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Confronting the hegemony of neoliberalism. The need for a new language 

for trade union activism 

In his famous essay Politics and the English language, George Orwell maintains 

that “[the English language] becomes ugly and inaccurate because our thoughts 

are foolish, but the slovenliness of our language makes it easier for us to have 

foolish thoughts”. The good news, he went on to say, is that the process is 

reversible “if one is willing to take the necessary trouble” and that such process 

would configure itself as a “first step toward political regeneration”.   

Neoliberalism as a stable hegemonic system has definitely changed the way we 

speak of, and consequently think of and act in, capitalist societies. With all due 

caution with regard to Orwell’s position on the interaction between language 

and thought, it is undeniable that the use of language in order to implement 

neoliberal policies has been massive and has played a major role in gaining the 

consent it needed in order to establish itself as the economic dogma of our time. 

In western societies, and most notably in the English-speaking countries, the 

process by which our possibility to speak, think and act counter-hegemonically 

has been eroded through uses of argumentation and linguistic strategies that 

have been widely recognised as peculiar to a “neoliberal discourse”. Such 

discourse embraces  many fields of political action: from the attack on public 

services, to the celebration of the individual and the disappearance of society. 

Nonetheless the preferred target of the hegemonic offensive of neoliberal 

discourse was organised labour.  

The main tenet of the paper I submit for the conference is thus that if there is, as 

there is, the need to selectively confront the hegemony of neoliberalism in our 

societies it is from the exposure of anti-trade union discourse that we must start 

in order to get to a language that might provide the grounds for a “political 

regeneration”, as Orwell would put it.  

The paper will be based on my previous works on anti-trade union discourse and 

will compare the discourse of neoliberalism coming from two different contexts: 

Great Britain in the late seventies and eighties, the incubator of neoliberal 

thought and policies on the European continent, and the post-apartheid South 

Africa. 

Based on my linguistic analysis of the instances of neoliberal discourse against 

trade unions, I will suggest different argumentations and linguistic strategies 

that trade unions may effectively use in order to launch a counter-offensive. 

The study places itself in the academic tradition of Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA), a field in linguistics that, since the late seventies, has explored the 

relationship between semiosis, society and power thus providing a tool for a 

better understanding, and consequently a more effective confrontation, of the 

hegemony of the neoliberal ideology.  

 


