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Introduction

Filippo Barbera and Ian Rees Jones

The ‘foundational economy’ encompasses those goods and services, together with the economic and social relationships that underpin them, that provide the everyday infrastructure of civilized life. A non-exhaustive list includes gas and electricity, water, waste and sewerage, retail food supply, telecommunications, health and social care, housing, education and public transport. Since the 1990s, many of these goods and services have been increasingly incorporated within market logics by policies that promote commodification, privatization and financialization. The failure of these policies and their impact on the daily lives of citizens have been documented in a body of work that has applied foundational thinking to a number of substantive areas of social and economic relations and geographic regions (see Bentham et al, 2013; Barbera et al, 2017, 2018; Foundational Economy Collective, 2018).

This edited collection takes this scholarship further using comparative perspectives on the foundational economy in relation to governance, urban life, welfare critical goods and food systems. We extend theoretical and empirical work on the foundational economy to explore its relevance to key policy areas and to civil society. Addressing a range of substantive areas of concern, individual chapters use case studies at different national and regional levels to illustrate the arguments being developed. In so doing we provide a unique perspective on the relationship between civil society, democracy and the foundational economy.

Our aim is to advance foundational thinking in three key areas. First, we set out detailed evidence on the impact of growth-based and financialized solutions on local democracy, citizenship and civil society and explore alternative approaches to citizenship and social justice that are rooted in the foundational economy. Second, for the first time we provide important comparative perspectives on the development of foundational thinking. And third, we document detailed and critical case studies in core areas of economic and social life.

Each chapter addresses different aspects of the foundational economy from a comparative perspective, illustrating key points with case studies. Areas that are considered in detail include the rise of platform capitalism and the so-called sharing economy that extend commodification and value extraction into mundane activities. In contrast, foundational economy thinking can utilize the same technological developments to offer potential alternative forms of social and economic organization through platform cooperativism. Just as foundational economy analysis has exposed the expansion of financialization into a range of utilities (water, electricity, pipes and cables) and the market failures that have accompanied these trends, it also offers alternatives that avoid the top-down bureaucracy of past statist solutions by means of public governance that involves citizen stakeholders and democratic accountability. In the third sector, foundational economy thinking has exposed the impact of austerity policies on civil society organizations that are facing increasing pressure to take up responsibility for the gaps left by the decline in state funding for services. These trends have gone hand in hand with increasing pressure on the third sector to adopt market-based approaches to service delivery, organizing and fundraising, but research set out in this collection suggests that adopting foundational perspectives can offer new ways of working at community and local levels that look beyond delivering narrow market-based outcomes.

Foundational thinking has also been applied to the concept of the ‘grounded city’ to critique current obsessions with property development at the expense of supporting local communities. Instead, a foundational approach focuses on intermediary institutions as a means of supporting social and economic relations at the city level. Foundational thinking is also a means of moving beyond neoliberal logics that have been applied to public goods and services and to incorporate values based on understandings of environmental sustainability, solidarity (shared duties) and citizen participation. Here there are strong links between the foundational economy and ideas surrounding the governance of the commons. Food supply is one key area where foundational thinking views food networks as part of the moral economy that moves beyond ethical critique of food systems to political practice. Examples include alternative food networks (AFNs), Solidarity Purchasing Groups (SPGs) and the concept of ‘food for life’ as a means of promoting concerted activity between municipal governments, civil society, local communities and urban/rural relations.

These examples are considered in detail within different sections of the book, organized under the themes of ‘Governance and public action’, ‘Housing and urban life’, ‘Water and waste’ and ‘Food’. Specifically in relation to the theme of ‘Governance and public action’, in Chapter 2 Davide Arcidiacono and Ivana Pais address the sphere of platform cooperativism and argue that the rise of the platform model has enabled financialized forms to be inserted into key sectors of the foundational economy. They focus their analysis on two foundational sectors, mobility and care, and show how platforms control and manage three core processes in our everyday life: commodification, datification and selection. They show that there are considerable differences between the two sectors, and while platform cooperativism provides exciting and innovative possibilities as a counter-movement, there are also limitations to public action that we should be aware of. In Chapter 3 Leonhard Plank considers different forms of public ownership as a means of developing a common good agenda, as reflected in foundational thinking. He examines three cases that have the potential to provide goods and services through more democratic and emancipatory forms of governance: Austrian limited-profit housing associations, French water companies and water cooperatives in Austria. He concludes that public ownership across different foundational fields should be a democratic collective endeavour that is informed by a vision of universalism. In Chapter 4 Sandro Busso and Joselle Dagnes explore paradoxes and tensions within the non-profit sector in the context of the economic crisis.

In relation to the theme of ‘Housing and urban life’, in Chapter 5 Julie Froud, Mike Hodson, Sukhdev Johal, Hua Wei and Karel Williams provide important insights into how planning has evolved over time. Taking a comparative historical perspective, they trace successive periods of town hall planning and developer-led regeneration in Greater Manchester, draw some historical lessons from Vienna and Bologna, and set out an alternative to developer-led regeneration through the possibilities of a civic future for Manchester. In Chapter 6 Massimo Bricocoli and Angelo Salento focus on housing and urban land policies in Italy. They set out the decline in housing policies and how, since the 2000s, urban rent has been transformed and financialized before setting out recent radical experiments that counteract rent-seeking and promote the social use of public heritage.

The theme of ‘Water and waste’ is addressed in Chapter 7 by Dario Minervini, who focuses on waste management policy in Italy and the role of citizens in processes of value extraction. He presents a detailed, document-based analysis of official reporting of actors performing Italian governance of waste management and recycling, and illustrates how different logics adopted in the institutional accounting strategy construct a particular and limited role for citizens. He concludes that a foundational economy approach to waste needs to develop calculative devices and methodologies of accounting developed in line with a holistic approach. This can be achieved through what he describes as a co-constructed social-material accountability based on a co-productive relation between science, expertise and all the actors of the network (from institutional agencies to citizens themselves and civil society actors). In Chapter 8 Sergio Marotta and Ferdinando Spina present a comparative analysis of the movement for public water in England and Italy. In doing so they highlight the complex and often problematic relationships between the public sector, the market and civil society. They unpick the implications of the new financialized economy and the point value approach for universal access to drinking water and the quality of the service before considering attempts in both countries by active citizens and responsive institutions to strengthen social justice and ensure sustainability in the water supply.

The theme of ‘Food’ is addressed in Chapter 9 by Fabio Mostaccio who looks at the role of citizens and civil society organizations in food supply chains. Using detailed case studies to illustrate his argument, Mostaccio demonstrates the potential contribution of Solidarity Purchasing Groups (SPGs) to the development of the foundational economy. In Chapter 10 Kevin Morgan gives a further reflection on the importance of the provision of food and food supply chains for foundational thinking. He sets out the case for exceptionalism in relation to food as it makes a unique contribution to the wellbeing of people and the planet alike, and is therefore inextricably linked to the concept of moral economy. Following on from this Morgan argues that we need to move from a moral economy as an ethical critique to the foundational economy as a political practice, thus ensuring a food system that is more socially and ecologically sustainable. Finally, Morgan considers specific initiatives as examples of such practices involving collective action among local authorities, civil society organizations and local communities.

In the Conclusions we focus on the insights provided by comparative perspectives for policy development under each theme. There is clear evidence that the foundational economy is already influencing policy-making at devolved nation and city region scales and is having international reach. For example, it underpins the foundation sectors supported in the 2018 Welsh Government Economic Action Plan,1 and has strong affinities with thinking related to the solidarity economy, with Universal Basic Infrastructure,2 Universal Basic Services3 and with a new approach to urban strategic planning (Estela Barnet, 2018). We consider affinities with utopian thinking (Levitas, 2013) (Wright, 2013) and the role of civil society in social experiments to build better futures (Unger, 2015) through experiments in social innovation and the potential for a maximalist approach that has citizen activism at the heart of foundational thinking and practice. This suggests ‘performative citizenship’ that is rooted in effervescent rituals of production and management of foundational goods and services as local commons. In contrast to exclusively ‘bottom-up’ approaches, however, we maintain that a foundational economy approach requires us to address the key institutions of our societies and the role of public action in those institutions.

We begin, however, in Chapter 1, by focusing on the relationship between the foundational economy and the civil sphere. In particular, we develop the argument that the foundational economy, through delivering the goods and services that are essential for human needs (whose intermediate qualities are socially, culturally and place-specific) is also linked to a moral basis for citizenship that potentially transcends territorial boundaries.

Notes

1Available at https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-02/prosperity-for-all-economic-action-plan.pdf

2See the report of the Industrial Strategy Commission (2017), available at http://industrialstrategycommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/The-Final-Report-of-the-Industrial-Strategy-Commission.pdf

3See the UCL Social Prosperity Network report (2017), available at www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/igp/sites/bartlett/files/universal_basic_services_-_the_institute_for_global_prosperity_.pdf
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1

The foundational economy and the civil sphere

Filippo Barbera and Ian Rees Jones

Introduction

This chapter focuses on the relationship between the foundational economy, citizenship, democracy and social justice. Our argument is that the foundational economy approach is rooted in a conceptualization of citizenship rights and obligations that are derived from human needs, needs that are met through intermediate satisfiers that are context-dependent and responsive to sociotechnical system change – that is, they are socially, culturally and place-specific, and require agreement through continuous political negotiation and dialogue over time. A key area that becomes apparent from this approach is that there is an increasing and damaging asymmetrical relationship between the rights and duties of corporations as legal entities and the stratified rights and duties of individual citizens qua citizens. A second and related point is that while economies are zonal, people, households and groups live in places. Citizen wellbeing is therefore based on the contingent, place-based drivers of income, from jobs, pensions and welfare, and infrastructure, including grounded (housing, utilities, health, education and care), mobility (cars and public transport systems) and social (parks, libraries, community centres).

We begin this chapter by examining the scope of the foundational economy, and proceed to focus on the importance of foundational thinking for critiques of capitalist formations that involve financialization and extraction. We then discuss the relationship between the foundational economy and human needs and capabilities before developing the argument for a moral basis to the foundational economy and how this links to citizenship. We consider how an impoverished form of citizenship has developed, and within the literature on citizenship we delineate the links between the foundational and civil society, citizenship and the commons, focusing in particular on the potential for developing democratic governance and public action. We conclude by arguing that foundational thinking provides a means of linking citizenship to attempts to manage the commons. This proposes a citizenship based on universal human needs and rights to intermediate goods and services combined with recognition of heterogeneity and diversity in economic and social relations. If social relations and institutional arrangements vary contextually across space and time, this then requires innovative solutions based on experimentation at different scales.

Scope of the foundational economy

The scope of the foundational economy incorporates those goods and services necessary to everyday life, consumed by all citizens, whatever their wealth or income. These are generally distributed in correspondence with demographic factors, through branches and networks, and are sheltered from market relations through political franchise. This formulation draws inspiration from Braudel’s work (1981) on economic and social relations operating at different levels and in different zones. Instead of viewing the economy in monolithic terms based on a universalizing market, economic relations are considered to be heterogenous across place and time. In itself, the general idea is hardly new and it lies at the core of economic sociology (Granovetter, 2017) and comparative political economy (Trigilia, 2002). But the perspective of foundational economy adds to these approaches by what we might call a ‘zonal’ view – the foundational economy is that ‘zone’ close to wellbeing and the needs of everyday life that constitutes the economic infrastructure of social citizenship. It hence represents different forms of consumption (private and collective) of outputs that make diverse contributions to wellbeing.

From this perspective the foundational economy encompasses a number of zones. The first, the material foundational economy, covers infrastructure and services (pipes and cables, networks and branches) that connect households to daily essentials. This includes the provision of water, electricity, retail banking and food. It is noteworthy that these are areas that have been considered ripe for privatization, financialization and marketization policies.

The second zone, the providential foundational economy, covers welfare-critical activities such as health and education and income transfers. While much of these are considered by many to be universal services that should be available to all citizens, funded through taxation or insurance systems and free at the point of use, in many countries their provision is partially privatized and outsourced or, where there is state provision, it is increasingly means-tested and linked to state surveillance and punitive welfare regimes. The extent of the spread of financialization into ordinary households and in daily life is, for some, a new ontology for life in the 21st century (Martin, 2002), where expenditure is driven by debt and material objects are viewed as potential income streams. Examples include the payment of student fees, equity release for care home fees and pension cash-ins for consumer spending. Financialization is driven in the providential domain by an ideology that views welfare provision as an individual responsibility that needs to be planned for and funded through asset and debt restructuring (Watson, 2009, 2013). In the UK, forms of financialization have penetrated into key areas of the British welfare state through privatization, outsourcing and subcontracting. The processes involved go beyond ones of simple extraction, however, because the mechanisms identified above transform what have been low-risk, localized and stable activities with strong state direction regulation and ownership into fragile, fragmented business models often involving regular selling on of ownership and debt. Moreover, by adopting an approach of light regulation combined with a choice agenda based on concepts of personalization and competition (Le Grand, 2007, 2010), opportunities have been opened up for extending the mechanisms of accumulation and exploitation that drive inequality (Tilly, 1999).

Finally, there is an outer zone that we refer to as the overlooked foundational economy. This includes household spending from discretionary income on culturally varied lifestyle and comfort support systems.

These three zones overlap and are historically contingent and politically contested. Over time the boundaries between these different zones have become porous, as goods that might have previously been considered luxury items become standardized and ubiquitous (for example, new technologies and mobile phones). Thus, through the act of constructing, delineating and making the scope of the foundational economy visible, we are engaging in sociopolitical work that is subject to contestation and debate. Nevertheless, it is possible to estimate the size and nature of the foundational economy. Labour market analysis, for example, indicates that the material and providential zones account for 43.8 per cent of UK employment, 41.3 per cent of German employment and 36.9 per cent of Italian employment (Foundational Economy Collective, 2018), although we need to bear in mind that these percentages will vary by region and rural/urban divides. Foundational goods and services are based on branches and networks, backed by state regulation and investment to ensure universal and comprehensive coverage. Mobile phone network coverage is an incomplete example in the present day. This is an indication of the size of the foundational economy and its importance to local communities, something that becomes clearer when we consider the relationship between the foundational economy and theories of human needs and capabilities.

The foundational economy, human needs and the idea of a moral economy

Our argument is that the foundational economy provides the essential goods and services that are necessary for wellbeing and human flourishing. In other words, foundational provision is welfare-critical because any constraints on access to material and providential goods leads to diminished fulfilment of human needs and capabilities. Economic resources are therefore not an end in themselves but a means to achieve wellbeing (Sen, 1999), and within a capabilities framework, welfare policies and economic relations should be evaluated in relation to whether they increase or harm human capabilities. In effect, investments in welfare are ways and means of supporting free and flourishing citizens rather than social reproduction for the maintenance of the capitalist economy. While Sen avoids listing capabilities, Nussbaum (2000) has gone further to construct a detailed list with the proviso that there may be cross-cultural variation in terms of priorities and specific forms of capabilities. The capabilities approach has provided a critique of, and alternative to, neoliberal policies, but, as Sayer notes (2012: 593), it can provide ‘an appealingly humanistic cover for the neoliberal naturalization of capitalist structures of domination and exploitation.’ Indeed, Dean (2009) has gone further to argue that it ignores human interdependency, has a problematic notion of the public realm (lessening the space for deliberative justice and identification of needs) and ignores the exploitative nature of capitalism. The assumed neutrality of markets in the theory leads to a focus on the achievement of capabilities without taking account of the consequences for others and the effects of power, domination and exploitation. Drawing on Sen’s work, but in tension with its individualized approach, is an alternative, rights-based route to an emancipatory politics founded on the mutual interpretation of human needs.

The theory of human need (Doyal and Gough, 1991; Gough, 2015, 2017) offers a universal, objective and empirically grounded non-substitutable and sustainable account of human flourishing and wellbeing that has strong correspondence with the foundational economy. Within the theory, the basic needs of health and autonomy are universal while need satisfiers are relative, and culturally and context-dependent. Human needs are not fixed but are continually open to dialogue and negotiation. They are open to political struggle, disagreement, debate and dialogue (Doyal, 1993). This framework amounts to an immanent moral theory of citizenship but, as Soper (1993) has indicated, the emphasis on universal needs risks slipping in top-down concepts of need that are unable to accommodate local and cultural norms. The foundational approach addresses both the emphasis on individual autonomy in Sen’s formulation of capabilities and the collective policy approach to intermediate needs suggested by Doyal and Gough. The link to the foundational economy comes through the material and providential domains that are central to citizen entitlements in the modern state. While providential services correspond with entitlements of social citizenship as part of the welfare state, the material domain includes access to utility services such as domestic energy and clean water. These also amount to basic citizenship entitlements and are part of public health infrastructures that benefit current and future generations (Gough, 2017). In this respect, the foundational economy has a moral significance because it delivers those essential goods and services that constitute the intermediate needs that underpin the universal needs of health and autonomy necessary for human flourishing.

Sayer (2005, 2015) has argued that a critical political economy can move us beyond the evaluation of the impact of economics and markets on people’s lives in terms of costs and benefits. This resonates with Boltanski and Thevenot’s (2006) view that in modern society there are multiple orders of worth and principles of evaluation: in other words, we should avoid simple, one-dimensional measures of value. Instead, we need to examine the standpoints from which evaluations are made, and focus on drawing out and making explicit the normative judgements that form their basis. Foundational goods and services enable participation, security and autonomy, and in this sense, we would suggest, are essential to human need and flourishing (although they may vary by cultural and historical context). This means that key sectors of the economy that provide the socioeconomic foundations of citizenship can be identified, but this requires alternative frames of value that are rooted in continual and evolving political engagement and democratic dialogue. Orthodox economics treats values as subjective preferences, but moral values are concerned with how we treat others, and so cannot be reduced in this way. As Sayer argues, ‘the moral economy embodies norms and sentiment regarding the responsibilities and rights of individuals and institutions with respect to others’ (Sayer, 2000: 79). Norms can relate to how much inequality is acceptable, what can and cannot be commodified, who should work, the quality of work and who should be supported and protected; in essence, what constitutes the good life. This puts citizenship and, in particular, critiques of current thin and constrained forms of consumer citizenship, at the heart of the foundational economy approach.

The foundational economy and citizenship

Our argument in this chapter is that there is an urgent need to rethink and develop citizenship in the context of human needs and foundational goods. Crouch (2011) has argued that we are in a neoliberal post-citizenship era dominated by elites implementing rights regimes that are punitive towards the poor and masked by an ideology of citizen-consumers and individualism.
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