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We are well aware of the limited strength of the left today. 
Trade unions have been decimated, working class solidarity 
torn apart, political parties mutated into neoliberal puppets, 
and social movements channelled into innocuous forms. An 
entire battery of tactics has been employed to put the left in 
this position of weakness: legal alterations, increased precarity, 
global competition, and so on. Yet class power can come 
from a variety of sources, and a main argument of this paper 
is that the current weakness of the left is not simply due to a 
lack of class consciousness, a breakdown of solidarity, or an 
improper organisational form. While less often acknowledged, 
infrastructural transformations in the twentieth century have 
functioned – in both conscious and unintended ways – to 
undermine the power of the left. The infrastructures of society 
form the terrain upon which political opponents meet each 
other and install hegemonic systems. Intense resources and 
efforts are poured into terraforming this political space for 
the advantage of one’s own side. The success of political 
contestation is not simply about political will, or demographic 
mobilisation, since it also requires material points of leverage. 
The wager of this paper is that an awareness of these 
infrastructures will contribute to a better understanding of how 
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to rebuild the left’s power.
What are infrastructures then? Empirically, we can think of 
massive technical systems such as railways, airlines, sewage 
pipelines, and the internet. These things are characterised, first 
of all, by their invisibility during normal periods of operation. We 
tend not to notice roads unless they are under construction, 
airlines until there is a delay, or water pipelines until they burst. 
For the most part, infrastructures form an invisible – though 
material – part of our everyday lives. The second notable 
characteristic is the sheer scale of infrastructures: they consist 
of numerous individual technologies and they extend far 
beyond any brute empiricism. To perceive and understand 
them in their totality, we need to augment our cognition with 
tools like computer models, schematics, and collective systems 
of reasoning. The third characteristic is an important one for 
the project of hegemony: infrastructures endure. Their physical 
nature, their scale, their cost, and their embeddedness in 
society make them difficult to change. Any project to transform 
them requires an extensive amount of resources, both financial 
and in terms of human effort. For any hegemonic project this 
means that once such an infrastructure is installed, the political 
nature of them often continues on regardless of changes 
in governments. Infrastructures are therefore an important 
political tool – they materialise hegemony and carry within 
them a certain set of possible actions, thoughts, and social 
formations1. Their invisibility only accentuates this factor, 
meaning that despite our lives being governed by these massive 
technical systems, we are nevertheless rarely aware of them. 
As political and invisible, infrastructures are governance by 
consent, but a type of governance that operates not through 
ideology or discursive forces – instead it operates through a 
material platform2. It is a form of power which operates not to 
stop an ongoing revolt (e.g. the policing of protest), but rather 
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to prevent it from occurring in the first place. Infrastructures 
have therefore become a primary medium which contests, 
registers, and consolidates dominant political positions. They 
are a medium of hegemony: the solidification of governance 
through the subtle closing off of options and the production of 
generalised consent to an existing order.
We can think here of the well-known phenomenon of 
outsourcing and its effect on the power of labour. What is less 
often emphasised in these discussions though is that this 
tactic by capital is premised upon a massive restructuring of 
the physical logistics infrastructure. It was this transformation 
which gave capital the power to route around labour struggles, 
regulations, and laws, and to foster a competitive global labour 
market. The traditional logistical infrastructure had been built 
upon the separation of production and circulation as elements 
of capitalist accumulation. Commodities were produced in 
enclosed factories, and then circulation was largely a question 
of getting these items from the producer to the consumer. 
The infrastructure of logistics to achieve this was expensive, 
arduous, and labour-intensive – ideal for labour, but terrible 
for capital. Delays and work stoppages were extremely potent 
at this point in the supply chain, and the longshoremen who 
carried out this work were subsequently in a prime point of 
leverage. It is no surprise then that dockworkers were among 
the industries who lost the most workdays to labour disputes.3 
Their material position in the process of capitalist circulation 
enabled them to leverage their power and effectively struggle for 
their interests.
The logistics revolution changed all this. Crucial to this project 
was the development of shipping container technology and 
computerisation. Whereas the former enabled the difficult 
task of intermodal transit to be streamlined, the latter enabled 
an entire global coordination mechanism to emerge. These 
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physical developments enabled production and the division 
of labour to no longer be bound within a single workplace, 
but instead expanded far beyond the walls of the factory.4 
With this new infrastructure, capital could effectively eliminate 
the costs of transport, and route production and circulation 
around labour struggles and towards governments who were 
more hospitable to heightened exploitation. The result was the 
reduction of power among the developed country’s working 
class. With factories liable to being picked up and moved 
around the globe, the traditional strike tactic and the traditional 
national trade union became less and less potent. This 
explanation, it is worth noting, does not rely on any decrease 
in working class sentiment or lack of solidarity, but simply 
emerges from a transformation of capitalism’s material basis.
With energy infrastructure, we see a similar reconfiguration 
of the material conditions of existence, in an explicit effort to 
cut the power of labour down. With the Industrial Revolution, 
humanity had shifted from a reliance on diffused renewable 
energy to an exploitation of condensed energy sources. The first 
of these was coal. An economy premised upon the extraction 
of coal was significantly different in material terms than one 
premised upon renewable sources. In order to extract coal 
from the earth, a certain set of conditions had to be met – 
conditions which enabled coal miners to have a significant 
amount of political power. The very workplaces of miners were, 
first of all, predisposed towards autonomy. Working in the earth 
meant little supervision and high levels of self-management, 
instilling a sense of autonomy in the miners which resisted 
encroachments at all costs. Once out of the earth though, coal 
then required narrow, rigid railway lines in order to move the 
coal to where it would be consumed. These railway lines were 
in turn also bound to a small series of workers who had control 
over the circulation of coal. As Timothy Mitchell writes, “Their 
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position and concentration gave them opportunities, at certain 
moments, to forge a new kind of political power.”5 On the basis 
of the energy infrastructure and their potent position within it, 
coal miners were well placed for militant action to push for their 
interests. Unsurprisingly, coal miners went on strike three times 
as much as the average industry.6

The power of coal infrastructure in struggles over work did not 
go unnoticed by those in power. After the devastation of WWII, 
major efforts were made to revise this situation and decrease 
the reliance of developed economies on coal and coal miners.7 
This helps to explain why the first step towards the European 
Union was the European Coal and Steel Community. That 
project aimed to reduce competition in the coal industry and 
to increasingly automate and mechanise the work involved. 
Labour was to be ejected from the industry, and capitalist 
competition minimised. This movement taking on the power 
of coal was further facilitated by US funding to shift European 
energy away from coal and towards oil.8 Oil had a number of 
advantages in terms of labour struggles: it required less labour 
and the labour that it did require was more readily controlled. 
Workers operated at the surface of the earth, in proximity to 
their supervisors, rather than in the earth. And the fluid nature 
of oil entailed that it could be transported through pipelines 
rather than labour-intensive railways.9 Oil’s relative lightness 
also enabled it to be shipped easily across the world, opening 
up the possibility for a truly global energy system. Lastly, oil 
involved a more flexible infrastructure – rather than rigid railway 
lines, it was fluid seaways which could be rerouted around 
troubles. The end result of all this was that the power of labour 
to disrupt and interject its voice into the national economy was 
undermined.
Turning to a final example, we will briefly look at urban 
infrastructure. Throughout its history, urban space has formed 
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a cauldron of disruptive actions, and the physical terrain of this 
space has played a significant role in how these revolts have 
played out. The story here will trace out one particular history: 
the role of urbanisation – and eventually, suburbanisation – in 
black struggles over the past 70 years. Prior to the 1950s, most 
blacks in the America south existed in what was effectively 
a caste system of segregation, exclusion, and social control 
through violence. The vast majority worked at poverty levels 
in the agricultural sector. Yet mechanisation of the agricultural 
sector rapidly changed this and by 1960, less than 10% were 
in the same sector.10 What had occurred was a mass shift from 
rural life to urban life for blacks in the south. This urbanisation 
of the black working class in the 1950s – in other words, the 
transformation of their everyday infrastructure – enabled a 
newfound strength. Under the old rural communities, political 
repression via mobs, lynching, and other forms of systemic 
violence had been easier for the white population to carry out 
because the black populations were dispersed The ghettos 
of the urban spaces, however, brought about two changes: 
concentration and racial separation. Which is to say, protection 
from the old system of violent regulation. With this new urban 
density, anonymity, and separation from local oppressors, 
black communities were able to more easily fight back. Urban 
infrastructure – particularly ghettoisation – therefore provided 
an enabling condition for black insurgency.11 The civil rights 
movement – with its marches, protests, riots, and other actions 
–  was facilitated by the urban space and condensing of 
community it brought about. The 1965 Los Angeles Watts riots 
marked the first time in which rioting was carried out by blacks 
rather than by racist whites or anti-worker militias.12

Such potency was, of course, unlikely to remain untouched 
by the powers that be. Since the 1970s, riots in inner cities 
have declined in part because of a variety of changes made to 
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urban geography. In the first place, a number of techniques 
have been developed in order to make rioting and large-scale 
protesting increasingly difficult. Public housing, for instance, 
has widely been decentralised and dispersed, breaking up 
the communities of solidarity that existed previously. Movable 
objects – useful for barricading – have become chained and 
generally made immobile. But the most significant change is 
that the poor and working class have been shifted out of the 
inner cities. Whereas the classic model of urban development 
sees the inner portion being populated by the poorest and 
the peripheries of the city being populated by the wealthiest, 
the opposite has in fact happened over the past 50 years. 
One recent report found that every single major metropolis 
of the US has seen a similar transformation: the wealthiest 
coming to occupy the central locations, and the poorest being 
pushed to the outskirts (both literally and figuratively) of the 
city.13 Downtowns have been the focus of redevelopment and 
gentrification, destroying public housing along the way, and 
emptying these spaces of the homeless and the poor. The 
suburbs have therefore seen an influx of poverty – with the 
infrastructure of revolt shifting from the urban inner city to the 
suburban space.
What we see in these examples – of logistics, energy, and 
urban infrastructure - is a continued political struggle over and 
on the infrastructure of society. The attack on coal miners, 
the attack on dockworkers, the attack on the poor, were as 
much physical reconfigurations as social manipulations. The 
construction of consent and the project of hegemony are 
therefore as much about materiality as they are about ideology. 
By making these practices explicit, we can begin to reflect upon 
these experiences and to examine what works, what does not 
work, and what points of leverage might be created with our 
current infrastructure. We are all well aware of the decline of 
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democracy and the surge in inequality in recent decades – both 
of which are likely to generate an increasing amount of unrest 
in the coming years. But without material points of leverage, 
these movements will continue to find it difficult to transform 
their desires into effective change.

References
Ashton, Brian. “The Factory Without Walls.” Mute, September 
14, 2006. http://www.metamute.org/editorial/articles/factory-
without-walls.
Florida, Richard, Zara Matheson, Patrick Adler, and 
Taylor Brydges. The Divided City and the Shape of the 
New Metropolis. Martin Prosperity Institute, 2014. http://
martinprosperity.org/2014/08/25/the-divided-city/.
Gilmore, Ruth Wilson. “Globalisation and US Prison Growth: 
From Military Keynesianism to Post-Keynesian Militarism.” 
Race & Class 40, no. 2–3 (1999 1998): 171–88.
Laclau, Ernesto, and Chantal Mouffe. Hegemony and Socialist 
Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics. London: Verso, 
2001.
Levinson, Mark. The Box: How the Shipping Container Made 
the World Smaller and the World Economy Bigger. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2008.
Mitchell, Timothy. Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the 
Age of Oil. London: Verso, 2013.
Piven, Frances Fox, and Richard Cloward. Poor People’s 
Movements: Why They Succeed, How They Fail. New York: 
Random House, Inc., 1988.
Ramtin, Ramin. Capitalism and Automation: Revolution in 
Technology and Capitalist Breakdown. London: Pluto Press, 
1991.
Winner, Langdon. “Do Artefacts Have Politics?” Daedalus 109, 
no. 1 (1980): 121–36.



(endnotes)

1 Langdon Winner illustrates this with his 
famous example whereby tunnels were 
designed in such a way as to exclude 
public bus (and thereby poor) access to a 
wealthy area. See: Winner, “Do Artefacts 

Have Politics?”
2 This position therefore aims to extend 
the discursive analysis of hegemony by 
Ernesto Laclau and Chantelle Mouffe. 
Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and 
Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical 
Democratic Politics.
3 Levinson, The Box: How the Shipping 
Container Made the World Smaller and the 
World Economy Bigger, 27.
4 Ashton, “The Factory Without Walls.”
5 Mitchell, Carbon Democracy: Political 
Power in the Age of Oil, 19.
6 Ibid., 20.
7 The story here focuses on Europe in 
general, but a similar story can be told 
for the UK specifically. After the famous 
coal miners’ strikes of the 1970, similar 
automation efforts were made in the 
coal sector. Ramtin, Capitalism and 
Automation: Revolution in Technology and 
Capitalist Breakdown, 81.
8 Mitchell, Carbon Democracy: Political 
Power in the Age of Oil, 29.
9 Ibid., 36.
10 Piven and Cloward, Poor People’s 
Movements: Why They Succeed, How 
They Fail, 189.
11 Ibid., 203.
12 Gilmore, “Globalisation and US Prison 
Growth: From Military Keynesianism to 
Post-Keynesian Militarism,” 175.
13 Florida et al., The Divided City and the 
Shape of the New Metropolis.



2015 fallsemester.org

Nick Srnicek, Nick Srnicek is a PhD 
graduate in International Relations from 
the LSE. He is the author of ‘Postcapitalist 
Technologies’ (Polity, 2016) and ‘Inventing 
the Future’ (Verso, 2015 with Alex Williams), 
and editor of ‘The Speculative Turn’ (Re.
press, 2011 with Levi Bryant and Graham 
Harman).


