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Using a rich selection of political philosophy, film, 
literature, and criticism, Joseph Heath and Andrew 
Potter, two young Canadian academics, uncover 

what they see as a distinct conflict of intentions between 
those committed to actual change and those who have 
been misguided by the myth of the counterculture and its 
critique of mass society. Hence, for them, the celebration 
of counterculture, from its conception in the libertarian 
movements of the 1960s to its present-day influence in 
the burgeoning antiglobalization movement, continues to 
undermine those committed to real social justice across 
the world. Today’s culture of resistance simply reinforces the 
inherent individualism of capitalism and fails to engage with 
tangible alternatives to the devastating effects of economic 
globalization. Instead there is a growing inertia with regard 
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to political reform, whereby individuals perceive their freedom from 
the system through an adherence to popular rebellions, either in 
preferences toward work or by joining irreverent subcultures.

In ten concise chapters, Heath and Potter offer a scathing attack 
on the intricacies of countercultural thought, incorporating eating 
habits, escapist travel, and fatalistic strategies of ecoterrorism, all 
of which, according to the authors, have “almost completely replaced 
socialism as the basis of radical political thought” (p. 17). Five 
years after the release of Naomi Klein’s No Logo, which helped to 
conceptualize a resistance movement dedicated to subverting the 
symbolic order, those in the sphere of cultural politics can enjoy 
this challenging piece that suggests Klein and her ilk, rather than 
re-igniting the revolutionary currents of the past, have instead betrayed 
their political legacy. The rhetoric of subvertisers, Critical Mass or 
the Stop Shopping campaigns, in Heath and Potter’s view, has done 
little more than re-arm capital, and now constitutes its underlying 
philosophy. This type of rhetoric has resulted in an intrinsic and 
growing contempt toward conformity, which essentially limits our 
ability to incite institutional change. The key to tackling this, from 
the authors’ perspective, is to reject the emphases countercultures 
place on liberation and self-realization, and to begin realigning social 
incentives. Part One begins by outlining the possibilities for social 
realignment.

The twentieth century saw the rise of Fascism and Soviet Com-
munism, both imbued with the passions of modernity to instigate 
progress through a strong collective identity. Yet, in the wake of 
these failed social experiments came an equal distrust of mass 
consciousness. The popularity of Freud’s work in the postwar years 
is indicative of the ways in which people began to reject the prospect 
of state tyranny: the hysteria of the mass was in fact conditioned to 
suppress our individual instincts. Simply changing our governments 
was not enough; people needed to be set free from their psycho-
analytical cell.

The Marxist critique of consumerism also shifted from economic 
imperatives to a more damning contempt for the entire social machine 
of capital. Situationists such as Debord and critical theorists like 
Marcuse set the standard, claiming people had been molded into 
passive spectators who no longer sought a world beyond repres-
entations and the cycle of commodities, and instead were becoming 
“one-dimensional” cogs in the system. To resist and ultimately free 
ourselves from this condition we had to start enjoying violating the 
symbolic codes and breaking the behavioral norms that constitute 
our everyday lives; “Work would become like artistic production, 
unleashing the creativity of each individual” (p. 60). The authors 
recognize that citizens of consumer societies, in the reproduction of 
their lives, regard society as one big playground, where ambivalence 
rather than political antagonism is their new weapon of dissent.
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Today, magazines such as Adbusters and popular films like 
Fight Club, American Beauty, or The Matrix Trilogy have all glorified 
countercultural ideas, in that they are symptomatic of a process 
that promotes the rejection of our stifling, materialistic lifestyle, in 
the hope that we will somehow arrive at a cultural nirvana where 
boredom, anxiety, and depression will simply disappear. The formal 
mechanisms of government no longer work in favor of the people, 
but more importantly, joining political parties and trades unions, and 
campaigning for “small workable proposals are consistently ignored in 
favour of cultural politics, world revolution and other more glamorous 
pursuits” (p. 224). Of course, this historical perspective is an all too 
familiar account of how politics has been left behind. Yet, the text 
is articulated in a distinctive style and matched with an ability to be 
concise and equally savage toward commercial counterculture.

It is in Part Two where Heath and Potter begin to dismantle the 
contemporary foundations of the countercultural argument. On the 
rejection of uniformity they suggest that, “Instead of daring to be 
different, perhaps we should dare to be the same” (p. 189). Later, in 
response to the binary logics of Hardt and Negri’s claims in Empire 
and Multitude, they argue that what we need is actually an extension 
of the rule of law to ensure that liberal ideas are pursued in the 
interest of the people. Very simply: “why on earth would we want to 
live in the new barbarism?” (p. 235). Yet, although it can be conceded 
that their efforts are both a brave and a much-needed addition to the 
discourse of resistance, I feel they tend to generalize and subsequently 
undermine many positive aspects of popular protest.

The cycle of demonstrations in recent years against globalization 
cannot be confused with the consumption habits of many young 
people in the Western world. There is a big difference between 
wearing a Che Guevara T-shirt and going to your weekly Earth First! 
Meeting; just as there is in the agendas of people attending a pop 
concert in Hyde Park in London and the individuals tearing down 
security fences at the G8 summit in Gleneagles. It is very easy to 
claim that “cool hunters” and “trendsetters” are helping to redefine 
capitalist dynamics, yet such claims fail to recognize that, at the same 
time, capitalism still breeds dissatisfaction and contempt. People 
may well strive to be individual, yet the pressures of consumption, 
matched with the unprecedented pressures of work, fundamentally 
create alienation. Contemporary information economies have only 
helped to speed up this process, as the precariousness of immaterial 
labor limits the ability of workers to organize, whilst also making it 
impossible to create affinities and/or plan long-term objectives. The 
politics promoted in No Logo, which seeks to establish decentered, 
nonhierarchical groups at a local level, has helped people find  
new avenues into the public sphere that were simply not there ten 
years ago. This has simultaneously heightened awareness as to 
how the new world order is organised and allowed people to begin a 
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counterdiscourse. To suggest that this process is entirely negative is 
unfair. Heath and Potter may be right to claim that “the culture can’t 
be jammed,” but as the movement evolves and maintains concrete 
negotiation through international networks, then governments and 
supranational institutions will remain, at least in part, accountable 
to the people.


