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Mary Kaldor and Sabine Selchow (eds.). Subterranean Politics in Europe, Palgrave 

Macmillan, London and New York, 2015, pp. 242, bibliography, index, $ 105, 00. 

 

Mary Kaldor and Sabine Selchow (eds.) are both from the London School of Economics and 

Political Science, UK where they specialize in civil society, governance and human security 

research. They are a part of the team behind Global Civil Society yearbooks. 

 

The authors’ purpose with this book is to investigate and analyze the activities, demonstrations 

and political initiatives taking place across Europe in 2011 and 2012. The analytical 

framework discusses whether these actions differ from other political activity, and as a further 

theme, how the activities relate to Europe as a project. The book has an impact on implications, 

not as practice, but as theoretical possibilities as part of third sector studies. The book’s 

recurrent discussions of limits and possibilities for democracy are interesting and extremely 

current. 

After an introductory chapter both to the specific field of research and to each of the 

contributors’ discussions, the book features a chapter about anti-austerity projects analyzing 

the nature of subterranean politics. This is followed by five chapters discussing empirical 

insights in Italy, Germany, Spain, Hungary and the UK, with a specific focus on London. The 

book rounds off by framing progressive activism with Europe as context with a discussion of 

what the future may look like. 

The applied research methodology is diverse and ranges from quantitative surveys and media 

content analysis to qualitative and ethnographic methodology of participant observation, 

interviews and focus group discussions. 

Viewing subterranean politics in Europe as political rather than just financial is a significant 

strength of the book’s discussions. The main argument here is that subterranean activities are 

caused by many other factors than merely financial dissatisfaction. This contributes with a 

much-needed alternative analytic approach to what we are witnessing both in Europe and 

globally.  

The authors wish not to present merely pro-European approaches and therefore they present 

how activities are viewed in different European contexts. This analytical choice is interesting, 

if not problematic, since the book tells us that most of the young activists have an invisibility 

to EU as a project, because many do not even see Europe as a political community or public 

space. Why the book has such a strong emphasis on both the current situation and the future 

of alter-Europe as a political and constructed project is not clear and might therefore have been 

further discussed. Because of this blurred legitimization, the book misses an expected 

discussion of subterranean activities, not as macro-politics but rather as activities initiated by 

citizens. 

The book adopts a notion of socio-political phenomena coined as bubbling up politics, but on 

one level it disregards the motivations and nature of subterranean activities, and minimizes 

them to being different manifestations of politics instead of expressions of dissatisfaction with 

governments and pan-European monetary and austerity organizations. In this sense the book 
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may be falling into an academic trap of overanalyzing social phenomena without being able 

to provide analyzes “back” to informants and citizens. 

Analyzes of discontent across diverse contexts as e.g. Italy, Germany and Hungary must also 

be diverse in academic discussions. This attention is given throughout the book, though there 

is a tendency to disregard different socio-historic contexts in the researched fields and 

countries. Somehow, this leaves one with a sense of distance to the empirical fields. Because 

of this analytical distance, some of the discussions resemble reproductions of already existing 

discussions. This book is about alternative activism, but the question remains whether a 

distanced academic discussion defeats the spirit of these activists, because it makes the 

analyses a bit frail. This could have been navigated by applying alternative or disruptive theory 

and discussions as opposed to applying the often mainstream and normative organizational 

and macro-sociological theory. 

The book’s final issues deal with necessary discussions of how citizens are able to renew 

societies in order to maintain democratic values. These discussions are relevant to anyone 

interested in democratic processes.  

The book does not bring together a range of diverse or existing approaches to the field of 

subterranean studies, but does reconsider existing knowledge and theories to contribute to civil 

society studies. Subterranean politics and anti-austerity movements are happening globally, 

and though the empirical insights are from Europe, the book’s topics of subversive action and 

politics from below present readers from any part of the world with relevant discussions, 

whether the reader be from the global South or the global North. 

The audience for the book is mainly for academic researchers and theorists with an interest in 

democracy and civil society theory. It is also recommended for researchers using surveys, 

demographics and statistics as methodological tools.  
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