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CRISIS OF CAPITALISM 
AND PLURAL ECONOMY: 

AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE
by Matthieu de Nanteuil and Jean-Louis Laville 

“Rebuilding a socially and ecologically sustainable economy means rethinking 
the ways in which the economy works, redefining the conditions of public action 

and establishing a new relationship with consumption. We believe that this is not 
feasible unless a set of non-capitalist economic practices, in which a different sys-
tem of social relationships is very firmly established, is recognised. Through their 

very heterogeneity, SSE practices introduce real alternatives in both the north and 
the south ... It is important not to functionally confine them to one ‘sector’ of the 

economy... Therefore, the creation of legislation on this subject is essential. 
Some countries are ahead of the game in adopting such legislation, 

but a European framework still needs to be developed”.

he economic crisis – which picked up 
pace brutally in 2008 but has in fact 
much older roots – has sparked a de-

sire for re-industrialisation: seen from this point 
of view, the social and solidarity economy (SSE) 
is interesting but does not really have that much 
to offer. It is viewed from a sector-based perspec-
tive, in which it completes the fabric of small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with specific 
ownership-related features. 
But the crisis can also be considered from the 
perspective of the relationship between the 
capitalist economy and society as a whole, the 
latter being regarded as a set of experiences, 
social relationships and institutions: in this case, 
the social and solidarity economy – and the ave-
nues that it opens up – have an important role 
to play in ensuring a democratic outcome to the 
crisis This is the approach that we will be pur-
suing here. Our argument is split into two parts: 
the first aims to redefine the crisis of capitalism 
by adopting an anthropological perspective; the 
second aims to underline the specific features of 

the social and solidarity economy in relation to 
these difficulties30.  
The key to economic recovery lies not only in de-
veloping a large-scale industrial strategy, but also 
in defining measures to prevent a rift between 
economy and society, essential to preserving and 
deepening democracy. This is where the social and 
solidarity economy can play a pivotal role, far sur-
passing the quantitative importance of its compo-
nent associations, cooperatives and mutuals. 

FINANCIAL CAPITALISM, 
REDISTRIBUTION, CONSUMERISM: 
THE CONTOURS OF A SYSTEMIC CRISIS 

It is important to make sure that the layers of 
meaning that have marked the history of capi-
talism are neither caricatured nor underestima-
ted. We will follow in the footsteps of Max We-
ber, pointing out that accumulation is in itself a 
product of a specific ethos, combining cultural 
behaviours with religious dispositions (Weber, 
2004 [1904]). However, this matrix has gradually 

T

30  This final chapter is more than just a conclusion. It is an invitation to extend the contributions in this special edition of L’Option. The decision 
to use the term ‘anthropological’ was driven by a desire to create a link between economy and society, which are usually considered separately.
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disappeared under the effects of secularisation, 
individualism and, above all, the progressive em-
powerment of the market. 
On this subject, the theory propounded by Karl 
Polanyi is the most well known. Polanyi argues 
that the capitalist economy has been disem-
bedded from society, due to the progressive 
commodification of three fundamental things: 
labour, land and money (Polanyi, 1983 [1944]). 
This theory may be completed in two ways: firstly, 
by pointing out that the post-war growth period 
gave rise to national forms of re-embedding; se-
condly, by considering that we have now entered 
a new phase of disembedding, based on different 
mechanisms to those identified by Polanyi. 
From the anthropological point of view, on which 
we are focusing here, Polanyi argues that the 
originality of the market economy lies in its au-
toreferentiality; it no longer aims to satisfy fun-
damental needs defined externally to itself, but 
to establish a world order according to its own 
logic. This school of thought has also changed 
considerably, bearing in mind that its forerunners 
were moral philosophers who aimed to combine 
the individualisation of social ties – to which their 
theories directly contributed – with ethical prere-
quisites such as sympathy or compassion. But un-
like the social republicans and, subsequently, the 
promoters of Christian social thought, whether 
socialist or communist, these ethical ambitions 
were conceived on the periphery of the econo-
my. Therefore, they are still linked with the selfish 
logic of material gain, generating an economic 
system that places individuals in opposition with 
each other and teaching them to work on the ba-
sis of principles – regarded as ‘natural laws’ – that 
are increasingly detached from the way people 
actually live. In the 1930s, the excesses of this 
system led to the consequences that we are all 
too familiar with. 

The emergence of patrimonial capitalism
It should also be pointed out that the Second 
World War was followed by a period of re-em-
bedding. Industrial capitalism was regulated on 
a national scale by Keynesian policies, social sys-
tems and collective bargaining procedures, as 
well as by regimes of particular significance to 
industrial work (professional values, class iden-
tity, etc.). In other words, this capitalism formed 
the backbone of an economic system in which 

commodification was restricted by a set of 
socio-political factors.
Nicolas Postel and Richard Sobel show that these 
restrictions began to fall in the 1970s with the 
widespread floating of currencies, and in the 
1980s with the growing flexibility of the labour 
market. “The commodification of credit money 
led to a significant rise in return.  […] With the 
revitalisation of the financial system, the goods, 
services and raw materials markets were once 
again constrained by competitiveness/price 
considerations” and, as a result, the Fordist so-
cial contract based on the de-commodification of 
labour and universal access to social rights was 
brought into question (Postel and Sobel, 2013, 
pp. 116-118). 
It is in this context that we should understand 
the rupture initiated by the appearance of ‘finan-
cial’ or ‘patrimonial’ capitalism in the 1980s and 
1990s (Aglietta and Berrebi, 2007; Aglietta and 
Orléan, 2002). This phase was characterised by 
the separation of financial activities from other 
sectors of the economy: constantly growing risk 
aversion and liquidity requirements, the use of 
full fair value accounting and a scarcity of bank 
loans for SMEs in favour of widespread interme-
diation by the financial markets. The above fac-
tors progressively pushed European economies 
towards becoming rentier economies, genera-
ting an unprecedented imbalance in the distri-
bution of added value and creating a culture of 
‘short-termism’ capable of threatening the entire 
economy. 
The trend towards separation is not restricted to 
the financial sector. At the same time, competi-
tion policies have encouraged non-cooperative 
strategies and increased inequality between Eu-
ropean countries. Philippe Herzog says: “The EU 
has given priority to market finance, thus leaving 
it up to the latter to drive the selection of invest-
ments.  Some investments, for example in new 
information technologies, have been overvalued 
[…] while others have been neglected.” He adds 
that: “The competition policy has prevailed in the 
absence of an industrial strategy. […]. Its doctrine 
has not changed, although technological changes 
and the emergence of new markets are upsetting 
its application” (Herzog, 2012, p. 3). 
These various trends have fostered the develop-
ment of extremely selective wealth creation pro-
cesses and prevented the overall redefinition of 
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the productive system31. More broadly speaking, 
they have undermined the endogenous regula-
tions that characterised the social market eco-
nomy during the ‘thirty glorious years’ from 1945 
to 1975. Having failed to effectively organise the 
transition, the European Union demanded that 
these internal regulations be dismantled, but 
did not propose any possible alternatives. Coo-
peration agreements, which were no doubt too 
limited but could have provided a basis for large-
scale European regulations, broke down. 
However, such an elementary analysis does not 
take into consideration the anthropological gra-
vity of the crisis: to do this, an additional, critical 
analysis must be performed of the exogenous 
regulations that were at the origin of post-war 
re-embedding. These regulations encompassed 
both the philosophy behind public policy – which 
focused on redistribution – and the cultural matrix 
of industrial societies, which were marked by the 
emergence of virtually unlimited consumerism.

The inadequacy of redistribution
The essentially redistributive conception of the 
welfare state has two inherent weaknesses:
- �Firstly, public service users are treated as sub-

jugates. Most arbitration occurs through the 
channels of representative democracy (gover-
ning officials, employer and trade union repre-
sentatives) and the voice of ordinary citizens 
is largely ignored. When Fordism prevailed in 
companies, excluding workers from decision-
making while rewarding them with higher 
wages, ‘providentialism’ – to use a term coined 
by Paul R. Bélanger and Benoît Lévesque (1990) 
– increased within the welfare state: those who 
use social services have no say in their formula-
tion, but their exclusion is offset by the fact that 
access to such services is virtually free.

- �The second weakness lies in the fact that redis-
tributive solidarity is still dependent on econo-
mic growth: imperceptible until the 1960s, this 
dependency became more and more significant 
with the slump in economic growth, which de-
prived social democracy of some of its means of 
action. This trend brought Keynesian methods 
and social transfers into question. In this 
context, the monetarist option struck a chord 

with governments because it promised to bring 
back growth. Further to the application of these 
monetarist principles, the national framework 
of action – within which social democracy had 
been exercised – was deeply perturbed by de-
regulation and the increased international cir-
culation of capital.

The sustainability of the redistributive states 
was undermined by their lack of democracy in 
terms of the expression of users and citizens 
(Jaeger, 2011) and by their endorsement of the 
idea that only the market can create wealth 
(Cassiers, 2011; de Nanteuil and Pourtois, 2005). 
Such states were consolidated at the end of the 
Second World War, but they confused protection 
with redistribution and were unable to adapt the 
social practices acquired to a different economic 
culture: definition of new public goods, ‘patient’ 
finance, long-term investment and the linking of 
training with innovation, as well as the plurality 
of economic forms, support for associations, etc.

The consumerism trap
At the same time, public policy played along 
with growing material demand, encouraging 
consumption behaviours that would very quickly 
exacerbate spiralling private debt. 
Consumerism fast became the cornerstone of 
the Fordist model. Consumerism can be defined 
as “a type of individualistic consumption that is 
intrusive, hedonistic and focused on novelty, and 
that uses signs as well as objects and is very costly 
in terms of natural resources and human labour. 
[…] Having literally exploded after the Second 
World War, with the Keynesian state, oriented 
completely towards what, at the time, was called 
demand-side policy.” (De Munck, 2011). When it 
emerged after the Second World War, its inhe-
rent dangers were underestimated, because it 
helped to regulate capitalism as a whole: access 
to material possessions is a breeding ground for 
temporary rebellion faced with the constraints of 
industrial activity, which is itself linked to a chain 
of meanings associating the production of ob-
jects with a progress-oriented market, in highly-
redistributive contexts. 
This consumerism was exacerbated by flexible 
and global capitalism, whereas the market was 

31 In a recent interview, Aglietta pointed out that EU policy should encourage the development of a European industrial project by reshaping public 
spending rather than by imposing widespread austerity (Aglietta, 2013).
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freeing itself from society. It then became a trap, 
threatening to close around post-industrial socie-
ties. Its contribution to the ecological crisis has 
been proven: while the creation of a low-carbon 
economy is crucial, it does not seem feasible to 
organise the ecological transition (Juan, 2011) 
without redirecting consumption towards sus-
tainable goods (Dupuy, 2002, 2005) and, more 
profoundly, without changing our subjective 
relationship with materiality (Arnsperger, 2005, 
2009). The consumption standards imposed 
through media-diffused behaviour modules 
should be examined from a critical perspective. 

This new challenge should not consign the ques-
tion of work to oblivion: given the failure to com-
bine consumption with meaningful professional 
activity, it is difficult to see how the conditions 
can be created for a mode of consumption ca-
pable of preventing compulsive behaviour adop-
ted to compensate for existential disquiet. Critical 
consumption (Pleyers, 2011) means reinserting 
the act of purchasing into a set of anthropologi-
cal signifiers, thanks to which economic agents 
can reconstruct a certain existential consistency 
faced with a feeling of anomy or dispossession 
generated by an economic regime devoid of any 
social ties. In this area, work still plays an irrepla-
ceable role.  

While an increasing amount of market share is 
being allocated to human activities, the disem-
bedding phase that we are currently witnessing 
combines the disassociation of capitalist activi-
ties from one another – in the dual form of the 
empowerment of the financial sector and the 
widespread adoption of non-cooperative stra-
tegies –, an inability to renew public policy, and 
a consumer culture in which the ownership of 
goods and material wealth has acquired an im-
portance out of all proportion. Added to this is 
the fact that the national framework itself is rid-
dled with systemic contradictions. The opening 
up to competition of social systems in the EU 
combined with increasingly volatile movements 
of capital call for a complete redefinition of the 
notion of the ‘political community’, with the pro-

motion of the action potential of civil societies. 
In this respect, the SSE could have a valuable role 
to play. 

THREE ANTHROPOLOGICAL 
PRINCIPLES: RECIPROCITY, 
PROXIMITY, RECOGNITION
The importance of the SSE has been emphasised 
many times32. Capable of responding to needs 
arising on the periphery of both the State system 
and the market, the SSE fulfils a function in the 
general economy of demand – a function that 
is magnified in a service economy, in which pro-
ductivity stagnates and quality of life demands 
increase33. 
However, we would be sidestepping the majority 
of the debate if we were to reduce the huge array 
of activities within the SSE to a strictly functional 
problem. The anthropological renewal driven by 
the SSE – which derives from the associationist 
tradition of the 19th century in countries expe-
riencing profound changes in their industrial fa-
bric – consists in changing the very rudiments of 
productive activity by reconciling a calculating ra-
tionality with a solidarity or citizenship objective. 
In other words, the SSE encompasses a set of 
practices that aim to build on the achievements 
of modern rationality, by combining the rules of 
calculation with objectives of a different kind and 
bearing in mind that this combination is not only 
shaped by public policy but must also be worked 
on at the roots of social behaviour. It is this dual 
task of combination and prevention that makes it 
different. How should it be interpreted? 
In answer to this question, it should be pointed 
out that the crisis of capitalism is indissociable 
from the crisis of social democracy. The latter 
has linked social welfare to redistribution and 
regards users as mere receptacles of public ac-
tion. “Social democracy is running out of steam 
because it has failed to effectively tackle econo-
mic and political reductionisms: a confinement 
of the market through redistribution, forgetting 
the diversity of real markets and the potential for 
reciprocity in the economic sphere, and a focus 

32 See the figures provided in the introduction.	
33 It can be said that the SSE is particularly active in the following areas, although the list is not exhaustive: cooperative banking and mutual insu-
rance, childcare and care of the elderly, support for young people in difficulty, integration, social housing, artistic and cultural creativity and various 
digital activities, not to mention attempts to re-embed economic activity in a regional social context (Systèmes d’échange local (SEL) [local trading 
exchange systems], Associations pour le maintien d’une agriculture paysanne (AMAP) [associations for the maintenance of family farming], local 
currencies, fair trade, etc.).
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on the methods available within the framework 
of representative democracy that prevent citi-
zen participation in the political sphere” (Laville, 
2011, p. 49). 
Moreover, this approach has increased spiralling 
consumerism, which has contributed significant-
ly to the current ecological imbalances. However, 
the same applies to social democracy as to the 
market: the main objective is not to get rid of it 
altogether, but to radically reorient its fundamen-
tal principles. The strength of the SSE lies in its 
ability to raise this issue and to provide solutions 
to it on the basis of experiences in the solidarity 
economy, taking care not to restrict itself to pro-
moting the kind of collective enterprise specific 
to the traditional social economy. It is characteri-
sed by three objectives. 

Reciprocity
The first objective is reciprocity, which is often 
addressed through the ‘gift paradigm’ (Mauss, 
1999 [1923], Caillé, 2000). This paradigm is based 
on the triple obligation of giving, receiving and 
reciprocating, and also on the combination of 
interest and disinterest involved in giving. Ne-
vertheless, despite the many situations in which 
“the link is more important than the thing”, 
the risk of “giving without reciprocity” remains 
(Ranci, 1990). This is particularly apparent in phi-
lanthropy, where the giver can trap the receiver 
in a dependent position, thus creating a form of 
plutocracy. 
However, this general objective makes it pos-
sible to go beyond the ‘formalist’ approach to 
economics and to adopt, according to Polanyi, 
a ‘substantive’ approach that takes into account 
the plurality of economic integration principles. 
The similarities with Weber are obvious, who 
contrasts ‘formal rationality’ and ‘material ratio-
nality’ of calculation or law. For both authors, the 
exchange is not identified in terms of its formal 
structure, as in Walrasian theory: it embraces the 
social links that it brings into play. But in what 
sense? 
In this respect, the response of the SSE is pre-
cise: the non-distribution of dividends constraint 
opens the way to a much broader objective, 
which consists in making a non-monetary contri-
bution to social cohesion. In the SSE activities 
mentioned above, this contribution has refe-
rence to the fundamental standards of democra-

tic life, particularly equality. Performing an act of 
solidarity or citizenship is equivalent to introdu-
cing the equality ideal into concrete economic 
practices. This has a decisive political meaning: 
democracy is not guaranteed by statutes, it relies 
upon the application of egalitarian reciprocity in 
the everyday relationships between those parti-
cipating in service provision.
Hence reciprocity can be considered ‘a principle 
of integration’: the goal is not only to change the 
sequences of exchange, but to enable a redefini-
tion and a re-appropriation of needs by the users 
themselves, thus opening the door to other pro-
ductive procedures (Servet, 2013). Solidarity and 
citizenship should not be regarded as a mere pal-
liative to redistribution or to representative de-
mocracy, but as a fulfilment of the requirements 
that go hand in hand with the principle of equali-
ty in civil society. Indeed, equality is indissociable 
from the creation of a social cohesion ethic, 
based on ‘equal dignity’ (Kis, 1989) and ‘partici-
pation parity’ (Fraser, 2005). This transformation 
has significant implications in terms of the demo-
cratisation of SSE organisations, although they 
should not be idealised. In practice, they come 
up against a number of obstacles.  
Moreover, recourse to reciprocity does not 
provide a hermetic barrier to other economic 
practices, as various schools of socioecono-
mic thought across the world have shown.  For 
example, market sociology – known as new 
economic sociology – stresses the importance 
of cooperation practices in the development of 
efficiency (Granovetter, 2008), as does the ‘eco-
nomy of conventions’ (Eymard Duvernay, 2006) 
and the analysis of ‘conventions & management’ 
(Amblard, 2003: Gomez and Korine, 2009). 
The same applies to organisations: innovation 
implies the development of relational dynamics 
that suspend the pursuit of immediate gain (Alter, 
2013). As for the financialisation of capitalism, it 
can be seen as the reflection of a break in the link 
between the different sequences of economic 
and financial engineering responsible for genera-
ting profit. The ‘violence of money’ (Aglietta and 
Orléan, 2002), which is indissociable from the 
process of financialisation, appears as a conse-
quence of the movement of separation that is 
running through the capitalist economy itself. 
The importance of reciprocity as a distinctive 
feature of the solidarity economy is therefore in-
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dissociable from the effects it produces: it makes 
it possible to go beyond state-market dualism 
and to hybridise the market with redistribution, 
as emphasised in various theoretical writings 
(Gardin, 2006; Dacheux and Goujon, 2011). The 
example that it provides is also applicable in a 
wider context: it facilitates the consideration of 
reciprocity-related requirements throughout the 
entire economy.  

Proximity
The notion of proximity does not imply a drift 
towards localism by any means, it is a reflection 
on the development of an economy of proximity, 
capable of considering the economic exchange 
partner as a socius and not as a distant figure or, 
indeed, a stranger. Here, the focus is more on the 
structure of the interaction than on its purpose. 
This aspect has also been underlined by some re-
searchers. In regard to social services, Jean-Louis 
Laville and Marthe Nyssens distinguish between 
“objective proximity (defined by tangible space 
and time criteria)” and “subjective proximity 
(when the relationship between service provider 
and user is decisive in determining the quality of 
the service)” (Laville and Nyssens, 2013, p. 15). 
There is also a third definition of proximity, which 
we will refer to here as symbolic proximity. Sym-
bolic proximity relates to the kind of social ima-
gery manifested in economic exchanges, in terms 
of the (real or imagined) relationship of proximity 
between the exchange partners. 
From this point of view, modernity can be consi-
dered a historic period of destabilisation of the 
local economy. With the abolition of corpora-
tions, followed by the repression of the associa-
tionist movement in the 19th century, liberal indi-
vidualism definitively broke the links of proximity 
that structured Ancien Régime societies, within 
contexts of inherited inequality. This trend was 
prolonged by the class dynamic that accompa-
nied the industrial revolution, particularly when 
this dynamic was theorised as a form of class an-
tagonism. 
However, by promoting the widespread growth 
of the middle class and, above all, the develop-
ment of post-war social pacts – particularly re-
distributive policies – at national level, Fordism 

helped to reverse the trend. Moreover, this ex-
plains why a large-scale collective bargaining mo-
vement – forming the basis of social democracy 
– was able to develop. The extent to which this 
movement required a specific anthropological 
foundation, based on the idea of a ‘continuum’ 
between the different players in the capitalist 
system, has not been stressed enough (Castel, 
1995). Although though this continuum could 
be overtly conflictual, it nonetheless indicated 
the creation of a common imagery, against a 
backdrop of national identity34. 
The globalisation of exchanges has however 
taken apart the idea that social links develop 
essentially within national boundaries. At the 
same time, market capitalism has profoundly 
altered the forms of social cohesion continuity 
in the economic sphere. These changes have ta-
ken place subtly. Besides the fragmentation of 
the wage-earning classes, they are notably also 
reflected in the development of ‘emotional ca-
pitalism’ (Illouz, 2006), which aims to organise 
worker mobilisation on the basis of ‘emotional 
intelligence’ (Goleman, 2007), while keeping this 
dimension separate from actual conditions un-
der which work is carried out and subjecting it 
to extremely powerful constraints of conformity 
(Hochschild, 2012, 1983).
However, the SSE could play a decisive role with 
respect to this issue of the practical, embodied, 
dimension of economic exchange. As pointed 
out by Mauss, a theoretician on gift exchange as 
well as a shrewd observer of ‘body techniques’, 
economic exchange involves corporeality with its 
learning, its technical features and its relationship 
with the question of ‘yield’ (Mauss, 1999 [1934]). 
In the new capitalism, this dimension is largely 
exploited. The SSE can reintroduce it by ensuring 
that inter-comprehension is based on face-to-
face relationships, for example through the co-
construction of services based on the expression 
of users, such as workers and volunteers.
Polanyi adopts another approach to proximity, 
based on the concept of householding, which 
Isabelle Hillenkamp suggests translating into 
French as partage domestique [domestic sharing] 
(Hillenkamp, 2013, p. 222). Loyal to Aristotelian 
tradition – which contrasts economics “based 

34 Belgium is a particularly good example of this trend. Although historically it is a federal country that has been divided since its creation by
language, it has made social security a pillar of national unity.
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on the self-sufficiency of a community united by 
a form of goodwill” [ibid] with chrematistics, in 
which there are no limits to commercial activity 
–, Polanyi addresses the issue of the self-deter-
mination of economic ends. Such self-determina-
tion implies a community of links, for which the 
‘household’ (oikos) metaphor is mostly used.
Again, there is a degree of ambivalence. Either 
householding is a vehicle of submission that ra-
tifies gender inequality, or it keeps commercial 
activity at a distance by setting the strength of a 
living community against it. This ambivalence has 
been clearly demonstrated in popular economic 
practices, particularly in Southern countries. 
In any case, in view of the various successive 
phases of market capitalism, redistribution is a 
necessary but inadequate principle, particularly 
when it has a bureaucratic element.  Like the 
market, the State is an instrument of rationalisa-
tion of daily life, which establishes physical and 
symbolic distance as the foundations of progress. 
No-one has understood this major innovation 
in modernity better than Émile Durkheim. Ne-
vertheless, when the State – particularly in its 
progressive form of a welfare state – is content 
to compensate for the market-induced rupture 
of social links by the bureaucratic management 
of ‘social affairs’, then it loses sight of its raison 
d’être, which is to re-establish conditions ena-
bling the collective ‘inhabitation’ of the world 
(Lévinas, 1961). 
This has repercussions in terms of the relationship 
between human beings and nature: the indus-
trial regulation of capitalism, which derives from 
a harmful alliance between productivism and 
statism, has fostered spiralling consumerism and 
the over-exploitation of natural resources. Howe-
ver, it also impacts the relationship between hu-
man beings themselves: in the workplace, where 
competitive individualism has gradually taken 
over from other relational standards, at the risk 
of dangerously undermining the conditions of ci-
vility (Dejours, 2010); at the boundary between 
production and consumption, where service sec-
tor workers find themselves subjected to a com-
moditisation constraint in their relationships with 

clients and users, i.e. an obligation to treat those 
around them like strangers, in order to maintain 
flows (de Nanteuil, 2012) . It therefore seems 
urgent to rebuild a link economy. However, this 
immediately begs the question of how far such 
action would be compatible with globalisation? 

Recognition	

This is where a third principle comes into play, 
that of recognition. Axel Honneth (2002, 2007) 
argues that recognition is not limited to interac-
tions between individuals or groups governed by 
a principle of equality: it also encompasses the 
intersubjective conditions of access to the public 
space, above and beyond the physical and sym-
bolic boundaries associated with the principle of 
proximity. The latter remains an important issue. 
They must nonetheless be supported by a gram-
mar of social exchanges able to provide a general 
framework for the analysis of social relationships. 
According to Honneth, the term ‘recognition’ 
has a triple meaning: a) there is a preliminary 
to the strictly cognitive understanding of social 
problems (“recognition precedes knowledge”); 
b) social relationships are characterised prima-
rily by a lack of recognition (which he refers to as 
“contempt or disrespect”); and c) the construc-
tion of an undistorted social relationships is 
based on conflicted dynamics, in societies where 
demand for recognition is high (“struggles for re-
cognition”).  
In his early works, Honneth upholds the idea 
that recognition can be broken down into three 
separate spheres: love, rights and solidarity. Ina-
dequacies experienced in these three different 
spheres lead to the development of conflicts 
with a view to establishing a “positive self-re-
lation”36. However, the strength of Honneth’s 
theory is that it emphasises the links of continuity 
between the three spheres, which are also fun-
damental elements of human experience. The 
recognition theme forms the basis of a grammar: 
it provides a criterion for comprehending social 
relationships and evaluating their leanings. 
The strongest criticism levelled at Honneth 
is that he tends to underestimate the way in 

35 The concept of ‘competitive individualism’ can be used to describe the various dominant forms of individualism that have developed within the 
framework of market capitalism. It aims to highlight the effects of widespread competition associated with the promotion of individual interests. It 
is a similar concept to that of ‘negative individualism’, as described by Robert Castel (Castel, 1995). It does not cover the entire individuation process, 
which also includes an aspect of emancipation from the oppressive figures of the community tie (Lipietz, here). 
36 In regard to the three spheres mentioned, Honneth describes this positive self-relation as “self-confidence”, “self-respect” and “self-esteem” respectively. 



76 L’OTION     Pour une économie de la confiance en Europe : la contribution de l’économie sociale et solidaire

de Confrontations Europe

which economic anthropology structures social 
relationships, independently of the recognition 
theme. Two authors in particular have reproa-
ched him for this: Nancy Fraser, who argues in 
favour of a two-dimensional model of social 
justice, distinguishing between recognition and 
redistribution (Fraser, 2005); and Christophe De-
jours, for whom the issue of the practical condi-
tions of recognition in the workplace is not ade-
quately addressed (Dejours, 2010).  
This criticism is important. However, we believe 
that Honneth’s efforts to redefine standards 
can be reconciled with issues specific to econo-
mics, this becoming particularly important in the 
context of globalisation. When applied to the 
SSE, Honneth’s work has two implications:
- �Firstly, it promotes the idea that economic re-

lationships (not only between producers, but 
also between producers and consumers) can-
not be limited to the indifferentiation towards 
which the development of the global market is 
pushing them.  Such social links not only need 
regulatory bodies capable of balancing the re-
lationship between capital and work, they also 
need relational standards aimed at increasing 
the social visibility of economic players who 
have been ignored or abandoned by the inter-
national division of labour. Thus recognition is 
a fundamental requirement in the social rela-
tionships brought into play by economic globa-
lisation, without which no institutional changes 
are viable. From this point of view, the multiple 
different links between the popular economy in 
Southern countries and international produc-
tive sectors may be regarded as the expression 
of a movement to ensure that economic rela-
tionships satisfy other normative prerequisites 
than the pure balance of power, especially 
when it comes to organising consumption ac-
cording to the recognition of working conditions 
and to local producer quality criteria.  In other 
words, the goal is to position the question of 
trust on the global economic stage. As Honneth 
explains, this means conducting a critical study 
and updating distorted social relationships with 
a view to their practical transformation. 

- �The second implication concerns the status of 
the SSE within the general dynamic of economic 
practices. At a time when market capitalism has 
become a global system while disembedding it-
self from previous regulations, the challenge is 

also to recognise these practices as legitimate 
practices on the global economic stage. It is not 
so much the intrinsic benefits of the SSE that 
should be borne in mind when addressing these 
questions – researchers identified its limitations 
a long time ago – as the process of pluralisation 
of economic forms that is taking place through 
the SSE. Rebuilding a socially and ecologically 
sustainable economy means rethinking the 
ways in which the economy works, redefining 
the conditions of public action and establishing 
a new relationship with consumption. We be-
lieve that this is not feasible unless a set of 
non-capitalist economic practices, in which a 
different system of social relationships is very 
firmly established, is recognised. Through their 
very heterogeneity, SSE practices introduce real 
alternatives in both the north and the south 
(Sousa Santos, 2013). It is important not to 
functionally confine them to one ‘sector’ of the 
economy: economic anthropology is a means of 
defining the premises necessary to establishing 
a post-Fordist regulation strategy, with the aim 
of re-embedding the economy in society in to-
day’s globalised world.

Therefore, the creation of legislation on this sub-
ject is essential. Some countries (such as Belgium, 
Spain, France and Italy) are ahead of the game 
in adopting such legislation, but a European fra-
mework still needs to be developed. Creating 
a European framework necessarily means ad-
dressing the practical procedures of democratic 
functioning: promoting the plurality of econo-
mic forms, which are themselves underpinned 
by global SSE practices, requires an approach to 
democracy that is based on citizen participation 
and mobilisation – in other words, a plural de-
mocracy. It is on this last point that we wish to 
conclude.  

Plural economy, 
plural democracy
Evidently, it is not only an internal transforma-
tion of capitalism that is required, but also a plu-
ralisation of economic forms. However, how can 
opening up economic action be compatible with 
maintaining an oligarchic approach to policy, 
based exclusively on a combination of elective 
mechanisms and enlightened expertise? 
As we pointed out earlier, making the most of the 
potential for change embodied in SSE practices 
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means understanding the relationship between 
the crisis of capitalism and the crisis of social 
democracy. Social democracy not only underes-
timated the upheaval caused by the economic 
crisis, but they also helped to propagate a limited 
view of democracy. Besides relying excessively 
on the redistributive paradigm, their approach 
to economic challenges was based on two re-
curring themes: delegation (the majority of the 
responsibility for society is placed in the hands of 
the State), and representation (this responsibility 
is regularly sanctioned by electoral processes). 
This approach to public action played an impor-
tant role in the previous phase, but it failed to 
integrate citizen-driven initiatives into public ac-
tion to anticipate or overcome the crisis at the 
local level. Above all, it failed to see that subs-
tantive work was required to tackle the causes 
of the disembedding of capitalism, and to create 
new meanings of economic action. It increased 
mutual ignorance of citizen initiatives and public 
policy. 
This practical drama is underpinned by a theore-
tical difficulty: the partition between politics and 
economics. The options put forward by Jürgen 
Habermas – that of a deliberative democracy and 
constitutional patriotism – are promising in that 
they free the public space from its dependency 
on parties and power games (Habermas, 1983, 
2003). But they underestimate the challenges in-
volved in democratising the economy, a process 
needed to transform both the economy and so-
ciety. As Nancy Fraser shows (Fraser, 2005), Ha-
bermas fails to grasp the importance of “popular 
public spaces”, where political and economic is-
sues are closely linked. More broadly speaking, 
he does not take into consideration the work 
required to redefine the very concept of public 
space, which involves different forms of associa-
tive commitment on the periphery of the market.  
Yet SSE practices constantly emphasise this 
point: the revitalisation of local public spaces 
calls for the development of non-capitalist eco-
nomic strategies managed by the middle and 
working classes, as a counterpoint to dominant 
economic practices. The goal is to integrate 
economic action into a solidarity or citizenship-
based approach and to build a community of 
links based on concrete problems while, at the 
same time, tackling the problems arising from a 
cost-benefit rationale. Reciprocally, the action of 

these players in an alternative economic sphere 
helps to revitalise local public spaces and, conse-
quently, to restore citizen participation – which 
is something that representative democracy is 
unable to achieve. 
This pluralisation of the forms and locations of 
political democracy is therefore linked to the abi-
lity to re-embed the economy in society. More 
broadly speaking, this movement appears as an 
economy democratisation process, by enabling 
economic issues to be addressed through citizen 
action and mobilisation. It is the kind of deve-
lopment that could generate large-scale political 
change, which is essential to creating the demo-
cratic societies that Europe so cruelly lacks.
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