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It is true, of  course, that 
the West benefits from 
constitutional democracies 
that guarantee our 
rights to speak freely 
and to have our thoughts 
communicated. Yet, 
whether we are talking 
about traditional or state-
led capitalism (the Chinese 
version of  it) matters very 
little. In practice, none of  
them are able to escape 
the status-quo imposed 
by neoliberalism and 
the global economy. The 
presence of  commodity 
fetishism in both realities 
reflects precisely that; 
it seems hard, almost 
impossible, to acknowledge 
the use-value of  material 
goods and not to 
constantly consume or to 
want to consume more and 
more.

For most Wester ners,  the Chinese contribution to 
consumerism on a global level may be easy to recognise 
(yet hard to escape). China’s currency management policies 
are clear efforts to keep costs of  
production low, thus ensuring its 
exports are competitive in the global 
market. Low prices do, of  course, 
mean there is more demand for the 
country’s often useless consumer 
goods which are incessantly produced 
on the back of  latent inequality and 
poor labour rights. In other words, 
the Chinese economy is supported by 
commodity fetishism, the idea that 
products have an intrinsic monetary 
value around which socio-economic 
relationships should revolve. 

So, how is the Communist Party of  China (CPC) able to sustain the 
myth that the regime currently in place is inspired by Marxist theory? 
Firstly, the highly educated elite is awarded privileges and positions in 
the Chinese bureaucracy, and thus, does not have any interest in opposing 
the party’s claims. Yet, the elite obviously doesn’t account for the majority 
of  the country’s population. Apart from media control and the fear of  
repression, the discourse adopted by the CPC in speeches, propaganda, and 
in educational settings, defends the concept of  “socialism with Chinese 
characteristics”. In other words, it is maintained that the government 
modernises and modifies Marxist ideas in order to match China’s reality 
today. Moreover, the Three Represents Theory, contained in the party’s 
constitution, affirms that the Chinese government represents “productive 
forces”, “China’s advanced culture”, and “the interests of  the majority.”

Still, the country’s huge socio-economic gaps indicates that the “interests of  the majority” are not really 
represented. The lower classes may be prompted to believe a socialist market economy is the most desirable 
economic system as it ensures government protection while still allowing them to have access to consumer goods 
and services provided by the global market. Although the desire for luxury goods is a key factor in guaranteeing 
support to the CPC, a considerable amount of  the population cannot in fact afford them — for these people, the 
consumerist culture only increases the risk of  becoming indebted. And, while it is true that poverty has been 
diminishing in China, having a “socialist” state driven by commodity fetishism and materialist relationships is still 
highly contradictory. In that sense, president Xi Jinping’s “Chinese dream” seems like the long lost sister of  the 
American dream, as both are myths constructed by the political class with the sole objective of  boosting economic 
growth.

You may still be asking yourself: if  it is true 
that the Chinese government is as controlling 
and hypocritical as we hear, why don’t the 
masses revolt? After all, among such a huge 
population there must at least be a few people 
who recognise the problems with their current 
regime. The reason is, in fact, the very same 
as why most of  us in Western countries are 
hesitant to criticise capitalism more radically: 
we don’t know any better. This is  very 
well illustrated by Mark Fisher’s concept 
of  Capitalist Realism, which describes our 
inability to imagine a world without capitalism. 
Similarly, Chinese people may think that 
Western capitalism is the only alternative to the 
CPC’s socio-economic system. Although this 
dichotomy may seem inevitable, it is interesting 
to note how China is subjected to the same 
thinking as we are in our capitalist realist 
oriented minds - if  we were to revolt, what 
other system would we demand? Slovenian 
philosopher Slavoj Zizek argues we should 
go for utopia; not as a pursuit of  the ideal 
society but as a means of  enacting what seems 
impossible. However, be it in China or anywhere 
else, most people still tend to conformism. 
which is not exactly a surprise considering 
the extremely rationalised, almost effortless 
lifestyle of  the modern individual.
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Considering the increasing commodification of  culture and the growing 
control over its production by the ‘cultural industries’, engaging with 
counterculture is becoming the most effective way of  defying the 
hegemonic social hierarchies of  Western capitalism. 

The elusive material relations of  the capitalist market have allowed for 
the replacement of  a product’s use value by its assigned economic value, 
meaning that the masses will believe that the illusion of  its resulting 
intrinsic value represents its quality. By understanding this concept of  
commodification, one begins to unravel the mystery of  why the same 
music artists or those replicating their styles tend to gain the most 
recognition. Artists such as Katy Perry, who is the highest grossing 
female artist of  2018 at $83 million (Greenburg 2018), owe their success 
to the workings of  the capitalist system and the cultural industries 
disseminating its business ideology. Perry’s music consists of  a danceable 
beat and the repetition of  a few melodic chords, making it easily 
marketable where its simplicity gives it the efficiency to be distributed 
to listeners worldwide and thus sell at a profit for the demand of  
entertainment for the masses. Consumers are thus lured  into subjecting 
themselves to the dominant social assumptions responsible for ‘the 
perpetuation of  a social set-up which concentrates wealth and power in 
the hands of  the few’ (Barry 168). 

The development of  a counterculture strikes at the very core of  the 
culture industries’ supremacy in standardisation and mass production of  
cultural material. Critique of  the system finally becomes possible again 
due to the resistence to commodification and discourse of  the dominant 
culture. Protest surfaces through the emerging DIY initiative, for
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‘in a society built around the principle 
that we should consume what others 
have produced for us,’ ‘the very 
activity of  producing culture has 
political meaning’ (Duncombe 7), 
leading one closer to the Marxist 
objective  of  emancipation.  In 
addition, the cultural work created 
by countercultures often challenges 
the expectations of  entertainment 
where their consumption cannot be 
marketed within the capitalist order 
without it contradicting itself. Punk 
music serves precisely this purpose 
by employing harsh vocals and a lack 
of  musicality, which draws attention 
to the message of  the lyrics charged 
with political meaning of  revolt 
against the bourgeois oppressors, 
destroying the factor of  distraction 
that captures the individual mind 
into the mechanisms of  repression 
of  what Marx called ‘the false 
consciousness’. 

A place where counterculture 
thrives is Manchester in Northern 
England; a deindustrialised urban 
landscape greatly affected by poverty 
and unemployment. Indeed, it is 

this city’s greatest calamity that 
has given birth to an explosion of  
creativity and a fierce local identity in 
opposition to the cultural industries 
in  London that  represent  the 
capitalist hegemony. Manchester’s 
res istance  to adher ing to  the 
constructs of  production (especially 
in music) stems out of  its dissident 
reaction due its disadvantaged 
position in terms of  the principles 
enforced by the state’s governments, 

thus suffering extensively at the 
hands of  its neoliberal doctrine of  
market competitiveness. It was the 
followers of  this doctrine, starting 
with Margaret Thatcher, who had 
closed down its factories, removing 
the main source of  income for 
Manchester, and cutting funds 
to its most financially vulnerable 
population. The cultural resistance 
that has emerged here is one of  
survival where it is ‘a way to put up 
with the daily grind and injustices of  
life while holding on to a semblance 
of  dignity’ (Duncombe 7). Moreover, 
protest occurs not only as a response 
to the hurt that the inequalities of  
capitalism have caused, but also due 
to the state’s weak ideological grasp 
upon Manchester in a failure of  its 
own control mechanisms, hence the 
cultural rebellion is rife. Mancunians 
have been left with virtually nothing 
but a burning sentiment that it 
cannot go on like this.

W h e n  b o r e d o m  a n d  l a c k  o f  
opportunity reigned in the 1970s as 
well as today, ‘the DIY spirit of  punk 
was easily grasped in a city well used 

        “
Slowly, patches, safety 

pins, and written slogans 

appeared and fashion 

became more individualised, 

thus dismembering the 

uniformisation of society 

generated by mass consumerism.

 ”
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t o  m ak in g  d o,  s t r ugg l i n g  t o 
improvise a culture out of  whatever’s 
to hand’ (Haslam 117). The worker’s 
rags became the ripped suits and 
denim worn with pride rather than 
the shame imposed upon them by 
the upper class. Slowly, patches, 
safety pins, and written slogans 
appeared and fashion became more 
individualised, thus dismembering 
the  uniformisat ion of  society 
generated by mass consumerism. 
Paramountly, it is the platforms 
for the performative element of  
counterculture that Manchester 
possesses so that protest can be 
manifested. This includes Afflecks in 
the Northern Quarter, an alternative 
commercial space where independent 
retailers can sell their produce and 
collections, limiting the alienation 
of  labour. Similar marketplaces 
offer people the opportunity to buy 
items that are not mass produced 
by transnational  corporations, 
facilitating the expression of  the 
ideas of  counterculture which the 
sellers also belong to, and also 
supporting the local economy. 
Taking into account that Afflecks 
is located in close proximity to the 
major shopping mall, The Arndale, 
its success proves how unyielding 
Mancunians are in their grasp on 
their cultural resistance. 

Manchester has likewise been blessed 
with numerous venues perfect for 
performing live music, consisting of  
Band on the Wall which has been 
there since 1977 when the Buzzcocks  
held a gig there. Satan’s Hollow 
and Rebellion also host a multitude 
of  underground bands with an 
entrance fee of  around £5, making 
it accessible for all regardless of  
economic background, emphasising 
the importance of  inclusiveness 
in public space to keep the spirit 
of  punk alive. These venues have 
offered the possibility for music 
outside the dominant culture to be 
heard giving rise to the existence of  
independent music labels, which are 
considered ‘punk’s greatest legacy to 
British music’ (Haslam 114). They 

have constructed ‘an infrastructure 
to support the creativity unleashed 
by punk’ (Haslam 115) to continue 
into the present day where the 
music filled with dissent for the 
es tabl i shment  and  pol i t i ca l ly 
undermining it can be heard. The 
resistance through counterculture 
triggered the hope for change 
and this triggered enthusiasm. 
‘Enthusiasm triggered involvement; 
punk rock was empowering, its fans 
inspired to form bands, to create 
their own culture. The momentum 
behind music in Manchester today 
remains this punk ethic:  do it 
yourself.’ (Haslam 113)

In conclusion, counterculture is not 
rebellion for the sake of  rebellion 
itself. The fear of  counterculture 
becoming the dominant culture 
is irrelevant since its aim is to do 
exactly that and establish a new 
social order through a revolution of  
the arts. Perhaps this concept can be 
further explained by analysing the 
components of  Mancunian society 
which consists of  an approximately 
equal mix of  art students and 
members of  the working-class. 
The collision of  the two brings 
about an intriguing unity where 
counterculture begins to develop in 
a response to hardship as inspiration 
for revolution, flourishing in the 
politicisation of  art. 
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