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Abstract: 
Recent anti-capitalist mobilizations present an analytical challenge for 
sociologists, both in terms of accounting for the persistence of anti-capitalist 
movements in the neo-liberal era and explicating their changing form. Although 
mainstream social movement theory provides insights into the former question, it 
struggles with the latter: the ways that the tactics and claims of movements 
transform over time. This paper addresses a small piece of this lacuna through an 
ethnographic case study of two anti-capitalist activist networks, freegan.info and 
Food Not Bombs. Both movements challenge capitalism in a way with parallels in 
much larger contemporary mobilizations such as Occupy Wall Street or the Anti-
Globalization Movement: by appropriating material waste and symbolically 
critiquing the “wastefulness” of capitalism.  I argue that to understand these novel 
uses of waste, we need to examine how the changing features of capitalist 
accumulation and its discursive justifications push for changes in the repertoires 
of anti-capitalist movements and the strategic action frames they deploy. 
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Introduction: Waste and the New Anti-Capitalism 

 How do changes in capitalist societies—as manifested in transformations in modes of 

accumulation or the moral justifications for capitalism—shape the tactics and claims of anti-

capitalist movements? Recent work has called for scholars to re-incorporate analysis of large-

scale structures and historical change into social movement studies (Armstrong and Bernstein 

2008; Snow 2004; Walder 2009), yet discussions of “capitalism” have almost completely 

disappeared from the study of social movements.1  

Nevertheless, recent large-scale social movements suggest the need to consider both the 

persistence and changing form of “anti-capitalism”.  For example, elements of both the anti-

Globalization Movement (AGM)—most visible in Seattle 1999—and Occupy Wall Street 

(OWS) in 2011 made explicitly anti-capitalist claims and challenged two processes, globalization 

and financialization, which are central to contemporary capitalism. Moreover, they did so in 

ways that at least partly diverge from our classical picture of anti-capitalist movements such as 

socialist parties or radical labor movements. Tactically, these movements emphasized the 

creation of direct democratic movement structures and “prefigurative” non-capitalist 

communities, over and above making formal demands or taking state power (Graeber 2009; Juris 

2008; Maeckelbergh 2011). Although the movements’ criticisms of capitalism evoked classic 

themes, such as the exploitation of labor and income inequality, they also frequently critiqued it 

in terms of its scale, ecological excesses, and waste (Liboiron 2012; Yates 2011). 

  The highly visible and widely-covered protests of Seattle 1999 or New York 2011 built 

on less-visible pre-existing activist networks and organizations.  This paper uses ethnographic 

study of two such networks—freegan.info in New York and Food Not Bombs in California—in 

                                                
1 Hetland and Goodwin (2013) show the almost complete absence of references to “capitalism” 
in social-movement journals, even when discussing movements that made explicitly anti-
capitalist claims.  As they note,  "During an era in which global capitalism became ever more 
powerful...it also became increasingly invisible to scholars of popular movements (2013: 90-91). 
2 This study builds on 20 months of participant observation with freegan.info between 2007 and 
2009, as well as 25 semi-structured interviews, and 9 months of participant observation with East 
Bay Food Not Bombs in 2012.   
3 Some use “direct action” and “civil disobedience” interchangeably, but the two are 
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order to explore the changing framings and tactics within anti-capitalist movements and to 

connect them to changes in capitalism itself.2 “Freegans” are individuals who limit their 

participation in the capitalist economy by eschewing wage labor and meeting their needs by 

“dumpster diving” for food, clothing, and other goods (see Edwards and Mercer 2007; Gross 

2009). One group of freegans in New York has attracted thousands of attendees and reporters to 

public “trash tours”, during which they use food recovered from supermarket dumpsters to 

highlight the wastes and excesses of capitalism (Barnard 2011). “Food Not Bombs” (FNB) is a 

loose federation of groups that provide free vegetarian meals in hundreds of cities worldwide, 

often in defiance of local laws against group feeding in public spaces (Heynen 2010; Holtzman, 

Hughes, and Van Meter 2007; Sbicca and Perdue 2013). FNB uses wasted or surplus food in 

order to support a wide network of squatted houses, free bike workshops, and community 

gardens as part of a “prefigurative” project of building alternative, non-capitalist institutions in 

the heart of capitalist society. Both movements share a largely white, educated constituency, a 

loose anarchist ideology, and—perhaps notably—a commitment to turning capitalism’s waste 

against capitalism itself. 

 As I point out in the literature review, although mainstream sociological approaches may 

be able to explain how movements mobilize, they offer little explanation of their content: that is, 

why movements would adopt particular framings and tactics in some historical moments and not 

in others. This paper attempts to address one small piece of the broader research program of 

understanding the “why” of contemporary anti-capitalism by examining, specifically, why these 

two movements would use “waste” both as a material resource for their tactical repertoire and a 

                                                
2 This study builds on 20 months of participant observation with freegan.info between 2007 and 
2009, as well as 25 semi-structured interviews, and 9 months of participant observation with East 
Bay Food Not Bombs in 2012.   
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symbolic frame for their claims. In order to understand the uses of waste by FNB and 

freegan.info, we need to look beyond processes of evolution within movements and interaction 

between movements and their opponents, the issues most frequently analyzed by theorists of 

strategic action frames and tactical repertoires. Instead, an understanding of contemporary anti-

capitalism must be grounded in an examination of capitalism itself. As I show, the particular 

configuration of accumulation strategies and discursive justifications for capitalism under neo-

liberalism present an acute set of challenges for anti-capitalist movements. They also, however, 

provide an opening for the tactics and framings involving waste used by freegan.info and FNB.   

 

Capitalism, Framing, and Repertoires in Social Movement Studies 

 Given the present dearth of discussions of capitalism in social movement studies, it is 

worth remembering that key foundational texts of the dominant “political process” model took 

various features of “capitalism” as their starting point. McCarthy and Zald (1977) argued that the 

affluence of modern capitalism provided the resources that made it possible for social 

movements to overcome collective action problems. McAdam (1999:36–37) argued that all 

theories of social movements must be rooted in a “general model of institutionalized power”, 

which in the U.S. meant starting with a Marxist presumption that capitalism entailed the 

concentration of wealth and political power in a few hands. McAdam goes on to argue that 

transformations in the Southern capitalist economy—namely, the decline of King Cotton—was 

the factor “most responsible” for the emergence of the black insurgency (McAdam 1999:72).  

Yet later work in the political process model, far from making such macro-structural conditions 

central to explanations for movement emergence, attempts to bracket it out and focus on internal 
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movement dynamics and interactions with elites and challengers (McAdam, Tilly, and Tarrow 

2001).  

The limits of this approach, however, become evident when we try to explain not how 

movements emerge but what they do afterward: the tactical repertoires they deploy and the 

framings of their claims. In his final work on social movement “repertoires”, Tilly (2008:125) 

argues that the tactics of the modern social movement—public meetings, petitions, street 

demonstrations, or rallies—emerged as “byproducts of…great changes” such as “commercial 

expansion, proliferation of communications, and parliamentarization”.  Like others founders of 

the political process tradition, Tilly thus acknowledges that the limited array of claims-making 

routines that political actors use—which he calls “repertoires”—“reflect and interact with the 

organization of power within their own historical context” (2008:45). Despite starting his 

analysis with historical context, though, it quickly disappears: according to Tilly, since the early 

1800s, the same repertoire has “dominated public claims-making” (2008:145) in Western 

democracies. He thus offers a relatively narrow vision of what social movements actually do: 

namely, they make indirect appeals to policymakers and elites through public demonstrations of 

worthiness, unity, commitment, and numbers. This repertoire, in turn, assumes the existence of a 

powerful and responsive state with the resources and capacity to satisfy movement claims. 

Subsequent work drawing on Tilly’s notion of a social movement “repertoire” has 

elaborated on how movement tactics change over time—but largely without consideration of the 

“great changes” that brought the social movement repertoire into being. Numerous authors have 

argued that movement success often depends on tactical innovation (Clemens 1993; Dosh 2009; 

Holmes 2012; Martin 2008; McAdam 1999) and that such innovation depends on movements’ 

internal “strategic capacity” to adapt to failures and emulate successes (Ganz 2000; Jasper 2004; 
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Walker, Martin, and McCarthy 2008). Yet even when scholars have examined overall diffusion 

of new tactics throughout society over time (see Wang and Soule 2012), they have still largely 

assumed that even novel tactics are drawn from Tilly’s single repertoire of indirect, symbolic 

actions. The presumption is that “contentious politics” is always an extension of “representative 

politics—however disruptive” (Tarrow 2011:98). 

Yet by Tilly’s own reckoning, this assumption of a single repertoire implicitly assumes 

that no “great changes” have occurred that might turn social movements away from making 

claims through indirect, symbolic pressure. Recent work, however, shows that social movements 

increasingly are directing their claims at non-state actors, such as increasingly powerful multi-

national corporations (Van Dyke, Soule, and Taylor 2004; King and Pearce 2010; McAdam et al. 

2005; Schurman and Munro 2009; Walker et al. 2008). According to Voss and Williams (2012), 

an increasing number of political actors are eschewing the classic social movement repertoire 

entirely, and are instead focusing on community-level organizing to build alternative democratic 

structures and institutions from the ground up. Others have charted the rise of “direct action”: 

tactics which attempt to achieve movement aims without appeals to external actors, but instead 

through immediate, material interventions (Graeber 2009; Juris 2008; Maeckelbergh 2011).3  

Community capacity building and direct action might be seen as part of an alternative 

repertoire—“prefigurative politics”—whose practitioners are committed to the old anarchist goal 

of “creating the institutions of a new society ‘within the shell of the old’” (Graeber 2004:7).   

                                                
3 Some use “direct action” and “civil disobedience” interchangeably, but the two are 
fundamentally different. “Civil disobedience” entails the use law-breaking to pressure external 
entities to rectify some unjust situation. It thus fits firmly within the standard social movement 
repertoire. “Direct action” makes no such demands on elites, policymakers, or the general public. 
As Graeber (2009:203) explains, “The direct actionist does not just refuse to pay taxes to support 
a militarized school system, she combines with others to try to create a new school system that 
operates on different principles.” 



	  

 6 

If “repertoires” constitute the dominant way scholars have thought about the tactics that 

movements use, “strategic action frames” have served as sociologists’ primary means of 

approach the public claims they make.  Frames are “action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings 

that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization” 

(Benford and Snow 2000:614). As with research on repertoires, frame theorists acknowledge that 

“framing activity and the extent of its resonance are affected by the cultural and political 

environment” (Benford and Snow 2000:626). In practice, however, the “cultural and political 

environment” is usually treated as an exogenous given, to which successful movements must 

adapt (McCammon et al. 2007; McVeigh, Myers, and Sikkink 2004; Paschel 2010). Scholarship 

on movement frames, as with repertoires, thus tends to focus on how frames are transmitted and 

transformed through interaction within and between movements, rather than on how they change 

in aggregate over time (Snow et al. 1986).   

The strategic action frames approach has been criticized for over-emphasizing movement 

agency and missing the broader ideological and cultural context in which movements are 

embedded. Oliver and Johnston (2000:41) point out that “the cultural beliefs of the targets of 

these efforts [at framing] are…viewed as relatively fixed, with framers merely putting the right 

‘spin’ on their issue to tap into these fixed preconceptions”. Framing approaches thus miss that 

“the development of collective action discourses is both facilitated and limited by the ways in 

which claims and alternative visions can be represented within a larger discursive field” 

(Steinberg 1999:740). While activists might have some wiggle-room to repackage their beliefs 

and goals, understanding what these constraints are is a crucial—if infrequently explored—

question. Answering it responds to Walder’s (2009) call to explain why some frames “resonate” 

and others do not in a given historical movement and for social movement scholars to reconnect 
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with political sociologists’ analyses of long-term shifts in public opinion and social structure. As 

he highlights, mainstream social movement theory give us few tools to examine the shifting 

content of framings over time.  Why would anti-capitalist movements in the 1930s focus on the 

exploitation of labor, in the 1960s on alienation and autonomy (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005), 

and, as I argue, in the 2000s on excess, waste, or environmental destruction?   

Both framings and repertoires have emphasized interaction between movements and 

internal movement strategy as the source of movement tactics and framings. While this may be 

the proximate mechanism through which frames and repertoires change, overall social context 

might help explain why those interactions tend to push movements in one direction or another 

over time. Internal movement dynamics are tied to broader transformations that cannot simply be 

treated as a static background, but instead as a key force in shaping those processes.   

 

Waste and the Transformation of Neo-Liberal Capitalism 

What is it about contemporary capitalism that would lead to the emergence of anti-

capitalist movements that deploy tactics of framings focused on waste, such as freegan.info or 

FNB? In this section, I draw from the literature on “neo-liberalism”, a mode of economic 

governance which “stresses the necessity and desirability of transferring economic power and 

control from governments to private markets” (Centeno and Cohen 2012:318; see also Evans and 

Sewell 2012; Fourcade‐Gourinchas and Babb 2002; Harvey 2005). Changes in both the material 

and discursive features of capitalism under neo-liberalism help to explain the salience of waste in 

both movement repertoires and framings. 

Although notions of “efficiency” and the concomitant elimination of “waste” have 

always been invoked to defend markets (Gidwani and Reddy 2011; Goldstein 2013), these 
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discourses have become increasingly salient in justifications for the roll-back of state 

intervention in the economy under neo-liberalism. Policymakers and elites frequently elide 

concerns about the distributive impacts of market expansion by arguing that, whatever their 

social outcomes, markets “work” (Fourcade‐Gourinchas and Babb 2002:535). One way that neo-

liberalism’s boosters prove this point is through invocations of waste. In their survey of 

management and business texts, for example, Boltanski and Chiapello (2005:13) found that 

“competitive private enterprise is always deemed more effective and efficient than non-profit-

marking organizations…since they reduce the waste of resources”, whether “resources” are 

defined as money, goods, or time.4  On the other hand, neo-liberal advocates argue that, in a 

context of scarce social and ecological resources, we cannot tolerate “wasteful” government 

programs (Busch 2010:334; Fourcade and Healy 2007:304). A revalorization of efficiency, thrift, 

and non-wasting is thus one part of the discursive terrain with which anti-capitalist movements 

are confronted.   

Discourses around “waste” are not just used to promote markets, but also to delegitimize 

the alternatives to them. Media portrayals of the former Communist countries of Eastern Europe, 

for example, point to how “wasteful” they were compared to the “cleanliness, efficiency, and 

thriftiness of Western capitalism” (Gille 2008:3). This profound discrediting of models for non-

capitalist societies—in which images of “waste” have played some part—presents an acute 

challenge for anti-capitalist movements. After all, the classic repertoire of social movement 

action—from pressuring policymakers to seizing control of the state—assumes that there is some 

alternative that legislation or state power could actually be used to implement. Yet as Burawoy 

(2003:242) points out, “the collapse of communism has done irreparable damage not only to the 

                                                
4 One economics textbook avows that “manufacturers are continually seeking ways to produce 
their products with less input, as well as less wasted output” (Porter 2002:24).   



	  

 9 

credibility of socialism but also to the popular appeal of social democracy”. Neo-liberalism has 

thus not just weakened the power of the state to intervene in society and the market, but also 

undermined the moral and ideological basis for doing so, leaving activists with “no alternative in 

sight” (Centeno and Cohen 2012:332). Arguably, the relative increase in power of the market 

vis-à-vis state and the society may push actors towards a new repertoire that focuses on 

developing alternative models of social organization directly (Voss and Williams 2012). 

Modern capitalism may not have produced its gravedigger, but it does produce at least 

one valuable material resource for those wishing both to critique capitalism and develop 

prefigurative alternatives: waste. Despite the discursive justification of market expansion in 

terms of reducing waste, accumulation under neo-liberalism actually produces waste—which I 

define as “material we have failed to use” (Gille 2010:1050)—on an unprecedented scale. It has 

done so through continued overproduction combined with a curtailment of forms of state 

intervention in the market that, in the past, have alleviated overproduction (see, e.g., Baran and 

Sweezy 1966). The spread of capitalist production to new regions of the world, combined with 

stagnant wages in the global core, has created a massive surplus of manufacturing capacity 

(Brenner 2006). One of the most frequently identified “fixes” for this overproduction is debt, 

which allows individuals to consume beyond what their wages would allow (Brenner 2006; 

Frank 2011; Graeber 2011).  Less frequently recognized is that an economy dependent on the 

constant throughput of cheap consumer goods also rests on the creation of massive amounts of 

waste.5  For example, the housing-construction boom of 2000s was facilitated by a “demolition 

derby” of old houses (Byles 2005:11; see also Olson 2007); the subsequent glut of foreclosed 

houses was partly alleviated through bulldozing the surplus (Gandel 2011).   

                                                
5 This fact explains why businesses have stridently resisted any national legislation that threatens 
their prerogatives to produce waste (MacBride 2012; Szasz 1994). 
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Similar stories about the increasing scale of both pre- and post-consumer waste could be 

told for virtually any commodity in advanced capitalist countries. Americans now throw out 68 

pounds of textiles per person per year, encouraged by constant changes in fashion and sweatshop 

production that makes replacing clothes cheaper than maintaining them (Cline 2012). Electronic 

waste is now one of the largest category of exports from the United States to China (Crang et al. 

2012:1), as still-functional computer monitors, cell-phones, and televisions pile up in e-waste 

graveyards (Urbina 2013). Estimates suggest that 25% of books go unsold and are pulped 

(Borealis Center 2008:31) and that three billion magazines are sent yearly directly from retailers 

to the waste stream without ever being read (Paper Project 2001). In effect, the scarcity evoked 

to demonstrate the necessity of market expansion and state retrenchment is thus in part 

manufactured through a “historically unique…discard of human use-value” (Horton 1997:128). 

Nowhere is the divergence between neo-liberalism’s rhetorical insistence on minimizing 

waste and market-expansion’s tendency to produce it more evident than with food. Capitalism’s 

imperative to never-ending expansion is inherently problematic for agriculture, because 

consumption of food is “inelastic” and grows only slightly with increasing affluence (Mann 

1990). In the mid-20th century, under the auspices of Keynesian demand management, dealt with 

the surplus by paying farmers not to farm, dumping surplus on post-War Europe and the 

developing world, and increasing consumers’ buying power through social programs and food 

stamps (DeVault and Pitts 1984; Finegold and Skocpol 1995; Friedmann 1982).   

The reconfiguration of the state under neo-liberalism, however, has undermined all of 

these approaches to alleviating food overproduction: the value of food stamps has gone down, 

for example, and farm programs no longer restrict production as they once did (Rosenbaum 

2007; Winders 2009). At the same time, agribusiness companies, in a desperate play for their 
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share of a highly competitive market, introduce nearly 20,000 new food products onto the market 

each year, nearly 90% of which “fail” to attract consumers and are disposed of (Buzby et al. 

2011:496; Nestle 2002:25). The result is that food waste per capita has grown by 50% since the 

1970s (Hall et al. 2009).6 Contemporary advanced capitalism is certainly not alone in wasting 

food. What is distinctive, however, is that much of the food wasted is discarded not due to a lack 

of infrastructure to transport it or rot and decay, but simply because it cannot be sold, which 

makes it relatively easy for activists to re-appropriate and re-use it. 

In short, advocates for neo-liberal capitalism use discourses around “waste” to assert the 

superiority of markets as a way of allocating scarce resources, as well as to discredit the 

alternatives to capitalism that have conventionally been promoted. This discrediting of state-led 

economic interventions presents an acute challenge for anyone attempting to engage in anti-

capitalist politics: movements now must not just advocate for alternatives to capitalism using a 

traditional social movement repertoire, but also demonstrate that such alternatives can exist and 

are plausible even without state intervention. On the other hand, neo-liberal capitalism has 

embedded within it contradictions and disjunctures that allow for such forms of political action 

to emerge. As I show, objects that have been put in the trash and yet are still useful can serve as 

proofs of that markets do not operate efficiently and in fact create scarcity. These same objects 

also provide a reservoir of physical use-value that activists can access without selling their labor, 

and which can be used to sustain prefigurative experiments in non-capitalist organization.  

 We could, of course, slot these transformations of capitalism into a standard social 

movements framework.  The contradictory representation and production of waste could be 

considered a “political-economic opportunity structure” (Pellow 2007; Schurman and Munro 

                                                
6 For a more thorough discussion of food waste, see (Bloom 2010; Stuart 2009). 
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2009) and material waste a “resource” that movements mobilize (McCarthy and Zald 1977).  

Such an approach might explain how anti-capitalist movements continue to exist when more 

conventional avenues for challenges to capitalism—through state socialism or social democracy, 

for example—appear to be closed. But slotting these transformations of capitalism into the 

categories of political process theories does not give us leverage to explain movements’ content: 

namely, why waste?   

 

Freegans and Waste-Based Framings of Anti-Capitalism 

How do anti-capitalist activists come to see “waste” as an effective way to frame 

challenges to capitalism?  Many freegan.info activists came to anti-capitalism through their 

involvement in movements focused on the ethics of individual consumption, particularly the 

animal rights and mainstream environmental movements. The vegetarian and animal rights 

movement is an almost paradigmatic example of post-1960s political praxis which, rather than 

challenging the market, embraces individual consumer choice as a way to pressure capitalist 

firms to change their practices (Jasper and Nelkin 1992; Lowe and Ginsberg 2002; Munro 2000).  

We might therefore think of is as a kind of “neo-liberal activism”, which embraces the idea that 

markets efficiently translate consumer preferences into changes to productive practices.   

Realizing the extent of waste pushed freegans to the conclusion that their moral and 

ethical concerns about animals and the environments could not be addressed without challenging 

capitalism itself. One freegan described how the experience of seeing a supermarket dumpster 

overflowing with still-edible meat led him to reevaluate his presumptions about effective 

activism. As he told me:  
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All the time, I see vegans wearing t-shirts that say, ‘I saved 84 animals this year.’ And I 

always think, ‘No, you didn’t. 84 more animals got thrown in a trash can because you are 

vegan.’ There’s not some guy at the store saying, ‘Bob went vegan this week, let’s order 

one less chicken.’ There’s nothing that precise going on in terms of how stores are 

ordering commodities.  

From this, he recognized that the sheer scale and need for constant growth within capitalism was 

at the root of the exploitation he perceived. Explained another freegan:   

Any system [capitalism] that’s based on limitless growth is not possibly sustainable on a 

planet with limited resources. Seeing all the waste exposes very clearly the priorities in 

our society, that making a profit is more important than feeding people, than preserving 

the environment, than making use of resources, than honoring peoples’ time, labor, love, 

and effort. What we see with waste is that once something cannot make money, it is 

discarded and of no value. It’s left to rot in a landfill and create a new ecological 

nightmare. It is a single thing that exemplifies very clearly our priorities of our economy 

and our society that it’s deemed ‘okay’ for all these resources to go to waste. 

Waste was thus a “condensing symbol” (Jasper and Poulsen 1995) that encapsulated a wide-

range of critiques of capitalism. At the same time, “waste” also was central to transcending it: 

seeing that much of it was still useful made freegans realize that they could minimize their 

participation in both capitalist production and consumption by living off of the system’s discards. 

 At least for the New York-based activists of freegan.info, though, “freeganism” was 

about much more than just a form of inwardly-direct lifestyle activism (see Haenfler, Johnson, 

and Jones 2012). Instead, freegans believed that, through waste, they could undermine and 

challenge neo-liberalism’s constant invocations of “scarcity”, by showing how markets actually 
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created scarcity through waste. The freegan.info website clearly identifies the contradictions in 

the neo-liberal waste regime discussed above, and points to the political possibilities contained 

within it:  

If consumers became aware of this massive waste, this could pose a serious problem for 

retailers operating under this model. Some might choose to recover discarded goods 

rather than purchasing the very same goods in the store. On a large enough scale, this 

could substantially cut into profits. To prevent massive numbers of people from realizing 

that they can obtain the same goods for free that they are forced to spend money on, 

scarcity must be manufactured to maintain the value of the merchant’s wares.7 

Of course, in most places, the useful waste produced by manufacturers and retailers is not 

accessible to activists, but instead hidden by a complex waste-governance apparatus (Chappells 

and Shove 1999; de Coverly et al. 2008; Rathje and Murphy 1992).   

 In their public events, however, freegan.info seeks to make waste visible and, in so doing, 

discredit the supposed waste-reducing and efficient character of markets. One activist explained 

the logic behind freegan.info events in these terms: 

We're here to reclaim all this [waste], because we view this as wealth.  What it is is [sic] 

that we're actually living amongst massive amounts of wealth, and until we actually 

reclaim it and share it with everybody around us, everything is going into the trash.  

Meanwhile, we have an opportunity to live in abundance. It's all actually there, we're just 

trained to think that it's only valuable if it came from a store 

Freegan.info’s most important events are twice-monthly “trash tours”; publically announced and 

highly structured dumpster dives during which freegan.info activists show attendees and media 

                                                
7 http://freegan.info/what-is-a-freegan/freegan-philosophy/freeganism-liberating-our-
consumption-liberating-our-lives-2/ 
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quality food that has been discarded by supermarkets and encourage them to recover it. On 

nights with particularly large finds, freegans will often redistribute particularly appealing food on 

the sidewalk or subway, leveraging peoples’ interest in free food to jump start discussions of 

capitalism (see Barnard 2011).  

Although the goal of the tour was to encourage a broad critique of capitalism, the group’s 

messaging invariably emphasized “waste”. This decision was a strategic one, of the kind 

emphasized by the framing literature: noted one activist, “waste is offensive to almost everyone”. 

The reason why “waste” would be resonate with a wide range of audiences, however, requires 

that we think in terms of the broader social context, in which freegans could draw on neo-

liberalism’s valorization of efficiency and non-wasting and turn it against it. As one freegan told 

me, “The real freeloaders and scavengers...are the people who...choose to compete and fight over 

it [the earth's] resources, rather than sharing their time and possessions with others in need”.  

Adam Weissman, a freegan who lives on less than $1000 a year and has gone over a decade 

without buying food, explained to me, “One of the buzzwords of capitalism is efficiency. We 

hear it all the time. But a really efficient economy would be a cooperative economy, a gift 

economy in which things are shared freely.”         

My own ethnographic research suggests that most of the attendees at freegan.info trash 

tours (averaging around twenty-five to thirty a night) come to the events out of some 

combination of a desire to break a social taboo around waste, interest in free stuff, or relatively a-

political concern with reducing the environmental impacts of waste. Nonetheless, freegan.info 

activists are adept at re-framing attendees’ diffuse concerns about waste in anti-capitalist terms. 

Frequent queries such as “Why doesn’t this food get donated” offer an opportunity for freegans 

to talk about how businesses in a capitalist society exist to sell commodities, not meet human 
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needs. When people ask “Doesn’t anyone get sick?” activists can point out that food is thrown 

out because it lacks exchange-value, not because it is actually polluted or unsafe.  lthough few 

attendees adopt a freegan lifestyle wholesale, follow-up interviews suggest that many leave with 

a far more critical view of capitalism. Given that most attendees come from professional and 

upper-middle-class backgrounds, it is difficult to see more traditional anti-capitalist framings—

such as those emphasizing the exploitation of labor—having the same impact. Indeed, many 

freegans with diverse prior activist experiences talked about how—to their surprise—freeganism 

and its focus on waste seemed to be the most “effective” kind of political action they had ever 

engaged in.  

Certainly, freegan.info is not the first movement to use “waste” to critique capitalism.  

Indeed, Marx himself claimed that “since nothing is done according to a social plan” under 

capitalism, there is a “major wastage of productive forces” (1978:252). But while the “waste” 

Marx referred to was an abstract quantity—the difference between an actually-existing capitalist 

system and a hypothetical socialist one—the “waste” that freegans identify is something that 

people can see, feel, and taste. Most people attending their first freegan.info trash tour—myself 

included—come expecting to find some scattered, mostly-rotten produce and moldy bread. A 

few hours on the sidewalks of New York demolishes this notion. Dumpsters overflow with 

nearly-spotless produce, bags upon bags of fair-trade coffee long before its sell-by date, or cases 

of olive oil discarded because one bottle out of twelve is cracked. While neo-liberal capitalism is 

undoubtedly full of “contradictions”, the disconnection between waste production and 

representation takes a concrete form, which makes it easily explicable to individuals who may 

not have personally experienced labor-market exploitation or the harms of income inequality.  
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 Ultimately, of course, freegan.info is only one small and relatively marginal network of 

activists in New York. Nonetheless, there is some evidence that framings that challenge 

capitalism in terms of scale, excess, and waste have become increasingly prominent in some 

other movements with which freegan.info activists are connected. Yates (2011) describes how 

the Zapatista slogan “Ya Basta” [“Enough already”] became a rallying cry for an anti-

globalization movement which was concerned as much with the expansion of markets to new 

regions of the globe as with the market’s internal workings (see also Vail 2010). The alternatives 

the movement promoted, too, aligned with freegan values: a restraint of markets, temperance of 

excess, conservation of resources, preservation of the commons, prudence for the future, and 

frugality in individual living (Yates 2011:551). David Graeber, a prominent anthropologist in the 

OWS movement, asserted the absurdity of continued economic growth and the expansion of 

markets through his own invocation of waste, noting that “Capitalist societies…are, in essence, 

potlatch societies.  That is, they are built around the spectacular destruction of consumer 

goods…endlessly spitting out products and then destroying them again” (2007:397). Critiques of 

the excesses of the financial sector abounded at Occupy Wall Street, as well as claims that “lives, 

futures or degrees are ‘going to waste’ or ‘being wasted’ because of the corruption and 

inadequacies of institutions meant to support them” (Liboiron 2012:400).8  Certainly, these 

parallels could be partly explained through a strategic framing approach that emphasizes frame 

bridging and alignment between movements. As I have argued, however, broader shifts in the 

object movements challenge—capitalism—makes claims about waste increasingly relevant, 

resonant, and intelligible.  

 

                                                
8 The way that framings around “waste” might resonate with the new precariat—individual 
leading what Bauman (2004) calls “wasted lives”—is an area for additional research. 
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Food Not Bombs and the Prefigurative Politics of Waste 

The framings that social movements use to package their claims are only one part of their 

“content”. Frames only have an impact when conveyed through concrete movement practices, 

selected from their tactical repertoires. In both freegan.info and FNB, activists expressed 

skepticism of the efficacy of classical social movement tactics, such as mass demonstrations or 

electoral campaigns. One freegan activist described how the absence of a large-scale, visible 

alternative to capitalism meant that the movements could not expect a mass mobilization before 

they had built some alternative themselves: 

If you tell someone they can live without capitalism, it’s like saying they can live without 

oxygen—it’s instantly rejected. So our model for revolution is not just that we can preach 

this and suddenly people will take to the streets with torches and tear everything down.  

We realize that many people see the system as their very means of survival. So we 

believe that the only alternative is to build this new society within the shell of the old 

To this end, freegan.info experimented with a variety of “prefigurative” projects, including a free 

bike workshop that used salvaged bike parts, “Really Really Free Markets” where discarded 

goods were redistributed, and sewing “skill-shares” that taught activists to repair their own 

clothes. Dumpster diving itself was a form of “direct action” that immediately and materially 

reduced activists’ participation in the capitalist economy and could be used to prefigure a post-

capitalist food system where goods were distributed based on need. Yet freegan.info mixed its 

direct, prefigurative actions with more indirect and symbolic ones, such as “trash tours” which 

were designed to create spectacles for the media and pressure stores to waste less. 

 By comparison, the East Bay chapter of Food Not Bombs (FNB) I studied drew on an 

almost purely prefigurative repertoire, eschewing symbolic claims and tactics such as public 
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demonstrations or petitions entirely. Its tactical choices reflected the long-term evolution of FNB 

nationwide. FNB started in Boston in the 1980s as an offshoot of the anti-nuclear movement, 

which had been developing a tactical repertoire that mixed “prefigurative” direct democratic and 

consensus-based organizational structures with a more traditional use of civil disobedience to 

pressure policymakers and regulators to curtain power-plant construction (see Epstein 1991).  

FNB’s first public event was a public meal intended to dramatize the wastefulness of military 

spending in a country where there was still hunger and poverty (hence, “Food Not Bombs”).  

According to the group’s founder, Keith McHenry, serving free food recovered from the 

dumpster was at the same time a critique of capitalism, one that challenged the idea that markets 

managed—rather than created—scarcity: 

The whole idea that food was free really blew peoples’ minds. That whole message that 

you could have as much as you want for free, because it was rescued [from the trash], and 

that we didn’t anticipate or expect or even need money, and that—on top of that—it was 

great food which was well-presented. That had a profound impact on people, and that’s 

why we adopted that model permanently for FNB…It got people to think outside the box 

about all kinds of social-cultural issues: they started asking, why is food withheld from 

people who need it? Why is food so expensive? And why is food a commodity when 

everyone needs it?   

When the group spread to San Francisco in the late 1980s, it continued to use symbolic public 

meals to call attention to homelessness, in a historical moment in which social services were 

being drastically cut. According to McHenry, though, the movement largely went underground 

in the face of ongoing police repression and the non-responsiveness of elected officials.  
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Today, there are over four-hundred FNB chapters worldwide (Heynen 2010), linked by a 

shared commitment to providing free, vegetarian meals to anyone in need, and doing so 

following a consensus-based organizational model. The East Bay chapter I studied started in the 

late ‘90s among activists who met while demonstrating against the Gulf War. In response to their 

experience with police oppression while serving meals in San Francisco, though, many East Bay 

FNB activists are extremely skeptical of the efficacy of more traditional social movement tactics.  

As one pamphlet written by a volunteer who had been involved for twenty years explains:  

Voting, writing letters, marching and protesting, even using the judicial system…hardly 

make an impact…It is by working today to create sustainable ways of living that 

prefigure the kind of society we want to live in that we build a vital and caring movement 

for social change. Food Not Bombs serves food as a practical act of sustaining people and 

organizations, not as symbolism (Gans and Karacas 2000:69,2). 

In fact, despite the fact that many East Bay FNB participants had been involved in the Civil 

Rights or Anti-Vietnam movements, which primarily used Tilly’s classical social movement 

repertoire, most of them were now almost entirely unconcerned with educating the public or 

pressuring policymakers. When I asked Jason, a long-time activist who had been involved in 

East Bay FNB since the early 1990s, why the group didn’t have a more overt and obvious 

message, he explained, “I used to try to bring out literature [on FNB] and do outreach. Try to get 

the message out. But then I realized: the food really is our message. That’s the strongest message 

we can send.”  

 Rather than interpret FNB’s inattention to influencing external entities as a manifestation 

of inwardly-directed “identity politics” (see Bernstein 2005), FNB’s repertoire is best understood 

as a prefigurative one. FNB is focused on social change—not just personal transformation and 
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expression—but their strategy for doing so is to try to build an alternative society directly 

without recourse to the institutional political system. One East Bay activist explained how FNB 

fit into a wider network of institutions—such as squatted activist houses or community bike 

workshops—that allowed activists to partly withdraw from capitalism: “We’re all political in 

every part of our lives. But we also need some stability…and for that, you need a place to live, 

you need a reliable source of food. You have to create some kind of a structure.” FNB itself 

provided a platform to prefigure a more democratic mode of social organization on a daily basis, 

as activists shared resources and prepared meals without any formally designated leaders or 

official structure. The way the meals were cooked—like the way group decisions were made—

were not just instruments for political action, but political in and of themselves, because they 

“prefigured” a world without bosses, leaders, or hierarchy.9  

 What made this prefigurative repertoire of political action possible was waste. By using 

wasted food, FNB could serve free meals without applying for grants or obeying the strict 

requirements of emergency food banks (Henderson 2004; Poppendieck 1999). At the same time, 

by meeting a range of their basic needs through waste recovery, activists could reduce their need 

for employment and free up time for other forms of political engagement. One FNB activist told 

me that, since coming to the East Bay, he had lived on “no money”, adding, “I mean, I do work 

[referring to his activism with FNB and Occupy Oakland], I just don’t work for wages”. He said 

that he gets almost all of his food from the dumpster, and proudly added “My backpack, all my 

pens, my notebooks—I dumpstered all of them.” He lived rent-free by squatting in an abandoned 

building. As he explained it, “Squatting is all about taking something that’s being wasted and 

turning it into something useful…  It’s like dumpstering a house.” For many activists, their 

                                                
9 This is not to say that informal hierarchies did not exist, only that attempting to eliminate them 
was a core part of FNB’s politics. 
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capacity to convert “waste” into “resources” not only enabled prefigurative politics, but also was 

prefigurative in and of itself, insofar as it inculcated environmentally sustainable worldviews and 

practices.   

Although there is no quantitative data to confirm it, FNB’s seemingly idiosyncratic uses 

of waste as part of a prefigurative repertoire may be representative of larger trends in anti-

capitalist organizing (see Williams and Lee 2008). Social scientists have recognized the 

“prefigurative” logic behind the network structure and consensus-based decision-making of the 

Anti-Globalization Movement or Occupy Wall Street (Graeber 2009; Juris 2008; Maeckelbergh 

2011).10 While these prefigurative structures were used to plan more “conventional” political 

actions—like the mass rallies against the WTO—less attention has been given to more purely 

prefigurative experiments in creating counter-capitalist communities and institutions within 

capitalist societies. Some exceptions include Carlsson (2008:181), who describes a range of 

urban utopian projects across the US—such as community gardens in abandoned lots or bike 

workshops using discarded parts—that rely on a “politically-informed embrace of working with 

waste”.  Shantz (2005:12) similarly explores how a network of anarchist “infoshops” and 

organizing spaces have been created throughout the US, many of which are “almost fully 

outfitted with goods found in dumpsters.”   

In short, neo-liberal capitalism—through weakening the state and discrediting 

alternatives—has created both a need for activists to prefigure new models of social organization 

as part of political action as well as provided the material resources for doing so in the form of 

the waste of still-useable commodities. This prefigurative repertoire certainly predates the neo-

                                                
10 FNB served food at all the major demonstrations of the anti-globalization movement, and 
“many of the principal organizers in the movement…had their start as Food Not Bombs 
volunteers” (Holtzman, Hughes, and Van Meter 2007:52; see also Graeber 2009:236).   
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liberal era, and has precursors in parts of the civil rights, feminist, and even labor movements.  

Moreover, as existing work on social movement repertoires suggest, prefigurative tactics are 

transmitted between movements and adopted through strategic choices within them.  

Nonetheless, it is only through attention to broader shifts in state-society-market relationships 

that we can explain the repertoire’s increasing prominence.  

 

Reconsidering Anti-Capitalism in a Neo-Liberal Era 

In spite of sociologists’ unremitting pessimism about the possibilities for a transformation 

in capitalism11, the last decade-and-a-half has seen a surprising upsurge in movements in the 

United States that make anti-capitalist claims. The dominant political process approach to social 

movements may very well help us to understand how this mobilization is possible (although I 

have not considered this question here), yet it provides only limited theoretically tools for 

interpreting the form this mobilization has taken. While theories of “frames” or “repertoires” 

offer useful concepts and categories, they do not in themselves explain why freegans would 

“frame” their anti-capitalist claims in terms of waste or why FNB would adopt a “prefigurative” 

repertoire.   

Certainly, the intra-movement dynamics and inter-movement evolution emphasized by 

social movement theory provide part of the explanation. Missing, however, is a historical and 

structural analysis of contemporary capitalism. As I have argued, looking at the discursive 

justifications, changing strength of the market vis-à-vis the state, and modes of accumulation 

under neo-liberalism can help explain why the waste-based repertories and framings of 

                                                
11 Even in a book on “utopias”, Olin Wright (2010:327) admits that “capitalism is sufficiently 
secure and flexible in its basic structures that there is no strategy possible that immediately 
threatens it”. 
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movements like FNB or freegan.info are growing in salience now and why they are shared across 

a wide range of movements. 

 Previous attempts to link social movement forms to macro-social changes—such as those 

offered by New Social Movement theorists—foundered due to overstated claims to movement 

“newness” and the indefensible insistence that each historical period would produce only one 

dominant movement form.12 My claims here, however, are narrower and more intuitive: namely, 

that changes in capitalism would provoke changes in anti-capitalism. To emphasize historical 

change is not, however, to insist on movements’ “newness”. In fact, some surprising parallels to 

the frames and repertoires described here can be seen in the early labor movements of the 19th 

century. As Voss (1993:99) describes, the American Knights of Labor used a discourse of excess 

to denounce capitalists as “idle”, “parasites”, and “opulent”. Rather than attempt to seize control 

of the state or factories, early labor unions “built a dense network of alternative institutions and 

practices” that they hoped would gradually supplant capitalist ones (Voss 1993:83; see also 

Lebowitz 2006:55; Sewell 1980). When we consider the parallels between the “capitalisms” of 

these two periods, these similarities become less surprising. Like anti-capitalist activists today, 

early labor activists had to confront a capitalist system that was rapidly expanding into new 

arenas of social life without recourse to a powerful state or clear blueprint for a socialist society. 

The fact that movements confronted broadly analogous situations in roughly comparable ways 

provides some additional support for a focus on structural conditions alongside meso-level inter- 

and intra-movement dynamics. 

Recognizing that social movement actors are adopting new frames and tactics does not 

require that sociologists discard their skepticism about them. We may very well wish that 

                                                
12 Touraine (1981) evinced this position most clearly. For a critique, see (Buechler 1995; 
Pichardo 1997). 
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movements like Occupy or FNB would discard their prefigurative obsession with process, 

articulate clear demands, and organize to put pressure on the state. These normative beliefs 

should not, however, distract us from scrutinizing the particular challenges faced by 

contemporary anti-capitalist activists and understanding the logic behind their responses to them.   
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