Sonna and Maziviero, 2016).  Residents often have little 
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need to leave the premises with leisure facilities, public gardens, office spaces and shops provided on 

site.  For any other services required by residents, servants are usually paid to fulfil these mundane 

tasks.  These spaces are self-contained worlds, where residents are provided with most things they 

need to avoid interaction in the public life of the city (Caldeira, 2001).  Although so-called public 

spaces exist in the complexes, they are rarely used, and residents have limited interaction with one 

another.  Civil engagement is abandoned in this housing model.  The extremely high prices of these 

properties do not reflect their usefulness as housing, but instead reflect the high exchange value now 

associated with being able to isolate oneself from the city - its stress, pollution and the demonized 

lower-classes who inhabit it (ibid).  Only the more privileged citizens have the resources to access this 

right to isolation and perceived comfort.  This interpretation of the right to the city, or even the right 

to be excluded from it, is juxtaposed to the original meaning of Lefebvre’s concept.  In his original 

vision, the right to the city was about inclusion and involvement of the citizens of the city in all its 

processes to create equality and freedom of expression.  His hope was for urban space to be 

transformed into “a meeting point for building collective life” (Lefebvre, 1968: 15).  He saw the 

capitalist class of the city (in this case real estate firms) as continually attempting to claim space and 

involvement in urban planning, by arrogating space to owners of capital (ibid).  In this way, they could 

create their own vision of what right to the city meant – a right based on buying power and property 

rights (rather than Lefebvre’s right of a marginalized majority to equitable space and democratic 

involvement).  This real estate vision is a common theme in advertisements for these complexes.  One 

advertisement goes a long way towards idealizing the notion of social segregation.  The company 

promotes its property with the benefit of:  

 

“The right to not be bothered. We are offering you a totally new and 

revolutionary housing concept. Townhouses with two bedrooms. Total 

security for you and tranquillity for your children. The residences form a 

complex totally protected by walls. Access allowed exclusively to 

residents.” (Caldeira, 2001: 266). 

 

Appropriating former public space (previously nature reserves and parks) to create a safe haven for 

luxury and exclusivity appears to be the model of the right to the city which the wealthy in the city 

justify, based on a vision of free-market consumption.  I will now expand on the concept of the right 

to the city.  First, I will look at its origins, as first proposed by Lefebvre, its applicability to the case 

of São Paulo, and ongoing confrontations over space, this time looking at the under-utilised city centre 

(which is the arena for ongoing confrontation between social movements and real estate firms, with 
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the state being a decisive third actor).  I will then move on to look at transformative actions which are 

changing the dynamics of the housing crisis. 

 

Transformative actions: Right to the city in legislation, contested spaces and social movements' 

ongoing struggle for justice 

The right to the city has become a central focus for housing movements in São Paulo in recent 

years.  Housing movements have been active in São Paulo since the city’s peripheral expansion in the 

1970s.  During this period, movements were mainly concerned with the false sale of peripheral land 

to vulnerable rural immigrant populations, and the gross lack of public investment into peripheral 

neighbourhoods, with the state deciding instead to contribute to areas already developing rapidly under 

private sector investment (Kowarick, 1977).  This consequently added to the value of private space 

and caused a spiralling trend of speculation and valorization throughout the city.  Movements gained 

more momentum after their role in the overthrow of the military dictatorship in the mid 1980s (Levy, 

2005).  The Union of Housing Movements (UMM) was formed as an umbrella movement (made up 

of many social movements) in the late 1980s to help ‘give greater weight to the struggle for housing’ 

(Cavalcanti, 2006).  Large-scale movements such as these criticized the state over two main fault lines 

in their urban planning related to housing:  

 

1. Their obsession with the city landscape as an environment of growth and a business hub.   

2. Their social policies which disregards the needs of the most vulnerable and disenfranchised 

citizens in the city (Brenner, 2017).   

 

Influence for their rhetoric came from Lefebvre and his early writings on The right to the 

city.  Although often watered down by international institutions, Lefebvre’s early works on this 

concept were undeniably radical, yet highly relevant to spaces of widespread inequality.  Lefebvre 

saw ‘urban’ as a process, a setting in where capitalism can flourish, but also where there can be 

mobilization against its forces.  It is the inhabitants of a city, rather than the owners of property, who 

should have the right to make the city in their own images, and participate in the urban planning 

process.  However, these rights are not god-given, and instead are the outcome of political struggles 

(Lefebvre, 1968).  Even once legally won, the implementation of rights will tend also to require further 

struggles and renewed political agitation.  Lefebvre made a definitive distinction 

between appropriation and expropriation throughout his works.  Expropriation signified the 

unrightful use of a resource (in this case space) while appropriation was the use of a resource by its 

rightful owner.  He thought that the capitalist system was always trying to reaffirm its own right to 
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the city by expropriating space which in fact belongs to the residents of a city and arrogating it to 

capital owners (ibid).  São Paulo has been and still is a good example of this tendency.  Campaigning 

movements have had some big legal wins, yet continue to have to battle to get these implemented.  The 

fight is made all the more difficult by the encroaching space expropriation by speculative corporate 

interests in the currently derelict and under-utilized city centre.  Current struggles over the centre can 

be considered an archetypal case study for the right to the city in the context of contemporary São 

Paulo (Santos, 1996). 

 

In 2001, São Paulo saw a crucial legal change, as Brazil became the first country to incorporate 

the right to the city into its national law, made enforceable by its municipal governments (Earle, 

2017).  This law was the City Statute, which was only passed as a result of demonstrations against the 

government from social movements demanding better involvement in the urban planning process and 

the more equitable use of urban centres (Isin, 2000).  The Statute lays out two important legislative 

guidelines for municipal governments to enforce.  Firstly, it asserts that property is to serve a social 

function, and is to be used for the common good of the city.  Secondly, it states that urban policy and 

planning processes must integrate popular participation, and consult with a variety of interest 

groups.  Specifically, urbanization entails “cooperation between governments, private initiatives and 

other sectors of the society” (City Statute, article 2).  The Statute therefore heavily emphasises the 

practical changes required for achieving social justice and addressing the stark social segregation 

which has characterized the city.  It gives municipal governments the power to “interfere with, and 

possibly reverse to some extent, the pattern and dynamics of formal and informal urban land markets, 

especially those of a speculative nature, which have long brought about social exclusion and spatial 

segregation in Brazil” (Fernandes, 2007: 213).  There was a strong consensus at the time of the law 

being passed that the Statute represented an innovative new approach to moving towards housing 

justice and incorporating a right to the city in legal terms (Pindell, 2006).  

 

On closer inspection however, scholars and activists have been critical of the revolutionary rhetoric 

of the Statute, as it makes new promises but essentially fails to challenge the neoliberal system.   With 

the state as an articulator of public and private interests, and as a partner in urban development projects 

seeking greater social justice, the City Statute outlines a society characterised by forms of governance 

which are both democratic and neoliberal at the same time (Caldeira and Holston, 2014).  The law has 

given more political clout to social movements fighting for participation, yet still upholds property 

rights and the bargaining power of private interests in debates over the use of space in the city 

(ibid).  In practice, municipal governments have consistently failed to deliver on the Statute’s proposal 
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for widespread access to housing that is well-located and well-connected in terms of infrastructure 

(Atunes, 2011).  The gap between government rhetoric and urban planning processes is increasingly 

disparate.  Due to this, modern housing movements are taking it upon themselves to deliver the right 

to the city envisaged by the City Statute.  MTST (Homeless Workers’ Movement), a group which 

emerged in the late 1990s, has become one of the most vocal and practically-driven critics of the City 

Statute.  In their ongoing disputes with the state, they have focused attention on the housing deficit in 

São Paulo, juxtaposing the under-supply of social housing throughout the city with the central area 

where about a quarter of well-located and well-connected houses remain abandoned.  The movement 

cites article 2 of the City Statute, which spells out how municipal governments in the city must:   

 

“guarantee the right to sustainable cities, understood as the right to urban 

land, housing, environmental sanitation, urban infrastructure, transportation 

and public services, to work and leisure for current and future generations,” 

(City Statute, Article 2). 

 

As they correctly argue, no district in São Paulo other than the city centre actually displays all these 

attributes.  As mentioned before, the periphery (especially the poor East of the city) holds few options 

for employment and is incredibly badly connected in terms of both transport and basic utilities.  With 

municipal governments making up so little ground in their attempt to provide social housing in central 

districts for the most marginalized of the city, MTST decided to take matters into its own hands, and 

appropriate spaces which are not fulfilling their social function.  They do so because the Statute itself 

demands the use of space for its use value rather than its exchange value (Carvalho, 2001).  For the 

last decade, the organization have occupied the large former Hotel Santos Dumont which was 

abandoned in the 1980s when the wealthy Paulistanos moved to the suburbs, thereby providing 

housing for 237 low-income families.  Occupation of this building (known locally as Mauá) helped to 

re-ignite the debate over the city centre and whether it was best used as a gentrification project to 

attract more foreign capital, or whether it should be used to provide new housing to ease the ongoing 

crisis.  Mauá is a success story of the housing movement, as only a few days before eviction was due 

in November of 2017 the organization won a case against the municipal government, requiring 

compulsory state purchase of the property from the private owner, for conversion to social housing 

(Watts, 2017).  Although residents there currently live in poor conditions, they praise the proximity to 

employment in the central area, and it is certainly closer to the provisions of the City Statute than 

anything they would find on the periphery.   
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The transformative role which housing movements assume in São Paulo is crucial for social 

justice.  By working outside the legal framework, they can hold the government to account over its 

legal obligations.  Effectively, through their own expression of right to the city, movements counteract 

the neoliberal use of space for speculation and exploitation of exchange value, instead restoring 

unoccupied space to a useful social function.  They have kept the housing crisis high on the public 

agenda by exposing the law-breaking state, while somewhat paradoxically breaking the law 

themselves in order to assert their rights (Earle, 2008).  The right to the city is cleverly used as both a 

means and an end, in an act of transgressive citizenship in which these movements demand the 

upholding of rights enshrined in law.  The act of occupation means movements enter a grey zone 

between legality and illegality, however as activists rightly state, the vast majority of cities’ built 

environments have at some point been democratised by illegal or irregular occupation (Scheingold, 

2004).  Selective state responses to these movements helps us see how the City Statute is not currently 

being upheld.  Municipal government intervention will mostly occur when housing movements 

occupy land or property which carries a high exchange value.  In Lucy Earle’s book on the housing 

crisis, one anonymous respondent from the movement asserts that:  

 

“The authorities will react when occupations take place in areas where the 

real estate markets have an interest. If the market’s not interested, then the 

authorities aren’t interested [...] On the periphery occupations happen every 

day. Every day in the city a new favela is born, and there’s no attempt to 

regain possession, no reaction, no indignation shown by either society or the 

authorities.” (Earle, 2017: 224). 

 

This highlights the contradictions on the part of the state.  Before, I referred to how the City Statute 

outlines the right to the city, and how this right can only currently be fulfilled in central districts of the 

city.  Yet we see municipal governments reacting most strongly to citizens who are themselves 

enacting these rights in direct conflict with free market interests (but consistent with the City 

Statute).  Hence corporate interest and exchange value are still too often the dictators of space 

production in São Paulo.  More than ever, this emphasises the importance of social movements in 

operating outside the government’s framework.  In fact, these acts of civil disobedience are important 

for the democratic functioning of the city (De Carli and Frediani, 2016).  

 

Conclusion 
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This essay has argued that neoliberal São Paulo assigns more value to space based on its exchange 

value than its use value.  This has been especially apparent since the emptying of the city centre in the 

1980s.  I have illustrated how both public space and public interaction have been under-valued in the 

new condominium model of living promoted by real estate firms.  Comparisons between those living 

in high-value enclaves and their favela neighbours highlight the difference in opportunities for work 

and use of infrastructure that these two groups experience.  Looking at the city centre, the housing 

crisis can be situated within this model of exchange value over use value which prevails in the 

city.  The City Statute of 2001 has given social movements hope that their right to the city, and the 

equitable production of space might improve the living conditions and prospects of the urban 

poor.  However, contradictions in the implementation of the law have shown that the neoliberal market 

ideology still very much dominates policy decisions and influences how space in the city is 

used.  Inaction by municipal governments only furthers the argument made by housing movements 

that steps must be taken outside the legal and economic framework if citizen’s rights are to be 

upheld.  The production of space in São Paulo will never be socially equitable as long as financial 

speculation is allowed to overshadow social purposes.  
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The Right to Whose City? Understanding Modern Day Detroit Through 

Legacies of Systematic Racism 
 

Lydia Bennett-Li  

 

Introduction 

Few places in the USA embody the rise and fall of the ‘American Dream’ as well as the city of Detroit, 

Michigan (Herron, 1993). Once described by TIME magazine as “a symbol of the dynamic U.S. 

economy” (1961), Detroit is now more commonly described by the media with language 

of decline, failure and tragedy (see: Beyer, 2018; Wolff, 2013). But what has caused this so-called 

tragedy? A simple web-search presents countless answers from journalists, academics and the like. 

However, upon analysis of the numerous reasons stated for Detroit’s decline, it appears that a common 

underlying issue presents itself: racism, and systematic racism at that (Farley, 2015; Vojnovic and 

Darden, 2013). 

 

Figure 1. Times magazine covers 1959 and 2009 

https://globalhorizonsjournal.wordpress.com/portfolio/%25pagename%25/
https://globalhorizonsjournal.wordpress.com/portfolio/%25pagename%25/
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Throughout the 20th century, Detroit was home to extreme levels of race-based unrest, which reached 

a shocking apogee in 1967, when federal troops were deployed to the streets to manage city-wide race 

riots (Farley, 2015). While these street-based manifestations of racism have undoubtedly left a mark 

on the city and its residents, this essay will attempt to delve further and contemplate the systematic 

manifestations of racism that have created today’s Detroit. It will discuss issues ranging from country-

wide housing policies that outrightly disadvantaged African-Americans (Gotham, 2000), to public 

services dis-investments that have polarised the predominantly black inner-city and the increasingly 

white suburbs (Cipkar, 2015). This report will analyse Detroit’s interactions with systematic racism 

by focusing on 5 key urban issues: history; employment; housing; infrastructure and governance. 

Through these distinct issues, this report attempts to contemplate how deeply-rooted systematic racism 

has influenced modern Detroit, and potentially catalysed its decline.  

 

Finally, this essay will culminate by considering the ways in which everyday Detroiters are mobilising 

through a range of transformative actions, in order to reclaim their city. As David Harvey famously 

writes: “we individually and collectively make the city through our daily actions and our political, 

intellectual and economic engagements.” (2003: 939). These ‘makings of the city’ manifest in Detroit 

through the actions of grassroots initiatives such as Launch Detroit, a micro-lending organisation 

empowering entrepreneurial Detroiters (Launch Detroit, 2017). By analysing transformative actions 

such as Launch Detroit, it will be possible to conclude this essay with a vision of hope for the city of 

Detroit.  

 

From colonial roots to motor city 

It is impossible to understand the Detroit of today, without considering a number of aspects of its 

history, and particularly through the lens of race. As such, this essay will reflect on Detroit’s history 

throughout each section, rather than considering it solely in one. The aim of this first section then, is 

to briefly describe two key parts of Detroit’s history; its founding, and its emergence as an influential 

US city in the 20th century, so as to give a background for the coming issues.  

 

Colonial origins: 

As with many US cities, Detroit was first founded as a colonial town by the French in 1701, serving 

as an important fur-trading post (Teasdale, 2012), before being ceded to the British in 1760 

(Cavendish, 2001). During Detroit’s colonial period, it was home to significant struggle between 

Native American communities and colonial powers, as well as conflict between the French and the 

British, as part of the Seven Years’ War (ibid). While this report will not delve into the colonial history 
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of Detroit, which is rich in conflict and mistreatment of Native American communities, it 

acknowledges the significant struggle endured by these communities, and their ultimate demise under 

the strict British rule. Given then Detroit’s colonial founding, its population up until the turn of the 

20th century, was predominantly made up of White European settlers (Gibson and Jung, 2005). 

However, as Detroit became an increasingly prominent industrial town, this demography began to 

shift.  

 

The ‘Motor city’: 

The early 20th century saw Detroit become the famous ‘Motor City’ as it is often remembered as 

today. Strategically located for industry success, at the turn of the century, Detroit was able to attract 

the attention of over 100 automobile companies, one of which being Ford Motor Company (FMC), 

led by the famous Henry Ford (Sugrue, 2012). Ford is a key actor in early 20th century Detroit, as his 

innovation in the production line process brought vast employment opportunities to the city, and his 

belief in creating the ‘loyal workforce’ made for better working conditions and better pay (ibid). These 

opportunities rippled throughout the industry, and attracted vast numbers of migrants to the city, 

particularly African Americans from the Southern States in what is often coined the ‘Great Migration’ 

(Peterson, 1979). Between 1900 and 1930, the population of African Americans in Detroit grew from 

just 4,000 to 120,000 (ibid). Throughout the Second World War, Detroit continued to thrive as an 

important powerhouse for American industry (Cipkar, 2015). Both African American migrants and 

immigrants from overseas became an essential part of the city’s workforce (ibid). However, as the 

population of African Americans grew, so did an increasing sense of resentment among white 

Detroitians. In the years succeeding the war, Detroit grew to become a city of huge racial conflict, 

ultimately setting in motion the ‘White Flight’, which describes the huge migration of Whites out of 

the city, and into the suburbs (Thompson, 1999). The ‘Great Migration’ and the ‘White Flight’ of 20th 

century Detroit quite frankly summarise the polarisation of the city that continues today.  

 

The importance of the motor industry in Detroit, and the ways in which it influenced employment and 

subsequently induced and catalysed racial conflict between African Americans and Whites, is integral 

to understanding the Detroit of today. The following section therefore aims to critically analyse the 

role of the motor industry, and particularly FMC, in catalysing racism in Detroit.  

 

Employment: The revolutionary role of Henry Ford 

While the motor industry was not the only industry active in 20th century Detroit, it will be the focus 

of this section, given its dominance in the market, and its unique interactions with race. As stated 
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earlier, the ‘Great Migration’ saw a huge influx of African Americans into Detroit. While an 

appearingly natural migration, deeper analysis reveals the ways in which Blacks were targeted by the 

auto industry to fill the labour deficit (Peterson, 1979). In the early years, the Black workforce was 

viewed and treated as subordinate, and Blacks were systematically excluded from ‘skilled’ roles in 

the industry (Maloney and Whatley, 1995). However, after the First World War, Henry Ford turned 

the status quo on its head, and opened up ‘skilled’ positions to Whites and Blacks (Bates, 2012). This 

section will consider the impacts of this revolutionary decision both on creating economic freedom 

for African Americans, and on catalysing racial disdain among Whites. This section will culminate by 

considering the ways in which racialised legacies of the automotive industry, and the industry’s 

ultimate decline have impacted modern-day Detroit.  

 

The impact of 'equality' at Ford Motor Cars: 

Whereas elsewhere in the auto-industry African Americans were commonly excluded to low-skilled 

roles, at Ford’s River Rouge Plant in Dearborn, they were able to reach higher-level, skilled roles, 

with a select few even making it to Fords Trade School (Brueggemann, 2000; Peterson, 1979). While 

the number of African Americans actually reaching these positions remained low, the prospects that 

Ford has to offer, matched with the company’s attractive social welfare services (The Henry Ford, 

2013), made the company very enticing to African American workers. In fact, throughout the 1920s-

30s, Ford Motor Company became the largest employer of African Americans in Detroit (ibid). 

However, while Henry Ford offered African Americans with enhanced opportunities, it can be argued 

that his approach was paternalistic, and that the opportunities he offered were equally exploitative and 

demanded loyalty and compliance to FMC (Brueggemann, 2000).  

 

Brueggemann suggests that Henry Ford was able, through his personal connections with Black 

community leaders and other Black elites, to place himself as a ‘hero’-like figure of the Black workers 

of Detroit. And in some ways, this may be true; FMC did provide many African Americans with the 

economic freedom they would not have been able to find elsewhere. However, Ford’s paternalism 

towards African American workers was met with equal revulsion from White workers. In fact, 

revulsion rippled throughout the auto-industry, as more and more African Americans were being hired 

in previously ‘white’ roles. 

 

Kersten describes that throughout 1943 alone, there were race strikes at Hudson, Briggs, U.S. Rubber, 

Packard and FMC due to the hiring and promotion of Blacks into these roles (Kersten, 1999). The 
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newspaper clipping adjacent provides a stark insight into the intensity of the animosity felt by White 

workers towards their Black colleagues.     

 

While FMC and the auto-industry in general were attracting more and more African Americans to 

Detroit through the 1930s and 40s, pressure for jobs (and housing) were beginning to grow (Walter, 

2012). In the summer of 1943, this pressure culminated in a race riot that engulfed the city, ultimately 

ending in federal troops being deployed to quash the violence, (one of three military interventions in 

the city of Detroit) (Farley, 2015). While Henry Ford’s ‘egalitarian’ approach to employment was 

certainly not the sole catalyst for the increasing racial tension in Detroit, I argue that the vast expansion 

of the auto-industry, and the attractive opportunities at FMC certainly catalysed the migration of 

thousands of African Americans to Detroit. Additionally, Ford’s paternalism towards his Black 

workers provoked significant racial tension among White auto-workers, further encouraging 

manifestations of anger to occur on the streets.  

 

Industry decline and legacies of racism: impacts on Modern-day Detroit: 

After the Second World War, Industry in Detroit began to decline. Where its factories had been 

essential through to support the war effort, the post-war era saw the beginning of de-industrialisation 

in the city (Boyle, 2001). With a surplus of workers and a declining industrial base, competition for 

jobs and housing was rising rapidly (Thompson, 1999). Racial tension again reached boiling point in 

1967 with the now notorious race riot that once again brought US federal troops to the streets of Detroit 

(Farley, 2015). This riot, which left 43 dead (ibid), was the turning point for mass migration of Whites 

out of Detroit. Between 1970 and 1980, a little over 300,000 Whites left Detroit for its suburbs, taking 

with them a large economic base, and key service and professional activities (Thompson, 1999). I 

argue that this ‘micro-migration’ represented not only racial hatred of Blacks and the space that they 

occupied (ibid), but also, the deeply rooted systems of privilege that allowed Whites to retreat to the 

suburbs, while Blacks were condemned to the inner-city. What I refer to here are the highly racialized 

housing policies that were enforced throughout 20th century America. These shall be discussed in the 

section to follow.  

 

To summarise the entire impact of the auto-industry on racial unrest was beyond the scope of the 

above section. Instead, it attempted to identify and explore one catalyst in particular; Henry Ford and 

the Ford Motor Company. In so doing, it reflects upon the impact of Ford’s conception of equality, 

and comes to conclude that while perhaps unintended, Ford’s challenging of the racial status quo in 
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the early 1930s, encouraged the sentiment of racial disdain that enveloped the city and ultimately led 

to the ‘White Flight’ from the 1970s onwards.  

 

Housing: Discrimination in the National Housing Act 

As referred to in the previous section, 20th century Detroit was marked by two migrations, the ‘Great 

Migration’ of Blacks to the city at the start of the century, followed by the ‘White Flight’, just a 

number of decades later. I suggestively coined the term ‘micro-migration’ to describe the latter 

phenomenon, as while its impact on Detroit’s demography and economy was huge, the geographic 

distance of the ‘White Flight’ was in fact just a case of city-to-suburb (Thompson, 1999). The aim of 

this section is twofold. Firstly, it will unpack the ways in which white suburbanisation was galvanised 

by a number of discriminatory housing policies through the 20th century (Farley et al.,1979). 

Secondly, it will reflect on the impact of segregation and suburbanisation on modern-day Detroit.  

 

The ‘web of discrimination’ in the access to housing:  

Farley et al., (1979) describe a ‘web of discrimination’ when referring to the barriers Blacks faced in 

accessing residency in the US throughout the earlier 20th century. There are a number of aspects of 

this ‘web’, including policy, estate agent perception, and public perception (ibid). In 1934, the 

National Housing Act (NHA) was implemented in the United States, and while it was praised for 

making home-buying more accessible through reducing down-payment percentages, it was also 

widely criticised for helping to “institutionalize racial residential segregation on a national scale” (ibid: 

292). Essentially, the Federal Housing Administration, who was responsible for the NHA, used racial 

restrictions on government insured housing, and refused to allocate mortgages to Blacks in 

predominantly White areas (Eisenbrey, 2014: ibid). The result of this, as can be imagined, was the 

increasing suburbanisation of Whites, and the restriction of Blacks to the cores of US cities, including 

in Detroit.  

 

As discussed in the previous section, by the end of the Second World War, pressure for housing was 

rising rapidly in Detroit (Thompson, 1999). While the NHA was systematically excluding African 

Americans from securing home loans and restricting their access to housing, there were also 

manifestations of exclusion happening in the public sphere. Headlee (2003) discusses the ways in 

which estate agents’ and property developers’ encouraged racial segregation by depicting Blacks as a 

‘threat’ to white communities. By utilising tactics to spread fear among these White communities, 

estate agents and property developers were able to manipulate the ‘value’ of land and housing, driving 

prices down in majority African American communities, and up in majority White communities (ibid).  
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The results of this was the catalyzation of racial tension, and consequently manifestations of violence 

through the mid-20th century, as Whites protested to keep Blacks out of their communities, and Blacks 

fought for access to housing. As discussed above, the increasing racial violence through the mid-20th 

century was a key driving force for the ‘White Flight’ of the 1960s onwards. The results of this being 

catastrophic for the economy of Detroit. 

 

Rotting at the core: Suburbanisation and a diminishing tax base: 

In 1968, the NHA was overwritten by the Fair Housing Act, which aimed to provide equal access to 

housing to all (Vojnovic and Darden, 2013). Despite this, Vojnovic and Darden argue that subtle forms 

of discrimination continued, and that the segregation that had been established through the NHA, 

could not simply be reversed. In Detroit, the continued segregation, and increasing suburbanisation of 

Whites through the latter 20th century, led to the decentralisation of the city’s tax base, and the 

“polarization of fiscal capacity between the declining city and its wealthy suburbs” (Vojnovic et al., 

2016: 226). As the suburbs of Detroit have become increasingly richer, inner city Detroit has suffered 

tremendously (Boyle, 2001). Further, Thompson (1999) argues that the increasing degradation 

occurring in the inner-city as a result of disinvestment has only added to the antipathy felt by White 

communities towards the increasingly ‘dangerous’ and dilapidated city core. The economic demise of 

inner-city Detroit did not end with the turn of the current century. In fact it continued, reaching an all 

time low in 2013 when the city filed for bankruptcy, the largest municipal bankruptcy in US History 

(Peck and Whiteside, 2016). While suburbanisation alone cannot be blamed for Detroit’s economic 

demise and subsequent bankruptcy, it cannot be ignored as an important cause. Today, the economic 

downturn of inner-city Detroit is embodied by its numerous dilapidated houses from a once-

prosperous era (see below). Cherry aptly summarises the decaying landscape of Detroit as “physical 

evidence of it’s complex history” (2018: 10). Houses that once were fought over now lay abandoned, 

a somewhat visual representation of the failing of the ‘American Dream’.  

 

This section aimed to build on the analysis of Detroit through the lens of institutional racism. Upon 

analysis, it appears evident that the NHA, matched with increasing anti-Black community sentiment 

from estate agents and the public, had significant and long-lasting impact on housing communities in 

Detroit. Today, Detroit’s communities remain polarised by race (Farley, 2015). In 2010, the city of 

Detroit’s population was 82.7% African American, compared to just 0.4%, 2.1% and 2.4% in 

Livingston County, Monroe County and St. Clair County (respectively), all neighbouring suburbs of 

the city (Piazza et al., 2012). As discussed, the polarisation of Detroit’s communities has had 
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significant impacts on the city’s economy, and evidently, its infrastructure. The following section will 

delve further into this aspect of the city.  

 

Infrastructure: Public transport disinvestment 

While the previous sections of this essay have focused on a deeper analysis of some historic 

manifestations of racism that have impacted Detroit, the coming sections aim to give a more 

contemporary overview of issues facing Detroit, under the lens of race and exclusion. Here, it will 

focus its attention on one case study in particular, that being the Detroit public transport system.  

 

In the 1940’s, Detroit boasted the largest municipally owned streetcar system in the US (Grabar, 

2016). Under a century later however, in 2016, Detroit had become the largest city in the US without 

a surface rail transit (ibid). That was until a $4.6 billion regional transit plan was proposed by the 

Southeast Michigan Regional Transit Authority (RTA) in mid-2016 (ibid). This plan aimed to bring 

together Detroit and its neighbouring counties in one comprehensive network. And to fund the 

unifying project, RTA proposed a “mandatory transit millage, or property tax increase, of $120 on 

every $100,000 of assessed value” (ibid). Given the enormous deficits in public transport in Detroit, 

which many argued was severely impacting the economically disadvantaged of Detroit’s inner-city 

(ibid; Messner, 2018), there was much anticipation for the proposed project. Additionally, in his pre-

election article, Grabar enthusiastically suggested that the RTA’s proposal presented an opportunity 

for “a rare instance of cooperation in the vitriolic political history of mostly black Detroit and its 

largely white suburbs” (2016). However, when put to election later in 2016, Southeast Detroitians 

voted against the plan (Messner, 2018). Given this vote, plans for the regional transit system have 

been put on hold, and Detroit is still yet to have an effective regional public transport system. Given 

Detroit’s demographic make-up, as discussed in the previous section, it is easy to assume how a lack 

of public transport is disproportionately impacting Detroit’s predominantly Black inner-city residents.  

 

Public transport: Barriers to suburban economic opportunities  

Access to jobs is commonly associated with access to transport (Grengs, 2010). In Detroit, since the 

decline of the motor industry, the vast majority of job opportunities have appeared in the peripheries 

of the city, and in its suburbs (ibid). For residents of Detroit’s inner-city then, transport is essential to 

be able to access employment opportunities. Despite its reputation as the ‘motor city’, across all US 

cities, Detroit has the 8th lowest rate of household car ownership (Grabar, 2016). Given this, it is 

evident that a significant number of inner-city Detroiters require public transport in order to access 

suburban jobs. However, as mentioned precedingly, this need has not been met by Detroit’s 
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municipality. Given the demographic make-up of Detroit’s inner-city, it is clear that the lack of public 

transport in inner-city Detroit is disproportionately impacting African Americans. In fact, in Grengs’ 

spatial analysis of Detroit, he concludes that African Americans in Detroit experience the greatest 

distance between themselves and employment, over any other region in the US (2010). This harsh 

reality went viral when a media outlet wrote an article about James Robertson, an African-American 

Detroiter who, for 9 years, walked 21 miles a day to and from his factory job in the peripheries of 

Detroit (Laitner, 2015). The story of Mr Robertson soon spread across the world, and within a 

week, roughly $360,000 had been raised by public donations to allow Robertson to buy a car to 

commute to work (see image below) (Laitner, 2018). This generous display of support is somewhat 

ironic though, as one is left to question how many more Detroiters could have benefited if the similar 

support existed for Detroit’s public transport system. Nonetheless, despite the failure of the RTA’s 

regional transit system proposal, some progress was made in the implementation of a privately-owned 

downtown streetcar system, QLine. The $187 million system aimed to provide quick and reliable 

transport in downtown Detroit, however, since its debut in 2017, it has seemingly failed to reach 

expectations (Neavling, 2019).  

 

The case study of Detroit’s public transport system demonstrate the spatial inequalities that exist in 

the city (Grengs, 2010). It demonstrates the ways in which a lack of effective public transport can and 

has negatively impacted the majority African-American population of inner-city Detroit. Further, the 

dismissal of the Regional Transit Plan by election in 2016, arguably demonstrates the continued 

unwillingness of Detroit and its suburbs to work together to improve a much needed area of 

infrastructure. Finally, in the deficit of municipal action towards improving Detroit’s public transport 

system, private actors such as QLine have emerged, with limited effect (Neavling, 2019). Failings 

such as Detroit’s public transport system have called into question the effectiveness of Detroit’s 

governance.  

 

Governance: Losing faith in state governance  

The failure of Detroit’s municipality to improve the city’s public transport system is just one example 

of Detroit’s governmental inefficacy. Since the beginning of the city’s deindustrialisation in the late 

1940s, Bomey and Gallagher argue that those in power failed (or refused) “to make the tough 

economic and political decisions that might have saved the city from financial ruin” (2013, no page 

number). The financial ruin they refer to here is the infamous 2013 bankruptcy of Detroit, which as 

mentioned previously, was the largest municipal bankruptcy in US History (Peck and Whiteside, 

2016). While many factors contributed to the economic downturn and subsequent bankruptcy of 
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Detroit, Bomey and Gallagher argue that serious attention should be paid to the actions of a number 

Detroit’s past leaders, suggesting a long timeline of corruption, mismanagement and over-borrowing 

(ibid). This section will focus on governmental mismanagement of public funds, discussing the ways 

in which poor economic decisions have “diverted money from services such as streetlights and public 

safety” (Bomey and Gallagher, 2013: n.p), disproportionately affecting inner-city Detroiters. It will 

then go on to consider the ways in which Detroiters are mobilising and responding to the governmental 

inefficacy of their city.  

 

Inner-city ghettoization: What role has the government played?  

Given the long standing mismanagement of public funds that has plagued Detroit since the 1940s, it 

is not difficult to assume that the city’s public services have suffered drastically. The above section 

has already discussed the failure of Detroit’s public transport system (Grabar, 2016) and its racialized 

impact on access to employment. Here, however, attention will be paid to the case study of Detroit’s 

street lights, and their impact on the lived experience of inner-city, predominantly African American 

Detroiters.  

 

Street lighting has commonly been associated with sociality and is referred to as a “necessary element 

in preventing crime” in a city (Xu et al., 2018: 45). In Detroit, street lighting has been a topic of 

controversy for some time now. In 2010, Detroit's municipality began to turn off street lights in some 

areas of the city to cut down on costs (Williams, 2011). Those at the decision making table argued 

that given Detroit’s shrinking population, cutting street lighting would not impact the city. However, 

as Hollander argues; “just because a given street has fewer  people does not mean it needs less 

light”  (Hollander, 2018: n.p). In fact, in their spatial analysis of the impact of street lighting on crime 

in Detroit, Xu et al., (2018) find that there is an inverse relationship between street lighting density 

and crime rates in Detroit. They argue that since Detroit’s street lights have been systematically turned 

off in areas, crime rates have increased, and in 2015, Detroit had the second highest violent crime rate 

in the USA; 1760 for every 100,000 residents (ibid). The municipal decision to switch of much of 

Detroit’s street lighting has therefore certainly had significant impacts on its residents, particularly in 

the most deprived areas of the city.  

 

Social or ‘public’ space is extremely important for human wellbeing in a city, and is dependant on 

many things, such as the perception of public safety.  According to Lefebvre’s theory of ‘the 

production of space’ (1991), humans make and shape the spaces they inhabit, and instead of being a 

static space, it is a “social reality” (1991: 119). However, while humans have the agency to shape their 
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own social reality, one must consider the boundaries to this, which are shaped by many factors, 

including sentiments of safety or un-safety. In Detroit, Xu et al. (2018) argues that the lack of public 

lighting has not only an impact on crime, but subsequently, on the reduction of public space use, 

particularly by women and the elderly. While recent efforts have been made by Detroit’s municipality 

to ‘re-light’ the city, these efforts have again failed the city’s citizens. In 2017, Detroit spent over $185 

million on brand new LED street lights, which supposedly had a dramatic impact on reducing 

pedestrian crime rates (Schmitt, 2018). However, just a year later, due to electronic faults, these LEDs 

were already beginning to dim (Kaffer, 2019). Street lighting (or the lack of), then, continues to impact 

citizens of Detroit today. The case study of Detroit’s street lighting highlights the impacts of public 

fund mismanagement by municipal powers, and the subsequent impact of poor municipal decision-

making surrounding Detroit’s street lights, on the experiences of Detroiters in their own social space. 

It can be argued that poor municipal decisions have had both a direct and indirect influence on the 

‘ghettoization’ of inner-city Detroit, and the reshaping of social space in the city.  

 

This is just one of many examples of how Detroit’s municipal mismanagement over the years has 

impacted its citizens. Other areas that have been significantly impacted include healthcare and 

education. While it goes beyond the scope of this report to delve into these areas, they are worth 

mentioning given their obvious impact on the health and opportunity of Detroit’s residents. Despite 

the decades of failings of Detroit’s municipal powers, there have been some examples of ‘insurgent 

citizenship’ in the city; with Detroiters taking the city’s governance into their own hands.  

 

Emerging forms of governance: NGO Governance in the city:  

Insurgent citizenship describes urban citizens’ confrontation of “entrenched regimes of citizen 

inequality” (Houlston, 2009). While Houlston refers to insurgent citizenship more-so in terms of 

citizens of the urban periphery’s struggles over access and equality within the city, it also has relevance 

in the case study of Detroit. The ‘peripheral’ citizens of Detroit are, instead, its inner-city residents, 

who have been disproportionately affected by the city’s financial ruin and deindustrialisation, and who 

are mobilising to reclaim power and access to their city (and suburbs). In light of the 

deindustrialization of many US cities, including Detroit, literature has begun to emerge contemplating 

how such cities are responding to reducing public funds and public service investment (Reckhow et 

al., 2019). In Detroit, ‘nonprofit governance’ has been an important response to government failings 

(ibid). Financially, Detroit has relied heavily on philanthropic and NGO support to “fill the void left 

by the local government” (ibid: 15), especially after its bankruptcy in 2013. Further, Recknow et 

al., find that there is a significant recognition of non-profit and related actors as community leaders 
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among Detroit residents (ibid). They also found that several key city services were in fact being 

provisioned by private or nonprofit entities. These include the QLine streetcar system as mentioned 

in the precedent section, and the redevelopment of ‘midtown’ Detroit by Midtown Detroit Inc. This 

organisation is an example of a private organisation undertaking traditionally public service work. 

According to its CEO, a resident of Detroit, it operates in a “government vacuum” (ibid: 21), and 

undertakes work ranging from repaving roads to paying government salaries. These are just two 

examples of how Detroit’s citizens are reclaiming their city through insurgent citizenship and 

nonprofit governance in the absence of an effective municipality. 

 

Transformative Action: Entrepreneurial Detroit  

In continuation of the discussion on the emergence of nonprofit governance as a response to 

government inefficiency in Detroit, it is worth finally considering some other ways in which Detroiters 

are reclaiming their city in a time of financial instability, deindustrialisation and racial polarisation. 

Henri Lefebvre’s famous theory of ‘the right to the city’ has been interpreted in many ways since first 

being conceptualised in 1967. According to Harvey (2008), the right to the city “is a right to change 

ourselves by changing the city” and is “the freedom to make and remake our cities” (2008: 1). It is 

understood to be a collective right, rather than an individual one, that relies on collective power to 

create change in the city (ibid). Given Detroit’s somewhat tumultuous history of race and wealth 

segregation, its contemporary self is certainly a divided one. Despite the polarisation of the city, there 

is a range of evidence of Detroiters, particularly in the inner-city, attempting to reclaim their right to 

the city through collective mobilisation. While nonprofit governance is a more macro example of this, 

the power of grassroots initiatives in the city is equally strong.  

 

Launch Detroit is an ideal example of a Detroit-born grassroots initiative. Their mission is to “support 

and develop entrepreneurs and small businesses in under-resourced communities” (Launch Detroit, 

n.d), and does so through micro-loans and business support networking. Founded by community 

members of a Detroit-based Rotary Club, the organisation now supports hundreds of Detroit-dwelling 

entrepreneurs with business ideas ranging from city tour guiding, to gourmet popcorn (ibid). For the 

city’s under-served communities, Launch Detroit offers a unique opportunity that cannot be offered 

by any bank or government institution in the city. The organisation is both an example of how 

community members have mobilised in order to reshape their city, and also is an opportunity for other 

community members to reshape their city through entrepreneurship. While Launch Detroit alone 

cannot transform the current inequalities in Detroit, it, among other grassroots transformative actions, 
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can serve as a springboard for the residents of Detroit, who are in need of improved opportunity and 

support.  

 

Conclusion 

This essay has contemplated a range of issues in the city of Detroit, that have affected the city as a 

whole, and also have disproportionately impacted African Americans in the city. What it has 

uncovered, is that Detroit’s history, being of racialised housing and employment opportunities, has 

shaped the polarised city that we know today. While less overtly racist, the more contemporary issues 

facing Detroit, including its poor public transport system and its mismanagement of public funds, have 

also disproportionately affected inner-city dwellers, who are predominantly African American (Piazza 

et al., 2012). The ‘down-sizing’ of Detroit, at the hands of deindustrialisation and population decline, 

is an undeniable and perhaps unstoppable truth. It would be utopian to imagine that Detroit can 

recreate its booming past, however, given the resilience and entrepreneurship of the city’s residents, 

one can certainly imagine a positive future for the city’s economy. Given the long history of systematic 

inequality in the city, however, one should not imagine that Detroit’s issues will be resolved merely 

by an improved financial state. It is worth suggesting that going forward, Detroit’s municipality needs 

to tackle the historic issues of inequality and their modern-day repercussions, head-on. Further, they 

must do so with the insight and support of the grassroots organisations that have emerged as key actors 

in the insurgent transformation of the city of Detroit. Only in so doing, can Detroit effectively tackle 

inequality and ensure a more inclusive future for its residents.  
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An Exploration of Electronics Watch: Giving Workers a Voice and 

Public Procurers a Choice 
 

Ruth Walters 

 

Introduction 

The electronics industry is expected to reach a revenue of 3 trillion by 2020 (Electronics Watch, 2018: 

7). Public institutions are large customers of electronic products (Overeem, 2009; Martin-Ortega et 

al., 2015), buying one in five computers in Europe (UNISON, 2018; People and Planet, 2019). 

Electronics Watch is an independent monitoring organisation which brings public sector buyers 

together to protect workers’ rights throughout their electronics supply chains (Electronics Watch, 

2017a: 4). Public procurement is “the acquisition of goods and services by government or public sector 

organizations” (Uyarra and Flanagan, 2010: 127) and sustainable procurement is further defined as 

the process of acquiring goods which are “value for money on a whole life basis in terms of generating 

benefits not only to the organisation, but also to society and the economy, whilst minimising damage 

to the environment” (DEFRA, 2006: 10). The electronics industry is riddled with workers’ rights 

abuses and private monitoring by corporations has not led to improvements (Electronics Watch 

Consortium, 2014). Despite this, labour rights in the electronics industry and the potential for public 

procurers to promote workers’ rights have not received much academic attention (Martin-Ortega et 

al., 2015). Whilst Electronics Watch does seek to address workers’ rights abuses in the mining stage 

of the electronics industry too (Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014), I focus on the manufacturing 

stage as it is beyond the scope of this study to analyse both and the mining sector has comparatively 

been studied more.  

 

This is one of the first academic studies on Electronics Watch and offers an original angle by analysing 

the model in terms of both affiliates and workers. It is by no means exhaustive and does not seek to 

analyse the results of Electronics Watch, but discusses various aspects of the model by embedding 

them into existing literature. The dissertation starts with a discussion of the manufacturing side of the 

electronics industry to highlight workers’ rights abuses. It continues by considering the current model 

of private regulation which is a basis for comparison with Electronics Watch throughout the 

dissertation. I briefly explore the role that public procurement plays in the electronics industry and 

discuss the role of partnerships between Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and corporations 

http://an-exploration-of-electronics-watch-giving-workers-a-voice-and-public-procurers-a-choice/
http://an-exploration-of-electronics-watch-giving-workers-a-voice-and-public-procurers-a-choice/


 60 

before suggesting that partnerships between public procurers and NGO have potential. Electronics 

Watch is then introduced as an organisation and I delve into the incentives and challenges that it 

presents public institutions and the benefits and challenges it holds for addressing workers’ rights. 

This dissertation argues that Electronics Watch has great potential to galvanise public procurers to 

utilise their market leverage in the electronics industry to improve working conditions and create long 

term industry change. It argues that the model provides public procurers with the capacity to mitigate 

and remediate workers’ rights violations in their supply chains whilst meeting various sustainable 

procurement legislative criteria and individuals’ demands. Arguably, Electronics Watch addresses 

workers’ rights violations better than private regulation through being worker driven, giving workers’ 

voices a platform and increasing transparency. 

 

Manufacturing in the electronics industry 

Supply chains in the electronics industry are characteristically very complex, span multiple countries 

and have a web of contracted suppliers and subcontractors (Overeem, 2009; Martin-Ortega et al., 

2015; Martin-Ortega, 2018). The electronics industry notoriously lacks transparency (Martin-Ortega, 

Outhwaite and Rook, 2015; Electronics Watch, 2018) and transparency is key to changes in labour 

practices (Frank, 2008). The manufacturing process is often outsourced to countries with cheaper 

labour (Brown, 2009; Overeem, 2009; Sturgeon and Kawakami, 2010) with most manufacturing in 

East Asia (Martin-Ortega et al., 2015). 

 

Workers at a mobile phone assembly workshop at a Chinese Foxconn factory, the largest electronic 

manufacturer in the world, likened it to being “trapped in a 'concentration camp'” (Ngai et al.,, 2012: 

398) and work conditions contributed to the suicides of over 10 Foxconn workers in 2010 (BBC, 2010; 

Ngai et al.,, 2012; Martin-Ortega et al., 2015; Electronics Watch, 2018). Market conditions such as 

volatile demand, high production quotas in short turnarounds and short lifecycles (Brown, 2009; Ngai 

et al., 2012, Martin-Ortega, 2018) have led to a sector rife with long hours and harsh working 

conditions (Overeem, 2009; Electronics Watch, 2018). Among these workers’ rights issues are forced 

overtime (Chan and Ho, 2008), increasing use of flexible labour with low job security (Overeem, 

2009; Martin-Ortega, 2018) and forced labour (KnowTheChain, 2017). Women are preferred at the 

manufacturing stage as they are considered cheap labour (Chan and Ho, 2008; Martin-Ortega et al., 

2015). Migrant workers are also widely used as cheap labour, are particularly vulnerable to 

exploitation (Martin-Ortega et al., 2015; Martin-Ortega 2018) and receive low labour protection (Ngai 

et al., 2012). The prevalence of health and safety issues in the manufacturing stage of the electronics 

industry, namely exposure to toxic chemicals which can cause poisoning, is widely documented (Chan 
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and Ho, 2008; Brown, 2009; Overeem, 2009; Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014; Martin-Ortega et 

al., 2015). Exposure to chemicals, along with the restrictions of toilet breaks can be detrimental to 

female workers’ reproductive health (Chan and Ho, 2008; Overeem, 2009; Electronics Watch 

Consortium, 2014). The manufacturing stage has a poor record for workers’ voice (KnowTheChain, 

2017), unionisation and collective bargaining, which leaves workers vulnerable (Overeem, 2009; 

Pringle, 2013; Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014; Martin-Ortega, 2018) and lacking access to 

remedy (Electronics Watch, 2018). 

 

The private sector and the electronics industry 

Discussions around how best to protect workers’ rights in the electronics industry generally revolve 

around assessing private voluntary regulation. Private voluntary regulation usually refers to codes of 

conduct and private monitoring which has emerged as a result of weak government enforcement 

(Locke and Samel, 2018) and civil society pressure to improve working conditions (Barrientos and 

Smith, 2007). “Codes of conduct can be described as voluntary policy tools that set up social (and 

environmental) standards for multinationals in their supply chain” (Prieto-Carron, 2008: 5). Although 

not a replacement for government legislation (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Martin-Ortega, Outhwaite 

and Rook 2015), private regulation can complement national law (Overeem, 2009). Codes of conduct 

and policies only lead to change if enforced and monitored (Sukdeo, 2012). 

 

Private monitoring, also known as social auditing, on behalf of corporations has become a business in 

itself (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Frank, 2008; Brown, 2009) which arguably leads to conflicts of 

interest (Locke et al., 2007; Frank, 2008; Lambin and Thorlakson, 2018). Private audits have been 

widely criticised for ignoring workers’ voices, lacking worker involvement (Barrientos and Smith, 

2007; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 2014; Electronics Watch, 2016; Martin-Ortega and Outhwaite, 2019) 

and excluding migrant and casualised workers (Barrientos and Smith, 2007). Audits tend to only 

record surface level, visible issues, thus overlooking deep rooted problems such as discrimination and 

violations of trade union rights (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Frank, 2008; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 

2014; Martin-Ortega and Outhwaite, 2019). 

 

Factories have also been found to engineer situations to meet codes of conduct by coaching workers’ 

answers for auditors’ questions and keeping double records (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Frank, 2008; 

Brown, 2009). Such criticisms have led to calls for worker-driven monitoring models (Martin-Ortega 

and Outhwaite, 2019) and models of independent monitoring (Locke et al., 2007; Sukdeo, 2012; 

Martin-Ortega and Outhwaite, 2019). Furthermore, monitoring usually focusses on the top tier of the 
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global supply chain at the expense of subcontractors (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Overeem, 2009; 

Sukdeo, 2012) which is problematic as workers’ rights abuses are prevalent further down the supply 

chain (Evermann, 2014; Martin-Ortega and Outhwaite, 2019). Even the main industry specific code 

of conduct adopted by corporate members of the Electronic Industry Citizenship Coalition (EICC) has 

been criticised for not meeting standard thresholds (Overeem, 2009), lacking criteria on the right to 

collective bargaining and only monitoring the top tier of the supply chain (Raj-Reichert 2012 cited in 

Evermann, 2014).  

 

However, compliance to codes of conduct in the electronics industry is difficult as the industry is 

inherently reliant on market conditions which exploit workers in pursuit of profit (Electronics Watch 

Consortium, 2014; Electronics Watch, 2018; Locke and Samel, 2018). Although codes of conduct 

may have some positive impact, they do not challenge the structural market issues and supply chain 

demands that lead to workers’ rights abuses such as volatile demands and high quotas in short 

turnarounds (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Locke and Samel, 2018; Martin-Ortega and Outhwaite, 

2019). Private voluntary codes have not hugely improved working conditions in the electronics 

industry (Evermann, 2014; Locke and Samel, 2018; Martin-Ortega and Outhwaite, 2019). 

 

Public procurement, partnerships and the electronics industry 

Public procurers have a critical market share of electronics (Overeem, 2009), for example accounting 

for 26% of Dell’s net revenue (Dell, 2012 cited in Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014). They are 

valuable stakeholders in the industry despite often being overlooked and have huge purchasing power 

(Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014). Public buyers have substantial market leverage as they buy 

large volumes and often on long term contracts (Chan and Ho, 2008; Martin-Ortega, 2017; Electronics 

Watch, 2018), factors which increase the likelihood of company compliance with their demands 

(Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014). This leverage could be used to award contracts based on 

compliance with social standards (Jaehrling, 2015), thus pushing for change in the industry (Overeem, 

2009; Martin-Ortega et al., 2015; Electronics Watch, 2017a) and influencing private sector activities 

(Brammer and Walker, 2011). However, public procurers lack the resources to monitor compliance 

(Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014). Cross-sector partnerships are increasingly popular (van Tulder 

et al., 2016) and could be an example for public procurers. 

 

Partnerships between corporations and Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), such as NGOs, have often 

emerged to address the failures of conventional mechanisms for improving working conditions (Peppi, 

Rotter and Mark-Herbert, 2016; Lambin and Thorlakson, 2018) and to address social issues (van 
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Tulder et al., 2016). This has sometimes taken the form of Multi-stakeholder Initiatives (MSIs) which 

bring corporations and CSOs together (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Lambin and Thorlakson, 2018). 

Companies join partnerships and larger platforms, such as MSIs, as collaboration between different 

stakeholders can be effective in resolving issues (Covey and Brown, 2001; Moody Stuart, 2006; 

Barrientos and Smith, 2007). According to Dell, some issues, such as excessive working hours, can 

only be tackled through partnerships across multi-stakeholder groups as they are too broad for one 

company to remedy (Electronics Watch, 2016: 16). Partnerships can be mutually beneficial for all 

parties (Covey and Brown, 2001; Moody Stuart, 2006) and allow for skill and knowledge share across 

sectors (Darko, 2014; Know the Chain, 2017). However, there is tension and conflict between the 

aims and expectations of the private and non-profit sectors (Covey and Brown, 2001; Barrientos and 

Smith, 2007). CSOs often face an inferior power position (Covey and Brown, 2001) and fear losing 

autonomy and co-optation of their agenda by the corporation (Darko, 2014). Difficulties in 

partnerships can also arise when there isn’t a common understood ‘language’ (Seitanidi and Crane, 

2009).  

 

Public buyers, like corporations, could join in partnership with NGOs to help utilise their potential 

leverage and improve the electronics industry. As an NGO that works with and for public procurers, 

Electronics Watch avoids the risk of being co-opted by corporations and has targeted language for 

public procurers. Electronics Watch is an innovative model which provides public procurers with 

mechanisms to ensure their electronics supply chains are socially responsible (Electronics Watch 

Consortium, 2014). The next section will explore how Electronics Watch works, the incentives and 

disincentives for affiliates and how the organisation affects workers. 

 

Electronics watch 

“The mission of Electronics Watch is to help public sector organisations work together, and 

collaborate with civil society monitors, to protect the rights of workers in their electronics supply 

chains” (Electronics Watch, 2018: 4). 

 

Electronics Watch is an NGO set up in 2015 following a partnership between different European 

organisations and European Commission funding (Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014). Its strategic 

plan is informed by close analysis of labour rights and has been shaped by insights from over 50 

stakeholders including public procurers, monitoring organisations and human rights experts but 

excluding corporate actors in the electronics industry (Electronics Watch, 2018). Electronics Watch 

links public procurers with CSOs in production regions who monitor working conditions on their 
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behalf (ibid). Affiliates receive regular updates, risk assessments and monitoring reports from 

Electronics Watch and are guided and equipped to push for remediation when workers’ rights abuses 

are detected (Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014; Electronics Watch, 2018). By bringing public 

procurers together, Electronics Watch seeks to maximise their market leverage, enable them to unite 

and share knowledge (Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014) and collectively identify, mitigate and 

prevent buying practices which perpetuate worker exploitation (Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014; 

Electronics Watch, 2017a).  

 

Affiliates integrate the Electronics Watch code of conduct, or an equivalent, into their IT contracts 

(Electronics Watch, 2017a). The code of conduct is consistent with national law and international 

public procurement guidelines, requires contractors to carry out due diligence to achieve supply chain 

transparency and remedy issues with labour rights and safety standards (Electronics Watch, 2018). 

Contractors must also allow for independent monitoring and collaboration with independent monitors 

as Electronics Watch uses a model of worker-driven monitoring (Electronics Watch Consortium, 

2014; Electronics Watch, 2017a). Their monitoring partners generate locally based and responsive 

knowledge for public buyers (Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014) and carry out more accurate and 

representative human rights due diligence than standard audits (Electronics Watch, 2016). Monitoring 

partners prioritise workers’ concerns and build relationships with them to strengthen workers’ voices 

so that remediation of future violations is sustainable (Electronics Watch, 2017a). It prioritises 

workers’ voices, increases transparency of, and dialogue about, the industry and avoids conflicts of 

interest with corporations by partnering with public procurers and CSOs in production regions. 

 

The next section of the dissertation explores the organisation from the perspective of affiliates and 

workers, considering both advantages and disadvantages. 

 

Affiliates 

The 300 affiliates, spanning 7 countries have committed to procuring in socially responsible 

ways (Electronics Watch, 2019b). Affiliates pay annual fees of 0.1% or 1% of their total annual ICT 

hardware spending, depending on whether they spend more or less than 5 million euros annually (ibid). 

As well as incorporating contract clauses, they agree to appoint a contact and provide a purchased list 

of ICT hardware (Electronics Watch, 2017a). Affiliates can access comprehensive guides, 

webinars, and Electronics Watch’s Supply Chain Database to explore their supply chains (Electronics 

Watch, 2019a). Electronics Watch is arguably reliant on attracting affiliates in order for the model to 

work and to maximise its impact, reflected in Objective 7 of the strategy to attract more affiliates 
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(Electronics Watch, 2018). Notwithstanding the genuine desire to help workers, legislative and 

reputational incentives and consumer pressure for public buyers to affiliate will now be explored. 

Price and staffing issues will be discussed as potential challenges to affiliation.  

 

Sustainable procurement is driven by national policy and is more prevalent in countries with relevant 

legislation (Brammer and Walker, 2011; Young, Nagpal and Adams, 2016). Social criteria for public 

buyers is generally less advanced than environmental criteria (Overeem, 2009; Brammer and Walker, 

2011; Electronics Watch Consortium, 2014; Martin-Ortega, Outhwaite and Rook, 2015) and 

considered easier to incorporate (Young, Nagpal and Adams, 2016). However, the directive 

2014/24/EU on public procurement sets out an agenda for social responsibility, advancing the social 

criteria (Martin-Ortega, Outhwaite and Rook, 2015; Samper, 2016) and legally requiring procurers to 

take responsibility for the entirety of their supply chains (Electronics Watch, 2017a). The directive 

indicates a responsibility to public procurers over how public goods are produced (Jaehrling, 2015). 

The Electronics Watch code of conduct meets the EU directive and can be expanded to other countries’ 

policies (Electronics Watch, 2017a). Electronics Watch provides affiliates with tools to engage with 

their supply chains of electronics, thus helping them to meet legislation and act on policy.  

 

Another piece of legislation driving public institutions in the UK, mainly Universities, to consider 

their responsibilities in procuring is the UK Modern Slavery Act (MSA) (2015) (Martin-Ortega, 

2017). Section 54 of the Act, Transparency in Supply Chains (TiSC), aims to address forced labour, 

human trafficking and slavery in supply chains and requires entities with a turnover of more than £36 

million to publish a ‘Slavery and Human Trafficking Report’, indicating the steps they take to ensure 

these issues aren’t in their supply chain (LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017; Martin-Ortega, 2017; 

UNISON, 2018). In doing so, entities are encouraged to reflect on their procuring decisions, 

understand their supply chains and disclose details to consumers (Martin-Ortega, 2017). The MSA 

applies to most universities but doesn’t apply to all public bodies (UNISON, 2018; Electronics Watch, 

2017a:10). A private members’ bill proposed to the House of Lords to extend TiSC to all public bodies 

didn’t pass (UNISON, 2018: 11), although Martin-Ortega (2017) argues that incorporating all public 

buyers into the Act is essential and a likely future. UNISON (2019), University of Leeds (2019) and 

Loughborough University (2019) are among UK Electronics Watch affiliates who recognise IT in 

their MSA statements as a high risk industry and name Electronics Watch as a means to mitigate 

modern slavery in the electronics industry. Electronics Watch provides public institutions with a 

mechanism to take steps to ensure their electronics supply chains are free of modern slavery. This is 
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valuable given that organisations lack guidance and tools to comply with Section 54 of the MSA 

(Martin-Ortega, 2017).  

 

The MSA has been criticised as there are no repercussions for identifying but failing to address modern 

slavery in supply chains (LeBaron and Rühmkorf, 2017; Martin-Ortega, 2017). However, stating that 

no action has been taken could negatively affect the reputation of public institutions (UNISON, 2018: 

11), especially universities (Martin-Ortega, 2016). Public institutions, like corporations, are under 

public scrutiny (Electronics Watch, 2018) and run the risk of damaging their reputation if rights 

violations are found in their supply chains (UNISON, 2018). Exposed workers’ rights abuses in supply 

chains have been damaging for corporations’ reputations (Locke et al., 2007; Frank, 2008) and 

engagement by public procurers in ensuring workers’ rights in their supply chains can minimise 

damage to their image (Electronics Watch, 2014). Information that could otherwise remain hidden 

from the public becomes easily accessible and open to scrutiny through the MSA reports, increasing 

the potential threat to reputation. Electronics Watch affiliation gives public institutions a way to act 

on workers’ rights violations in their electronics supply chains, thus decreasing vulnerability to 

negative reputational damage. 

 

The motivation to affiliate and make the most out of Electronics Watch can be spurred on by 

consumers. Public procurers have a duty to use tax payers money well (Martin-Ortega et al., 2015) 

and “an ethical obligation to meet the expectations of the public” (Electronics Watch Consortium, 

2014: 5). Public procurement in EU member states accounted for an average of 16% of 

GDP (European Commission, 2005). Public procurers have much larger purchasing power than 

individual consumers and are more likely to get their demands met (Electronics Watch Consortium, 

2014). Consumers have very few socially responsible alternatives when it comes to electronics 

(Evermann, 2014), unlike other sectors such as food and garments. There is only one ethical phone on 

the market, Fairphone, and no ethical certifications for electronics or consumer led industry wide 

campaigns calling for changes in the manufacturing of electronics. Arguably, individuals have 

leverage in demanding that public procurers attempt to change the electronics industry on their behalf.  

 

In a study with UK universities, student involvement and expectations was a driver for universities to 

consider socially responsible procurement (Young et al., 2016). People and Planet, the largest student 

campaigns network, runs a campaign called ‘Sweatshop Free’ which mobilises students to, among 

other things, encourage universities to sign up to Electronics Watch (People and Planet, 2019). Nine 

universities had joined Electronics Watch by 2016 as a result of the campaigns (Willetts, 2016) and 
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this number may rise since the campaign remains active across the country.  A joint campaign with 

People and Planet prompted Transport for London to affiliate to Electronics Watch, making them one 

of the largest affiliates (Greater London Authority, 2019). A petition with 21, 257 signatures was 

delivered to the Mayor of London and by signing up TfL indicated recognition of their responsibility, 

on behalf of Londoners, to consider their supply chains of electronics (Greater London Authority, 

2019). The campaign’s existence and successes highlight that Electronics Watch is something which 

individuals support and engage in. As there is a lack of alternatives for socially responsible individual 

electronics consumption, individuals can turn to public procurers and pressure them to use their 

leverage in their electronics supply chains through Electronics Watch affiliation.  

 

A major hurdle to sustainable procurement is budget and its perceived expense (Defra, 2006; Brammer 

and Walker, 2011; Young et al., 2016). Electronics Watch requires financial investment (Electronics 

Watch, 2016) of up to £5,000 per year (Electronics Watch, 2019b). However, costs of monitoring are 

shared across affiliates which keeps Electronics Watch fees relatively low for the impact it can make 

and ultimately affiliates benefit from support and information too (Electronics Watch, 2019a). Even 

so, the price could be a stretch for some public services who have received cuts in the face of austerity. 

A lack of staff and staff understanding of issues to do with sustainable procurement are common 

(Young et al., 2016), yet affiliates must have a liaison to work with Electronics Watch (Electronics 

Watch, 2017a). A case study funded by Electronics Watch (2016) documents how a Swedish County 

Council acted on reported rights violations in Dell’s supply chain and eventually terminated the 

contract until conditions were met. The study indicated the importance of staff to be responsive to 

allegations and to persevere with engagement with Dell which took a long time (Electronics Watch, 

2016). A need for staff and internal capacity in public institutions for sustainable procurement 

(Brammer and Walker, 2011) may be a potential barrier to affiliating to Electronics Watch and 

engaging with it in the long term. This can be further complicated in public institutions with devolved 

procurement and no centralised system (Young et al., 2016). Thus, whilst legislative requirements and 

pressure from individuals are drivers for Electronics Watch affiliation, pricing and staffing issues are 

hurdles to persuading public institutions to affiliate to Electronics Watch. 

 

Workers 

This section considers the potential for the model of Electronics Watch to impact workers and uses 

case studies to elucidate positive examples and difficulties. Electronics Watch findings are shared 

“based on stakeholders’ need to know and right to know” and disclosure to the public is not as pressing 

as to workers, factories and affiliates (Electronics Watch, 2017a: 26). As I do not have access to all 
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findings and reports, I do not analyse the impact and results of Electronics Watch. Instead, this section 

links wider literature about workers’ rights with Electronics Watch’s model and extrapolates from the 

case studies to highlight successes and potential difficulties of the model.   

 

The design, implementation and monitoring of codes of conduct and working conditions often ignore 

workers’ voices and neglects their involvement (Brown, 2009; Overeem, 2009; Egels-Zandén and 

Merk, 2014) particularly in the electronics industry (KnowTheChain, 2017). It is vital to engage and 

empower workers in grievance mechanisms and in exercising their rights in order to detect labour 

abuses that traditional monitoring systems do not notice (KnowTheChain, 2017). Workers are the best 

source of reliable and credible information (Egels-Zandén and Merk, 2014) but do not speak freely to 

auditors if there is a lack of confidence in them (Electronics Watch, 2016). They often fear punishment 

for speaking truthfully (Electronics Watch, 2016) and workers can be left vulnerable to repercussions 

for disclosing information as a result of inappropriate auditing methods (O’Rourke, 2003 in Martin-

Ortega and Outhwaite, 2019). Although they should, workers often do not know the codes of conduct 

or findings from audits (Electronics Watch, 2017a) and strengthening workers’ voices can help 

address further violations (Egels-Zandén and Merk, 2014). Furthermore, codes of conduct are often 

outcome based and address issues such as health and safety but are not process based, improving 

things such as trade union participation (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 

2014). They often omit the right to unionise and even if included violations aren’t detected due to the 

absence of worker participation in monitoring (Barrientos and Smith, 2007; Egels-Zandén and Merk, 

2014). Trade union rights are fundamental workers’ rights (Egels-Zandén and Merk, 

2014) which enable workers to monitor their conditions (Overeem, 2009), bring violations to buyers’ 

attention and change them through collective bargaining and dispute mechanisms (Egels-Zandén and 

Merk, 2014). These issues with private auditing and the production of audit reports paid for by 

corporations ultimately don’t have workers’ interests at their core. As a result, they often fail to gain 

a deep insight into working conditions and overlook key workers’ rights violations. 

 

Electronics Watch is a model that may avoid some of these pitfalls. Electronics Watch uses a worker-

driven model which puts workers’ concerns first, embeds worker involvement into monitoring 

(Martin-Ortega and Outhwaite, 2019) and strengthens workers’ voices (Electronics Watch, 2018). 

Corporations cannot partake in monitoring which overcomes issues of conflicts of interest and 

untrustworthy auditors (Martin-Ortega and Outhwaite, 2019). Electronics Watch works with 

monitoring partners who are CSOs in electronics production regions and are known to workers 

(Electronics Watch, 2019c). Some examples of monitoring partners are the China Labor Support 
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Network and the Center for Trade Union and Human Rights in the Philippines (Electronics Watch, 

2019c). To increase their scope and impact, Electronics Watch embarks on projects with partners, 

such as that with Globalworks which analyses workers’ grievances shared on social media (Electronics 

Watch, 2019a). Electronics Watch may further investigate workers’ complaints and guide affiliates in 

how best to pressure their contractors once workers have reported complaints to them through 

monitoring partners (Electronics Watch, 2017b). Their monitoring uses a variety of methods which 

can enable workers to meet in places that minimise the risk of reprisals for speaking freely about 

working conditions (ibid). A report and monitoring findings of working conditions in a Czech Foxconn 

factory used semi-structured interviews, direct observations, and interviews outside the workplace as 

methods to give workers a voice (Electronics Watch, 2017b). This means that it is more likely for 

invisible issues such as trade union rights abuses to be detected. By engaging public procurers in 

dialogue about the electronics industry itself, Electronics Watch seeks to address the fundamental 

market dynamics that cause workers’ rights violations, thus impacting the industry and procurement 

practices in general (Electronics Watch, 2018). As Electronics Watch is worker driven, works with 

local monitoring partners and uses a variety of methods, workers’ voices are elevated to a level that 

private regulation rarely achieves. The model holds a lot of potential for creating change in the 

industry. 

 

Electronics Watch’s work has already made some influential changes. Following pressure from 

affiliates, Electronics Watch and partners investigated a Cal-Comp electronics factory in Thailand 

(Electronics Watch, 2019a) and a Foxconn Factory in the Czech Republic (Electronics Watch, 2017b). 

The latter was conducted after affiliates requested a disclosure of factories from HP, a contractor of 

affiliates and buyer of the factory, and learnt of worker complaints in this area (Electronics Watch, 

2017b). Transparency is key to labour rights (Frank, 2008) and it is problematic when supplier lists 

are not publicly available (Brown, 2009). These investigations are results of the increased transparency 

in public procurers’ supply chains and ability to engage with suppliers through Electronics Watch. 

This gives workers’ complaints a platform and possibilities for remediation. Furthermore, conflicts of 

interest in auditing are mitigated with Electronics Watch’s model as the electronics companies, in this 

case HP, don’t conduct the investigations alone. The investigations in the Cal-Comp factory, 

conducted with monitoring partner Migrant Worker Right Network (MWRN), revealed that indirectly 

employed migrant workers paid high recruitment fees, had their passports confiscated and had poor 

working conditions (Electronics Watch, 2019a). Engagement with the Cal-comp buyers led to some 

improvements; passports were returned to workers, the manufacturing company employed them 

directly rather than through an agency and workers received partial reimbursement of recruitment fees 
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(ibid). In the Czech Foxconn factory, temporary indirect workers’ complaints of job insecurity, 

unpredictable work and poor labour standards were addressed and temporary workers were given a 

guaranteed income (Electronics Watch, 2017b). Given that migrant and casualised workers are often 

ignored in audits (Barrientos and Smith, 2007) and struggle to have their rights respected (Ngai et al., 

2012), it is positive that Electronics Watch engage with indirectly employed workers and migrant 

workers and make their complaints known too. These case studies demonstrate that Electronics 

Watch’s monitoring incorporates workers who may otherwise be missed by conventional monitoring 

methods. By linking public procurers with CSOs, Electronics Watch increases traceability and 

engages public buyers to demand better working conditions, based on workers’ complaints. 

 

However, the reports of these case studies also highlight some challenges in meeting Electronics 

Watch’s aims and influencing labour practices. Electronics Watch and its monitoring partners may be 

unable to resolve all issues, and some remain ingrained and difficult to change. Despite the changes 

in the Thai Cal-Comp factory, the risk of forced labour as a result of recruitment fees, which breach 

local laws and industry codes of conduct, remains a concern for Electronics Watch and MWRN 

(Electronics Watch, 2019a). The issue of forced labour has not been entirely remediated so Electronics 

Watch continue to research and engage companies in mitigating it (Electronics Watch, 2019a). 

Additionally, workers in the Foxconn factory reported discrimination for joining trade unions and, as 

a result of union membership, one worker was blacklisted, downgraded and later left the job 

(Electronics Watch, 2017b). Electronics Watch could not remediate the issue of blacklisting union 

members (ibid). Trade union membership is ingrained in local customs and laws (Egels-Zandén and 

Merk, 2014) and is therefore a workers’ right that is difficult to address. Therefore, not all aspects of 

the model and all workers’ rights are easy to meet across different contexts and some complaints are 

difficult to remediate. Electronics Watch may also struggle to adhere to its worker-driven model. Some 

Czech Foxconn workers, especially indirect and migrant workers, didn’t speak openly as they feared 

repercussions and job losses (Electronics Watch, 2017b). Although the worker-driven model is very 

effective in principle, it may be difficult to carry out in practice as it is ultimately reliant on workers’ 

participation and trust.  

 

Having said this, the fundamental model and mission of Electronics Watch increases transparency 

and means that workers’ complaints are shared with buyers of the products they make. It allows public 

procurers to know about their supply chains and pressure their contractors based on in depth 

information generated by workers. 
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Conclusion 

This dissertation has demonstrated that public buyers have potential to influence and pressure the 

manufacturing sector of the electronics industry to change as they are large customers who buy with 

long term contracts. Rather than rely on private regulation and corporations’ codes of conduct and 

auditing reports, Electronics Watch enables public procurers to take monitoring into their own hands. 

Electronics Watch fills a gap by being an NGO which works with public procurers to galvanise their 

market leverage in the electronics industry, without being influenced by corporations. As a result of 

increased legislation regarding sustainable procurement and campaign pressure, public procurers are 

increasingly addressing their responsibility to mitigate workers’ rights violations in their supply 

chains. In the UK, requirements to report actions taken to prevent modern slavery opens public 

buyers’, especially universities’, supply chains up to scrutiny which could be damaging for their 

reputation. These factors may mitigate the risk that public buyers are put off affiliation due to cost and 

staffing requirements.  

 

The model addresses the many failures of mainstream private auditing techniques which ignore 

workers’ voices, especially migrant, temporary or subcontracted workers. Electronics Watch uses a 

multitude of techniques and monitoring partners to reach workers and empower and strengthen their 

voices by listening to their concerns and sharing reports with affiliates. Although some of the aims 

and techniques will not work in every context and workers still may not disclose information, 

Electronics Watch is an innovative organisation in the electronics industry and its model is opening 

up new possibilities. These possibilities should be further researched to be fully understood. 

Ultimately, Electronics Watch increases transparency by linking public procurers with monitoring 

partners and stimulates discussion among affiliates about their impact on the industry. Electronics 

Watch gives public procurers the choice to address workers’ rights violations in their supply chains 

and gives workers’ voices a platform. 
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Introduction  

 

“Man is only a recent invention, a figure not yet two centuries old, a new 

wrinkle in our knowledge, and . . . he will disappear again as soon as that 

knowledge has discovered a new form” (Foucault, 1970: 23) 

 

“Humanity is in peril: not from the familiar menace of ‘mass destruction’ 

and ecological overkill – but from a conceptual threat.” (Fernandez-

Armesto, 2004: 1) 

 

Human rights discourse and scholarship locates its terminus a quo within the ontological 

framework and historical category of the ‘human’. Embedded within the language of 

international legal instruments, this human subject exemplifies the representation of an 

ahistorical, neutral and universal figure which accrues towards itself a particular set of rights and 

entitlements owing to the distinctive feature of its humanity (Beitz, 2009: 60; Cowell, 2014). 

However, what constitutes ‘humanity’ as a distinguishing feature and marker of difference 

between the human and the non-human is subsequently steeped in ambiguity. Contemporary 

academic discourse and scholarship surrounding human rights thrives upon the ambiguity of the 

‘human’ subject, going so far as to evade and distinguish the ‘human’ from its ontological 

premise through arguing the “intuitively self-justifying universality [of the human]…which 

needs no external justificatory grounds in ontology” (Ajei, 2019: 17). Whilst this ambiguity is 

perhaps beneficial in its construction of an all-encompassing and universal figure in international 

human rights treaties, it nevertheless serves to conceal an ontological framework predicated on 

Western-dominated ideals of human subjectivity which produces exclusions and binaries. 

 

Regarding rights as a “political and historical artefact”, this article thus begins with a precursory 

analysis of the subject of human rights as based on a negative ontology – in that the ideals and 

values upon which the ‘human’ is based reflect an exclusionary form of politics predicated on a 

https://globalhorizonsjournal.wordpress.com/portfolio/%25pagename%25/
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logic of ‘Othering’ (Golder, 2011: 29). Affirming the human as a “constantly emerging 

category,” this article consequently assumes that there will always be some entity excluded from 

the category of the human, thereby embedding human rights as a site of struggle and constant 

contestation over the politics of visibility and recognition (Braidotti, 2017: 49). The antagonistic 

ontological distinctions and dualisms upon which the contemporary human subject is predicated, 

therefore diminishes the desirability of centering the human as the subject of human rights. 

 

The critique of the ‘human’ subject is further propounded by increasing advancements and 

developments within the field of science and technology, which are beginning to fundamentally 

challenge the very ideals upon which the philosophical and biological human subject is 

predicated upon. Consequently, this article turns towards an analysis of how advancements in 

biotechnology and artificial intelligence not only decenter, but also radically destabilises the 

‘human’ of human rights. Reaffirming Foucault’s (1970) conceptual paradox, this article 

consequently concurs that only “at the moment of its dissolution does ‘Man’ become thinkable 

as such, and therefore emerges as a present concern” for the framework of human rights which 

runs the risk of collapsing like a house of cards (Braidotti, 2017: 17). 

 

Finally, having extensively analysed the problematic nature of the human subject the external 

challenges it faces, this article offers an alternative and positive ontological grounding of human 

rights based on the paradigm of posthumanism. The ‘posthuman’, it argues, not only addresses 

the issue of exclusion through its holistic and monistic ideals, but also presupposes possibility of 

and designates a space for the inevitable emergence of varying categories of the ‘human’. 

Accordingly, this field of scholarship represents an encompassing framework which enables a 

broader and more relational re-definition of the posthuman in human rights. 

 

Deconstructing the 'human' of human rights 

The contemporary ‘human’ of human rights purports as a universal representative of all the 

variations and categorisations inherent within the human moniker. However, Limbu (2009: 257) 

aptly notes the necessity of questioning the limits of this representation, for it is within this very 

limit that emerges the “very foundation of representation even as it marks the point at which 

representation breaks down”. Foucault (1970: 23) regards the figure of the ‘Man’ (synonymous 

with the human) as a recent invention, a claim reaffirmed by various feminist and post-colonial 

theorists who view the human as a historical construct, and ‘rights’ as a “political and historical 

artefact” (Golder, 2011: 29). Grounding the human subject within its supposedly absent ontology 
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thus enables us to theorise the ‘human’ subject, not as an irrefutable and veracious figure, but 

instead as a particular one based upon a singular and hegemonic ideal of humanism. This ideal 

is reflected in the liberal and positivistic humanism spatially located within a European 

geography, espousing intrinsic values of human dignity, individualism, rationality and species 

hierarchy. Whilst this dominant portrayal of the human subject professes itself as simultaneously 

neutral and universal, a precursory perusal of differentiated humanisms quickly dispels that myth, 

and instead reveals the ‘human’ subject as simply one amongst many. The contemporary and 

hegemonic ideal of humanism, for instance, is predicated on the positivism of the romantic 

European bourgeoisies (Braidotti, 2013: 50). However, there simultaneously exists a number of 

competing and contesting humanisms, ranging from the “Humanism of the Nazis and the 

Humanisms of their victims and opponents, the antihumanist Humanism of Heidegger and the 

humanist antihumanism of Foucault and Althusser and the secularist Humanism of Huxley and 

Dawkins” (Davies, 1997: 141) 

 

The existence of multiplicity within these understandings of the ‘human’ contradicts Beitz’s 

(2009: 60) claim that human rights are proffered on the basis of humanity. We may consequently 

question as to ‘whose humanity’ is hegemonically privileged in this regard? This simplistic 

inquiry reveals the inherent dominant power relations imbued within the ontological framework 

of human rights, which is predicated on the ability of the contemporary human to “negate and 

externalise the other as object” through a process of de-subjectification (Butler, 2004: 90; 

Lutticken, 2015: 509). Consequently, the initial emergent category of the human as based on 

Western ideals therefore embodied the Renaissance Man possessing the characteristics of the 

white, heterosexual, able-bodied and property-owning male endowed with capacities of 

rationality, individuality and dignity (Grovogui, 2011; Ishay, 2008; McRudden, 2008). The 

creation of this human subject was thus made possible through the creation of “a system of visible 

and invisible distinctions” segregating the human from the ‘Other’, with the ‘Other’ being 

defined and classified as the non-, sub-, infra-, inter- and pre-humans (Santos, 2007: 1; Spivak, 

2010). 

 

Thus, from the start, the human subject has been an exclusionary one which can be reflected in 

the etymology of the term ‘humanitas’ - a legal term distinguishing the Greco-Romans from the 

Barbarians and savages (Campbell et al., 2010:87; Douzinas, 2006). Through the logic of 

‘Othering’, various classes and categories of the human have been historically constructed and 

“deemed as less than human, or having departed from the recognisable human community”, 
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thereby serving to exclude them as the recipient of rights (Butler, 2004: 90). This ‘Othering’ is 

predicated on the intrinsic moral and legal values of the ‘human’ subject positioning the human 

on the zenith of a hierarchical scale predicated on a man/nature binary (Braidotti, 2013: 28; 

Kymlicka, 2017: 764). Its capacity for reason and rationality serves as another value which 

enables its cognitive control over self/others (Kapur, 2007: 541), alongside the inherent ideals of 

human dignity (Bostrom, 2005: 209) and individuality (Ajei, 2019: Franke, 2011:49). 

 

In recent decades, scholarly and activist contestations have successfully attempted to expand the 

category and characteristics of the human to include the “others within”; such as females, non-

white citizens, the LGBTQ+ community and indigenous people (Braidotti, 2013: 25; Kristeva, 

1991). However, whilst their particular academic contributions have been valuable in contesting 

the exclusionary nature of the human subject, they have not entirely disregarded the intrinsic 

assumptions and ideals of the human as previously outlined (Braidotti, 2013: 24; Kennedy, 

2004). Given that the ‘human’ is a “constantly emerging category” characterised by the “vector 

of becoming”, the likelihood of an ever-present and constantly shifting ‘Other’ is high - which 

in its contemporary example can be linked to the case of the stateless who are continuously 

dehumanised through a process of ‘Othering’ (Braidotti, 2017: 49). Consequently, the current 

framework of human rights is thus based on a negative ontology which frames any claims to 

rights outside the contemporary understanding of the human as a struggle and site of contestation. 

Human rights discourse and scholarship could thus benefit from an ontological inquiry and 

reframing of its subject, particularly in light of the future struggles it may face in the form of 

increasing technological and scientific challenges to the intrinsic nature of the human subject. 

 

De-centring the 'human' of human rights 

Whilst the preceding section deconstructed the ‘human’ subject to reflect its exclusionary nature, 

this section proceeds with a decentring  of the human from the framework of human rights. It 

notes that currently, the human subject is caught in a morass between the subject that it is “ceasing 

to be and that which it is in the process of becoming” (Braidotti, 2017: 18). Recent developments 

in philosophy, the legal system and technology are increasingly challenging the idea of what it 

means to be ‘human’ itself. Whilst these advancements have not yet permeated within the distinct 

category of human rights, its effects can nevertheless be felt within the field of sociology and 

politics where thinkers such as “Habermas (2003), Fukuyama (2002), Sloterdijk (2009) and 

Derrida (in Borradori, 2003) have been thrown into...a moral panic about the status of the human 

in our advanced technological times” (Braidotti, 2017: 22). These subsequent developments hold 
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the capability and capacity of decentring the human subject by challenging the intrinsic qualities 

upon which it is based, therefore simultaneously destabilizing the ontological premise upon 

which human rights and its subject are based upon. 

 

Recent decades have seen rapid developments in science and biotechnology through the 

introduction of a variety of advancements such as the genetic modification of animals and plants, 

reproductive technologies, gene therapy, cloning, xenotransplantation, embryo manipulation, 

bio-engineering, synthetic biology, biometrics and stem cell research. As a result, these 

developments are increasingly blurring the biological boundaries and philosophical distinctions 

between the traditional human/nature binary (Braidotti, 2017: 13, Clark, 2011: 6, Fukuyama, 

2002; Virilio, 2003). The contemporary human subject is predicated upon the ideal of species 

hierarchy, which affirms the superiority of human beings over animals, the environment and 

nature. However, recent developments in genomics have served to displace this hierarchical 

structure through the “revelation of the human as a tiny subspecies in a mass of diversity,” thus 

displacing and decentring the human (Campbell et al., 2010: 88). These developments therefore 

question a central premise upon which the subject of human rights is predicated, through its 

questioning of human exceptionalism and anthropocentrism. Consequently, it is no longer clear 

where the human (both as a biological and philosophical subject) begins and where nature (the 

previous object of abjection) ends (Shaw, 2015: 249). 

 

The rise of artificial intelligence and computational technology presents an additional contention 

to the individualistic and rational nature of the ‘human’ subject. Whereas once, the Ancient 

Greeks considered the human being to be the measure of all things, that privilege is now being 

conferred upon computers, which thoroughly exceed the capabilities and capacities of humans 

(Gane, 2006: 433; Hayles, 1998). Simultaneously, the evolution of robotic and artificial 

intelligence alongside the development of virtual technologies not only serves to displace the 

human from its perch of cognitive and skills-based superiority, but it also enmeshes the human 

within a digital interface that makes it difficult to distinguish between the physical and virtual 

identity of the human (Shaw, 2015: 245). Baudrillard conceives the “terminal of multiple 

networks” (such as social media) as a “natural extension of who we are”, thereby dislocating the 

physical human to the extent that they become “no more than a pure screen, a pure absorption 

and reabsorption surface of the influent networks” (1983: 27; Shaw, 2015: 246). Much like the 

earlier disintegration of the man/nature binary, subsequent technological advancements make it 

increasingly difficult to separate the human from the non-human, whilst simultaneously 
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relegating the place of the human below technology, as human exceptionalism is put to the test. 

Furthermore, it challenges the individuality of the human which is now becoming more 

intertwined with the non-human digital entity, whilst simultaneously bringing into question the 

idea of human dignity wherein which the human is (or rather, was) the “greatest type of being” 

(Kateb, 2011: 3-4). 

 

Whilst not yet having permeated the discipline of human rights and human rights law, these 

developments have nevertheless left their mark on liberal law by throwing into crises the 

Cartesian and Kantian principles of binaries (e.g “man/nature, person/property, public/private, 

rational/irrational and reasonable/unreasonable”) upon which the legal system is based 

(Halewood, 1996; Grear, 2018: 131). The most prominent example of this refers to the appeal to 

expand the category of legal personhood typically accorded only to ‘humans’ to include 

nonhuman claimants such as corporations (Soirila, 2017: 1164; Solum, 1992: 1260), the 

“environment (Stone, 2010), animals (Cavalieri, 2001; Cohen and Raegan, 2001; Sunstein and 

Nussbaum, 2004) and posthuman technological entities such as robots, artificial intelligence and 

intelligent software agents (Solum, 1992; Teubner, 2006)” (Grear, 2018: 131).  

 

Continuing the analysis of the blurring of the human/nature binary, legal developments in 

countries such as New Zealand, Ecuador, Bolivia and India have actually instituted and accorded 

shades of personhood to various environmental landscapes, thereby challenging and decentring 

our understandings of human personhood. For example, in 2014 an ex-national park in New 

Zealand (Te Urewera) was proclaimed a legal entity possessing the right to own itself (Gordon, 

2018: 50). This is in direct contrast to the person/property binary, in which the homocentric legal 

person was allowed to own land for the purposes of protecting nature (ibid). Simultaneously in 

India, the Ministry of Environment and Forests granted the title of “non-human persons” to 

cetaceans, whilst a court granted personhood rights to the Ganga River Basin in 2017 (ibid: 57). 

 

With regards to the rights of animals, the Indian court in Animal Welfare Board of India v. A 

Nagaraja granted the foremost basic human right i.e the right to life to non-human animals, 

thereby expanding Article 21 of the Constitution. These developments serve to critically displace 

and decenter the ‘human’ of human rights, as it has been argued by various rights theorists that 

the distinctiveness of human rights lies in its ability to effectively “protect our capacities of 

personhood” (Cochrane, 2013: 660). As the concept of personhood is itself being expanded to 

include non-human subjects, and the binaries and distinctions upon which the legal subject was 
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based are now collapsing, it is only a matter of time before this transfers to the law of human 

rights and the discipline subsequently becomes implicated with various structural and ontological 

crises. 

 

Reconstructing the 'posthuman' 

Given the criticisms and challenges faced by the ontological subject of human rights, it thus 

becomes necessary to explore alternative frameworks upon which we can rebuild the ‘human’. 

This article contends that the concept of the ‘posthuman’ provides a favourable ontological 

starting point for regrounding human rights in a subject overcoming its previous 

limitations. ‘Post’, in this regard is not taken to mean ‘after’ - instead, the prefixed post represents 

a collapsing of internal and external divisions embedded within the human moniker including the 

“sub-, inter-, infra-, trans-, pre-, anti-” and non-human (Gane, 2006: 432). In so doing, it 

effectively and forcefully challenges the intrinsic moral and legal nature of the contemporary 

human subject, by subverting its ideals of individuality, dignity, hierarchy and rationality. Instead 

the posthuman allows for the disintegration of the “visible and invisible distinctions” between 

the human and the Other, by re-grounding the posthuman in the interlinked concepts of monism, 

relationality and neomaterialism (Santos, 2007: 1). Thus, the posthuman orientation of human 

rights allows us to transition from a negative ontological framework of the human, based on the 

politics of exclusion, towards a more inclusive, holistic and positive ontology which presupposes 

possibility and designates a space for the inevitable emergence of varying categories of the 

‘human’. 

 

Before embarking upon its analysis, however, this article notes the need to precisely define what 

approach it takes to the paradigm of posthumanism. The concept encompasses a wide variety of 

phenomenons and ranges from philosophical, cultural, critical biopolitical and commercial 

theoretical perspectives (Gladden, 2018: 40). This article incorporates an analysis of critical 

posthumanism, which is rooted in “post-structuralist thought, the anti-universalism of feminism 

and the anticolonial phenomenologies of Fanon (1967) and Cesaire (1955)” consequently 

presenting itself as the most relevant theory to the discipline of human rights (Braidotti, 2013: 

46). Situated on the continuum of critique of the contemporary ‘human’ subject through its 

incorporation of feminist and post-colonial thought, critical posthumanism goes one step further 

by radically challenging and altering the assumptions and ideals on which the ‘human’ is based 

(Herbrechter, 2013: 6-7; Gladden, 2018: 45). 
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The contemporary human subject which understands itself through its mirrored ‘Other’ instead 

emerges under critical posthumanism as a “local, fluid and contingent” category which 

challenges and contests the various binaries of human/non-human, self/other, man/nature, 

man/culture and male/female (Clark, 2011: 65; Heffernan, 2003: 118). Drawing from Spinoza’s 

conceptualisation of ethical life known as ‘monism’, critical posthumanism stresses the “unity of 

all matter” and situates the human subject/self within the intrinsic framing of the entirety of all 

being (Braidotti, 2013: 57; Braidotti, 2017: 22). The ‘posthuman’ subject of human rights thus 

emerges as a relational subject, whose existence is not contingent upon its exclusion of Others, 

but rather predicated on respecting the interests of other non-human entities and beings.  

 

Rather being rooted in conscious experience, these interests instead stem from the prospect of 

biological flourishing, thereby rendering and conferring basic rights such as the right to physical 

security, subsistence and liberty on all sentient beings (Cochrane, 2013). 

 

The concept of monism further notes the capacity for cognition and intelligence inherent within 

a variety of living matters, which subsequently displaces the human as the sole rational subject 

and instead places the ‘posthuman’ within the “spatial and temporal web of interspecies 

dependencies” (Haraway, 2008: 11). This enables the emergence of varied forms of subjectivities 

alongside the human such animals with high cognition (e.g dolphins and whales) and artificial 

intelligence, through collapsing the barriers, boundaries and binaries such as human/nature and 

human/non-human. Through the rejection of the human individual as the centre of life thus 

emerges the possibility of a posthuman subject who is “constituted in and by multiplicity...works 

across differences and is also internally differentiated, but still grounded and accountable” 

(Braidotti, 2013: 49). The relationality of the posthuman thus emerges from an attention to the 

“inter and intra-actions between and within”, thereby promoting relations of “and/and” and 

foregrounding the interests of the posthuman subject within the collective “wellbeing of an 

enlarged community” (Braidotti, 2013: 47). 

 

Consequently, critical posthuman theory must now “draw accurate and precise cartographies for 

these different subject positions as springboards towards posthuman recompositions of a 

panhuman cosmopolitan bond” (Braidotti, 2013: 56). The subject and its corresponding 

subjectivity are thus enmeshed in an ethical affirmation, as opposed to the basis of exclusion, 

consequently no longer reflecting the ‘Rights of Man’ but instead the rights of a collective subject 

embedded in the politics of location and relation (Braidotti, 2017: 18). It thus follows that a 
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posthuman rights methodology should reflect the multiple epistemological accounts of a 

posthuman subject constantly enmeshed in a process of becoming and transformation, in 

opposition to the traditional essentialist renderings of the human (Panelli, 2009: 84). Whilst the 

posthuman paradigm blurs and disregards the distinctions and binaries between self/other and 

subject/object, difference and deviation is still a necessary aspect of this new subject. However, 

rather than approaching this divergence from an antagonistic perspective, we can instead begin 

to embrace the “fractures, frays and contingencies” of all humans within the posthuman (e.g the 

sub/non/infra-human), thereby more effectively and positively grounding the human, for all its 

vagaries and distinctive traits, in the discourse and practise of human rights. 

 

Conclusion 

This article has consequently explored how the ‘human’ of human rights emerges as a 

distinctively exclusionary category based on the ideals of individuality, rationality, hierarchy and 

dignity. Despite its self-proclaimed universality, these ideals serve as markers of difference and 

have consequently created binaries and boundaries which promote the interests of a limited few 

within the human rights framework. The emergence of disruptive technologies and scientific 

advancements add an increasing strain upon the fissures and cracks of the ‘human’ subject by 

throwing into question the very ideals upon which it is predicated upon. Whilst these cracks have 

not yet become visible, the ripple effects of these developments are nevertheless likely to impact 

human rights discourse and scholarship in the near future. Consequently, by replacing the 

‘human’ subject of human rights with the posthuman, a positive and holistic ontological 

framework develops thereby allowing us to include all current and future forms of the ‘human’ 

in the ‘posthuman’, thereby preventing a struggle to be included into the framework of human 

rights. Going forward this article suggests the re-grounding of human rights law in the legal 

category of ‘personhood’, given its capability and capacities of being simultaneously 

representative and matching the pace of external technological developments which increasingly 

reconfigure the category of the ‘human’.  
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