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Editorial

Walter Baier, Editor

Transform No. 5 is also dedicated to the global crisis. On the one hand, we
will subject to a critical analysis the thesis that the global capitalist econ-

omy is now on the way to recovery. This is addressed from a European per-
spective by Joachim Bischoff and Richard Detje’s article, Europe in Crisis,
and from a Latin-American angle by Pedro Páez Pérez’s article The Crisis of
Capitalism and Post-Capitalist Horizons.

On the other hand, in this issue we would like to add a new focus by deal-
ing with the social, cultural and psychological effects of the crisis and of pre-
carisation along with the resultant forms of resistance. In this light, see, for
example, the article by Gržinić, Precarisation and Financialisation.

Barbara Rauchwarter’s article on the precarisation of life and work, is, with
its liberation-theology approach, a first for us.

We are staying abreast of the dramatic developments in Honduras after the
coup against the elected president with Leo Gabriel’s article, Honduras:
Anatomy of a Coup d’État and with a photo gallery. The article and photos
document the author’s one-week visit with the president and his staff at the
Costa Rica-Honduran border.

2009 saw a series of important European elections, most recently in Nor-
way, Portugal, Germany and Greece.

Last June’s European Parliament election are of course of particular rele-
vance for the European Network transform!  In an interview with “trans-
form”, Lothar Bisky, chair of the European Left (EL), points to their ambiva-



lence from the standpoint of the left. As a whole, the parties of the EL
achieved stable electoral results and in Portugal and Cypress even striking
successes. On the other hand, there is the defeat of the Italian left and the
diminution of the GUE/NGL, the left group in the European Parliament.

The continued advance of right-wing extremists, the continued drop in
voter participation and the continent-wide collapse of social democracy,
must, on the other hand, lead to important new assessments. Apparently, the
crisis does not automatically lead to a strengthening of left forces, which
shows that almost everywhere in Europe they are far from exerting cultural
hegemony.

With these questions in mind, the annual member’s meeting of Network
transform! took place in Brussels on September 19 and 20. Sixteen organisa-
tions, associations and periodicals from 13 European countries developed
the network’s main focuses of work and research for 2010.

The meeting began with the unanimous decision to accept the application
of the Association Culturelle Jaquesmotte (Belgium), the Society for a Euro-
pean Dialogue (SPED), Czech Republic) and transform! Luxembourg to be-
come full members of transform! Europe.

Discussions focused on the two major projects which transform ! Europe
will carry out in the next years:
l a research project on the strategic perspectives of the radical left in Europe

conceived and presented by Haris Golemis (Nicos Poulantzas Institute,
Greece) which also encompasses a project promoted by the Centre for
Marxist Studies (Sweden) on the organisational and communicative strate-
gies of the left.

l The continuation of the long-term research project on the ongoing sys-
temic crisis of capitalism. The next element of this project, which is coor-
dinated by Elisabeth Gauthier (Espaces Marx, France), will be a seminar
entitled “The Crisis in Europe. On the Way Out or Even Deeper In – Bal-
ance-Sheet and Perspectives” to be held in Vienna in November.
Documentary material on the results of our discussions will continue to be

an important component of our journal.
In conclusion, we are happy to announce that the Fall will see the first is-

sue of the Hungarian edition of Transform. With this, our journal now ap-
pears in seven European languages. The eighth edition, which will be in
Spanish, is in preparation.

I hope you find this issue enjoyable and stimulating.

Ed
ito

ria
l
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Are you happy with the results of the EU-elections?

Bisky: Yes and no. All in all, the member parties of the European Left (EL)
showed stable results. AKEL in Cyprus and the Portuguese Left Block even
pulled in a remarkable number of votes. And there are several new parties
which joined GUE/NGL.

But, of course, the new reduction in size of the GUE/NGL group in the Eu-
ropean Parliament is an unfavourable starting point for our work. Also in
Germany we were hoping for more than the results we had on election night.
And, of course, the defeat of the Italian left is particularly bitter, a defeat we
feel as far as Brussels and which I don’t want to play down here. I can’t real-
ly rejoice in the defeat of the Social Democrats either, who simply reaped the
fruits of their change from social-democratic to neoliberal policies. In such a
situation, people vote for the real thing rather than the copy. That may also
be an explanation for the electoral results of the liberal and conservative
forces, though not the only explanation.

I’m also concerned about the low voter turnout. This shows that when the
population cannot participate in European Union decisions, they have a cor-
respondingly low interest in European elections.

With amazement and deep concern I’ve noted the rise of extreme-right
parties. We must keep a sharp eye on this development.

7

European Parliament Elections: 
Ambivalent Results for the Left

Interview with the President of the Party of the European
Left, Prof. Dr Lothar Bisky, for transform!europe



Why can the parties of the democratic left not profit from the crisis since it was
they who have for years been warning of the consequences of unbridled deregu-
lation? 

Bisky: Nobody votes for you just because you’ve known things from the
start. It’s not true that the left hasn’t made proposals. With the electoral plat-
form of the European Left, 30 parties from 21 countries have for the first time
arrived at a common basis for the election campaign. And that is – I never
become tired of emphasising this – a minor sensation. And the platform con-
tains very concrete proposals. Therefore we have to ask ourselves if we have
done enough to make our proposals known. And we also have to ask our-
selves whether we’re speaking a language which is understood by people.

Except for two parties, no improvements, a bitter defeat and some dashed hopes
– do you see a crisis of the European Left?

Bisky: I don’t want to talk of a crisis, because the results are too differenti-
ated for that. But all in all, and this is obvious, the left in Europe is not in the
offensive and the causes for this date back to the end of the confrontation be-
tween blocs in 1989/90 and have to do with the difficult attempts of demo-
cratic and socialist parties to determine for themselves a new profile in a
world which has become somewhat more libertarian through neoliberal
promises, but by no means more solidaristic and peaceful. And in the face of
the financial and economic crisis it is necessary to overcome this condition.
As the President of the European Left I see it as my duty to help bring this
about. In its next meeting, the executive board will accordingly have to begin
to debate it, which should result in concrete decisions for the next party con-
gress in 2010. In this I also hope for support from our transform ! founda-
tion network, which – with its intellectual potential – can make an important
contribution to the analysis of the situation.

In which direction should the party develop?

Bisky: In the five years of its existence the party has done a good job devel-
oping its policy. The best evidence of this is the election platform I already
mentioned above. The question now is, how and to what extent the individ-
ual parties can give these common positions a shape in their national poli-
cies. As far as the “what” is concerned we have a number of common posi-
tions. Regarding the “how” we should intensify our efforts at exchange and
communication  – and we’ll only succeed in that when it becomes assumed
and accepted – in companies, in social forums, with activists in the field of
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culture, at universities and in the municipalities –, that there is a European
Left which holds similar positions on a number of points and together with
which it is possible to achieve something.

In addition to that it is very dear to my heart that the EL should develop
from a party of parties to a party that is visible as an actor in its own right
and present in the consciousness of its members. The work which has so far
been done in the EL-networks – such as the trade unionists’ network or the
women’s network of EL-Fem – represents an important contribution to this.
This is the kind of politics we have to develop further. Also, the individual
membership can be an instrument for this. Eventually we have to think about
which forms of action allow us to be perceived as a European party in the
eyes of the public – with positive repercussions on the position of the left in
both Europe and the individual states.

To achieve this is crucial for the European Left if it wants to get closer to its
goal of a more democratic, more social and more cooperative Europe, with
an ecologically sustainable economy and representing a force for peace in the
world.

Which strategic options do you see for the left to the left of Social Democracy in
Europe?

Bisky: Almost everywhere in Europe the left is far from achieving the cul-
tural hegemony which – according to Gramsci – is a necessary precondition
for achieving our goals of bringing about social change. The question is: in
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the years to come does the left wants patiently to work at its self-improve-
ment and at regaining the discursive leadership or can we not tolerate our
proposals being delayed any further. With regard to at least some proposals,
it seems to me that further delay cannot be accepted and that we – while
working for achieving cultural hegemony – have to get involved in concrete
political alliances with all democratic forces that are striving for the same
goals. In doing so, no parliamentary and extra-parliamentary form of exer-
cising political influence should be excluded. The only criterion is that it con-
tributes to bring about social change in a direction we want. This is not a
contradiction; on the contrary, it can even contribute to winning cultural
hegemony.

I also think that the left in Europe should look to the left in other parts of
the world, first of all, to Latin America. There we can find interesting impuls-
es for our strategic considerations. An intensification of our cooperation
with the Latin American left can only be an advantage for our own progress.

You have mentioned the frighteningly good results of the extreme right. In your
opinion, how should the left react to this?

Bisky: It must be a matter of course for the left to stand up against each and
every form of intolerance, discrimination, xenophobia and violence. But if
we want to address the problem by the roots and take the wind out of the sails
of the brown demagogues, we must tackle its social causes. A lack of social
perspective and low educational level make people susceptible to the all too
simple rallying cries of the extreme right. But it is also politicians who do not
belong to the extreme right themselves, who try to exploit people’s diffuse
fears and worries for their own ends. It is they, too, who prepare the ground
for the success of the extreme right. We have to raise our voices also against
this, too. Contributing to bringing about a basic anti-fascist consensus in the
entire society is a task in which people working in the media, in educational
institutions and in their neighbourhoods are just as actively involved in as
democratic politicians.

You are now also the chairperson of the GUE/NGL group in the 
European Parliament – what are your plans for the next five years?

Bisky: First of all, it is important that we have again succeeded in constitut-
ing a pluralist left fraction. Although the parties of GUE/NGL are partly fol-
lowing different ideological approaches – we must neither ignore nor over-
rate this fact – they successfully cooperated in the last legislature. To my mind
GUE/NGL pluralism is important and I see this as the cornerstone for good
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cooperation in the European Parliament. We have to continue where we
managed to set important impulses: in our struggle against the working-time
directive, in consumer protection, in taking responsibility for a humane
treatment of refugees, in our commitment to a just and cooperative foreign
trade policy, in our struggle for progress in the question of disarmament. In
our electoral campaign we stated very clearly that the left in Europe would
focus on a policy of crisis management in which the poorest don’t have to pay
for the costs and in which the protection of the planet cannot wait a little
longer. We have to become experts in several fields, and this very quickly, be-
cause the reform of the Union’s agriculture policy or the budget reform – just
to mention a few – will be the topics uppermost on the agenda in the com-
ing legislature, and left policy cannot and will not keep silent on them.

Eu
ro

p
ea

n
 P

a
rlia

m
en

t Electio
n

s: A
m

b
iva

len
t R

esu
lts fo

r th
e Left

11



12

Wherever Manuel Zelaya appears, he is always surrounded by hundreds 
of journalists and seen talking on three mobile phones simultaneously.



Afflicted by epidemics and floods, Honduras has been, since the days of
Francisco Morazán1 not only one of the poorest countries of the region,

but also the hidden battlefield between conservatives and liberals. Since the
beginning of the last century, political power always depended on an army at
the service of United Fruit and other US companies. After the 100-day so-
called “football war” (Ryszard Kapuscinski2) in 1969 over a territorial dispute
with El Salvador following a decade of extreme military tensions in the 1980s
when Honduras served as a backstage for the US-backed Nicaraguan “con-
tras”, this relatively small Central American country of approximately 6 mil-
lion inhabitants suddenly on June 28, 2009 became the object of headlines in
the world press: Coup d’État in Honduras! 

Very soon it became evident that this coup was not only the result of inter-
nal conflicts between President Manuel Zelaya and the president of the Hon-
duran parliament, Roberto Micheletti, for political power and the leadership
of the Liberal Party, as some journalists at first had it.It turned out that this
coup opened up a complex and multidimensional political-economic-mili-
tary scenario which reflects two antagonistically opposed political cultures:
the one grounded in an old-fashioned 19th-century nationalism which still
prevails among the ruling elites (as in many other Latin American countries);
the other based on a tradition of people’s struggles which has characterised
Central America for many decades, especially since the Sandinista Revolution
in Nicaragua and the revolutionary movement of the FMLN in El Salvador.

13
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The coup: déjà vu in a new format 

“They could have killed us easily”, remembers Xiomara Zelaya Castro,
daughter of Manuel Zelaya, pointing at the bullet holes in the wall of what
used to be the President’s private residence. In fact, the drama of the Presi-
dent’s capture and forced flight to Costa Rica was reminiscent in many ways
of the events of September 11, 1973 when soldiers invaded Salvador Allende’s
office at the Palacio de la Moneda in Santiago de Chile. Not a few analysts
think that it was the Chief of Staff himself, General Romeo Vásquez
Velázquez who finally backed away from the golpistas’3 wish to kill Zelaya.
Carolina Echeverría, a parliamentarian from the southern Departamento
Cabo gracias a Dios, who belonged to the inner circle of Roberto Micheletti’s
political entourage up to the day of the coup, thinks that this was the reason
why in a so carefully planned operation the transmission of government was
handled in such a leisurely way.

“Everything in the letter in which Zelaya supposedly resigned was wrong:
the date was wrong, the signature was wrong and the authorities were not
even constitutionally entitled to initiate an impeachment process, let alone
issue an arrest order of the Chief of State”, she said. Asked why she would not
say this in parliament during the session which divested Zelaya she replied: “I
was sure that nobody would have been allowed to speak in favour of the Pres-
ident, so we quite simply did not show up because we did not want to legit-
imise this criminal act through our presence.”

Also a European Latin-American Human Rights Mission made up of 17 in-
ternational observers who came to Honduras three weeks later to investigate
the multiple violations connected to the coup, came to similar conclusions:

The mission states that the institutions did not exercise their required
function, starting with the absence of mutual control of state powers, the
excessive politicisation of the judicial system, the lack of any protection for
the supreme executive authority whom they indicted with ambiguous pe-
nal charges like “treason against the state”…facts which would need pro-
found changes of the state structure in order to guarantee the common in-
terests, collective welfare and full respect of human rights and social peace.

The roots of the coup

It was precisely the change of the country’s power structure, the undemoc-
ratic rule of two hegemonic parties belonging, like Manuel Zelaya himself, to
the traditional elites of landowners, big commercial enterprises and, more re-
cently, to the representatives of transnational companies concentrated in the
hands of a few families, which was at stake when Manuel Zelaya tried to take
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a first step, the so called “consulta” to engage in a process of constitutional re-
form. And it was this “consulta” to be realised on June, 28 which was to deter-
mine whether the people of Honduras would vote in the upcoming presiden-
tial elections with a fourth vote – beyond the vote for the president, parlia-
ment and the local authorities – for the creation of a constituent assembly.

This was the root cause of the coup and not, as the opposition claimed
Manuel Zelaya’s bid for re-election – for which it was in any case too late be-
cause the candidates of both parties had already been chosen on November
2008. However, unlike in Bolivia, Ecuador and Venezuela (where similar con-
sultas were carried out at the beginning of this year) the Armed Forces of
Honduras, who have also become an important economic force in the coun-
try, unilaterally took the side of the political establishment which had sud-
denly become terrified by the prospect of losing its privileges.

“This is not just a political conflict or a problem of “human rights” in the
traditional sense of the word”, said the renowned sociologist and theologian
François Houtart from the International Council of the World Social Forum,
who was part of the Human Rights Mission, “this is above all a class strug-
gle”. And Rafael Alegría, the founder and long-term general secretary of Via
Campesina, the world’s largest social movement, explains:

Zelaya comes from the conservative sector of big landowners, but had, in
recent years, become involved with the ordinary people and with projects
like ALBA4. He raised the minimum wage, forgave the debts of the peasants
and opposed privatisations, especially of services. This sufficiently dis-
turbed the bourgeoisie and the oligarchy that they looked for ways to top-
ple him.
In fact, the overwhelming majority of the “white shirts” (the supporters of

Roberto Micheletti) are employees and workers in the private sector, while
the teachers, university students, small farmers, the landless and the unem-
ployed joined the many thousands who demonstrated for Zelaya’s return and
are now forming the Movimiento de Resistencias contra el Golpe (Movement
of the Resistances Against the Coup).

The method of repression

Resisting a coup d’état is not easy– especially if the people are not prepared
for it. First, the golpistas tried to block any kind of non-official communica-
tion by shutting down TV stations like Channel 36, radios like Radio Progre-
so (run by a Jesuit) and Radio Globo. The latter was attacked several times by
police forces, but somehow was able to survive due to spontaneous mobilisa-
tions in its defence; so far it has been the best Honduran source of informa-
tion about the Honduran resistance (http://www.radioglobohonduras.com/).
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But also newspapers like the radical weekly “El Libertador” have been heavily
repressed, first through direct military intervention and later through death
threats against any journalist critical of the coup. “Sometimes we even recog-
nised the voice of the Attorney General in these threats”, said Eduardo Mal-
donado, a Radio Globo journalist, “and we feel terribly alone – like a David
against many, many Goliaths”.

But it is not only the harassment of the media, which makes the situation
so difficult. Any kind of public appearance is systematically repressed. David
Murillo, a founder of the Movimento ambientalista de Olancho (MAO) and
father of the young demonstrator killed by a bullet at the airport of Toncon-
tín, on July 5 when Zelaya tried to return by plane, has been arrested – essen-
tially because he contested the army position that the death of his son was the
result of the accidental use of “rubber bullets”. Instead of investigating the
crime, the police arrested David Murillo and incarcerated him in Juticalpa
prison, in the Departamento of Olancho, supposedly for not having ap-
peared before the judges after a quarrel with his neighbour in 2004.

The coup’s perpetrators seem to have a twofold strategy: on the one hand,
the de facto government of Roberto Micheletti is desperately trying to put on
a civilian and civilised face by justifying and covering up any repressive act
through legalistic arguments; on the other hand, it is encouraging the army,
the police and the paramilitary squads to feel free to do whatever they want
including the issuance of death threats, robbery and murder. It is this contra-
diction between the “legal” arguments of the government institutions and
the logic of power in its most brutal form (for example, when the “forces of
law and order” violently strike at or murder people during or after a demon-
stration) which makes this coup d’état different from the five others which
have taken place in Honduras since 1966 and all the other military takeovers
of the 20th century.

The reasons why this is occurring at this moment of history are not easily
found. Perhaps it is because the de facto government considers that otherwise
it would risk an interventionist war undertaken by Nicaragua, Venezuela or
even the United States, or at least the creation of a guerrilla movement which
does not now exist in Honduras. Or perhaps because some foreign advisers
believe a dirty “low-intensity” war is more feasible than an open one given
that the whole world has condemned the coup?

The return of the past

There is yet another, an international, dimension to this question. This was
revealed for example in the case of Pedro Magdiel Múñoz, a young activist
from Tegucigalpa, who was arrested on July 24 on his way to El Paraíso, close
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to the Honduran boarder with Nicaragua. Pedro Magdiel was one of the
many people who wanted to meet president Zelaya in order to accompany
him on his way to Tegucigalpa. His body was found the next morning with
fatal stab wounds and signs of torture, only a few metres distance from the
crowd. According to René Andrés Pavón, president of the Committee for Hu-
man Rights in Honduras (CODEH) there are Israeli Commandos “whose
mission is to prepare the armed forces and police to quell demonstrations ag-
gressively and violently, carrying out selective crimes with the aim of creat-
ing fear and terror scenarios so as to demobilise the resistance”.

But, as always, the Israelis do not act alone; there is a Colombian connec-
tion. Mercenaries from the paramilitary AUC are being recruited to “prepare”
the November elections, something that has caused jealousy even among the
rank-and-file policemen who are still waiting for their pay. Recently, the di-
rector general of the National Police, Salomón de Jesús Escoto Salinas, coor-
dinated the training of special security units in Colombia. Escoto not only
was a member of the famous Battalion 3-16 founded by Billy Joya, who in
turn was responsible for the torture, disappearance and assassination of hun-
dreds of leftist activists in the 1980s and is today the top security advisor to
President Roberto Micheletti. Together with René Maradiaga, Chief of the
Special Intelligence Services, Police Chief Escoto is also responsible for the
massacre of hundreds of young people in La Ceiba and San Pedro Sula dur-
ing President Roberto Maduro’s “zero-tolerance campaign” in 2003 and
2004.

In other words, there is a transnational network of, in part, well-known
past murderers who are acting under the cover of the legalistic appearance of
the Micheletti regime. They are probably supported by figures like Otto Re-
ich, the former Under Secretary of State for Latin American Affairs and by
John Negroponte, the former president of the US’s National Security Coun-
cil, who directed the “dirty war” against the Central American left in the
1980s. Negroponte visited Honduras three times in the months before the
coup. From time to time CNN interviews ex-secretaries of the Bush admin-
istration in order to “counterbalance” Barack Obama’s official and firm
stand, who not only has condemned the coup but also cut off all military and
bilateral aid (with the exception of humanitarian aid).

Zelaya: “peaceful resistance”

All this leads Manuel Zelaya to the political conclusion that “despite the
public condemnation of the coup by President Barack Obama the conservative
groups in the US who support the coup are still dominating this nation’s monop-
oly of power.”
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Asked by Transform! about his strategy for confronting this powerful ene-
my, Manuel Zelaya said, however: “There are two ways to confront this kind
of situation: a short-term one, which implies violent confrontation with a lot
of victims, and a way that takes longer and spares more people. I have cho-
sen the latter, because I have not only studied the methods of peaceful resist-
ance of Martin Luther King and Mahatma Ghandi, I am also applying them.”

“Is this also the reason why you are talking to the local military command-
ers?” we asked him when he was making some telephone calls at the
Nicaraguan boarder of Las Manos.

“Just look around and you will see who is in power in Honduras right now.
Whom do you see? Civilians or the military?” he asked and added: “That’s
why I have to talk to them.”

The situation at the border was truly strange: While thousands of people
were trying to fight their way through with wooden sticks and building im-
provised barricades, some tried to cross the fields at night to arrive on the
other side. The scenery was very reminiscent of the situation in the Sandin-
ista revolution in 1979, except that now the people were unarmed and large-
ly disorganised. They didn’t even have a guide who knew the territory. There
are declarations by witnesses who saw dead bodies in the fields, which had
disappeared by the time the Red Cross came to rescue them.

Despite this tremendously unequal relationship between the two forces, the
civil resistance at the barricades and the military at the checkpoints, several
hundred people were able to get through to cheer Zelaya upon his arrival on
the Nicaraguan side of the boarder. Most of them believed and still believe
that the return of the legitimate president of Honduras was only a question of
days or of a few weeks and that somehow the international community would
come up with a solution to the conflict which has become more and more un-
bearable for the majority of the Honduran population as time goes on.

The Arias Plan: a trap for the international community?

But so far the international community, including the OAS, UN, Rio Group
and even UNASUR, has not and most probably will not live up to the expec-
tations they raised at the beginning. The key question increasingly becomes
whether they will condemn and boycott the general elections of November
2009, considered by the Micheletti government as the way out of the politi-
cal crisis. Curiously enough for any Latin-American observer, the US govern-
ment of Barack Obama was one of the first that refused to accept the elec-
tions under present conditions. Once more, the US has taken in this case a
more coherent stand than the European Union which only condemned the
coup, withdrew its ambassadors, froze budget lines to the de facto Honduran
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government and suspended further negotiations of the Free Trade Treaty
with Central America. On the other hand, neither the US nor the EU could
or would prevent the International Monetary Fund from handing over some
150 million dollars to Honduras in the framework of the G-20 programme
for the poorest countries of the world.

To a great extent, the hesitation of the big players in world politics are due
to the importance they are giving to the peace plan elaborated by the Costa
Rican president and Nobel laureate Oscar Arias. This 12-point plan recom-
mends the return of President Zelaya in exchange for his giving up any fur-
ther steps toward a constitutional reform. In other words, the Arias Plan
which has been rejected by the Micheletti regime wants Zelaya to return to
Honduras like an archangel with broken wings.

In this sense, the Arias Plan turns out to be a trap not only for President
Zelaya, but also for the international community which condemned the
coup. According to the latest news, Oscar Arias himself is thinking about
recognising the electoral process in Honduras, which would certainly pro-
voke a change in the position of the European Union which declared in its
last meeting of the Council on September 14:

The Council confirms its firm support of the OAS and for the mediation
efforts of the President of Costa Rica, Oscar Arias, and calls on the actors
involved, in particular the de facto government, to work on the basis of the
San José Accord in order to find a rapid and peaceful negotiated solution
to the current situation and for restoration of constitutional order in Hon-
duras, particularly before the November elections …
This means that the EU can still “hide” behind Arias who has become the

pivot in the Honduran conflict and perhaps twist his arm which has proven
to be as flexible as rubber in the past, without having to confront the core
question: Can there be fair elections in Honduras under the present circum-
stances?

The need for international solidarity

The Honduran social movements, which in the meanwhile have come to-
gether under the umbrella of a Frente Nacional Contra el Golpe (National
Front Against the Coup), have given a clear “no” to the electoral process.
Originally, they were willing to support the candidacy of Carlos H. Reyes, a
trade-unionist and activist of the World Social Forum, who was severely in-
jured by the police during a peaceful demonstration. Furthermore, they also
made it very clear that there is an urgent need for organising a “consulta” to
prepare a constituent assembly, whether or not the EU, the US or even Zelaya
accepts it.
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In this sense, the political objective of the movements goes far beyond the
so-called “reestablishment of constitutional order” and the return of Presi-
dent Zelaya. It is directed at a social change which can only be achieved by
changing the political structure of the country in the sense of establishing,
for the first time in history, a truly participatory democracy in Honduras.

This is also the reason why the Honduran Movement of Resistances is in
urgent need of a different kind of support than the one the “international
community” is prepared to give them. The longer the struggle of the Hon-
duran people and peoples goes on, the deeper it grows, the more these move-
ments need political and economic support from the different civil society
networks all over the world.

Because of its geopolitical situation and its relative weakness, Honduras has
been targeted by the neocons and the extreme right, nationally and interna-
tionally – because they are aware that with the political disappearance of
George W. Bush they lost one of their strongest assets. With the June 28 coup
d’état Honduras filled this gap and has become the battleground in which the
continent’s most reactionary forces are exercising their bloody strategy for a
comeback on a global level. Let us look out to see who is next!

Postdata: Dropping the Masks   

The already alarming takeover of the Honduran power structure by the
military turned into a nightmare three months after the coup when President
Zelaya suddenly showed up in the Brazilian embassy in Tegucigalpa. Just for
a moment, the people of Honduras harboured the hope that Roberto
Micheletti’s de facto government would accept Zelaya’s offer of an uncondi-
tional dialogue on the basis of the Arias Plan.

But soon reality overpowered hope when the security forces not only heav-
ily repressed the mass gathering in front of the Brazilian embassy, but pur-
sued the demonstrators as far as their houses, causing numerous deaths and
injuries. A few days after the arrival of Zelaya and his wife Xiomara, a special
police unit activated two anti-terrorist combat devices right in front of the
embassy: the LRAD (Long Range Acoustic Device) or “screamer” which pro-
duces a terrifying noise causing serious ear damage and a poison gas bomb
whose substances cause vomiting and bleeding from the ears and noses of the
persons affected. According to an article in “La Tribuna”, which usually is not
critical at all, these illegal “anti-terrorist weapons” were provided by Yehuda
Leitner, an ex-officer of the Israeli army, who resides in Tegucigalpa.

In order to justify the terrifying actions of the security forces, the Michelet-
ti government posted a decree which suspended all constitutional guarantees
for 45 days, prohibiting any demonstrations and allowing the Armed Forces
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of Honduras to assume those tasks of internal security reserved to the police.
Furthermore, it prohibited the entry of an OAS delegation and threatened
the Brazilian embassy with closing it down within ten days.

Although the Supreme Court of Honduras, one week later and in reaction
to the UN Security Council’s condemnation, is about to revise this govern-
ment decree, the security forces entered the headquarters of the Honduran
peasant organisation on September 30 and arrested fifty of their members.

The last shred of legalistic cover used by the coup perpetrators after June
28 has faded away, and the murderers took off their masks despite unani-
mous international protests. While the repression continues there are serious
comments in the Brazilian press demanding a military action by the United
Nations.

Notes
1) General Francisco Morazán (1792-1842) tried as president of Honduras, El Salvador and
Costa-Rica to unify and transform Central America into a progressive nation by means of
liberal reforms. However, the boldness of these changes in the context of the epoch led in
1837 to a revolution in Guatemala that culminated in the fall of the Federal Republic of
Central America. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federal_Republic_of_Central_America.
2) Ryszard Kapuscinski was a left Polish journalist appointed in 1964 by the Polish Press
Agency as its only foreign correspondent
3) That is, the perpetrators of the coup.
4) Alternativa Bolivariana de las Americas – Hugo Chávez’s initiative to integrate Latin
America into a Common Market on the basis of a convergence of political cultures.
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“El Libertador” was the first newspaper to report on the coup 
and also the first to be closed down by the new leaders.



Much has been said of the impact of the crisis on the foundations of the
economy and of its social consequences, arising from the artificial and

unequal character of its growth and its demonstrated vulnerability, affecting
both developed and developing countries. However, the present situation,
compared with other financial crises, in particular that of the 1930s, involves
a convergence of various crises of food, energy and climate with combined
social consequences for employment, poverty and immigration.

This coincidence is not accidental. There is a basic historical logic linking
all of these crises. The financial crisis, cyclically recurrent in the prevailing
economic system as a rectifying mechanism, has been aggravated by the un-
controlled global expression of financial capital, enabling quick profits at a
high rate. The food crisis has been accentuated conjuncturally by speculative
investments and structurally by the fact that agriculture has become a new
frontier for capital accumulation, with the development of monoculture. The
energy crisis has been linked to the increase of petroleum prices, partly for
speculative reasons, while the necessary investment in structural solutions
for a change in the energy cycle (from fossil to other sources) has been seri-
ously hindered by the huge injection of money to save the financial system.
Climatic changes have been accelerated by an irrational use of natural re-
sources, in particular fossil energy, due to the post-war growth model. This
has also been at the origin of increasing inequalities, combining spectacular
growth for about 20% of the world population and inhuman poverty for
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more that one billion people on the planet.
In the face of such effects, which are related to a common logic of increas-

ing rates of profit and the ignoring of ecological and social externalities, two
main questions can be raised: for how long can the financial and monetary
systems be repaired, and for what purpose?

The first question should be seen in light of the great crisis at the end of the
1920s. Then, also, the solution was to draw up a new set of rules to regulate
the market, with the recognition that the market’s self-regulation was an il-
lusion. This was the New Deal and its various applications. But when the eco-
nomic system began to recover (thanks also to reconstruction after a world
war), pressure to deregulate culminated in the establishment of what has
been called “the Washington Consensus”, i.e. the neoliberal era of capitalism.
Will the same logic prevail, as seems evident from many declarations? If so,
in a few years we shall be faced with the same consequences again. The most
logical answer for the short and middle term is thus to propose permanent
regulations and not just temporary cures.

The second question is much more serious. Efficient measures have been
proposed to allow the financial and monetary system to function again on a
sound basis, in order to restore growth, development and prosperity. But
what does this mean? To begin again with the same logic that brought about
the present situation?

Shall humanity continue to exploit natural resources that destroy the eco-
logical system? Will the financial institutions promoting the automobile in-
dustry (even if made a little greener) continue to extend monocultures, de-
stroying biodiversity, soil and water, especially for agrofuel? If the Copen-
hagen Climate Conference – an initiative of the United Nations – is to be ef-
fective, it will have to propose very strong measures to save the planet – in di-
rect contradiction to some powerful economic interests that are already lob-
bying to mitigate the resolutions.

Will the restoration of the financial system be based once again on a logic
of unequal growth, perhaps with large aid programmes for poor sections of
the world population, but without challenging the main philosophy of the
world’s economic organisation? Will it serve to finance wars for the control
of scarce natural resources and energy supplies? In other words will it mean
“business as usual”?

It has been repeatedly affirmed that the Millennium Development Goals
will be affected by the crisis, but such goals are already in themselves an ad-
mission of failure. If they were to be achieved, in spite of the world’s unprece-
dented wealth some half billion people would still suffer from hunger and
poverty in 2015. A telling illustration of this is that Africa is supposed to be
receiving international aid at a level lower than that of the US government’s
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intervention to save General Motors.
Hence the necessity of raising the question of paradigms. We need not only

regulations, but alternatives. We need another definition of growth, of devel-
opment, of prosperity, of civilisation. This involves the fundamental aspects
of human life on the planet: relationships with nature, the production of
goods and services for life, socio-political organisation and the meaning of
life and ethics.

It is around these four basic aspects of human life that new paradigms
could be developed for the common good of humanity. First, a renewable
and responsible way of using natural resources, respecting nature, not ex-
ploiting it as a commodity, because it is the source of life. Second, priority
given to use-value over exchange-value, the economy being the human activ-
ity to produce the basis of the physical, cultural and spiritual life of all hu-
man beings in the world. Third, generalised democracy in all institutions and
human relations, including gender, and, finally, multiculturalism, to ensure
the participation of all cultures, knowledge, philosophies and religions in
defining the meaning and ethics of human life on the planet.

It may appear utopian, but all these principles have direct and concrete ap-
plications, which already exist in many parts of the world. They have been
tried locally by social movements, translated into political forms by govern-
ments, theoretically systematised by intellectuals. One day the United Na-
tions could proclaim a Universal Declaration of Humankind’s Common
Good, similar to the one on Human Rights.

Such a perspective is the kind of utopia the world now needs to motivate
collective action, to encourage social commitments, to realise political proj-
ects. There are many signs in the world of a new collective vitality, such as the
appeal of the social movements to the African heads of state, the proposed
charter of peasants’ rights and other such initiatives, often the issue of very
tough social-justice struggles. They are the sources of hope for the future of
humanity.
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After the archbishop of Tegucigalpa, Cardinal Oscar Rodríguez, 
changed sides to the new military leaders, grassroots communities 
protested against this un-Christian position.
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Introduction

Acentury ago, Rosa Luxemburg expressed humanity’s historic dilemma in
these terms: socialism or barbarism. Now, the global crisis underlines the

urgent need to create objective and subjective conditions which guarantee a
successful way out of the crisis, based on the best experiences of past cen-
turies, reflecting on these experiences and enriching them in turn. This re-
sponsibility requires that progressive forces immediately create a programme
for taking an initiative and maintaining it, acquire the capacity to create a po-
litical construction, block neo-fascist bids and open the way to real change.

The fundamental change in the economic processes and social forces, trig-
gered by the canonisation of financialisation during the most recent phase of
capitalisation, defines a range of very particular challenges in relation to the
political action of progressive forces in the course of the present crisis. De-
spite a certain euphoria in critical sectors of the system, it is essential to
recognise the strength of reactionary tendencies around the world, united by
a network of ideological, political and pecuniary loyalties headed by people
who have more or less been the principal beneficiaries of the crisis: a narrow
Anglo-Saxon oligarchy with speculative, military and energy interests.

Ironically, these social actors, who played a key role in this crisis, have
learned their lessons from history and are using them to profit from the de-
structive spread of profound objective processes underway.

Even though a study of capitalism’s internal regularities, which generated

The Crisis of Capitalism and 
Post-Capitalist Horizons

Pedro Páez Pérez



the crisis, reveals that only large-dimension systemic changes can make pos-
sible a way out of the current tendencies, it must be understood that the im-
mense process of concentration of capital and power in recent decades, exac-
erbated in the last few months, results in very different priorities of prof-
itability. In dealing with the crisis, war is the easiest, cheapest and most prof-
itable solution for these mafias. For that reason, it is not only the crisis of cap-
italism which should be analysed but also the capitalism of the crisis.

Recovering the productive drive and employment requires more than
structural change in institutions and economic policies (regulatory mode),
or a change of the dynamic of the distribution of income and the dynamics
of investment orientation (accumulation regime); rather, it is necessary to
propose a productive logic and social priorities which go beyond the laws of
profit (mode of production) and demand transformations of production
and consumption paradigms (mode of life).

There is no sort of determinism which can lead to this kind of response. No
progress will be possible until there is a skilfully managed process of coordi-
nation of progressive forces at the international level around a realistic and
viable programme of change capable of uniting the broadest spectrum of
forces aiming at peace and development.

Objective and subjective conditions

In this long economic cycle, the question of historical subject is taking on
new dimensions. The violent way in which the crisis is developing tests each
human being’s capacity to act. The dehumanisation of conditions is more
and more omnipresent. The crisis exacerbates commodity fetishism which
makes one perceive the economic world as outside of, and opposed to, hu-
man will. All of which leads to the effective construction of capacities to act
in such a crisis framework, notably for nations of the South, victims in the
last decades of a systematic dismantling of institutions and macroeconomic
weakening.

The current financial war may reach dramatic proportions, bursting the ra-
tional boundaries constructed over the centuries. The decisions of ever
smaller yet powerful elites have a life-and-death impact on millions of hu-
man beings.

The enormous process of concentration and centralisation of capital in the
last three decades is nothing compared to what has occurred in these three
months of open crisis. In the United States, for example, just 47% of the
banks registered in 1982 survived in 2004 even with triangulation and pyra-
midisation mechanisms put into place, which described a tighter structure of
property and control. At the top of the heap only three out of the seven banks
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historically responsible for the transnational manipulations, financial panic
and wars, remained.They represent the Anglo-Saxon structure that is govern-
ing the present international organisation of credit. These are the sectors of
finance capital that created the financial structures of “shadow banking”
which caused speculation to explode and unhinged the banking system. Ac-
cording to the US Treasury, five banks, among them those to which we have
alluded, dominate 97% of the derivative market. Their value in 2008 was
equivalent to 20 times the basic value of last year and is equivalent to a debt
that equals 20 times the world’s GDP !

These opposed sectors benefit from the cumulative weakness of the system,
from the control that they have exercised on the government agencies of
many countries and from exclusive information used to pursue their hold
over their old colleagues, acting as they do like experts in deconstruction. For
months we have witnessed a gigantic and encouraged, if not actually pro-
voked, clearance sale, whose acquisitions are in fact huge operations financed
by the blank checks, apparently limitless, of government rescue plans.

The impotence of millions and millions of human beings who are watch-
ing the destruction of their conditions of life is opening up a perspective of
contestation and rebellion. In addition to the millions of workers who are ar-
bitrary “victims of life” and are losing their jobs, there are other millions who,
above all in the countries of the South, are likewise losing the fragile re-
sources which they had to sustain their families. The ILO – to give an idea of
a more complex phenomenon – estimates that more than 30 million people
lost their jobs in 2008 and that this figure will increase to more than 50 mil-
lion in 2009. The FAO estimates that the number of people threatened by
famine grew from 850 million in 2007 to 960 million in 2008, and that the
figure could reach a billion in 2009 ! 

All this happens even though it is public knowledge that humanity has suf-
ficient productive capacity to take care of itself, and even though it is increas-
ingly clear that certain scientific and technological advances are not deployed
because they do not answer to the criteria of profitability demanded by cap-
ital which controls the process.

Individual and collective frustration could lead to a refusal to become en-
gaged, in such a way that a long-lasting reactionary political construction,
compatible with the maintenance of a decaying capitalism, could be
favoured. This is no longer a matter of a situation which Krugman already
called in the 1980s “the age of reduced expectancies” but in fact a situation of
economic stagnation and of social decay.

This feeling of injustice and indignation runs up against the fear, whether
realistic or ideological, that little or nothing can be done to change things.
The masters of these events feed these fears in order to discourage any collec-
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tive action and enclose people within a “devil-take-the-hindmost” individu-
alism and ultimately in an impotence and acceptance of (or adaptation to)
the triumphant power.

As never before, this crisis affects the whole planet and nearly all human
beings. It is not just a financial crisis, it is also a crisis of production, a food,
energy and environmental crisis, and it will soon be a crisis of legitimacy.

The process of the production of goods and services is in itself at also the
production of consciousness. The sudden break of productive continuity also
implies a break in the production of consciousness. The insanity of being
punished through unemployment, famine, exclusion and insecurity, whereas
“we haven’t done anything wrong” is spreading geographically and socially,
allowing us to predict a break in the rationality and value systems. In the face
of such a latent crisis of legitimacy, only the capacity of progressive forces to
take the moral leadership could open the way to the construction of an alter-
native historic bloc for a new culture of living together.

Imperialism and the macro-economy: crisis capitalism 
and the victimisation of workers

Macroeconomic management has been crucial to this massive and acceler-
ated process of the expropriation of decision-making power. The role of the
macro-economy as an instrument for the domination of entire nations was
little studied in the literature on imperialism. In the tradition which high-
lights the extra-economic factors of modern imperialism, in a perspective
closely tied to the historic experience of old colonial empires (of the first
epoch – the 16th to 18th centuries – or of the second epoch – the 19th cen-
tury), the accent is on the forced destruction of certain types of production,
the imposition of monopolies and trade prohibitions. On the other hand, in
the more economic studies by Hobson, Hilferding, Bukharin, Luxemburg,
Kautsky and Lenin, and later among Marxists and neo-Marxists of different
outlooks and from different countries, the accent is on the role of enterpris-
es and private sectors. The discussion on unequal exchange bequeaths us
many theoretical tools to understand the issue, but there are many gaps.

The constitution of a special espistemological area within economic sci-
ences corresponds – with time lags – to the ontological development of the
possibility of managing the law of value within capitalism. What some writ-
ers call “state monopoly capitalism”, an historic phase that began to take
shape among the central powers involved in the First World War, is the basis
for those differentiated phenomena which, in time, were to be called “macro-
economic”.

The transformation of the old colonial empires and the re-definition on a
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global level of neocolonial power imposed a double burden on Latin Ameri-
ca, under the hegemony of the dollar after the Second World War, with the
tacit creation of a “dollar zone” whose mechanisms of domination were ex-
acerbated by the unilateral breaking of the Bretton Woods agreements, the
non-convertibility of the dollar and the imposition of neoliberal policies
which were brutally to accelerate with the crisis caused by foreign debt in the
1980s. The increasing vulnerability of the macroeconomic in Latin America
is directly related to the competitive weakening of their industrial capital and
is accompanied by a systematic process of the destruction of economic sov-
ereignty, the “policy space”, the framework of the effective management by
governments and national economies.

The erosion of national currencies, the fragility of the external sector in
light of the volatility of non-regulated capital flows, the race to ever lower
taxes, labour and environmental norms, commercial undertakings and a rig-
orous policy of opening up entails the increasing impossibility of carrying
out politics in our countries, of disposing over a real decision-making capac-
ity.

This capital accumulation regime based on deregulation, the return to the
production of raw materials, financialisation and the regressive redistribu-
tion of income has imploded. Although it is directly linked with this regime,
the dollar hegemony has its own inertia within the structures of global pow-
er and in turn is transforming itself into a fundamental instrument in the
dogged defence of an obsolete model, in direct opposition to the democratic
gains achieved in the last centuries.

The perspective of a speculation war would be the easiest and most prof-
itable exit door for this old power within crisis capitalism. The massive de-
struction of values and of capitals which requires productive redundancy be-
cause of the over-accumulation of sectoral capacities, leads the losers and the
winners to a geographic point of view. The tension among nation-states in
order to obtain productive relevance could be a propitious terrain for con-
frontations which could rapidly drag them into an endless spiral. The pow-
erful interests of war markets could realise big profits from these dynamics.
It is a nerve-racking question of survival for certain sectors of capital, and the
asymmetrical capacities for macroeconomic response have to become exac-
erbated, generating tensions, beginning with monetary and commercial
wars.

A new financial architecture and the construction of alternatives

But it is the same process of the increasing centralisation of power that
generated a dynamic of the potential accumulation of forces for a more dem-

Th
e C

risis o
f C

a
p

ita
lism

 a
n

d
 P

o
st-C

a
p

ita
list H

o
rizo

n
s

31



ocratic future: the systemic players who are impeded and even threatened by
the present conjuncture are becoming ever more numerous. These cracks in
the system of domination are recent and they are growing and accompanied
by “geological faults” in the historical structuring of world powers. Progres-
sive forces have to act within this framework with intelligence in order deci-
sively to influence the conjuncture in the near future. The ferocity and the ve-
locity with which the crisis is deepening is bringing about unusual move-
ment in the relations of forces at the global level.

The Latin American initiative, facilitated by the president of the General
Assembly of the United Nations, to convoke a world summit from June 1 - 3
to discuss alternatives to the crisis is opening up a framework of truly multi-
lateral negotiations which has never been seen before. This is so even if it re-
mains only a possibility due to the intense pressure being applied in order to
block it or limit its breadth and the pressure being put on several heads of
state so that they do not participate. That the debate should take place in the
framework of a G-192 and not of a G-8 calls deeply into question the possi-
bility of imposing a unipolar vision.

Social movements, political forces, progressive governments and intellectu-
als should seize the historic occasion presented to them and include among
the world decision-makers those who are not content to correct abuses or the
redressers of wrongs caused by extreme privileges, as has been timidly asked.

Several elements confirm the new possibilities created by the progressive
offensive of these last months, even if they only lasts a short while: the call-
ing of this summit, the inclusion in the G-20 of relatively different voices, the
open challenge of the Chinese Central Bank to the present international sys-
tem of reserves, the positioning of Russia, the possibility of expression of
wishes other than those of the central powers, which has appeared in the
preparatory documents for the summit, redacted by the commission of ex-
perts headed by Stiglitz, and even in the latest communiqué of the G-20.

In the context of these recent repositionings we may propose three ele-
ments which could be the object of discussion within a democratic perspec-
tive.

1. If after more than three decades of North American vetoes, the G-20 ac-
knowledges the necessity of issuing 250 billion dollars for special drawing
rights (SDR), there must be a guarantee that it is put into effect immedi-
ately, but not in order to reinforce the old financial architecture represent-
ed by the IMF and the supremacy of the dollar.

l This cannot be an isolated measure but rather a renewable commitment
each year, in the framework of new North-South relations. The current
norm defines that 60% of the issuance goes to the United States and Eu-
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rope. If these countries donated this quota, they would compensate part of
their non-compliance of the promise made at Monterrey, but not kept, to
spend 0.7% their GDPs in development aid, tax-free.

l But that is not enough: it is imperative to ensure that these new resources
will not be used to strengthen old practices of the IMF – the blackmailing
of countries in trouble through the imposition of adjustment policies. An-
nual SDRs should be oriented in a multilateral way, for example by the FAO
in fighting against the risks of famine and expensive products, by the UN’s
environmental protection programme UNEP in order to act against the
environmental crisis, by the UNDP in order to face the most dramatic and
urgent questions presented by poverty, and by regional financial entities in
order to strengthen the monetary accords of regional blocs and for the con-
struction of a new multipolar monetary-financial order.

l The last aspect has a strategic dimension in so far as every area on earth
could, according to its political and economic conditions, have a new re-
gional financial architecture, including at least:
l a new kind of development bank (in Latin America this could be The

Bank Of The South and the bank of ALBA);
l A network of a new central bank (with the future Fondo del Sur, for ex-

ample); and,
l Corresponding regional DEGs based on a payment compensation system

which allows reorientation of commercial flows in a balanced way, by-
passing dollar dependency and Free Trade Agreements (SUCRE, for ex-
ample).

2. It is a fact that not only the governments of the North, but also those of the
South, including those led by progressive forces, have decided to pay signif-
icant contributions to the IMF. This turn of events is part of an effort
which is becoming more and more successful in order to resuscitate the
fundamental axis of the old international financial architecture, now in full
operative and ideological decay. Later in 2003 the IMF’s assets decreased
90%, but for the month of November 2008 alone it was able to lend more
money than in the last 5 years together, and the country waiting list is be-
coming longer every day. It is necessary to stop this and to transform the
political will of some governments, which are paying in funds in order to
face the international liquidity crisis, into an instrument which allows the
South to implement effective anti-crisis policies. The progressive forces can
in a very short time bring together a large slate of protagonists able to de-
cide that these new resources will constitute a new easing within the IMF,
with no condition other than forbidding expenditure on weapons, and
with another governance mechanism. A precedent already exists in the
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World Bank with the Global Environment Fund. Additionally, a sign of a
more democratic direction will certainly attract major contributions from
countries with high liquidity disposability like China or allow social forces
within certain European countries, for example, to pressure for the finan-
cial support of this more progressive option.

3. The behaviour of the financial markets is leading to a rapid deterioration
in the macroeconomic conditions of the periphery and the semi-periphery.
The growing gap between the financial costs borne by the centre and those
borne by the rest of the world is based on the conceptual construction of
“risk country” which reinforces the objective restrictions of an asymmet-
ric macroeconomic response. It is urgent to reduce the debt which puts
burdens on the limited tax systems and to lighten the weight of debt repay-
ment in the countries of the periphery. Conditions exist for doing so. The
peoples of the South are not responsible for the crisis and there is no justi-
fication to punish them because they live in a “risk country”. The United
Nations could issue vouchers without risk premiums which compete with
the tax titles of the United States, Japan and any European country, with a
rate of 1 or 2% and which feed a line of credit, such that countries wishing
to restructure their debt can re-buy it on a secondary market, like a reverse
auction, after a compulsory and standardised auditing process for foreign
debt.

Putting this new institutional framework into place in the next months
would create the conditions permitting an attack on the monopolised power
of decision-making based on the current dynamic. The construction of a new
world monetary and financial order would then be envisaged in a more dem-
ocratic perspective, including the principal protagonists from different re-
gions of the world. Additionally, this minimal programme immediately
makes possible a global compromise which would impede wars of commer-
cial changes and conflicts, which would be a breeding ground for speculators
(the carry trade involves almost half of the financial speculation and repre-
sents a sum equivalent to 6 times the GDP.), but also make a return of pro-
duction and employment very difficult.

Other production and consumption logics going beyond the predatory de-
velopment model, for human beings and for the environment, would be-
come possible by relying on sovereignly built regional blocs in the area of
food, energy, health, etc.
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Conclusion

We have now reached an historic crossroad. What follows depends on the
capacity to construct a social subject for change in a post-capitalist perspec-
tive guaranteeing that humanity does not fall into a long period of bar-
barism. Today more than ever it is essential to articulate a strategy and tactic
allowing the left to take the lead, here and now, in the process of political
convergence opening up the shaping of a new historic bloc. Initiating, and
staying in the lead of, a process of regroupment of forces is crucial now that
the desperation of those in power leads them to contemplate a neo-fascist fu-
ture benefiting a speculative and warlike oligarchy that exhibits less and less
restraint.

Such an initiative requires a collective process of construction on a global
level that coordinates political actions on various levels and instances. One of
the priorities, a necessary but insufficient precondition, to retake the powers
of decision-making-capacities which were confiscated through the centrali-
sation of wealth, would be the reconstruction of a supranational monetary
and financial sovereignty in the concrete conditions of the 21st century. On
this basis, we might not only avoid in the short-term the victimhood of the
periphery due to the asymmetric macroeconomic capacity to implement
contra-cyclic politics but we would seed a multipolar and more democratic
structure of the new world order. Such an initiative would also create new
global conditions for the development of new economic logics, different
from profitability and accumulation per se, including the increase of other
sovereignties in the food and energy structures, which oppose the destructive
plans of transnationals.

Immediate components of this progressive agenda would be the appropri-
ation from the left of the systematic issuing of special rights in order to im-
pede neoliberals revive the extortion of adjustment policies, and, on the con-
trary, to strengthen multilateralism, the use of new resources of the IMF to-
wards for radical internal reforms and the integral restructuring of the for-
eign debt of the periphery.
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At the border between Nicaragua and Honduras, CNN interviews 
the Supreme Commander of the Honduran Armed Forces only a few metres
away from Manuel Zelaya.



In the current economic crisis, the character of the European Union as a
“project of the elites” is clearly revealed. Now it comes back to haunt us

that “… at the turning points of the unification process European policy has
never before been as unabashedly elitist and bureaucratic”1 as it is when en-
forcing neoliberal constitutionalism. From the start, the constitutional
process was not based on a policy furthering social and political integration.
Rather, massive democratic deficits are codified and the militarisation of for-
eign policy spurred on. And now, in times of crisis, the lack of perspective,
which has been inherent in neoliberal politics of deregulation, of expansion
of the market and the privatisation of central pillars of the European social
model, becomes abvious. The European project is sinking in the mire of a
deep crisis of legitimacy.

Crisis policy in Europe

For the first time since the world economic crisis of the 1930s, the total
wealth produced in the world (global GDP) has decreased. It is the syn-
chronicity of recessions both in the highly developed capitalist countries and
in the “development” and “threshold countries”, which marks this crisis of
the century as the first global crisis in the much talked about “Age of Global-
isation”.
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Europe in the Crisis – 
On the Road to Breakup?

Joachim Bischoff, Richard Detje



The EU-states are not situated at the margins of the crisis process, but con-
stitute one of its centres. Although this process started in the USA with the
outbreak of the real-estate crisis and its sequel in the crisis of the Wall Street-
Dollar regime, the recession has by now gripped the EU much more strong-
ly than the USA. While for the USA a 3 % decline in GDP is expected for
2009, figures of four 4 and 5 % are predicted for the Euro zone.

As a consequence of the crisis, the social landscape is undergoing a funda-
mental change. Within less than two years, unemployment will rise by 50 to
80 % in most countries; in a number of states – among them such model
states of a flexible labour-market regime as Denmark and the Netherlands –
it will more than double within a short period of time. In the EU every fifth
person under 25 years of age was unemployed by the end of the first quarter
of 2009 – with every fourth in Italy, Greece, Hungary, the Baltic Republics
and Sweden and every third even in Spain.

Hopes for a moderate economic recovery starting next year will do little to
brighten up the perspective. Even if such a recovery takes place at all – that
is, if a long-term development of depression and stagnation can be avoided
against all odds – the relief on the labour markets will not be quick to come,
because economic growth is developing below the productivity rate. This
means that in the crisis phase Europe is undergoing at present, a new basis of
mass unemployment will be built. Increased pressure on wages will be one
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Table 1: The crash in Europe

The New World Economic Crisis 2009
(OECD forcast 7/2009)



consequence. In addition, as the experience of the last decade has shown,
there will be an acceleration of the vicious circle of growing mass unemploy-
ment, increasing precariety of labour conditions and the dismantling of
those parts of the old European social model which have not been cut and
privatised so far.

A glimpse at the map of Europe allows us to distinguish between different
dimensions of the crisis.

Especially in Ireland, Great Britain and Spain the burst of the real-estate
speculation bubble has led to enormous destruction of capital. While in
Spain, due to the previously enormously expanded and now massively failing
construction industry, this has been leading to an unparalleled explosion of
unemployment, it has led to a quasi-collapse of the private banking system in
the Anglo-Saxon countries, which could only be counteracted by extensive
partial nationalisations.

In Hungary, but also in the two Baltic republics of Estonia and Latvia, the
economic crisis has long since developed into a political crisis or crisis of the
state. While the Latvian government was forced by broad protests and man-
ifestations to resign from office – like the government of Iceland –, it was nec-
essary in Hungary to tackle the tedious task of finding a new government for-
mula, a desperate search which took many months and which revealed the
instability of the political system. And as far as the Czech government is con-
cerned, it had difficulty even getting through the presidency of the Council
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Unemployment 2008/2010: the old monster is back
(OECD forcast 7/2009)

Table 2: Unemployment in Europe: 2008 with prognosis for 2010



of the European Union in an orderly fashion. In short, in spring 2009, a
“failed states” scenario threatened Central Eastern Europe.

Among the Scandinavian countries Norway occupies an exceptional posi-
tion due to its oil income, while Denmark and Sweden – as well as Finland –
are being hit by the full force of the recession. However, the still strong weight
of the welfare state in these countries is, with its “built-in stabilisers” (which
keep demand on a high level via benefits from social security contributions),
still limiting economic decline – albeit not to the extent this was possible in
the 1980s. The crisis reveals that even the Scandinavian model has not come
through unscathed.

Germany is standing at the centre of the crisis both because of and also de-
spite its leading economic role. “Because of”, due to its export industry falter-
ing with the decline of world trade. “Despite”, due to the fact that even in the
crisis Germany is pursuing a “beggar my neighbour”-policy vis-à-vis the oth-
er European states by skimming their demand and exporting unemployment.

Explanatory note: A negative figure signifies an increase in price competi-
tiveness. Source: German Federal Bank

Political answers to the economic and social crisis in Europe do not usual-
ly amount to more than crisis rhetoric. While in the beginning there was of-
ten talk that financial markets needed to be strictly regulated und guided by
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Development of price competitiveness since the 
introduction of the European Monetary Union 1998-2008

Third quarter 2008 compared to fourth quarter 1998



the requirements of the real economy, even the moderate decisions made at
the London EU-Summit of March 19 - 20, 2009 are more and more being vi-
tiated. Instead the old competitive strategy (the so-called Lisbon Strategy
which aimed at making Europe the world’s leading economic power) is again
being sworn, to and, largely from the German side, but also from the ranks
of the European Central Bank, “a clear commitment to the stability pact” is
being demanded.

Despite pressure from the USA, the economically leading countries of Eu-
rope have refused to adopt national anti-crisis-programmes – with some EU
member-states such as Italy not even adopting a single measure and instead
pursuing a pro-cyclical course. While China, with an economic stimulus
package amounting to 7.1% of its GDP, is already on the path towards
growth (with a new focus on the growth of the domestic market) and the
USA is reckoning on having stopped the downswing with an economic re-
covery package of 2% of its GDP, the packages adopted in Europe amount to
just about 1% on average.

From a political point-of-view, it is interesting to see that for the first time
and in order to legitimise their current anti-crisis-policy, the demand-stim-
ulating effects of the social welfare state have been acknowledged by the Eu-
ropean governments – in order to be able to show to the US administration
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Expenses/Tax Reductions Debt Guarantees/Loans
Billion Euro % of GNP Billion Euro % of GDP

Belgium 1.2 0.4% 2.1 0.6%
Denmark 0 0.0% 0 0.0%
Germany 39.3 1.5% 70.3 2.8%
Ireland 0 0.0% 0 0.0%
Greece 0 0.0% 23 0.9%
Spain 12.3 1.1% 54.3 4.9%
France 16.9 0.9% 41.5 2.1%
Italy -0.3 0.0% 0 0.0%
Netherlands 6.1 1.0% 0.3 0.1%
Austria 3.9 1.4% 2.5 0.9%
Poland 1.6 0.5% 5.0 1.6%
Sweden 3.8 1.3% 8.8 3.0%
United Kingdom 22.6 1.4% 23.3 1.4%
13 largest EU Countries 107.6 0.94% 231.2 2.0%
EU-27 120.3 0.94% 258.6 2.0%
European Commission 9.3 0.07% 15.5 0.1%

Grand total 129.6 1.01% 274.1 2.1%

Source: D. Saha/J.v.Weizsäcker, EU Stimulus Packages, Brussels, April 2009

Chart 1: EU Stimulus Packages 2009



a stimulus package of 200 billion Euros (2009) which amounts to 3 %.2 In
autumn, however, the political wind seems again to be turning against the
“built-in stabilisers” of welfare state policies.

An additional stimulus package which had been adopted by all 27 mem-
ber states and the Commission was rejected mainly due to the pressure ex-
erted by the German Federal government, only to be replaced by a fig leaf:
9.3 Euros (= 0.07 % of the overall EU-GDP) will be spent on investments in
broadband and energy networks – yet not as an additional expenditure, but
taken from the current EU-budget. Within such a context, it goes without
saying that the demands of the left for an increase of the EU-budget, the
permission for raising of credit and for some specifically EU tax sources will
not be met.

The crisis fund for bankrupt states was increased from 25 to 50 billion Eu-
ros (Hungary, Lithuania, Rumania), which is not only completely insuffi-
cient 3, but is also based on a wrong approach. What is required is crisis-pre-
vention measures such as – admittedly restricted – budget backing in time
instead of last-minute-relief. This relief follows the logic which also under-
pins IMF policy (which increased loans to the countries mentioned above):
The precondition for receiving funds are massive cuts in public expenditure
(decrease of wages and salaries, reduction of jobs in the public sector) which
in turn creates a deflationary effect. And equally ridiculous is the increase of
the funds of the European Investment Bank by 15 billion Euros, which
amounts to not more than 0.09% of the GDP of the EU-27.

On the road to schism

The reality of the crisis points to Europe as a continent drifting towards
disintegration and schism.

The gulf is deepening between the North and the South of the continent,
which on the one hand results from the dominant position of German capi-
tal as compared to the states of “Mediterranean capitalism”, and, on the oth-
er, is caused by the different degrees of public debt in the individual coun-
tries and their creditworthiness.

For the first time since the introduction of the Euro, bonds from Greece,
Ireland, Spain, Italy and Portugal are burdened with extra charges for the risk
they represent. Even France must pay more for its state bonds than Germany.
If one of the member states faces massive problems with its balance of pay-
ments this would be just one more step towards damaging the entire mone-
tary union.

For the first time the common currency could be in danger. “Even cool-
headed people think of the possibility that a Euro member such as Greece
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will become bankrupt”, well-renowned US-economist Barry Eichengreen
says. From the insolvency of one member-state it is only a short step to its
leaving the Euro-structure and to the collapse of the monetary union.

At the European Central Bank these fears are swept under the carpet. In
this case not only enormous economic costs would have to be tackled be-
cause public debt money is borrowed in Euros and would rise in value (due
to the devaluation of the national currency), leaving the Euro-zone would be
followed by dropping out of the European Union altogether. This would rep-
resent a huge political problem which no country could put up with. Never-
theless: the extra charges for state bonds due to the risks they hold show that
the markets rate the economic potentials of the member states differently.
Symptoms of this are the “spreads”. In their competitive capacities, the mem-
ber-states are moving apart. This makes it more difficult for the ECB to car-
ry through a standardised fiscal policy for economic spaces drifting in differ-
ent directions. Even the managing director of the IMF, Strauss-Kahn, is de-
manding “more cooperation with regard to their economic policy” between
the European states. Otherwise “the stability of the monetary zone might be
in danger”.

The EU-Treaty contains a no-bailout-clause, which means that the other
countries do not have to pay for the debts of an insolvent member of the
Euro group. A proposal of the EU-Commission for solving the problem of
extra charges due to risk involved the issuing of joint Euro-bonds, but was re-
jected by the German government. The reason given shows the deep and on-
going anchoring in competitive and corporate thinking: A deterioration of
conditions for German state bonds will not be tolerated – in such a case in-
terest would fall for the Euro problem  states, but rise for Germany, resulting
extra billions in costs for the federal budget. The way out of the crisis pur-
sued by the German government is a deeply national one: the productivity of
German capital is to be used to embark on a new round of market conquests
as soon as a new boom sets in. Europe is to provide the monetary framework
for this. That this strategy has already failed in the face of the current crisis is
simply suppressed and forgotten.

The other fault line in Europe runs between West and East. If the money,
credit and capital traffic in the new member-states and their neighbouring
periphery is controlled by banks located in Western Europe, and major sec-
tors of the real economy are nothing more than extended workbenches, we
cannot speak of integration based on independent potentials. And worse
than that, if due to their liquidity preferences banks are reversing their cred-
it-granting policies in Central and Eastern Europe, and if companies are ad-
justing their standard portfolios to stabilise their headquarters, disintegra-
tion on a grand scale is taking place.4 These processes are under the way –
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and the political drama consists in the fact that they are counteracted only by
emergency measures, while long-term structural and political alternatives are
necessary for both the real economy and the financial markets.

“A poor political leadership”

The dominant policy in EU-Europe is a crisis-policy that preserves the
structures and institutions.5 This Europe is a cause of serious concern as to
whether the global economy will find a lasting way out of the crisis in the
near future. US Nobel-prize laureate for economics, Paul Krugman, is “con-
cerned about Europe. I am also concerned about the world as a whole – there
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Source: FAZ, July 29th, 2009

The financial crisis is broadening into a state crisis.
Downgrading of the creditworthiness in Europe’s periphery



are no safe harbours from the global economic tempest. But the situation in
Europe worries me even more than the one in the USA.”6

Krugman’s worry has two sources. After all that has been said so far, it is
impossible not to agree with his first consideration: “A poor political leader-
ship is part of the story. (…)  To find something comparable to the tirades of
hatred issued by the German Minister of Finance, you have to listen to the
Republicans.” Krugman’s allusion is to Steinbrück’s criticism of a – as the
German Minister of Finance calls it – “crude Keynesianism”, by which the
German federal government tries to justify its refusal of any further pro-
grammes of public expenditure. To Krugman it is clear that the centre of the
political crisis in Europe is currently Berlin.

The second source of his worry is also immediately comprehensible: “the
economic and monetary integration of Europe has been far too much ahead
of the development of political institutions. Europe does not possess any in-
stitutions on its continent which would allow it to cope with a crisis which
has seized the entire continent.” And, indeed: Europe has a common curren-
cy and the institution of the European Central Bank (ECB). The capitalist
crisis of the century has made it clear, however, that alone neither suffices to
keep up European integration, much less to develop it any further. Without
the instrument of a joint economic and fiscal policy (i.e. one that is coordi-
nated at least between the members of the Euro  group), both the Euro and
the EU are facing an unprecedented danger of disintegration. Their mere ex-
istence is at stake.

Yet the picture sketched by Krugman of an economic development outpac-
ing the political one only tells half the story. It is, in fact, political institutions
of Europe which have implemented and guaranteed the absolute priority of
economic interests. In the beginning of the 1990s, Jacques Delors, then Pres-
ident of the EU Commission, could still be dreaming of European integra-
tion working according to the principle of “Russian nesting dolls: each meas-
ure of economic integration also contains a process of social integration. Yet
this was not even true for the development of the Single EU Market and is
even less true for the monetary union. The asymmetry between economic
and social integration is the fundamental principle of European policy to
date.

The failure of the Lisbon Strategy 

At the end of the 1990s, the governments of the EU agreed on a compre-
hensive policy of modernisation which was to turn Europe into the globe’s
leading “knowledge-based” society and region, the so-called Lisbon Strategy.
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Before the march to the Nicaraguan border, the representatives of 
Brazil’s Landless Workers’ Movement demonstrate their solidarity.



In a mid-term assessment, a commission of high-ranking experts presided
over by former Dutch Prime Minister Wim Kok stated that the major goals
of the strategy – including those dealing with competitive policy – could not
be met. Despite this, its continuation was recommended. In a position paper
on the socio-political agenda, the Commission stated,

A social Europe in the global economy: Jobs and new opportunities for
all” – this is the motto of the second phase of the socio-political agenda
which covers the time-span up to2010. As the Commission states in its
statement on the half-term-assessment of the Lisbon Strategy, the vision
endorsed in the constitution which unites us all is that the Union “works in
favour of a sustainable development in Europe on the basis of balanced
economic growth and of price stability, a highly competitive social market
economy oriented towards full employment and social progress as well as
a high standard in protection of the environment and improvement of en-
vironmental quality. (Comm (2005) 30).
As we can see now in the current crisis, in its central components this strat-

egy was poorly conceived.
The Lisbon Strategy should have increased the competitiveness of Europe.

What was carried out under the label of modernisation of that model, how-
ever, is nothing more than a re-structuring of the European social model for
the purpose of higher competitiveness and further privatisation of public en-
terprises, especially those providing municipal infrastructure.

Accordingly, the focus of social struggles in the EU-member states is the
struggle against the liberalisation of the service sectors, among others the fi-
nancial services but also the areas of transportation, health and the re-struc-
turing of the old-age pension systems along the lines of the three-pillar-mod-
el of the World Bank: public pension systems which are gradually being re-
duced to the levels of a mere minimum provision, pensions paid into the
companies’ pension funds and private pension funds. In this policy area the
misguided development is most significant. It is threefold: a prolongation of
working life (including the reduction of early retirement provision), the dis-
connection of old-age pension levels from the development of social wealth
(and of income from employment, i.e. decreased levels of old-age pensions);
the promotion of private old-age pension systems. All in all, this policy has
considerably contributed to the dominance of the financial markets and their
simultaneous deregulation.

In the face of the crisis, the Lisbon Strategy has definitely proved a failure.
Nevertheless, there is not the faintest sign of a self-critical evaluation of the
wrong decisions taken. The consequence: Currently the European Commis-
sion is working on a follow-up concept in which the fundamental mistakes
of the old strategy are maintained. In this respect also, we can see the in abil-
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ity of the elites in control of Europe’s political and economic lives to learn
from mistakes.

A change of politics is necessary

The drama of the EU is that there is no political majority effectively to
counteract the crisis. And the EU does not possess adequate instruments of
economic and fiscal policies. In this deepest crisis since the 1930s, it is sim-
ply ridiculous to start a lawsuit because of a breach of the EU Stability Pact:
against Ireland, Spain, Greece, Portugal and France, followed by Germany
but also Austria whose banks are strongly engaged in Eastern Europe busi-
nesses. And yet this continues to correspond to the conception of the politi-
cal majority class, since it is from considerations like this that the financial
markets judge the creditworthiness of individual states.

The political left and the trade unions must carry out a thorough change
of the political course in Europe. A re-proportioning of the financial sector,
a coherent policy for stabilising the real economy and a renewal of the Euro-
pean social model – all three of these tasks represent a huge challenge.

A change of direction towards strengthening the domestic market requires
a change of traditional power relations between capital and labour. With the
Lisbon Strategy, the European Union has abandoned the path of Rhenish so-
cial welfare-state capitalism in favour of Anglo-Saxon shareholder- and prop-
erty-based capitalism. By means of deregulation and privatisation, a develop-
ment was strengthened, which favours the dominance of property incomes
not based on work. The financial crisis and the downward spiral of the econ-
omy have made the bankruptcy of this European strategy more than obvious.

European renewal cannot end with a reconstruction of the financial sector.
What is needed is the extension of democracy, starting at the company level
and including the distribution and control of financial markets. Capitalist so-
ciety must be subjected to comprehensive democratic control.

The pillars on which a European future must rest are, among others:
l Measures such as the social control and re-dimensioning of financial mar-

kets and the prevention of mass lay-offs. The first of these points is a pre-
condition for political control over the economy, the second one a condi-
tion for preventing the recession from developing into a deep depression.
To achieve this, a European stimulus package amounting to at least 2% of
EU-GDP is required.

l A U-turn in distribution policy. To this end, both effective taxes on incomes
from capital and property and the prevention of dumping with regard to
company taxes (which is continuously kindled by Germany in particular)
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are indispensable steps. For increasing mass incomes, a coordinated wage
policy throughout Europe is necessary; in all member-states minimum
wages, a basic insurance based on people’s requirements as well as mini-
mum pensions must be provided, all of which guarantee the minimum so-
cio-cultural existence level as well as standard of living.

l The appropriate provision of public finances facilitates public investments,
a sufficient set of public services and the reconstruction of a public and
non-commercial sector. A strong public sector would give an impulse
favouring a mixed economy with palpable economic democracy. This in-
cludes the renewal of the European social model as a safeguard against pre-
cariousness, poverty and social division.

l To exclude a repetition of the neoliberal rollback, a democratic constitu-
tion must be implemented in companies to provide guaranteed rights of
participation and co-determination. Here also, the enforcement of a Euro-
pean economic democracy is a guiding idea.

Notes
1) Jürgen Habermas, Europapolitik in der Krise. – In: Habermas, Jür-
gen: Ach, Europa. – Frankfurt/M., 2008, p. 99
2) “For 2009 and 2010, the EU has set a stimulus of more than 400
billion Euros including the automatic stabilisers. This amounts to
3.3% of the GDP of the EU…” Merkel, March 19, 2009; www.bun-
deskanzlerin.de
3) This year, Thomas Mirow, managing director of the European Bank for Reconstruction
and Development expects loans of about 100 billion dollars to become due in the Eastern
European member states and the Ukraine. This does not include Russia. … Moreover,
many banks lack equity capital in sufficient amounts.” Hamburger Abendblatt, March 16,
2009.
4) “As a consequence of the global financial crisis, massive economic instability has devel-
oped in Central and Eastern Europe. They do not only affect the European periphery, but
present an immediate threat for the stability of the banking sector in the Euro-zone and
thus indirectly the operational capability of the EU. Thus Germany is also affected. Again
on March 19 and 20, the European Council increased funds for emergency measures. Yet
the task remains of preventing a collapse of the finance sector and impending national
bankruptcy in the region.” – Kai-Olaf Lang/Daniela Schwarzer: Krisen, Crashs und Hilf-
pakete, SWP-Aktuell, Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik / Deutsches Institut für Interna-
tionale Politik und Sicherheit, Berlin, March 2009.
5) We do not want to leave unmentioned that the Larosière Report presented to the Coun-
cil also includes positive measures such as supervision of banks in Europe, a higher solven-
cy rate forof banks, an extension of bank regulation on hedge funds, sanctions of tax
havens, limiting managers’ bonuses, etc. That contrary to promises given, the countries of
the Third World are not provided with financial means for the reduction of the emission of
greenhouse gases shows that in times of crisis, budget restrictions have an even greater ef-
fect than usual.
6) Paul Krugman: A Continent Adrift, New York Times, March 16, 2009.



Every now and then Honduran peasants bring watermelons to the protesters.
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Introduction

Since the demise of “actually existing socialism” in the 1990s, a process of
mostly neoliberal reforms was put forward in the Balkan countries 1 with

the aim of preparing their transformation into capitalist economies which
would eventually join the European Union. Bulgaria and Romania are al-
ready in it, while Croatia, FYR of Macedonia and Serbia are in line for their
acceptance. The discussion on the effects of the last EU enlargement on the
entering countries (i.e. the economic model which they were obliged to fol-
low, the level of their economic dependence on Western European capital
and its political and social effects, etc.), but also on the neighbouring older
member states, like Greece, and on the EU as a whole, is ongoing. This dis-
cussion is even more relevant in the context of the present financial and eco-
nomic crisis.

The interest of Greek banking capital in the markets 
of the Balkan countries 

Greek capital has greatly contributed to the transformation of its geo-
graphic neighbours into capitalist economies through a process that one
could legitimately call economic imperialism. It is currently estimated that
around 8,000 Greek enterprises have investments in the Balkan countries,
while around 20% of the annual turnover of many of them is realised there.

Greek Banks in the Balkans

Effects of the Crisis and the Internationalist Deficit

Haris Golemis, Elena Papadopoulou



It is beyond the scope of this essay to map the various ways in which Greek
capital has in general “invaded” the economies of these countries. Here we
will restrict ourselves to the banking sector, not only for the sake of brevity,
but also because it is a modern and very profitable sector of the Greek econ-
omy, crucial for the development of the crisis in Greece and the other Balkan
countries.

We will look specifically at those Balkan countries where Greek banks hold
important market shares and have many subsidiaries and employees, in oth-
er words the countries where Greek banking capital has been growing since
the 1990s – Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, FYR of Macedonia and Serbia 2. The
main reasons why Greek banks invested heavily in these countries are:

a)The high growth rates in the Balkan area and the existence of an underde-
veloped and inefficient native banking system, which was undergoing a
huge privatisation programme. These two factors offered profitable oppor-
tunities due to the increased demand both from households and from var-
ious, mainly foreign, manufacturing and service enterprises, a considerable
number of which were Greek.

For the last 5 to 10 years, the annual GDP growth rate in the above men-
tioned Balkan countries has been considerably higher than that of the EU-
27 average: 5-10% versus 1-3% (see Table 1 and Graph 1).

Source: our compilation of EBRD data (economic statistics and forecasts) 
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Graph 1: Growth in real GDP in Balkan countries and the EU-27
average



b)The so-called “maturity” of the Greek banking market, which was starting
to suppress profit margins.

c)The need to face competition from other European countries, mainly Aus-
tria, France, Italy and Germany, which were also eager to acquire increased
shares in the Balkan banking sector for the same reasons as their Greek
counterparts.

d)The low labour costs in the host countries (which are two or more times
less than those in Greece and 30% to 70%, respectively, of those in Central
and Eastern Europe).

e)The general geostrategic and imperialist plans of the Greek state for the
Balkan countries, the EU and generally the West. In their effort to expand
in these countries, Greek banks were assisted by the Greek state, as part of
the so-called “economic diplomacy” which served “national interests” (i.e.
Greek imperialism), as well as by the general economic and military pres-
ence of Western imperialism in the Balkan area. Important in this frame-
work is the Hellenic Plan for the Economic Reconstruction of the Balkans
(HiPERB), undertaken by Greece as a member of the EU, which is partic-
ularly interested in the area. The Plan covers Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Bulgaria, Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania and Serbia. “The plan’s pur-
pose is, above all, political, economic and social stability in Southeast Eu-
rope, while its ultimate goal is the modernisation of infrastructure, promo-
tion of productive investments, and support for democratic institutions
and the rule of law…in the recipient countries. Another equally important
objective of HiPERB is to support the recipient countries’ European per-
spective” 3.

f)Geographic proximity, cultural and historic ties with almost all Balkan
countries. The existence of a Greek minority in Albania is a very important
reason for the increased presence of Greek banks in this country.

g)Tax and other incentives offered by the host countries.
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Table 1: Growth in real GDP in Balkan countries, the EU-27 and the euro area

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009
Albania -10.9 8.6 13.2 6.5 7.1 4.2 5.8 5.7 5.7 5.5 6.2 6.9 1.2
Bulgaria -5.6 4.0 2.3 5.4 4.1 4.5 5.0 6.6 6.2 6.3 6.2 6.0 -3.0
FYR Macedonia 1.4 3.4 4.3 4.5 -4.5 0.9 2.8 4.1 4.1 4.0 5.9 5.0 -1.3
Romania -6.1 -4.8 -1.1 2.1 5.7 5.1 5.2 8.5 4.2 7.9 6.0 7.1 -4.0
Serbia 10.1 1.9 -18.0 5.2 5.1 4.5 2.4 9.3 6.3 5.5 6.9 5.4 -3.0
EU-27 average 3.0 3.9 2.0 1.2 1.3 2.5 2.0 3.1 2.9 0.9 -4.0f)

Euro area 2.9 3.9 1.9 0.9 0.8 2.1 1.7 2.9 2.7 0.7 -4.0f)

Source: our compilation of European Bank for Reconstruction and Development-EBRD 
(economic statistics and forecasts) and Eurostat data



During the last 15 years, Greek banks have penetrated deeply into the
banking system of the Balkan countries. As can be seen in Table 2, in 2007
seven major Greek banks had established a network of around 20 sub-
sidiaries in the Balkans with around 1,900 branches, employing ca. 23,500
people 4, with the strategic goal of gradually increasing retail banking servic-
es (mainly consumer and housing loans and credit cards).
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Table 1: Growth in real GDP in Balkan countries, the EU-27 and the euro area

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009
Bank Country Subsidiary Branches Personnel
NATIONAL BANK 1. Bulgaria United Bulgarian Bank AD 245 2,886
OF GREECE 2. Serbia Vojvodjanska Banka S.A. 204 2,556

3. Romania Banka Romaneasca SA 125 1,500
4. FYR Stopanska Banka AD-Skopje 61 1,136Macedonia

TOTAL 635 8,078
NFG 1. Romania Banc Post S.A 239 3,375

EUROBANK 2. Bulgaria Eurobank EFG Bulgaria AD 272 2,645(Bulgarian Postbank AD)

ERGASIAS 3. Serbia EurobankEFG Stedionica 100 1,310AD Beograd

TOTAL 611 7,330
EMPORIKI 1. Albania Emporiki Bank Albania SA 18 158
BANK 2. Bulgaria Emporiki Bank Bulgaria EAD 22 184

3. Romania Emporiki Bank Romania SA 17 240

TOTAL 57 582
PIRAEUS 1. Romania Piraeus Bank Romania 110 1,458
BANK 2. Albania Tirana Bank 39 448

3. Bulgaria Piraeus Bank Bulgaria 76 962
4. Serbia Piraeus Bank AD Beograd 45 532

TOTAL 270 3,400
MARFIN EGNATIA Romania EGNATIA Bank (Romania) S.A 19 221

ALPHA BANK 1. FYR Alpha Bank AD SKOPJE 15 189Macedonia
2. Romania Alpha Bank Romania 125 1,757
3. Serbia Alpha Bank Srbija AD 130 1,450

TOTAL 289 3,617
AGRICULTURAL  Romania ATE Bank Romania 16 261
BANK OF GREECE (ATE)

TOTAL 1,897 23,489

Source: Association of Greek Banks



In 2005, the participation of Greek banking capital in the granting of loans
was 35.7% in Albania, 26.2% in Bulgaria, 37 % in Macedonia, 13.6% in Ro-
mania and 17% in Serbia 5. The total loans of the seven Greek banks to cus-
tomers in the Balkans amounted, at the end of 2008, to € 47.1 billion, while
total deposits were €25.8 billion and total funding from the parent banks €
21.8 billion. 6

G
reek

 B
a

n
k

s in
 th

e B
a

lk
a

n
s

55

Table 1: Growth in real GDP in Balkan countries, the EU-27 and the euro area

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Albania
State Owned (%) 85,6 81,1 64,8 59,2 54,1 51,9 6,7 7,7 0,0 0,0
Foreign Owned (%) 14,4 18,9 35,2 40,8 45,9 47,1 93,3 92,3 90,5 94,2

Bulgaria 56,4 50,5 19,8 19,9 14,1 2,5 2,3 1,7 1,8 2,1
32,5 42,8 75,3 72,7 75,2 82,7 81,6 74,5 80,1 82,3

FYR Macedonia 1,4 2,5 1,1 1,3 2,0 1,8 1,9 1,6 1,6 1,4
11,4 11,5 53,4 51,1 44,0 47,0 47,3 51,3 53,2 85,9

Romania 75,3 50,3 50,0 45,4 43,6 40,6 7,5 6,5 5,9 5,7
15,1 43,6 46,7 51,4 52,9 54,8 58,5 59,2 87,9 87,3

Serbia 90,0 89,0 90,9 68,0 35,6 34,1 23,4 23,9 14,9 15,8
0,5 0,4 0,5 13,2 27,0 38,4 37,7 66,0 78,7 75,5

Source: our compilation of EBRD data (structural change indicators)

Source: our compilation of EBRD data (structural change indicators) 

Graph 2: Asset shares of Foreign-owned banks in Balkan countries



Greek banks are not the only ones that have invested in the Balkans. The
rapid privatisation of the banking sector in these countries resulted in con-
siderable market shares being controlled by other foreign banks as well. In
Table 3, one can see the evolution of the market shares of foreign banking
capital in Albania, Bulgaria, FYROM, Romania and Serbia since 1998. In
2007, foreign banks owned 94.2 % of the banking sector in Albania, 82.3% in
Bulgaria, 85.9% in Macedonia, 87.3% in Romania and 75.5% in Serbia.

Effects of the crisis on the economies of Balkan countries and
spillover effects on Greece.

The situation in the Balkans before the economic crisis can be briefly de-
scribed as follows: High growth rates, rapid privatisations, penetration of
foreign capital in the countries’ vital sectors (including the banking sector),
demand-led growth based on national consumption (financed mostly by
loans from foreign banks in foreign currency) and external demand. How-
ever, the effects of the economic crisis have already started to manifest them-
selves:

a) As one can see in Graph 1, the 2009 forecasts of the European Bank of
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) for the Balkan countries indicate
a sharp decline in GDP growth. High growth levels during the previous years
were largely based on consumer demand, fuelled by the parallel increase of
lending provided by foreign banks. This means that the present liquidity
shortage in Western European banks will primarily affect loan provisions of
their subsidiaries in the Balkans. The example of Greece in this case is char-
acteristic. When the Greek government offered a support package of € 28 bil-
lion to domestic banks, the governor of the Central Bank of Greece hastened
to “advise” them to be “prudent” in extending funds to their Balkan sub-
sidiaries… The consequences of such a credit cut-off, if really meant and
complied with, can be very damaging for the host countries, as this will ac-
celerate the decline of consumption and investment.

b) In addition, foreign investment which used to be an important source of
income for Balkan countries is expected to decline, mainly due to the eco-
nomic problems of the developed capitalist countries. The 2009 forecast in
Graph 3 is indicative.

c) Immigrant remittances from Balkan nationals working in foreign coun-
tries used to be a very important factor for the health of Balkan capitalist
economies. In the last years, these transfers constituted an important share of
the Balkan countries’ GDP, but today they are expected to be negatively in-
fluenced by the crisis. These workers are employed in sectors of foreign coun-
tries hit hard by the recession, such as car manufacturing, construction or
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household services. What is more, dismissals and lack of demand for labour
in the host countries, as a result of the crisis, are expected to force many of
these immigrants to return to their home countries. The return of expatriates
will put additional pressure on the labour markets of the Balkan countries,
that is, unemployment is expected to rise.

d) An additional strain for the economies of the Balkans is the pressure on
the national currencies. Some of the countries already face the dilemma of ei-
ther devaluing their currency or keeping it stable, that is, pegged to the euro.
It is a choice between two evils. Currency stability will lead them deeper into
recession, while currency devaluation will increase default, since households
and enterprises will not be able to serve their loans made in Euros or Swiss
francs, when interest rates in EU and Switzerland were very low.

e)Export growth is expected to decline, as demand in the Balkan countries’
major EU importers is decreasing also.

The effects of the crisis on the Balkan countries are anything but a local
phenomenon. The comparative advantage of the increased presence of Greek
banks in this area, could turn into a comparative disadvantage, for the fol-
lowing reasons:

a) The potential economic turmoil is likely to have adverse spillover effects
on the domestic markets of parent banks. The risk of default on loans that
their subsidiaries have been extensively offering during the last period is not
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Source: our compilation of EBRD data

Graph 3: FDI inflows in Balkan countries



insignificant, especially in cases where there is a devaluation of the host
country’s currency that increases households’ loan obligations. According to
the Greek government and the Central Bank (Bank of Greece), Greek banks
are safe, despite the fact that they are over-extended in the Balkans. This
claim is based, among others, on the so called “stress test” of the Greek bank-
ing system administered recently by the Bank of Greece and the IMF. How-
ever, we believe that it is not possible to be so sure of the future, since the cri-
sis has only now started to hit the Greek and the other Balkan countries’
economies and nobody knows how grave the situation will be in the next one
or two years.

b) As mentioned before, the urging of the governor of the Greek Central
Bank to “loan locally” will not only adversely affect households and enter-
prises in the host countries, but also Greek businesses in the region. More-
over, Greek banks are risking losing market shares and the confidence of
clients who - as Serbia’s minister of Finance recently warned, reacting to the
call of the governor of the Bank of Greece 7- may channel their deposits to-
wards other foreign banks.

These questions do not concern Greece only. Austrian authorities, for ex-
ample, seem to have acknowledged the danger of a Balkan collapse more
clearly, perhaps because Austria has the biggest market share and a consider-
ably large exposure in the Balkan countries’ banking sectors. It is for this rea-
son that the Austrian government pressured the EU to intervene with a com-
prehensive stimulus package in order to support the economies of South East
Europe- a proposal which was not adopted. Under these circumstances, the
questions which the developed West European states, EU and other interna-
tional organisatioins have to answer are: In what way will the Balkan coun-
tries, especially those under the constraint of large external debt, be assisted
in facing the crisis? Or, put in another way, has the EU any role to play in sup-
porting the Balkan economies? These are of course rhetorical questions. How
can the Balkan NMCs (new member-countries) or FMCs (future member-
countries) expect actual “EU solidarity”, when this is not even manifested in
the case of the old member-states? Just after the eruption of the financial cri-
sis, Ecofin issued a statement stressing the common aim of preventing the
collapse of European banks, but decided that each member country will be
free, i.e. not helped, to design and implement measures towards this end.

During “difficult times”, like the present, no single truth exists in econom-
ics or politics. Thatcher’s “TINA” (There Is No Alternative”) is not useful at
all. Nowadays, many myths of the mainstream neoliberal “paradigm” are on
the verge of collapse. Governments of EU member states, especially the large
ones, are reacting against fundamental EU rules and/ or decisions, granting
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state subsidies to national companies, taking various measures to protect
their national economies from competition and encouraging national enter-
prises to trim or close down their subsidiaries, even those located in EU
countries, etc. At the same time, the EU, by actually refusing to assist NMCs
and FMCs, sends them to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and/ or
other international financial institutions. The IMF, whose notorious role has
often been seriously questioned, especially during the East Asian and the
Latin American crises, is very much present in the Balkans. Recently it has
concluded an agreement with Serbia for a € 3 billion loan, on the condition
that Serbia substantially limits its public expenditures. Romania signed a
similar agreement with the IMF and other institutions, which extended a
loan of € 25 billion (€ 12.95 billion from the IMF, 5billion from the EU and
€ 1 billion from the World Bank 8) with very restrictive conditions 9, while
Bulgaria is considered the new candidate for an IMF loan, especially after the
recent elections which brought conservatives to power. On the other hand,
Albania seems now to be in a better position due to its relatively loose ties to
the international economy. According to the country’s Central Bank, its
banking sector is well capitalised and liquid. However, the fall in deposits
from € 5.7 billion in February 2008 to € 4.9 billion in February 2009, led the
authorities to increase the deposit insurance from € 5,400 to € 25,000.

The internationalist deficit

The financial and economic crisis has brought crucial questions to the fore,
the answers to which relate to strategic prospects of the European radical left,
which must be tackled sooner or later by various participants 10: the role of
the EU and of the national states, economic imperialism, the geopolitics of
the crisis, the role of parties, trade unions and social movements, the most
appropriate geographic scope of todays workers’ and citizens’ struggles (na-
tion-state, Europe and other regions, the world), the question of internation-
alist solidarity, the relative importance of resistance and programmatic pro-
posals for the alleviation of the effects of the crisis, etc. Let us, however, now
do something more modest: using as a case study the Greek banks’ presence
in the Balkans, before and after the crisis, in order to show that real interna-
tionalist solidarity, not to speak of cooperation and common action of Euro-
pean left political and social actors, is less than adequate. Our view of the
main reason for this lack is the following:

The dominant power blocs and their political representatives in different
countries do not count only on the support of national states – which have
not disappeared with globalisation, contrary to the prophecies of some
rightwing (but also leftwing) intellectuals. They also try – and in some cases
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succeed – in cooperating among themselves under the auspices of various
supranational organisatioins and institutions, like the EU, IMF, World Bank
and the OECD. Unfortunately, this is not usually the case for the subaltern
classes in various countries, largely because of the policies of most left par-
ties, trade-unions and social movements. Conceiving class (and other) strug-
gles solely as a national issue, these actors aim only at separate national po-
litical and class alliances, programmes and “anti-imperialist resistances”.

Regarding Greece, most left parties, trade unions and social movements be-
lieve that the answers to the crisis cannot but be “national”. The interesting
“European” proposal to abolish the Stability Pact, made by SYRIZA 11 during
the recent European elections, is an exception that confirms the general rule.
Referring particularly to the banking sector, actions (strikes, demonstrations,
programmes etc.) of all parties of the Greek left are oriented against the
Greek government’s measures and the banks, which made huge profits in the
years preceding the crisis. They reject the above-mentioned support package,
claiming that for reasons of social justice and economic effectiveness the gov-
ernment should have diverted these funds directly to small and medium-
sized companies 12 and increase wages and pensions in the public and private
sector. Furthermore, the left proposes a full or partial re-nationalisation of
the Greek banking system.

Regarding international activities, the expressions of solidarity to striking
or laid off workers in Balkan companies, generously affirmed on paper by
trade-unions, the declarations of the European Left Party, meetings and
statements of the European Social Forum or the actions of some anti-nation-
alist fringe social movements and anarchist groups were not effective in
changing actual policies at any level.

Returning to our case study, until the late 1980s, the Greek banks workers
trade-union movement waged very militant and effective struggles. Some
people believe this was the result of its corporatism and its close ties to the
parties of the right and the centre left. This is close to the truth, although an-
other factor is the traditional radicalism of the Greek bank employees, some
examples of which are a strike under the German occupation and a success-
ful fight for the preservation of their pension funds during the Colonels’ dic-
tatorship. As to internationalist solidarity, during the Balkan wars the OTOE
(the Federation of Greek Bank Employees) managed to bring around the
same table representatives from all countries (Serbia, Montenegro, Croatia,
Slovenia, Bosnia, Macedonia) in the conflict. This courageous and praisewor-
thy move could not, of course, hide the clear preferential relation of the
Greek unions to their Serbian counterparts, which were assisted in various
ways. Following the end of the wars, the OTOE and its Labour Institute co-
operated with the Balkan bank trade-unions mainly through EU projects. In
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some cases, this resulted in the transfer of serious knowledge and know-how
for the preparation of collective agreements, bargaining techniques, etc. In
others, cooperation was mainly a PR exercise as well as an opportunity of-
fered to some Greek or Balkan trade-unionists for holidays and shopping.

As time went by, cooperation and solidarity between the Greek and the
Balkan trade-unionists began to decline. A good example of this is the event
that occurred before the present crisis: Greek trade unionists participate in
the European Works Councils (EWCs) of several multinational banks which
have subsidiaries in Greece. However, the reverse has not occurred until now,
despite the fact that some Greek banks with subsidiaries in Balkan countries
comply with the legal requirements of establishing EWCs with members (or
observers) from their subsidiaries in countries which are or are not EU mem-
bers. This was not only due to the quite expected unwillingness of the Greek
bankers to create these bodies, despite their very limited scope. Reluctance to
establish them came also from Greek trade-unionists. We are aware of a case
in which a Balkan trade-unionist for years asked his counterparts in Greece,
in vain, to assist him in establishing an EWC in a Greek bank subsidiary. We
have reasons to believe that this lack of internationalist solidarity was due to
the Greek trade-unionists’ unwillingness to disgruntle the administration of
“their” bank and thus possibly break an old relationship of mutual trust and
respect. The EWC was the victim of a “contract” between national “social
partners”.

We will end our essay with a quote from an e-mail sent by a demoralised
Balkan trade unionist, addressed to his colleagues in Greece: “We believe that
there should be no more delay (in our cooperation) because there are a lot of
problems which should be addressed. If Greek banks come to the Balkan
market, it was logical that Greek trade-unions would follow, but this did not
happen. The response to the globalisation of capital should be the globalisa-
tion of trade-unions”. We consider this appeal to be an urgent call for coop-
eration and coordination of actions addressed to all European left parties,
trade-unions and social movements. This is the only way to be collectively
more effective in our struggles, in periods both of crisis and prosperity.

Notes
1) The Balkans include the following:

a)countries fully located within the Balkan Peninsula: Albania, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Greece, the Republic of Macedonia
(FYROM), Kosovo (disputed independence) and Montenegro;
b)countries significantly located within the Balkan Peninsula: Croatia and Serbia;
c)countries located mostly outside the Balkan Peninsula: Romania, Slovenia and Turkey 
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2) Turkey is also a very important host country for Greek banking capital. However, due to
the country’s specific geographic features (its territory largely lies in Asia) and its particular
position vis-à-vis the EU, it has not  been considered here.
3)Hellenic Republic, Ministry of Foreign Affairs (http://www.agora.mfa.gr/frontoffice/por-
tal.asp?cpage=NODE&cnode=86&clang=1)
4) excluding Turkey which, if included, would increase the respective numbers to 2,400
branches and 40,000 employees
5) www.euro2day.gr/dm_documents/150207_maties_oikonomia.doc , «Greek and Foreign
Banks in Southeast Europe»
6) Source: Bank of Greece
7) http://www.foreignpress-gr.com/2009/03/blog-post.html
8) http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/7962897.stm
9) See Petre Damo’s article in this issue
10) The ongoing Transform! Project “Strategic Prospects of the European Radical Left” is a
collective effort towards this goal.
11) The Greek acronym for the “Coalition of the Radical Left”, in which Synaspismos
(Coalition of the Left of Movements and Ecology) is the main component.
12) The majority of the old Greek “Orthodox Communist” or “Eurocommunist” left and
their present day heirs traditionally consider the owners of the national medium and small
sized companies as “allies” of the national working class.
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In the explosion of the most serious economic crisis since 1929, interna-
tional real-estate speculation has played a fundamental role. This holds

true for Italy as well.
I will emphasise three aspects, each of which require more specific investi-

gation.

l The American mortgage crisis and the aggravation of the housing crisis.
This was the first explosion of the crisis’s pathology: a speculative finan-

cialisation out of proportion to the real economy. In the USA, more than 2
million homes are in receivership. In the impoverished areas of American
cities, after the expropriation of insolvent borrowers, banks (and this is also
the case in Europe) have emerged as some of the biggest landlords.1 In
Italy, the numbers relating to evictions are appalling: in one year they grew
by almost 20 %. More than 50,000 judgments in 2008 alone, of which
41,000 (82 %) for non-payment of rent. An important component of the
platform of the Committees Against the Crisis (which are being organised)
is a freeze of evictions for innocent non-payment of rent.

l The relation between real-estate speculation and the urban question (put
positively, we could say: between the right to a house and right to dwell).

Not only houses, but large parts of our cities, of real estate, of supply net-
works, of services, have, in the context of the current processes of privati-
sation, become spheres for private-capital investments and have been

The Speculative Real-Estate 
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largely determined by private capital, which means the end of city planning
as the public governance of urban space. The “city as a common good” is
one of the key points in the construction of an alternative.

l The speculative bubble.
The financialisation operations of the real-estate sector have strongly in-

volved the most important business groups and brought about a true and
proper reorganisation within it. The stock-exchange capitalisation of real-
estate capitals has shifted billions of euros. Just one general statistic: in
Italy, in the period in which nominal salaries grew by 13 %, real-estate val-
ues jumped by 131 % (i.e. grew 10 times faster). A fundamental piece of the
cake was represented by divestments of public property, whose accom-
plishment was greatly accelerated – procedurally and temporally – by
means of so-called “securitisations”, an enormous business racket, an im-
mense speculative bubble, a cause – and not a merely transient one – of the
financial drug which has killed the poorest and ended by poisoning the en-
tire economy.

I would like to translate this scheme into the concrete terms of the Italian
developments, within what we can call actually-existing capitalism, that is,
the perverse web of politics, business and financial speculation. A scandal of
enormous dimensions which has direct impact on the national and Euro-
pean governing institutions and on the relation between these and the glob-
alised credit system.

To make the story more interesting, we can translate it into the terms of a
film plot, a sort of crime story that has as its protagonists and interpreters fa-
mous actors of the world credit system and of the global financial crash:
Lehman Brothers, J.P. Morgan, etc.

The director and scriptwriter of this great work is doubtless the powerful
Minister of the Economy, Giulio Tremonti. Today Tremonti seems to be an-
other person, like the great directors who nonchalantly go from drama to
comedy, always producing masterpieces. Very recently, he accomplished an-
other pirouette, returning to the past splendours of lifetime tax amnesties
and of general amnesties, a remake of the tax shelters, that is, of amnesty for
illegally exported capital, and a new chapter is opening in the saga in which
Minister Tremonti, in the years from 2001 to 2006, left his mark the econom-
ic and fiscal policy of the Italian government.

However, up to a short while ago, when the financial crisis was exploding,
Tremonti had been passing through a penitential phase. He was for bringing
“ethics” to the market. In his last book he speaks of the “crisis as a global Par-
malat, where the unhealthy behaviour of speculative finance appears, capable
of issuing bonds, worthless papers, for billions of euros and then, via funds,
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spreads them on top of complex investment offers to be sold to all of the cit-
izens unaware of the risk”.2 This can all be synthesised by the formula that
points to the culprit truly responsible for the world crisis: “techno-finance,
degeneration of the economic system which we can call marketism”.

In 2001, however, the Minister was not thinking this way. Creative finance
was his gospel then.

It was, as already said, Tremonti who was the inventor of the most modern
and unscrupulous financial operations used to generate cash. It was Tremon-
ti who invited Italians, in their own small way, to do like the Americans and
get into debt and mortgage their own house to have liquidity and relaunch
consumption.

This was the Tremonti of securitisations, in particular of public real-estate.
This matter has not received the attention it merits. Mario Sensini,3 called it
“one of the greatest property divestments ever undertaken anywhere in the
world”. More modestly, Tremonti spoke of “the greatest securitisation ever
undertaken by a European nation”.

An application of creative finance with astronomical figures. In 2006 the
National Audit Office4 issued a preliminary statement: in the face of portfo-
lios securitised to 129.1 billion proceeds of 57.8 billion were obtained with a
sum of 15.9 billion for debt reduction (for every securitised 8 billion less than
1 billion for debt reduction).

Let us briefly explain the prodigious mechanism set in motion: The Trea-
sury wants to sell real-estate properties and cedes them en bloc to a compa-
ny expressly established for this purpose, the “SCIP” (Società di Cartoliz-
zazione Immobili Pubblici [Public Property Securitisation Company]). The
latter advances to the Treasury an immediate compensation which it does not
itself pay out but draws from bond issues on the market. In turn, SCIP reim-
burses investors the amounts received plus interest through funds collected
from the sales that have been effected.

So far one might say everything sounds normal, or almost. However, as in
all successful films, there is a coup de théâtre. What happens if the SCIP can-
not redeem the bonds? No problem, the state pays! In fact, the titles are guar-
anteed regardless of the outcome of the sales. We might say that the bonds
are sold on the market but guaranteed without consideration for the market.
A necessity, some will say, so that the rating agencies do not lower their in-
vestment value. On the other hand, a triple A, the highest rating, is guaran-
teed for investments on the stock market but without the risk because the
state a priori guarantees the interest payments covering a possible difference,
if, at the end of the process, SCIP is not in a position to honour the debts.

As creative finance, it is not bad. We are dealing here with the concrete ap-
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plication of the neoliberal model of speculative finance: privatise the gains
and socialise the losses.

But let’s take a step back.
What is SCIP? The news media5 tell us that SCIP was born on November

23, 2001 in a notary office in Rome and was founded by two lawyers repre-
senting two Dutch foundations having their headquarters in Luxembourg; its
social capital amounts to 10,000 (yes, that’s right, ten thousand!) and with a
Scottish citizen in his 70s, Gordon Burrows, as president. In short, to speak
plain, SCIP is an empty container. But capable of making money for itself
and for the banking system.

As with all the great sagas, the SCIP affair took place in instalments. SCIP
1 and SCIP 2 are carefully prepared and go on the air.

The first film proves to be a success and its sales make possible payment of
bonds with scheduled maturity dates. The repeat performance, SCIP 2, born
on wings of enthusiasm, turned out to be rather more unpalatable: the sales
turned out to be considerably less than expected. By the end of 2008, receipts
were 66.5 % of what had been estimated, quite a bit lower than those need-
ed to handle the payment of the debt accumulated through the bond issues.6

A third sequel, SCIP 3, i.e. the securitisation of the property of the Ministry
of Defence, has, by contrast, remained at the script-writing stage. The clap-
perboard is not ready for it because by now the insolvency of SCIP 2 is im-
pending.

What in fact happened at the end of the film SCIP 2? Something very sim-
ple and not so far away that it could not have been thought of from the start:
the bonds issued superseded the sales made and SCIP does not have funds to
pay the matured bonds. And, according to script, the state intervenes – with
1.7 billion euros.

This brings us up to the present. On February 11, 2009 (with 9 years hav-
ing passed since the first securitisation and the invention of the SCIP) the
same director, Minister Tremonti, declares insolvency and the closing of the
operation – the state pays the losses.

Thus creative finance reveals its secret: it does not entrust a deal to the mar-
ket, taking on, in exchange the onus of the risk; it awards itself the deal with-
out the attached risks, saddling the state with the latter.

Did everyone lose from this? No, the banks which issued the bonds have
been miraculously healed, along with the consultants and managers, and no
one knows the contracts stipulated by the Luxembourg SCIP, for the data are
not public: “Burrows and the two Dutch foundations still figure today in the
organisation chart and among the shareholders of the SCIP. However, in the
meanwhile, at the same company address, Via Eleonora Duse 53 in Rome,
some forty real-estate and financial companies have sprouted, all controlled
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by the same number of Dutch foundations. A grouping of names which are,
to say the least, picturesque: Macbeth, Panacea, Atlantide, Tevere Finance
…”7

With the demure language proper to it, the National Audit Office had al-
ready spoken plainly in 2006: “The principal risks of the securitisation oper-
ations consist of their lack of transparency and of their so-called ‘overcollat-
eralisation’. In the case of public real-estate, the legal and actual guarantees
granted the purchasing vehicle company are such as to make the risk remain
with the grantor”.8 And the grantor, as the story clearly tells us, is the Italian
state.

No one knows for sure since the contracts are not public, but a realistic es-
timate speaks of an operational cost in round figures between 850 million
and 1 billion euros. A mind-boggling scandal followed by another scandalous
circumstance: the fact that it largely happened in silence, which is very
strange, seeing as the Italian government, in the form of its leader Berlusconi
and his two principal ministers, was pilloried in the press, and not only in
Italy, due to various kinds of illicit behaviour and actions.

To try and explain the reason for this strange omission, I will put forward
an hypothesis followed by some reflections of a political character, which also
involve the politics of the various lefts within the crisis of the Italian political
system.
l The general dimension of securitisation is emblematic of the processes

triggered by privatisation policies and the dismantling of welfare, imposed
by neoliberal globalisation. It is the moloch of Maastricht that is striking.
The operation arose with the declared aim of generating cash to reduce the
debt and to bring the country within the parameters of the established
deficit/GDP ratio (an effect that was achieved in a rather modest way con-
sidering the resources invested, as the National Audit Office recognised). At
the same time, with securitisation fresh money was obtained in the end
from the population’s income (wages and pensions, liquidations) used to
acquire houses. And, finally, welfare is being dismantled: those securitised
public properties were to ensure social security benefits. We could say with-
out exaggeration that the securitisation operation falls, in its general di-
mensions, within a logic shared by both the right and the centre left, a “Eu-
ropean” dimension (“Europe” meaning here the Europe of the banks and
of the liberal treaties).

l It is said that Tremonti, as soon as he was seated as the Minister of the
Economy in 2001, found the project already prepared on the desk of Visco,
the ex-minister of the centre left. Without in any way wishing to demote
Tremonti’s creative contribution, we cannot but recognise that there is
truth behind this malicious bon mot. The project of divesting the proper-
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ty of the Public Social-Security Agencies began in 1995 in the period of the
Dini government, supported by the moderate left when the first pension
counter-reform, backed by the European technocracies, was launched. It
was the government led by D’Alema, the representative of the then Demo-
cratici di Sinistra (DS), which put forward the possibility of selling the
public real-estate en bloc.9 In short, the continuity is clear: Tremonti acted
within a course plotted in its time by the centre left. This also holds for oth-
er fields, in particular in the case of the most important choices for eco-
nomic and financial policy.
What lesson can the radical left learn from realities such as this? First of all,

it should be recognised that in the matter of securitisations, the left – whether
in political, union or movement contexts – has not been absent. It fought,
achieving results that were not marginal, using its position to be part of the
majority both of the government within the Ulivo alliances and of the
Unione.10 Reading the more than 350 pages of the National Audit Office’s re-
port, already cited several times here, one learns how the SCIP management
tried to attribute responsibility for their own bankruptcy to the institutions
of the movement for the right to housing. One of the basic explanations used
to justify the 1.7 billion euro hole is in fact that the bond issues were higher
than the volume of sales because the latter were meant to relate to the devel-
opment of the market price, but the pressure applied by the left, the unions
and the movements caused it to be blocked at the 2001 level, and the tenants
paid less than what had been forecast by the SCIP managers.

It was a nice win for the pockets of the workers and pensioners who lived
in those properties, but not enough to change the overall picture of the op-
eration. As in other circumstances, perhaps more so in this case than in oth-
ers, we are dealing with damage control rather than inverting the tendency.
The left perhaps succeeded in hampering the mechanism used so shrewdly,
but certainly did not manage to force a change of course. In the end, the pro-
tagonists of the operation made their profits just the same and left all of us
to pay the bill. From the general political point of view, therefore, the politi-
cal and social left played a subaltern role.

In short, the point not to avoid or forget is the dramatic failure of the cen-
tre left and of the various lefts within that cycle, that is, within the cycle of the
failure of the left in government. I am speaking of a general failure – in the
national government and in the main experiences of regional government
(for example, the case of Campania) and of governments of large cities (for
example, the disaster of the so-called “Roman model”).

On this crucial problematic we need a real elaboration that goes beyond
the process of this or that leader in order to investigate the cultural roots, the
structural elements and the supra-national conditions of this outcome.
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Without the courage of such a critical analysis, no refoundation of the left is
possible and there is the risk of being stuck in pure politicism, in gattopar-
dian formulas and half-formulas, saying that one is changing while one is un-
able to grasp the essence of the change that has to be brought about. Staying
with the area of housing politics, the basic point consists in the inversion of
the tendency: to pass from divestment to an increase (in an innovative way)
of the public patrimony. On this axis, and on the connection between the
right to housing and to the city as a common good, that is between dwelling
and living, is where we should concentrate our efforts in building an alterna-
tive to the devastation of privatisation and to urban speculation.

Notes
1) Knut Unger, “Dalla crisi immobiliare al diritto alla
città, MieterInnenverein Witten, March 2009.
2) Tremonti, “La paura e la speranza”. Mondadori,
2008.
3) Corriere della Sera, April 1, 2004.
4) Corte dei Conti, Adjudication No. 4/2006 of March 31, 2006 – Report on the Investiga-
tion into the Consequences of Securitisations.
5) Roberta Carlini: “Tremonti chiude la Scip e il conto a noi”. Sbilanciamoci.info.
12.2.2009.
6) Maria Cecilia Guerra: “Ma quanto ha reso vendere gli immobili pubblici?”. LaVoce.info
05.05.2009.
7) Italia Oggi, February 12, 2009.
8) Corte dei Conti, op.cit.
9) Legge finanziaria 1999.
10) From 1996 to 1998, Rifondazione Comunista (PRC) was part of the majority that sup-
ported the first Prodi government. From 1998 to 2001, the DS’s left, the Partito dei Comu-
nisti Italiani (PdCI) and the Greens, after the rupture between the PRC and the Ulivo, par-
ticipated in two successive centre-left governments, the first led by Massimo D’Alema and
the second by Giuliano Amato. From 2006 to 2008, PRC, PdCI, the DS’s left and the Greens
participated directly in the second Prodi government, within the Unione alliance.
11) Roberta Carlini, op. cit.
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One of 24 barriers the army
erected on the road from Dalí to

the Nicaraguan border.
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Introduction: crisis upon crises

I t would not be far from the truth to say that in Romania the crisis over-
lapped an already embedded multi-layered crisis.

What is happening today to Romanians in the Romanian state and soci-
ety – a high degree of poverty, increased discrepancies between the poor
and the rich, generalised corruption, economic backwardness and political
humiliation, inferior international status – has its origins in the way the
communist regime was removed and in the manner in which  the Roman-
ian state has been reconfigured in the beginning of the political and eco-
nomic transition, 1990-1991.

Alex Mihai Stoenescu, “From the Backstage of the Battle for Power 1989-
1990. The First Petre Roman Government”, RAO International Publishing
Company, Bucharest, 2006

In terms of politics, the ongoing crisis has been used as a pretext by the en-
tire political class to justify the difficult social-economic situation and make
people forget that before the arrival of the crisis life had been difficult for
other reasons. By now, most people have gradually lost trust in the political
class, which is regarded as corrupt, illegitimate, and one of the main causes
of their problems.

A peculiarity of Romanian politics consists in the fact that populism, as
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well as extreme nationalism and chauvinism, is employed not only by neolib-
eral parties and the far right but also by the left, particularly by the radical
left, as a way to promote themselves. Unfortunately, such a political stance
not only reflects a frozen orthodox ideology and the inability to conceive
concrete new political solutions, but may also damage the left.

This rough sketch of the Romanian political stage has been fully confirmed
by June’s European Parliamentary elections, when only 27.67% of the elec-
torate voted, which was far below the 43 % average European participation.
This represents only 5 million people out of 22 million inhabitants. The per-
centage was even lower in urban areas, particularly in the capital city where,
incredibly, only 15% went to the polls. According to the May 9 declaration by
the President of the Senate, it appears that 20% of voters practised so-called
“electoral tourism”, that is, voting on separate lists in locations other than
their own residential districts, which is one of the main causes of electoral
fraud.

All this makes the winners of the Euro Parliamentary elections, who claim
30% of the 5 million, look rather illegitimate in the face of the other 20.5 mil-
lion who did not participate in the ballot but are nevertheless Romanian cit-
izens and tax-payers.

This situation seems to have opened the door to a rise in populism and ex-
tremism. The examples cited by analysts and reported in the media are the
Grand Romania Party (PRM), which succeeded in winning 8.4% of the vote,
resulting in at least two mandates, and the near-illiterate daughter of the
president, who managed to win 4.2% in part through the use of foul play and
the backing of the Democratic Liberal Party (PDL), seen as the presidential
party.

In terms of social life and social justice, the long-hailed emergence of the
middle-class as the sign of a more equitable distribution of wealth has not re-
solved the discrepancies between the poor and the rich, for it has proven to
be a political hoax – the newly rich joined the club of the already rich, the al-
ready rich became richer, average-income people in the best case remained so
or became impoverished, and the poor became poorer.

In terms of the economy, despite official boasting of an unprecedented eco-
nomic growth in 2008, reality surfaced when the crisis hit a weak economy
and companies began shutting down one after the other.

In terms of environmental protection, although Romania has adopted a
well-devised Europe-compatible legislation, its practical application is far
from matching the European standards, and the fact that the environmental-
ist parties have such feeble popular support that they have not been able to
enter Parliament for many legislative periods evidences a certain backward
mentality.
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In terms of culture, the arts and education, the continual decay of moral
standards, the replacement of former systems of values with non-values, or,
worse, with anti-values particularly in the case of the younger generations,
and the increasing appeal exercised by populism are but signs of a general
moral and cultural crisis of society.

Before the crisis

Although the first signs of the oncoming crisis have been obvious since late
summer-early autumn 2008, the political class and the authorities either
avoided the issue or simply denied that the crisis could possibly affect Roma-
nia. Not even after the crash of the first American financial institutions, not
even after the dramatic devaluation of the national currency followed by the
public warning of the Governor of the National Bank, Mugur Isǎrescu, of a
financial attack on the national currency, the leu (ROL), did they admit that
the tidal wave of the crisis was about to hit Romania.

Probably the most notorious illustration of this is what occurred in the
parliamentary elections of November 2008. During the electoral campaign
all political parties (except the Liberals then in government), as well as the
president and the would-be prime minister, pledged huge salary increases in
the public sector, particularly in the field of education, health care, and pub-
lic administration.

It is not that such increases were not just and necessary. The problem is that
they were used as an electoral lie only to be continued in the aftermath of the
crisis when the same political class serenely posed as innocent and used the
crisis as a scapegoat. Thus, even though the Parliament passed the law stip-
ulating a 50% raise in teachers’ salaries, the government prevented the law’s
implementation, invoking the effects of the financial crisis and the con-
straints imposed by the IMF. Regardless of the financial reasons and political
explanations given, this puts Romania, as an EU member-state, in the deli-
cate position of not observing the Constitution and democratic principles.

The moral logic is straightforward. In the words of Tudor Vladimirescu, a
Romanian revolutionary who in a letter of 1821 referring to the boyars who
ruled the country, the state is the people, not the gang of plunderers. That is
to say, if the government and the political class did not know, as they claim,
of the coming crisis, they are not entitled to rule the country on grounds of
their incompetence; on the other hand, if they did know of the coming crisis
but made their promises of salary increases in the public service sector only
to win the elections, they are not entitled to rule the country on moral
grounds.
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When the crisis came

It appears that applying for an IMF loan under the supervision of the Eu-
ropean Commission is perceived by some Eastern European countries as the
pillar of any plan for overcoming the crisis. The optimistic estimates of the
recession’s duration vary from 2 to 5 years.

In Romania, the official Crisis Recovery Plan basically consisted of the fol-
lowing five elements: accessing a huge loan from the IMF and the EC, a dras-
tic reduction of public expenses in the state budget, the completion of the
Unique Law regulating the wages of public workers, the enforcement of lump
sum taxation, and the Call for Social and National Solidarity.

On May 13, 2009, despite the adoption and implementation of the Recov-
ery Plan, Romania was sanctioned by the EC for an excessive budget deficit
of 5.4% of GDP compared to 3% of GDP in 2008.

Paradoxically, ever since early January 2009 there have been two groups
which mounted advertising campaigns – car makers and banks. If the first
have not yet done well, banks appear to have increased their profits despite
adopting austerity measures including freezing loan policies involving the
population and small companies. Thus, according to a report in the June 2,
2009 issue of Romania Libera, the first ten banks in Romania, except for
Bankpost, ended the first three months making profits, their cumulative
profit amounting to 244 million Euros. Volksbank and ING made record-
breaking profits. Some analysts explain the paradox as the result of not hav-
ing correctly configured their provisions for non-efficient credits.

On May 22, the governor of the National Bank optimistically declared that
he still believes the recession in Romania will be V-shaped and that the low-
est point has already been passed, but others have been more cautious, main-
taining that the worst is yet to come in the next six months. As of now, the
reality does not seem to confirm the more reassuring view.

The loan

The loan proper from the IMF and the EC – a sum amounting to roughly
20 billion Euros – is to be delivered in several instalments and is to be paid
back at the latest in seven years under unknown conditions. In the end, the
exact amount of the loan turned out to be 13 billion Euros from the IMF and
5 billion Euros from the EC.

The official explanations for applying for the loan, many of which were giv-
en by the Minister of Labour on March 24, 2009 during a talk on the Ante-
na3 TV channel, can be summarised as follows: in the first place, since two-
thirds of the total amount of the loan would go to the currency reserve of the
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National Bank, it was necessary to avoid a collapse of the leu, and thus stave
off a financial catastrophe; second, it was necessary to win back foreign in-
vestors, which, if done, would make the international rating agencies raise
Romania’s rating; third, it was said that the loan was needed to support the
entire social system (that is, paying pensions, paying salaries in the public
sector, sustaining fields such as education, healthcare, culture, and others).

Most of the criticism of the decision to apply for the loan focused on two
aspects: there is no evidence that any state which has borrowed money from
the IMF even recovered financially or economically; rather the opposite is the
case. The IMF notoriously imposes certain financial, economic, and even po-
litical conditions when granting a loan. Consequently, serious analysts and
the media expressed their concern about, and the sense of insecurity occa-
sioned by, the veil of secrecy surrounding the agreement between the Ro-
manian government and the IMF.

Moreover, no one is in a position to supervise the way the loan would sub-
sequently be managed. All this mistrust came from the lack of transparency
and democracy surrounding the introduction of the loan. Many added that
the biggest loan ever applied for by Romania did not exceed 400 million USD
in the early 2000s. Economist Ilie Şerbǎnescu, financial analyst and former
Minister of Finance, worried that accepting the loan would risk having it fed
into the foreign bank branches in Romania. In other words, the loan might
simply be used to cover the loss of foreign banks and transnational compa-
nies. This hypothesis was not forgotten when the Ministry of Finance issued
Eurobonds in May 2009 after Romania had signed the agreement with the
IMF.

On the other hand, there is much criticism from experts, analysts, and a
significant part of the media regarding the manner in which the political de-
cision to accept the loan was taken.

The idea of applying for an IMF loan came from one person in early Janu-
ary 2009, namely from the president, who had discussed it with José Manuel
Barroso. Next, the prime minister took up the idea and so did the govern-
ment. Only at a later stage did the parliament gave its formal consent to open
negotiations with the IMF, but there was no public debate on the issue what-
soever. Considering that it is neither the National Bank, nor the president,
nor the government which will pay back the loan, but the Romanian people
who will have to work hard and make sacrifices to pay for it for many years
to come, it would have been only natural to consult them. This points not
only to a democratic deficit but also to the disregard  for the principle that in
a democracy no single man, not even the president, has expertise in all fields.

In questioning the loan-application decision one may well bring the argu-
ment of the dualism and ambiguity of the political discourses at the top lev-
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els at the end of 2008 and at the beginning of 2009, respectively. Initially, the
president and the government declared that Romania had enough financial
reserve to cope with the crisis without a loan. Soon the discourse changed
radically, both the president and the government asserting that Romania ur-
gently needed a loan from the IMF in order to avoid financial disaster.

Tony Lybek, the head of the IMF in Romania and Bulgaria, underlined in a
May 20 interview in Gândul that the conditions of the agreement are less se-
vere than past agreements, but warned that Romania should not take advan-
tage of the more “humane” conditions and use them as an excuse for post-
poning economic reforms.

The drastic reduction of public expenses

The recourse to drastic reduction of public expenses is mostly hitting the
low- and average-income section of the population, generating negative so-
cial consequences. The main components are: reduction of expenditures on
public salaries, freezing public salaries and pensions, cancelling fringe bene-
fits, forbidding the simultaneous holding of several offices, and over-taxation
of so-called luxury pensions and the salaries of public servants.

In accordance with the IMF directives, the reduction of the expenditure on
salaries is to be from 8.4% of GDP in 2008 to 7.9% of GDP in 2009.

Freezing salaries and pensions during the worst year of the crisis is one of
the most unpopular government measures. It first affects the majority of
low-salaried public workers, not the luxury public servants. There is also a
tendency to shift from publicly funded to privately funded pensions. An ar-
gument used is that in EU countries like France, for instance, 2% - 3% of
contributions are directed to privately funded pensions, and that this per-
centage should therefore be a target figure in Romania as well.

Once again, the cancellation of fringe benefits most negatively affects cate-
gories of already disadvantaged public workers such as teachers and doctors.
For such public workers with an average monthly salary of about 200-300
Euros, “fringe” benefits such as overtime, stress conditions, night shifts, or
payment for on-duty shifts are the breath of air needed for survival.

At the other end, there are documented cases of luxury public servants
whose actual income was enormous not so much due to their salary but to
the fringe benefits whose total, in some cases, was two to three times higher
than their salary. This has led to abnormalities such as the president and min-
isters receiving lower wages than their assistants.

Forbidding the holding of several offices has been a quite controversial
measure from the start. On the one hand, it is justified since many of the top
luxury public servants used to abuse their position and acquire one, two or
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even more additional jobs. A notorious case is that of a retired commercial
pilot, who headed the Civil Aeronautic Authority, and who hired himself as
deputy-head of the very same public institution, consequently receiving an
astronomic income from the state.

On the other hand, there are retired actors, doctors or teachers who have a
humiliating monthly pension of 150-200 Euros and who really need a second
job to make ends meet. A compromise was finally adopted in which people
are allowed to have a second job, but if income exceeds a certain level it is
more highly taxed.

Clearly, the only just measure taken by the government is the high taxation
of luxury pensions and salaries in the public sector. Unfortunately, this meas-
ure is not to extend beyond the year 2009. According to it, salaries and pen-
sions of public servants exceeding the income of the president are to be taxed
at a level of 90%. A simple calculation shows that from such taxation of no
more than 1,460 luxury public sector pensions and salaries the state will col-
lect a stunning 50-60 million Euros this year. According to a March 24 study
of luxury pensioners made public by Antena3 TV Channel, some former
judges and pilots receive pensions of up to 3,500 Euros monthly. Such figures
give us an idea of how high the wages of these people must be.

The Ministry of Labour declined any responsibility for having initiated
laws allowing such pensions and salaries in the public sector but paradoxical-
ly maintained that these pensions and salaries are lawful. He also cynically re-
marked that “this situation reflects an entire society that is represented in the
parliament which passed such laws”.

Paradoxically, the crisis has had a number of positive effects in Romania.
First, it revealed the existence among normal public-sector workers of

those privileged categories nicknamed luxury public servants. It is important
to understand that we are not particularly referring to leading positions, but
to average employees. Thus, these luxury public servants work at the numer-
ous state agencies and authorities created as preconditions for accession to
the European Union, at various ministries and state departments such as the
Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Internal Affairs, and so on. Astonishing
cases have come to light of state agency secretaries cashing in salaries of over
1,000 Euros monthly and of state agency top officials receiving tens of thou-
sands of Euros monthly to the detriment of the vast majority of regular tax-
payers. Obviously, getting such jobs does not mainly require, as it should,
competence, skill and professionalism, but political links and support as well
as nepotism.

Second, the government, pressured by the mounting crisis, the IMF re-
quirements, media disclosures and by enraged public opinion, was forced to
act and cut these obscene public incomes, which was, besides being a practi-
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cal anti-crises measure, a just one.
Third, all this accelerated the discussions around the conception and pass-

ing of the Law of Public Workers Wages, which brings us to the next element
of the Recovery Plan.

The unique Law of Public Workers Wages

Low wages are a symptom of a systemic and endemic crisis. Low wages
generate emigration and social problems not only in the host country but
also abroad. At present, the authorities officially admit that there are more
than 2 million Romanian immigrants throughout Europe, most of them in
Italy, Spain, and Ireland. Unconfirmed estimates indicate anything from 3 to
4 million Romanian immigrants scattered across the continent and beyond.
The truth is that most of these people left their homeland for lack of a decent
job or due to extremely low salaries.

In Romania there has been no unique law regulating the wages of public-
sector workers for 19 years now. The logic behind this may be seen in the lack
of political will to create a sound society in which wealth is distributed har-
moniously, and in the deliberate intention to deepen existing discrepancies
so as to increase frustrations that could generate tensions and eventually di-
vide society, setting one social class against another. This kind of politics has
been known from time immemorial as “divide and rule”.

The discrepancies within the public sector may quite easily be understood
as discrimination. When, on one hand, a high school teacher receives 200-
280 Euros per month, or a doctor 350-400, and on the other hand a judge
cashes in from 2,000 to 5,000 Euros per month or a state agency top employ-
ee even more, one has to ask who decided on such social injustice and based
on what criteria.

It is clearer now that in these circumstances a 50% raise in teachers’ salaries
would have been only a small step toward justice and harmony.

It is regrettable that trade-unions and NGOs were not strong enough to
put this issue on the table of the political class until the crisis and the IMF
came and compelled them to do so.

The Law of Public Workers Wages should be complete by the end of June
and enforced by 2010, but the actual state of negotiations between the Min-
istry of Labour, Ministry of Finance, and the trade unions seem to make this
an unrealistic goal.

On April 21, the FSLI Education Trade Union Federation announced that
it was misinformed by the Ministry of Labour, adding that the discussions
were sterile and new law discriminatory. Even the Minister of Labour admit-
ted “there are abnormalities in the system”.

78
Th

e 
G

lo
b

a
l 

C
ri

si
s



On May 26, the Education Trade Union leaders again criticised the slow
pace at which the law is taking shape and how it positions teachers at a low
level in the wage grid. They added that the law “does not reflect consultation
with the trade-unions”.

The enforcement of lump sum taxation

Lump sum taxation means taxing companies by a fixed amount of money
according to a profit-making scale, whether they have activity or not. The
most contested provision stipulates that companies should pay 500 Euros per
year even if they have no activity or they make no profit.

The official reasoning for enforcing such an unpopular anti-crisis measure
was the need to finance the state budget and the determination to eliminate
tax evasion.

Theoretically, it would have been just since there are so many moguls who
have used tax-evasion schemes either by declaring that the company has no
activity, or by shutting down one company and transferring its activity to a
newly established one.

The problem is that in the attempt to do justice and catch the big tax
evaders this regulation will negatively affect small companies that may truly
experience reduction of activity due to the effects of the crisis.

Thus the negative effects of the regulation seem to outweigh its estimated
positive ones. Many thousands of small firms and businesses would collapse
and at least 200,000 jobs would disappear in this year alone. This would lead
to a rise in the costs of services. Moreover, attempts to avoid unjust taxation
could lead to a new flourishing of the underground economy.

One simple question needs to be asked: who will pay for the crisis? Reality
compels us to see that it is the majority and impoverished people who will
pay for it.

The Call for Social and National Solidarity

Both the government and the president launched a Call for Social and Na-
tional Solidarity in order to overcome the crisis. To the key words “social”,
“national”, and “solidarity” the term “responsibility” was soon added. The
Call was addressed first of all to the trade-unions to make them call off
planned protests and start cooperating with the company bosses and state
authorities, which they did.

Incredibly, during late spring the Dacia-Renault workers were called back
to work after a period of facing half-time work and even job loss. They are
now working overtime even during weekends and are quite happy with this.
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The miracle came from Germany and other Western European countries,
which launched programmes for scrapping obsolete cars and enticed their
citizens to purchase new cheaper ones. This is an example of how European
neoliberal governments and transnational companies have, for the time be-
ing, managed to cooperate and cope with the crisis.

Nevertheless, it has been estimated that the number of unemployed Roma-
nians will amount to 800,000 during this year, not to mention the more than
2 million immigrants in Italy and Spain who, if they return home due to the
crisis, would result in another 800,000.

Although the Call for National Solidarity and Responsibility is theoretical-
ly desirable, it is not morally right that it has been launched by the rich who
are in power and are not paying for the crisis.

4. In conclusion

Solutions for a better life, in a better country and a better world seem even
farther off if one expects them to come only from political parties. At least
this is the case in Romania. We believe that solutions for constructing a bet-
ter society should come first of all from the people, from the actors of civil
society, such as social movements, networks, NGOs and trade unions. This
requires not only healing society of past wounds, fears, myths, as well as his-
torical, social, political, economical scars, but also the development of indi-
vidual and group self-awareness. For this, educational and cultural work are
crucial.
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The state in the neoliberal era

In the tradition of Foucault, the state is not understood as a rational agent
located outside of society, aiming to serve dominant class interests. It is

rather a source of power diffused within institutions and social practices. In
this respect, what the state does as a legislator, as institutional practice and
through the specific actions of agencies of all kinds, is or may be viewed as a
set of power relations diffused within the state and society according to the
specific premises of governmentality1, a process of permanent restructuring
of the methods and forms of governance. At the same time, there is always a
gap between declared goals and/or means and actual practices. In any case
the state has to be examined within a broader framework that focuses on
power and the ways that such power structures are diffused in social prac-
tices. Class interests are part of this process, but function within a spectrum
of conflicting interests, administrative practices and ideas that tend to pro-
duce contradictory outcomes.

This perspective, which Foucault used in his studies on madness, sexuality
and prison, seems to be of little relevance to our economic enquiry. Never-
theless it may become a very helpful method in comprehending the role of
the state in the neoliberal era, as well as the “return of the state” as a response
to the current crisis.

One of the major characteristics of the neoliberal era is that the state was
discredited as a producer of goods and services, a process that led to massive

The State and 
the Economic Crisis of 2008
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privatisations, at the same time as it continued to control a large percentage
of GDP, as it had done in the past. Public expenditure and obviously public
income, raised through taxation, remained at a level of 45-50% of GDP in
most developed capitalist economies. Even more secure economies, the US
being the primary example, enormously increased their public debt. Thus,
there was a drastic change in the ways the state functioned in the economy.
Significant changes in the composition of public spending or the raising of
public income may have taken place, yet nowhere was there a strong tenden-
cy to a “retreat of the state”.

The state came to do four different things:
l it continued to support existing welfare systems, although cutting back

part of it and privatising part of its services
l it supported private markets through investment in infrastructure, a vari-

ety of old and new grants and subsidies (armaments, agriculture, certain
industries)

l it had a decisive role in the global markets of inter-state contracts (arma-
ments, energy, civil aviation, infrastructure)

l it kept the monopoly of monetary policies, in most cases following policies
of credit-induced growth leading to the asset bubble.

This neoliberal state demanded anti-inflationary policies. These were ap-
plied by nearly all governments around the world in the name of attracting
capital and investment. The IMF, back in .the 1990s, pursued such policies
and in this respect exercised great power. As the financial sector took over the
business of managing the international flow of commodities and money, any
retreat from the dominant “dogma” could be penalised by the providers of
international funds 

Yet in reality the developed economies, while preaching the neoliberal dog-
ma, were piling up debts, which was a major contradiction. This paradox be-
gan in the Reagan years and continued uninterrupted (with a short break in
the Clinton administration) until today. This paradox constitutes a major
characteristic of the era not only in the US, but also in many European
economies.

This growing debt implies that the state rather than becoming less impor-
tant continued to play a central role in the accumulation process, quite dif-
ferent from the period of regulatory capitalism of 1930-1980. The state was
central in the analyses of radical schools of thought, either those which view
capitalism as in a permanent state of stagnation, or those which emphasise
the falling rate of profit, or the profit squeeze2.

82
Th

e 
G

lo
b

a
l 

C
ri

si
s



The global economy

Economic crisis, during the last two centuries, has always been internation-
al, not national. National crises may have occasionally taken place, but they ei-
ther have a strong international element, or they are derived from very specif-
ic circumstances. In any case, they are of little relevance to the current crisis.

International economic crises are the result of a major disturbance be-
tween the international flows of commodities (international trade) and the
international flow of money (financial network). The international flow of
commodities produces in each and every historical period national
economies that are running either a surplus or a deficit in their trade with the
rest of the world. The flow of money has to move in the opposite direction in
order to balance the system. A national economy like the Greek economy,
which is permanently running a large trade deficit, has always depended on
a positive inflow of money, generated by shipping, tourism, immigrants’ re-
mittances, foreign investments and most importantly, foreign loans.

The international system regulating these two flows always had a specific
set of rules. In the 19th century, under British hegemony, it was the combi-
nation of free trade and the “gold standard”. The “gold standard” was reintro-
duced for a while in the interwar period (1926-1931), a move that proved dis-
astrous and contributed to the 1929 crisis. In the postwar period, Bretton
Woods (1945-1971) was a system of fixed exchange rates, in which gold was
replaced by the dollar and the US, as the major economy running a trade sur-
plus, was the major provider of money, through various forms, to the rest of
the world.

This perspective was used in Kindleberger’s classic study of the 1929 crisis3.
The recession of the 1930s is explained through the unstable arrangements
that followed the First World War. The system that emerged included the
heavy war reparations that Germany had to pay (which Keynes was so quick
to criticise), and the arrangements regarding the overvalued British pound
and the French franc. This led to a permanent instability of the internation-
al system, which the Americans were ready to finance through loans only up
to a certain point. The return to the Gold Standard in 1926 made things even
worse. The US was unwilling, and Britain unable, to sustain the system, and
so it collapsed.

In the Keynesian period following the War, the US became the central
provider of funds supporting the Bretton Woods system. After the 1970 cri-
sis, a number of changes took place. From 1980 on, there has been no regu-
latory framework for the international financial system. In addition, the US
became, from the mid-1980s, an economy with a growing trade deficit, re-
quiring a constant inflow of money from the rest of the world. Finally, the ex-
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At a meeting of an international human rights’ mission, Salomón de Jesús Escoto
Salinas claims that all human rights violations ought to be attributed to the army.



change rates of the various currencies became negotiable in the internation-
al markets, and the financial markets where deregulated.

Such developments produced a permanent fluctuation in the exchange
rates of major currencies; it encouraged speculative moves and quite often
led to major financial crises (Mexico 1995, South East Asia, Russia, Brazil,
1998, Argentine 2001). A whole range of strategies were gradually formulat-
ed in order to protect economies from such fluctuations. The European
Union adopted a common currency, China opted for “dollarisation”, while
other economies (Brazil and most of the Latin American economies) retreat-
ed from “dollarisation” in order to avoid major crises.

Since 1990 and after the huge geopolitical changes that were associated with
the collapse of the Eastern bloc and China’s change of course, the global econ-
omy entered a phase of intense growth of the international flows of commodi-
ties, investment and money. In industrial production, China became the ris-
ing world power. Russia regained its position as a major supplier of energy.
Europe implemented the Monetary Union, expanded towards the East and
the Balkans and remained an economic area with trade surplus, primarily due
to German exports. Money flows were centralised in New York and London,
managing a great part of world savings and moving from there in all possible
directions in the form of investment, loans and speculative capital.

The growth of the global economy was based on the combined effect of tech-
nological change (increased productivity in the US, Europe and Japan), the
availability of abundant and cheap labour forces (in China, India and other
countries where urbanisation was intense) and the growth of the world mar-
ket. Developed capitalist economies became service economies (in the US agri-
culture employs 3% and industry 12% of the population). Industry moved to
the developing world. Practically everywhere in the Third World rural
economies collapsed, with migration affecting great numbers of people. Almost
1.5 billion people moved either to the urban megacities or to other countries.

Despite the continuing growth and the improvement of most economic in-
dices of the global economy, social inequities in the developed world in-
creased enormously, large sections of the populations remained completely
marginalised (as in Latin America), while international inequality increased,
as certain areas (sub-Saharan Africa) had no growth at all.

3. The US economy

The role of the US economy, where the current economic crisis emerged, is
strategic in the global economy. It represents 23% of the global economy, a
slightly smaller percentage than the European Union (25%). Together with
Japan and other developed economies, where 1 billion people live, its share is
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almost 80% of the global income, with the remaining 5 billion having just a
20% share.

From the mid-1980s, the US started running a trade deficit. Up to 1980, it
was a relatively “closed” economy with imports and exports in the range of
3-5% of the GDP. Since then, imports increased to something in the range of
15-17% of GDP and exports to around 10%. US exports primarily include
armaments, agricultural products and technology. In addition, a lot of capi-
tal was involved in direct investment or speculative activities. For the last 20
years, the trade deficit has been constantly increasing.

This deficit has been financed in two ways. From 1980 to 1995 the sale of
government bonds was the primary source. This implied a strong dollar and
high interest rates in order to attract world savings. After 1995, the policy
shifted towards “structured notes” of all kinds. The so-called “financial revo-
lution” introduced a huge range of new titles and was accompanied by the ex-
plosion of consumption and housing credit in the US.

The real-estate boom took place after 1998 (credit reached 40% of the US’s
GDP). It was related to the take-over by the banks of the “fridge banking”
market. These were parallel systems of micro-finance serving the poor pop-
ulation, estimated at 20% of the American population, which had no access
to the banking system. Yet in the new era what attracted the banks was the
higher interest rates of these parallel systems.

The banks took over these high-risk activities and insured the loans to the
insurance companies; these titles were then split into smaller units, mixed
with other titles of all kinds, and then Wall Street investment banks sold them
to both the US and the global market. From Athens to Manila, buyers were
attracted by the high interest rates offered by Lehman Brothers’ various
structured funds, not knowing what the source of these rates were. As the
market grew, the banks back at home were ready to provide loans to poor
populations irrespective of their ability to pay back, as long as there was de-
mand for these titles around the world. In a period of low inflation and in-
terest rates, this system was ready to invest in high-risk titles, as long as it had
“high yield” products to offer.

The “loans to the poor” reached one trillion dollars. Another trillion was
accounted for by the short-term loans of the big corporations which get
credit directly from investors, and not from the banks. Another trillion con-
sisted in loans to the public organisations (local authorities, universities and
others). These 3 trillion were part of the financialisation process that pro-
duced all kinds of titles.

Altogether they represented 25% of the American GDP or in global terms
almost 5% of the global income. In real terms, they became the most impor-
tant “export sector” of the U.S. economy.
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In parallel, these new financial instruments were used even in traditional
areas of credit. Many of the Eastern European countries, for example, were
receiving typical short-term state loans from international banks, but in the
form of swaps. When their currencies were undervalued in the middle of the
crisis they had to repay their loans in predetermined exchange rates, which
was practically impossible.

The “financial revolution” seemed to provide benefits to everybody. As long
as home prices were increasing, the “poor” found themselves in a position of
annual gains. The banks, besides their traditional activities, found a new eco-
nomic area in trading loans and insurance policies and therefore sought abo-
lition of the 1933 legislation that prohibited their involvement in investment
activities. The legislation was first revised in 1998 by Clinton in exchange for
the provision of loans to the “poor”, and then was abolished by the Bush ad-
ministration in 2001 and 2003. Wall Street was in the midst of the greatest
euphoria ever.

In his second term, Bush promised “a new home for every American fam-
ily”, irrespective of the stagnant wages and the cuts in social benefits, and
Greenspan presented himself as the creator of the new “American miracle”.
For more than a decade, the growth of the economy was based on new con-
struction and on booming consumption. Greenspan defended the endless
expansion of the trade deficit and was less concerned with the budget deficit
(which included the costly war in Iraq). In effect, as long as the rest of the
world was pouring money into the American economy through these “finan-
cial products”, the system seemed to work quite efficiently.

As happens in these cases, a crisis arises when one indicator starts to fall. It
was the decline of the price of homes at the end of 2007 that signalled the re-
versal. The “asset bubble” broke nine months later. Greenspan said that “a
number of mistakes” had probably been made, as the system was overdepen-
dent on the availability of credit at an extremely low cost. The stock markets
fell by 40-50% around the globe. The crisis acquired a name, which fairly ac-
curately captured what was happening, that is, “the credit crunch”. Gone was
the idea that financial markets are, or may be, self-regulating.

While the credit crunch may be viewed as a phenomenon of “irrational”
strategies pursued by specific interests in Wall Street, such speculative strate-
gies are only possible in periods of real economic growth, in periods when
the real economy, and in this case the global economy, is in a growth phase.
They are not possible the other way round. Thus the speculative boom of the
last decade was made possible by the real growth in the global accumulation
of capital. Yet this process takes place under very specific historical condi-
tions, where the strongest economy is unable to balance the international
flow of commodities and money and is actually the main factor in produc-
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ing new imbalances. The US is unable to sustain the existing system of the
global economy.

4. The global recession

The “credit crunch” led to the “evaporation of wealth”, as Marx showed in
the past. Various forms of wealth attached to the “assets bubble” (Arab invest-
ment funds, Russian millionaires, Third World bourgeoisie) saw the value of
their investments diminish. The American middle class found out that all its
invested wealth (home, stock market, private insurance) lost half its value
within two months.

Corporate America, identified with the banking conglomerates, the big in-
surance companies and the largest 500 companies, was facing a collapse of
their stock-market value. Even worse, banks and insurance companies were
unable to balance the books. The troubles of corporate America originated in
its deep involvement in the “asset bubble”.

A crisis in the financial sector does not necessarily lead to recession. The
real economy remained relatively unaffected on a number of occasions in the
last 30 years. Yet as soon as the financial crisis of 2008 began, the “ghost of
1929” re-emerged. This showed that 2008 was not perceived as an ordinary
bubble.

In 1929, it was the spread of the stock-market crash to the real economy
that produced the greatest recession in modern history (1930-1933). 1929
has become the landmark in economic theory. It gave rise to Keynesianism
(1930-1980). The monetarists (Friedman et al.) worked extensively on the is-
sue. The key aspect of monetarism’s interpretation is that 1929 did not rep-
resent a failure of private markets, as Keynes had insisted, which required
that the state permanently regulate the system. Rather it was the misguided
policies of the state institutions (the monetary authorities) that led to the re-
cession. Practically, it was the fact that they let the banks to go bankrupt, thus
reducing the supply of money in the economy and therefore leading to the
contraction of the real economy.

The impact on 2008 is straightforward. Most governments in the world re-
sponded to the 2008 crisis by trying to “save the banks” at any cost. The pre-
vailing monetarist dogma of the neoliberal era dictated the response to the
crisis, certainly in Western Europe, less so perhaps in the U.S. Obama’s gov-
ernment seemed ready to expand state intervention in the economy by both
monetary and fiscal means, rather than sticking to the “save-the-banks” and
“increase- the-money supply” dogma.

In 2009, the recession gained momentum around the world for three main
reasons:
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a. The size of the “asset bubble” is 3-4 trillion dollars, which represents almost
5% of global GDP. In effect, zero growth or minor negative growth for a
couple of years is almost inevitable before the fictitious and real values of
global wealth balance again.

b. The system of flexible exchange rates among the basic currencies (dollar,
euro, yen) was produced, and may yet produce, more instability. Macroeco-
nomic coordination is required in order to stabilise the international finan-
cial system, yet successive meetings of the G-8 and G-20 had only mini-
mum results. The US and China seem to be more Keynesian in their re-
sponse to the crisis, while the European Union remains deeply stuck in ne-
oliberal thinking. In practical terms, it has been left to these two economies
to drive the global economy out of recession.

c. The danger of deflation remains high, and already has a strong impact on
the Third World economies that depend on exports of raw materials. The
impact of the recession on Third World economies has enormous social
cost. Stabilising prices of raw materials and providing massive aid to suf-
fering economies is a necessary part of any policy aimed at sustaining glob-
al demand.

Notes
1) Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon and Peter Miller (eds), The Foucault Effect. Studies in
Governmentality. (The University of Chicago Press, 1991)
2) John Bellamy Foster and Fred Magdoff, The Great Financial Crisis., (Monthly Review
Press, 2009)
3) Charles Kindleberger, Maniacs, Panics and Crashes. A History of Financial Crises (John
Wiley, 1978)
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Iwould like to develop two theses suggested by Rosa Reitsamer – precarisa-
tion and financialisation – in order to examine their consequences for the

way we act, work and – last but not least – live.
The first thesis is that precarisation is one of the consequences of the so-cal-

led “Great Transformation” that started in the 1970s and had at its core the de-
composition of the working class as formed by the Fordist mode of produc-
tion. The decomposition was followed by a recomposition known as the post-
Fordist mode of production and precarisation, though both have to be seen as
the result of the major recent event of capitalism – the “unleashing of capital”.
I am developing the connection recently developed by Santiago López Petit in
his book La movilización global. Breve tratado para atacar la realidad [Global
Mobilisation. A Brief Treatise for Attacking Reality] Barcelona, 2009). The de-
composition of the working class that appeared in the 1970s went through a
process of its recomposition within the post-Fordist mode of production that
has imposed an “order” better said a major disorder, namely the process of
precarisation which means forced insecurity, mobility, instability, etc.
Though, as Petit argues, we should add to all this the fact that global capita-
lism has reached the stage which can be called financial capitalism (at least this
is how it was known before the crisis, but it is also possible that the name will
vanish, which doesn’t necessarily mean, as I develop in my second thesis, that
this will do away with financialisation as a paradigm of how contemporary ca-
pitalist societies and global capitalism function). Contrary to conventional hi-

Precarisation and Financialisation

Marina Gržiníc



stories of catastrophes in relation to the crisis, Petit proposes that the most in-
ternal logic of capitalism is its constant repetition, and that therefore capita-
lism is repeating its major event, that is “the unleashing of capital”. Precarisa-
tion is only one of the outcomes of this unleashing of capital.

The second thesis is that though we are perhaps seeing the slight and op-
timistic recovery of neoliberal global capitalism, intellectuals in the West are
discussing communism (strangely enough, as it has not been dealt with for
almost twenty years after the fall of the Berlin wall), although the conse-
quences of the financialisation of capital are for the time being deeply em-
bedded in every level of contemporary society. Maybe it is just, as Petit said,
the end of blatant neoliberal ideology, though the practices, rituals and
theories of financialisation, as the major logic of neoliberal global capitalism
that has brought us to the current situation, is, in the present moment, not
only alive but deeply incorporated into every layer of society: in our work,
beliefs and life.

Part 1

The outcome of the Great Transformation that began in the 1970s is in to-
day’s global capitalism, as Petit says, in its final phase, and is characterised, on
the one hand, by the free circulation of capital, the downfall of the commu-
nist states and the new media and digital-technologies “revolution”, and, on
the other hand, the explosion of inequalities, Fortress Europe, immigrants in
Europe regarded as an underclass, etc. The unleashing of capital creates a pa-
radoxical spatialisation that requires two repetitions. Petit argues that on the
one side there is a founding repetition that will establish a hierarchy, that will
repeatedly construct a centre (the capitalist First World) and a periphery,
and, on the other, there is the counter-foundational move, so to say, that is
expressed in dispersion and multiplicity. The multicultural matrix in the
1990s is also an outcome of this latter process. In his book On the Postcolony
(2001), Achille Mbembe already notes these processes in his analysis of Afri-
ca. I can sum up what Mbembe developed a decade ago as a shift from post-
colonialism toward the post-colony. On the one hand, Mbembe writes about
persisting hierarchies established with sheer force because of the brutal natu-
ralised and normalised history of colonialism, which is today not part of a
“resolution of the capitalist First World’s resolution of its past colonial ex-
ploitation and expropriation”; on the contrary, this past colonialism is today
exploited through what is called “ethno”-marketing1. On the other hand, in
2009 the EU adopted a resolution on European conscience and totalitaria-
nism that will express respect for all victims of totalitarian and undemocra-
tic regimes in Europe and will pay tribute to those who fought against tyran-
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ny and oppression. Of course, one of the processes will also be to “cleanse”
the former Eastern European countries of their communist past, at the same
time as communism, erased from history, is launched by Western intellec-
tuals as the project for the future.

To borrow from Petit again, for the unleashing of capital to deal with the
conflicts that are inherent in it, it needs a formal frame – democracy. Demo-
cracy articulates two models: the war-state and post-modern fascism. They
work in turn as a grid of vertical and horizontal forces, and in order to esca-
pe Fredric Jameson’s old mapping, I propose that we can think of their wor-
king together as in computerised tomography. This also means, as I already
said, that it is not possible to understand global capitalism if we do not inclu-
de new media technology in its functional logic. Computerised tomography
(CT) scanning is an X-ray imaging technique. It may be performed “plain“
or with the injection of a “contrast dye”. This provides a perfect metaphor for
our analysis. It is used plain in Africa, Kosovo, Chechnya, on the workers
from the former ex-Yugoslavia in Slovenia, or when exploiting immigrants
without papers in the EU. Plain means with sheer force. Nobody cares any-
way. Or it can be used with the “contrast agent” as in Iraq or Afghanistan. For
there are major economic interests, such as oil and heroin, at stake, and the-
refore to pursue this it is necessary to have agents. CT creates the image by
using an array of individual small X-Ray sensors and a computer. By spin-
ning the X-Ray source, data is collected from multiple angles. A computer
then processes this information to create an image on the video screen.

The war-state is one face of democracy and facilitates [provides] domina-
tion. The other is postmodern fascism. It facilitates the dissolution of the de-
mocratic state into a multi-reality of social technologies. Postmodern fascism
is constructed on the basis of each individual’s autonomy. And as such, it is a
govermentality that is based on the self-management of proper autonomy.
The war-state produces coherence. It homogenises. Its action is propaganda.
Think of the mobilisation of the masses against terrorism, for example. Po-
stmodern fascism, on the other hand, is informal, not coherent, as it is based
on the autonomy of differences. It produces differences. Its action is commu-
nication. All this is brilliantly described in Petit’s book.

The war-state definitely does have elements of classical fascism: a sovereign
leader, the people, death as the management of life. While on the other side
there is the neoliberal context of individuals’ autonomy, appropriately called
postmodern fascism. As Petit says, postmodern fascism sterilises the other,
empties out conflict from public space and neutralises the political. Thus, as
is often noted, global capitalism is about depoliticisation. Postmodern fa-
scism works through constant self-mobilisation. The last world tour of U2
comes to my mind.

P
reca

risa
tio

n
 a

n
d

 Fin
a

n
cia

lisa
tio

n
 

93



Part 2

Today we can identify a form of intensified biopolitics that I would call, af-
ter Achille Mbembe, necropolitics. Biopolitics is a horizon of articulating
contemporary capitalist societies from the so-called politics of life, where life
(following Agamben, it does not matter if it is bare/naked life or life in spe-
cific social and cultural forms is seen as zero intervention of each and every
politics in contemporary societies. But today surplus-value is based on capi-
talising death-worlds. In his text “Necropolitics”, (2003) Achille Mbembe dis-
cusses this new logic of capital and its processes of geopolitical demarcation
of world zones based on the mobilisation of the war machine. Mbembe
claimed that the concept of biopolitics due to the war machine and the state
of emergency, being one of the major logics of contemporary societies, might
be better replaced with that of necropolitics. Necropolitics is linked to the
concept of necrocapitalism, i.e., contemporary capitalism, which organises
its forms of capital accumulation such that they involve dispossession and
the subjugation of life to the power of death. The necrocapitalist capture of
the social implies new modes of governmentality that are informed by the
norms of corporate rationality and are deployed in managing violence, social
conflicts and the multitude. No conflict is to be tolerated if it challenges the
supreme requirements of capitalist rationalisation – economic growth, prof-
it maximisation, productivity, efficiency and the like.

Necropolitics is not reserved only for the Third World, but is operative also
in First World capitalist societies. Today in the EU and USA the logic of or-
ganisation of life and the division of labour provides the minimum for living
and sometimes not even this. It is such (necropolitical) logic that organises the
contemporary neoliberal global capitalist social body. This minimum    can be
clearly seen in all the battles that are now going on at in Europe for the preser-
vation of the social state, the once guaranteed social security and healthcare
(won by means of labour struggles). The necropolitical is also clearly seen in
the control measures (seclusion, deportation and ferocious anti-immigrant
EU legal policy) within and at the borders of the Schengen area.

The contemporary practices of art and culture are part of a very powerful
institution in which a new generation depends terminally on old power struc-
tures. Through multinationals, banks, insurance companies and powerful fa-
mily businesses, they decide who will be part of the core and, from time to
time, who among the younger generation will be chosen to refresh the art sce-
ne. The reasons are very simple; the contemporary institution of art depends
on money, and the market and collectors will not jeopardise this power; what
all of them have in common is the ideology of neoliberal capitalism and its
good life. As Suely Rolnik said, they are all caught in the vicious circle of “lu-

94
La

b
o

u
r 

a
n

d
 P

re
ca

ri
sa

ti
o

n



xury subjectivity production”, of being part of the middle-class elite, travelling
between art festivals, eating and drinking well, and having fun.

We should also add to necropolitics two other major processes of funda-
mental neoliberal modes of functioning today: the privatisation and deregu-
lation of each and every stratum of society; of its institutions and the social,
political, economic, cultural and artistic practices.

I am specifically interested in the analysis of institutions, and more parti-
cularly, in the field of art and culture. Why? It seems that deregulation and
privatisation are specific; they powerfully present themselves in the field of
art and culture today, where they are ferociously shielded from critique and
analysis. This is not a special case of Slovenia, but something that is happe-
ning throughout the EU and beyond. The case of Slovenia thus demonstra-
tes a structural development that shows similar traits throughout the Euro-
pean area, though deftly hidden in some places, and clearly envisioned and
even more advanced on other levels.

The most important point is to understand that neoliberal necrocapitalism
lives from the intensification of its two primary conditions of reproduction:
deregulation and privatisation.

To refer to these two conditions means to refer to a situation of psychosis
or to what was at first a situation of exceptionalism that is soon seen to be
completely normalised and accepted. Privatisation means that the state wi-
thdraws from social, cultural and public life step by step, and leaves these pu-
blic sectors to struggle for private money. But privatisation also implies a for-
mat of private property or of a private instrumentalisation of the public in-
stitution by those who run it. To precisely understand these processes and
neoliberalism, let me refer to the short, but extremely precise vocabulary of
terms published in Area Chicago, no. 6:

Neoliberalism is a project of radical institutional transformation. This
term refers to a unique period in capitalism in which some economic elites
of some countries have encouraged a free-market fundamentalism that is
unprecedented since before the Great Depression. This fundamentalist
ideology has promoted a reversal of much of the regulation that has pro-
tected local and national economies from foreign competition, in addition
to much of the social and political gains of social movements (including
organized labor). Much of this transformation occurs through the privati-
zation of industries and services previously monopolized by the state, and
many of the social programs associated with welfare. This period is also
marked by the opening up of new markets in sectors of life previously un-
tapped for profit-making potential – including those basic services provi-
ded by the state, as well as the growing importance of industries like cultu-
re, health, environmentalism, and education (to name but a few). The con-
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cepts grow out of a “liberal” tradition, dating back to the theorists of early
capitalism in the late 1800s, who were compelled by pure concepts of free-
dom. For the liberal, “freedom” was the ideal. For the neoliberal, the “free
market” undisturbed by any state intervention is the ideal. What must be
constantly kept in mind is that the ideal is far from the truth, and current
so-called neoliberal policies require massive state intervention – only this
time around it is exclusively on behalf of economic elites with no attempt
to promote policies of economic redistribution, equal opportunity or civic
participation.”2

In neoliberal necrocapitalism, the whole of society has been transformed
into one big investment sector that provides for a capitalisation of capital. I
want to emphasise that the days of the particularisation of levels of society
(e.g. culture and art being “outside” the processes that are going on in the wi-
der economic, social and political contexts, so to speak) are over. There was
always a firm relationship of interdependency between the superstructure
(art, culture, the social field, etc.) and the economic base. The difference is
that in the past this logic was hidden, but in neoliberalism these connections
are clearly visible.

What we see is that these artistic, cultural, social, health and public sectors,
which before were primarily used for ideological reproduction of the mode
of production and its labour force, are vital for the direct capitalisation of ca-
pital today. Therefore, when we speak of the radical neoliberal necrocapita-
list deregulation of each and every institution in society, whether institution
of art, culture, politics, health, social security, public, law or religion, etc., we
mean it affects not only its (dis-)investment policy, but its histories, strategies
of interventions, ideologies, rituals and forms of organisation.

In neoliberalism, as the Area Chicago team formulates, four processes apply:
financialisation of capital, speculative movements of financial capital, inter-
spatial competition and place-marketing. I propose not only to see the proces-
ses that are occurring in the field of art and culture as overtly restructured and
deregulated, but also to perceive a radical process not only of the financialisa-
tion of capital, but of the financialisation of (cultural) institutions as such,
with speculative, interspatial competitive and place-marketing as highly visi-
ble characteristics as well. In neoliberal necrocapitalism, a process of over-de-
termination that is definitely financialisation affects not only every level of so-
ciety but is also highly operative in contemporary art and culture.

Financialisation of capital means that surplus-value as the only driver of
capital is produced with a bubble mechanism of “virtual” money move-
ments, investments, etc. This is no longer rooted in “production”, so to spe-
ak, as was the case of the direct expropriation of people, regions and territo-
ries in the not-so-distant, clearly capitalist colonial past. Even though such a
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process is still active if we think about oil, financialisation makes money from
money (virtually) without the so-called background of production.

What does this tell us? If the financialisation of capital means the domina-
tion of financial markets (foreign-exchange trading, futures, debt trading, US
government securities trading and other forms of speculative investment)
over industrial economies in contemporary capitalism, as the Area Chicago
puts it, I therefore propose the financialisation of institutions as a paradigm
parallel to the financialisation of capital, meaning the over-empowerment of
institutions, but only and solely through performative speculative processes
that have no basis in anything other than the institutions themselves. These
speculative processes are becoming more important than any art and cultu-
ral production, more important than any art work, more important than any
artist or artistic group position, etc. What is bought and sold here is informa-
tion itself, devoid of any content, as it were.

There is, in addition, a process of “cleansing the terrain”, as we learned from
the Balkan Wars. Practices and theories that disturb the flow of incessant
production of information have to be erased and must vanish. Very similar
processes were and still are implemented not only in the context of the bru-
tality of the 1990 Balkan Wars and in Chechnya, etc. but in the case the obli-
terated people in Slovenia. Therefore, to summarise, what is taking place is a
twofold process; on the one hand, speculations are the outcome of a hyper-
activity, not of (art or cultural) production, but of a hyper-production of in-
formation itself, and on the other, institutions are activated as incubators of
the constant production of information – about themselves. The outcome, to
put it simply, is a daily bombardment of an unbelievable quantity of infor-
mation about projects and activities that nobody can follow anymore. A glut
is created through the infinite speculative sending out and distributing of
anything whatsoever. On the other hand, we see a completely psychotic pro-
cess of total evacuation.

Additionally, in this whole process other less visible procedures are occur-
ring, so that the financialised institution can maintain its power at any cost.
We think of processes in which the institution declares “war”, provoking a
state of emergency, in order to hide its own irresponsibility. This means to di-
splay a space of art and culture that surrounds the official art institution as
being fragmented, problematic and corrupted. For contemporary deregula-
ted and speculative art institutions it is difficult to grasp the space as being a
space of alliances. Through their lenses, marginalised groups and practices
are presented as those with maximal power, while marginalised positions are
made the equivalent of state institutional power positions. It is a process of
obfuscation that results in a situation in which everybody is engaged, so to
speak, in mutually destructive place-marketing strategies against others. At
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the same time the official art institution is exempted from any responsibility,
and presents itself only as a victim of the system.

What does it mean to provoke a state of emergency as a strategy for obfu-
scating a proper position in order to preserve power? For surviving and for
reproducing its power in the national realm, the institution needs a total war
or a state of opposition. It is produced through a process that delegates its in-
citement through somebody else and in a format that hides the institution’s
responsibility. To delegate means to find an (art) format or completely un-
scrupulous individual, on one side, or even an international institution, on
the other, that is willing to accept financially supporting the whole (dirty)
“art business” on the presupposition that it takes part in another cultural
(national) space. Though in a proper national context, such an international
institution is far from “implementing” the same “measures”, as they are im-
plemented only in countries that are seen from the international “suppor-
ting” institution as not being civilised enough. Actually, the international
supporting institution turns a state of disorder and power games, which are
known as Balkanisation, to its advantage. It presents itself as being “subversi-
ve” and completely “autonomous.”

As a result of these processes, the categories of public space, public money
and the public as such have been totally instrumentalised and privatised.

In short, neoliberal necrocapitalism is continually being produced and re-
produced, not only economically and politically, but, most obviously, institu-
tionally. All these processes have an effect that is totally and straightforwar-
dly socially “dysfunctional”. They generate consequences that are very diffi-
cult fully to understand. Nowadays it is necessary to de-link ourselves from a
war of all against all, ex/changing everything with everything, everyone with
everyone; we need to be able to draw this line of differentiation, while buil-
ding local and international alliances. These are the only possible ways of
changing the present deregulated and privatised economic, social, and insti-
tutional spheres of our life and work.

It is important to add that the present situation will give a free hand to ca-
pital’s most urgent task and this is the intensification of collapse and /or of a
complete de/re/structuring of the working class within the described trajec-
tory of intensified precarisation of life from the biopolitical to the necropo-
litical. This will be conducted through an intensification that is already ta-
king place and can be named, according to Ignacio Ramonet3, as four great
principles of rationalisation:

1)Reducing the number of employees 
2) Reducing wages 
3) Introducing more and more work duties
4) Restructuring companies and the redistribution of goods and resources.
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These processes will be performed in many different situations by capital:
in executing control over life, pushing war on terrorism or civilising those
who are not yet civilised enough! 
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Notes
1) The ethno-marketing that is becoming more and more prevalent in the capitalist First
World and the EU was recently a topic in a debate among students, professors and young
scholars in the class on Post-Conceptual Art Practices at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vien-
na. The debate’s participants reported on one of the latest cases of ethno-marketing that
veils pure racism, and this became visible when on August 26, 2009 two screenshots of an
ad from one of Microsoft’s sites began circulating in internet forums and blogs. One de-
picted a conference table with a couple of happy employees: an Asian man, a black man,
and a white woman. The other image was from the Polish version of the same site, and it is
identical to the first one, except that the head of the black man was replaced with a head of
a white man. http://mashable.com/2009/08/26/microsoft-photoshop-trainwreck/
2) See Daniel Tucker’s editorial text “Inheriting the Grid” and Nik Theodore, Jamie Peck
and Neil Brenner’s text “The City as Policy Lab”, both published in Area Chicago (ART/RE-
SEARCH/EDUCATION/ACTIVISM), no. 6, August 2008.
3)https://www.adbusters.org/magazine/76/vulture_funds.html
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These policemen hiding between two lorries have been ordered to arrest 
President Zelaya as soon as he re-enters Honduran territory.
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The latest figures show that unemployment in Portugal exceeded 9% for
the first time. Short-term labour contracts increased by over 50% in the

last ten years. The state itself is exploiting precarious workers for permanent
tasks. Young people are the most affected by this problem and organisations
of precarious workers are beginning to gain prominence in Portuguese so-
ciety.

In Portugal there is a government agency called “The Labour Conditions
Authority” (ACT), whose function is to monitor compliance with the labour
law in private companies. However, 22 lawyers working for this agency
lodged a legal complaint that they have been working for over five years in il-
legal conditions as precarious service providers though performing perma-
nent functions in the institution’s hierarchy.

They wrote to all parties in parliament requesting support for an organisa-
tion that deals with precarity in Portugal, the Precários Inflexíveis (Inflexible
Precarious). According to the statement, their situation, in an “entity that has
the responsibility to monitor these same irregularities in the private sector, is
at the very least embarrassing and discredits intervention of the authorities
in this area”.

This problem affects 50 lawyers working for ACT, who provide permanent
and subordinate work in ACT’s various services, within the system of “green
invoices” (the invoices used by self-employed workers and free-lancers in
Portugal), and who receive 700 euros a month (without a right to food al-
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lowance, holiday or Christmas salaries, rights which permanently employed
workers enjoy).

The lawyers allege they are “working under short-term contracts renewed
annually, and not only do a normal 9-5 work day, but also perform funda-
mental tasks for ACT, which is contrary the spirit of “green-invoices”: we rec-
ommend prosecutions, we deal with offences, give advice, answer questions
from workers and employers and ensure the institution’s core functions”.

After denying the existence of any illegality in the employment status of
these officials, ACT’s president finally conceded the need to provide another
type of professional environment for employees. He announced the opening
of a process of admission for 57 inspectors and ensured that previous expe-
rience in the job would be a decisive factor in this competition. However, the
process of admission was opened in August 2009 and the previous experience
of the lawyers who worked for five years in ACT had no weight. In the end, it
is not certain they will be included in the agency’s permanent staff.

Inspections carried out by ACT in the first half of this year, involving over
10 thousand companies, detected unpaid salaries amounting to 7 million eu-
ros, representing an increase of more than 40% over the same period last
year. The inspectors also detected more than three thousand workers with
“green invoices”, who nevertheless perform permanent tasks in their compa-
nies. According to ACT, this illegal employment deprived Social Security of
1,500 million euros.

However, ACT’s lack of resources, especially human resources, can impede
these processes from having the proper legal consequences. In fact, ACT does
not seem able to enforce the labour laws, and is not interested in being an ex-
ample of compliance.

A good example of this inefficiency is the “call centre“ that Social Security
will open in the Portuguese town of Castelo Branco, to provide information
and advice to recipients of public social protection. Although this is a perma-
nent public service, Portuguese Social Security plans to hire more than two
hundred people on short-term contracts, using employment agencies.

This was also publicly denounced by the movement Precários Inflexíveis,
and the president of ACT guaranteed that it would carry out an inspection.
However, several months later, perhaps for lack of means, the results of that
inspection are still unknown.

Diplomatic services, local services, health, education and science 

However, cases of exploitation of precarious labour in many other Por-
tuguese public institutions are known, often in clear violation of existing leg-
islation, while the state is reducing the number of employees: the number of
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workers with permanent access to public services decreased from 746,000 in
2005 to 688,000 in 2008, which means the elimination of more than 58 thou-
sand public jobs in the first three years of the socialist government (which ac-
counts for 70% of the increase in unemployment registered in that period).

In the Foreigners and Borders Service (SEF), 187 of 300 administrative
workers remain in the status of “trainee” for 13 years, with annually renewed
contracts. According to the press, their union’s president declared that “the
precariousness of these workers is contrary to law and good-faith practice by
the state”.

In the Portuguese Institute for Accreditation, an institution whose function
is to recognise the competence of certification entities or inspection and cer-
tification laboratories, all workers, except the director, are working precari-
ously, as service providers, which prompted them to call a strike that com-
pletely disrupted the Institute’s activities.

Some Portuguese Embassies were also affected by the precariousness of
their employees in 2008, when the 3-year contracts of 45 employees were not
renewed. The Embassies of Portugal in Switzerland, Belgium, Germany, Eng-
land, Spain, the United States and almost all the countries of Eastern Europe
were temporarily reduced to an ambassador and one diplomat.

Insecurity is also spreading in the local Portuguese public administrations.
According to the union representing local-government employees, about five
thousand workers in 2007 were working as service providers, mostly illegal-
ly. Moreover, 70% of workers employed by the municipalities in 2007 had
fixed-term contracts or were working as service providers, and only 17%
managed to get a permanent contract.

The organisation Precários Inflexíveis recently launched a campaign – “Mu-
nicipality Without Precarious” – which seeks to map the irregular situations
that cause the instability of civil servants of local institutions. Despite being
a very difficult phenomenon to denounce legally and fight against, due to the
weak position of the workers and the ineffectiveness of the supervisory
mechanisms and institutions, the campaign has brought to light dozens of
cases around the country in municipal institutions or local enterprises pro-
viding public services to communities.

The Nurses Union has called several strikes throughout 2008 and 2009, al-
ways with very significant adherence, demanding better wages but also
against the use of precarious employment, accusing the Ministry of Health of
providing specialised services and having permanent tasks performed by
workers with temporary contracts or as trainees.

Education is one of the sectors where the Portuguese situation is most se-
rious, which is confirmed by an OECD study published this year, showing
that 32% of Portuguese teachers work in precarious conditions. The difficul-
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ties for professional development and career promotion led to mass demon-
strations of teachers during the academic year 2008 – 2009, when 120,000 of
140,000 Portuguese teachers protested on the streets of Lisbon.

The main union in the sector reported that this year only 396 teachers were
permanently integrated in schools, while the Ministry of Education recognis-
es it needs 40,000 teachers. In the case of Politechnical Studies, at a level
equivalent to university level, about 70% of teachers are working precarious-
ly, sometimes for more than ten years.

State-supported scientific research activities have also contributed to insta-
bility, according to statements by the Association of Grant-Holding Re-
searchers (ABIC), created to defend the rights of grantees. ABIC declared that
there has been no increase in the value of the grants since 2002, criticised the
absence of any support in the event of unemployment and denounced the
misuse of researchers who ought to be exclusively devoted to scientific re-
search in the performance of permanent professional duties in laboratories
or research institutions.

Insecurity, unemployment and qualifications 

According to the study “Education at a Glance” published in September,
Portuguese youth with university education are much more affected by long-
term unemployment than their peers on average in the OECD countries
(51% in Portugal to 42% average in the OECD in 2007). For the same age,
but with secondary-education skill levels, 61% of unemployed Portuguese
are in the category of “long-term”, compared with a 55% average in the
OECD.

This difficulty in finding work for very long periods, even among the most
skilled young people, goes along with the precarisation of labour relations
and the massive rise in unemployment that have characterised the Por-
tuguese economy and even the behaviour of the state institutions. The unem-
ployment rate in the second quarter of 2009 in Portugal reached a record
9.1%, compared with 7.3% three years earlier.

The number of workers with temporary contracts and “green invoices” as-
sumed greater importance in the structure of employment in Portugal over
the last decade: at the beginning of 1998 there were 483,000 precarious work-
ers (less than 16% of the workers in Portuguese enterprises); ten years later,
at the end of the second quarter of 2009, the number of fixed-term contracts
and service providers increased 83%, to 843,000 workers (almost 22% of the
workers in Portuguese enterprises).

In addition to these persons, 890,000 „self-employed workers (registered in
2009) also ought to be considered precarious, working with the “green in-
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voice” system, like most of the 273,000 „individual entrepreneurs“, who
choose formally to create a company, even if it is limited to their own jobs
and who are often working for a single entity. In fact, more than 2 million
Portuguese workers are precarious, which corresponds to about 40% of the
workforce.

This precarisation of labour relations turns the “boss” into a “client”, while
the “employee” becomes a “service provider”. The worker is isolated, with lit-
tle possibility of representation and without any bargaining power. As a re-
sult, poverty also affects people who are working: in 2006 16% of EU citizens
were considered poor and in Portugal this figure reached 20% (two million
persons).

This is the tendency in contemporary capitalism, and according to data
from the International Labour Organisation, job insecurity has already af-
fected more than 1,800 million people (60% of the world’s workforce).

Organisations involved in the struggle against precarious labour 
in Portugal: 

MayDay Lisbon – http://maydaylisboa2009.blogspot.com/
MayDay Porto – http://maydayporto.blogspot.com/
Precários Inflexíveis (Inflexible Precarious) – 

http://www.precariosinflexiveis.org/
FERVE – http://fartosdestesrecibosverdes.blogspot.com/
ABIC – Fellowship Association for Scientific Research (researchers) –

http://www.abic-online.org/
Intermittent Professionals of Arts and Entertainment 

(artists and cultural agents)
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“Who says that nothing happened?” – 
The protesters are alluding to the Honduran commercial press.
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The event

On April 23, 2009, a group of unemployed textile workers in Novi Pazar,
southern Serbia, began a hunger strike. Their main demand – in the

name of all 1,532 members of the Association of Textile Workers of Novi
Pazar, Sjenica, and Tutin – was the payment of outstanding government-guar-
anteed wages, which in some cases had remained unpaid since 1992. On April
24, 2009, the leader of the association, Zoran Bulatovic, chopped off the little
finger of his left hand and announced to the cameras that he was no longer
part of the hunger strike because he was going to eat his own finger. Further-
more, he said, if the government in Belgrade continued to refuse to talk, one
hunger striker would cut off a finger every day. As the last video message on
YouTube announced: “They are all ready to do so if we get no positive an-
swers”. After the independent TV station B92 broadcast the story, it was taken
up by other local channels and briefly appeared in the European media.1

The situation

It is August 11, 2009. I have just arrived in Novi Pazar, location in April
2009 of the last major battle in the long drawn-out struggle of the unem-

A Journey to the 
Centre of the Transition

Ljubomir Bratic

*) This essay was written at the suggestion of Rosa Reitsamer and Walter Baier. Travel to
Serbia and the stay in Novi Pazar were funded by Transform.



ployed textile workers. At the association’s office I meet with its leader Zoran
Bulatovic and two of his colleagues. I do not need to ask many questions. The
evening’s discussion lasts two and a half hours; nobody looks at their watch.
The outcome is a long and informative recording on which the following text
is based.

The plight of workers in Serbia today is comparable with the situation dur-
ing the Great Depression of the 1930s in industrial Europe. Soup kitchens in
the big cities feed those worst affected.2 Neoliberal restructuring has
completely dismantled Yugoslavia’s once comprehensive welfare state, while
runaway inflation in the early 1990s devastated ordinary people’s savings.
The average income is currently 32,000 dinars (about 340 euros). Wage-earn-
ers are thrust into poverty, which is still worse if they lose their jobs. The
poverty line in Serbia is currently 8,333 dinars (95 euros), affecting 490,000
citizens. But that impression is deceptive, for if the line were to be raised to
10,000 dinars (110 euros) the number of poor would double (Lopusina 2009,
5). Do not forget, we are talking about a once industrialised country whose
wage level had begun approaching that of certain Western countries. Serbia’s
nationalist and neoliberal governments have gambled away most of the gains
of industrialisation that the socialist government built up in the decades fol-
lowing World War II. So who is to blame for this? In whose interests could it
have been to reverse the country’s development in this way? And in whose in-
terests could it have been to drive the workers into such desperate poverty
that they resort to self-destruction? Many questions, which it will take time
to answer properly. One trade union official in Novi Pazar put it like this: “It
will be twenty years before it perhaps becomes clear who bought how much
of what, on whose account – and how much of it the ruling elites in Serbia
and elsewhere were able to stuff into their own pockets”. Perhaps then some-
one will also write about the destruction of labour, a cataclysm whose victims
go uncounted.

The disempowerment of labour

Meeting so many self-confident workers in Novi Pazar, I had to ask myself
how it was possible that these people had remained silent so long. How could
workers who had gained at least rudimentary knowledge of the Yugoslavian
self-management system, who had learned about things that workers in the
West can only dream of, surrender without a struggle like this? 3 I still have
no real answer for this, but it is certain that the disempowerment of the
workers took place step by step. It began at the beginning of the 1990s with a
betrayal by the entire Communist Party leadership, permitting private prop-
erty without guaranteeing the future of collective property. After that, it was
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only a question of time before all collective property was privatised. Next
came the “Socialist Party” of Slobodan Milosevic, whose self-designation
represented an historically unique simulacrum of leftist positioning (Blago-
jevic 2008, 125–8). Its combination of left-wing official rhetoric coupled with
nationalist warmongering against the other peoples of Yugoslavia diverted
the workers’ attention. The subsequent economic sanctions and the NATO
bombing of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia suited the economic elites
very well, as they led to a reduction in the price of numerous properties that
they were just in the process of purchasing. In this way, the sanctions offered
an ideal path to low-cost expansion of private capital. Apart from the eco-
nomic sanctions, whose principal target was Serbia, it can certainly be said
that the same process occurred across the whole of the former Yugoslavia.
The fifth column of the working class were the elites, who did everything they
could to maintain their grip on power. The course of history in eastern Eu-
rope was a transition from the materially secured ideological elite to the eco-
nomic power elite. In Luchino Visconti’s movie The Leopard, which illus-
trates very clearly how the same process occurred in Italy during the transi-
tion from feudalism to a capitalist nation-state, the aristocrat Tancredi as-
serts: “For things to remain the same, everything must change”. The novelty
in the case of Yugoslavia and the whole Eastern bloc is that the entire elite
embraced an ideology it had previously regarded as “backward” and fought
against. Indeed, it was the struggle against this ideology that had gained them
their elite status in the first place. Betrayed by bosses now exploiting for pri-
vate gain workplaces hitherto run in the name of the workers, and bereft of
the ideological tools of Marxist interpretation (many former “Marxists” sud-
denly became neoliberals), the working class was left in a theoretical and
practical void, exacerbated still further by worries about how to make a liv-
ing for themselves and their families. Hopes for a “democratic renewal of so-
ciety” were dashed. The labour leaders of the new trade unions first and fore-
most represented themselves, working behind the scenes to accumulate as
much power as possible and remain as close as possible to the exclusive re-
distribution loci of privatisation. Stojan Drcelic, comparing the Milosevic-
era trade unions with their current counterparts, remarks that the former at
least provided workers with cheap food and soap powder (2009). Describing
the corruptibility of Serbian trade unions, sociologist Djokica Jovanovic
notes that it is rare to come across a trade union leader or headquarters
where you cannot see the “price label” at first glance (2008, 33).

The workers were left completely alone, until individuals and small groups
began analysing the new structural conditions and reflecting rationally on
what was happening to them. A new ripple of collective consciousness has
emerged. Alongside the “nation of Yugoslavs” (which numbered about 1.5
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million and was forced to disappear completely), the working class suffered
the greatest exodus and was the greatest victim of the dismantling of Yu-
goslavia. But that seemed to trouble nobody, not even on the left. The West-
ern institutional left, ensconced in its own national positions, was stewing in
its own juices. It is the same story with the Western trade unions, which have
been incapable of grasping the obligation of solidarity with the workers
which comes with the shared space that capitalism creates on a daily basis by
setting up and relocating businesses. How could the Austrian white-collar
union, representing the staff of banks that have expanded massively in east-
ern Europe, ignore the fate of the staffs of those very same companies outside
Austria’s borders? The same question can be asked of all trade unions oper-
ating in companies that have subsidiaries all over the world. How can they
disown responsibility for fellow workers just because they live outside the na-
tional borders within which these neocolonial businesses have their head-
quarters? This narrow-minded nationalist stance will one day bring these
unions a massive loss of legitimacy. Perhaps it already has.

New elite in a quandary

The current situation of the elites in Serbia is very specific. Their backers
in the West are no longer unconditionally behind them, so they have to think
about how to safeguard their accumulated goods. There is no longer much in
the way of collective property. Everything belongs to somebody, mostly for-
mer party officials, the top directors of the former factories, who are sup-
posed to manage it in the service of their Western bosses. Until summer 2009,
this involved a remarkable capacity to ignore the destruction of workplaces
through privatisation. Serbia is returning to where it was before industriali-
sation: an agricultural society on the margins, standing in a semi-colonial re-
lationship to the centre. The main opposition to de-industrialisation are
those who have everything to lose, the workers, for Yugoslavia as a country of
self-management was a country of the workers. The workers held a strong
position in the factories (through workers’ councils) and in society. They
were the real adversary that had to be destroyed if privatisation was to be car-
ried out across the board. The tactic chosen for this was nationalism (from
which Bulatovic distanced himself immediately at the beginning of our dis-
cussion). Strategic nationalism served above all as an ideological smoke-
screen to conceal the looting. Now the perspective is expanding: Nationalism
has lost its clout and even those who hoped for improvement through the
plundering of their neighbours have been disappointed, while economic cir-
cumstances have stifled the willingness of their bosses in the West to accept
waves of refugees. As the smoke clears, the public starts to perceive a land-
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scape that hitherto was only perceptible in fragments: The landscape of the
relations of labour. Objectively, the relations of labour were always there, but
they were not a part of the public discourse, because it had something differ-
ent to proclaim: the dissolution of labour solidarity by means of nationalism.
As the landscape of relations of labour comes into view we see how it has
been ravaged by two decades of neoliberalism and nationalism… but behind
this we see people, we see those who were directly affected by this destruc-
tion, who live under conditions which go unreported in the mainstream me-
dia … who struggle day in, day out to escape annihilation on the declared
path to the bright future of “democracy”. They are fighting for what is most
essential – for their very physical integrity. In this situation, Bulatovic’s group
intervenes to declare that physical integrity does actually exist, by claiming
the right to their own body – up to and including self-destruction.

New struggles

In Novi Pazar there is a working class, as there is across Serbia too, and
wherever workers fight back. For the struggle, the exercise of dissent, is the
sole indicator of the existence of the political subject. In June and July 2009
alone there were at least forty labour disputes in Serbia, mostly “wildcat”
strikes.

So why is it only now, almost twenty years after the beginning of the tran-
sition, that social and political unrest is breaking out? First of all because the
redistribution of collective property took place under the cloak of ethnicised
conflicts. In public the talk was of “Serbs”, “Croats”, “Albanians”, and so on,
whilst in the background, prodded and coordinated by Western multination-
als, a theft of unseen dimensions was under way. Now there is a private own-
er for pretty much everything, and it turns out that the world is still a mur-
derous game of rich and poor. “Ethnic cleansing” notwithstanding, the work-
ers are still there and, as all concerned are beginning to realise, are a great deal
more vulnerable than at any time in the past hundred years. The workers in
eastern Europe find themselves dispossessed and exploited in a situation of
“primitive accumulation of capital”. And there is another small but not in-
significant difference: Accumulation of capital in the West occurred with a
stratum of people who ultimately partly in order to deflect the negative con-
sequences onto following generations attempted to channel the original
greed in socially acceptable ways (i.e. the welfare state). The pirates had to live
in the same state as those they plundered. But today a large part of the capi-
tal accumulated in the east flows to the centre – as evidenced (despite protes-
tations to the contrary) by the way the invested billions very quickly found
their way back from east to west when the financial crisis began in 2007.4
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Protected by national borders, the actual beneficiaries will never be exposed
to the new social unrest – this is the sophisticated tactic of the new rulers of
eastern Europe. Even if social unrest does occur, it will only affect the proxy
elites 5 in these neocolonial shell states… while the actual rulers will com-
plain all the more loudly about “the barbarians over there”6. The only reme-
dy is a determined worldwide solidarity movement of all those who suffer
under the rule of capital. In this respect there is an urgent need for the Euro-
pean left to act.

Bulatovic’s deed

Through his deed, Zoran Bulatovic has done nothing less than to challenge
the bounds of physicality, this today almost unquestioned fetish of material
self-preservation. He (and with him the unemployed textile workers) uses vi-
olence to point up a much greater violence that threatens him and all others
around him, and to stand up against it. Publicly he always emphasises that his
act was carried out in the name of many – the single mothers, the sick, those
injured at work, and also in the name of colleagues who have since died. Ul-
timately his list comprises the “wretched of the earth” of the working-class
anthem. It could be said that this act of setting a limit to the humiliating and
all-consuming violence of transition (toward primitive accumulation of cap-
ital and national de-industrialisation) through the utterly individual and im-
mediate act of violence against the self, of self-mutilation, represents the ab-
solute negation of the objective of neoliberal restructuring. For, as Hegel said,
if there can be no servant because the servant is willing to put even his phys-
ical intactness on the line, he annuls the dependent position of the master. At
least symbolically. That appears to be the ultimate point of the events in Novi
Pazar. And that is why the opinion-creating machinery of the mainstream
media immediately rushed to attack the event. Their strategy for obliterating,
for hiding this so basic act of resistance of the poor and dispossessed against
the rich was to place it in the category of the abnormal (in Novi Pazar and
Serbia) or the Balkan mentality (in the West) through psychologisation, psy-
chiatrisation, victimisation, and other familiar techniques of depoliticisation.
Reading the few reports to appear in the Western media, I found it hard to
escape the impression that they were turning Bulatovic into a victim. A vic-
tim to whose aid a host of overpaid servants of mediocre Western NGOs
would hurry in the name of development. It was about burying the subver-
sive content of his direct action. Senada Rebronja, Zoran Bulatovic’s deputy,
stressed that she and the group immediately recognised this tendency of the
media: “We protested against them making him into a psychopath. It must be
clear to anyone that if the president of the association is a psychopath then
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all the other 1,500 unemployed members are too”. The struggle pursued by
these people is not the struggle of an individual – when one could easily dis-
miss as psychotic – but a struggle conducted by the group, in the name of the
group, for which the group takes responsibility in every respect.

The paucity of discussion within the left of this case reveals the prevailing
perplexity in the face of the neoliberal offensive and the current crisis-led re-
structuring.

But what is to be done when labour – in a fully self-aware and rational de-
cision – begins to destroy itself? These are not Luddites destroying their ma-
chines. This is mutilation of the self, in the conviction that this can bring
about the demise not only of the worker, but also of the whole system built
on labour. The last and holiest bastion of the capitalist logic of exploitation
and the originator of surplus value, the labourer, says in a final desperate but
absolutely rational act: No!

Zoran Bulatovic and the hunger-striking workers of Novi Pazar have put a
new spotlight on this potential weapon of labour struggle, in a sense the zero-
point of such struggles. The other extreme of struggle is represented by the
general strike. Self-destruction of labour (so sought-after at the cheapest
price) and its highest form of organisation in the general strike: between
these two poles are thousands of other ways and means that have been devel-
oped and tested over the centuries. Many have unfortunately fallen into
oblivion. The issue today is not only – and not only in eastern Europe – ap-
plying them, but also simply making workers aware of them. To dispel their
quasi-religious fear of the property owners and their protectors, so that they
can fight back using these techniques. At both the micro- and the macro-lev-
el workers have developed weapons that they can direct against the owners of
the means of production. The achievement of the hunger strikers of Novi
Pazar is to have reminded us again of that.
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Notes
1) This was reported by the Vienna-based newspaper
Der Standard, and the Berlin-based daily Tageszeitung
and as well as the weekly Jungle World. The video of
Bulatovic can still be viewed at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=prXdfVnM GE0 (August
22, 2009).
2) A month’s ration is “five kilograms of flour, 300 g salt, one litre of oil, one kilogram of
sugar, half a kilogram each of pasta, rice, and beans, 100 g yeast, one tin of meat, two tins
of fish, and a tin of liver sausage“. Novosti, July 25, 2008, 13.
3) The “lack of struggle” turned out to be my own projection. In fact there have been
struggles throughout the whole period. But many, because they did not fit the official pic-
ture, went almost unnoticed. The idea of self-management is still alive in workers’ heads:
representative sociological surveys in 1989, 1996, and 2003 found that “a great majority of
respondents spoke in favour of only partial privatisation and for the establishment or en-
largement of forms of worker participation” (Mojic 2008, 253).
4) “In 2008, according to data from the Vienna Institute for International Economic Stud-
ies, an almost record 70% of the yields from foreign direct investments were already being
repatriated from the eastern European EU member states” (Neue Zürcher Zeitung, June 10,
2009, 15).
5) On the transformation of the elites in eastern Europe, see Bratic 2008.
6) See Todorova 1999.
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Seeing things their way” is Quentin Skinner’s fundamental methodological
exhortation. Skinner advances interpretations of specific political or

moral beliefs by placing them in the context of other beliefs, the interpreta-
tion of political choices and systems of perceptions by locating them in
broader intellectual contexts, and attempts understandings of these contexts
in the light of the so-called “longue durée” in history.1

The historical uncontrollability of immigration

In university humanities departments, students who are taught courses on
immigration are asked to familiarise themselves with two basic ideas con-
cerning the immigrant phenomenon: its totality and diachronism.

Immigration cannot be examined out-of-context. It is a total phenome-
non, in the sense that it causes change in everything and among everyone:
among the immigrants, but also among the natives, in both the originating
and the receiving countries. Immigration modifies not only the economic
development indices and increased remittances, but also habits that are root-
ed in human traditions, such as food and musical preferences. Immigration
is a diachronic phenomenon and yet, despite appearances, it is only a minor-
ity of the earth’s population that immigrates. Generally, people tend and pre-
fer to stay home. They move when they are obliged to, in search of a good or
better life, which males population mobility on earth the norm, at least in the

“Seeing Things Their Way”:
The Contemporary Immigrant
Experience in Europe

Dimitri Christopoulos



larger historical dimensions. In this way, immigration challenges the concept
of nativity, given that it is extremely rare – excluding some traditional nations
or tribes – to locate the totally native, even if he / she perceives him/herself as
such. Almost always, a minor or major immigrant movement is historically
linked to the idea of nativity.

This historically uncontrollable character of migratory movements seems
to have been forgotten in recent years by the administrative and political
elites who deal with the issue of immigration in the European continent pri-
marily at the national level and less at the EU level. The ignoring of the ax-
ioms of immigration’s totality and its diachronism may be attributed to the
politically-guided defence of the societies and polities at the receiving end in
relation to the immigrant, who may be perceived as a threat to the cohesion
of the society, the unity of the political community and the individual well-
being of its members.

A positive-sum model for Europe: post-Cold War immigration

The recent “post–Cold War” intra-European experience of population
movements demonstrated that, roughly within the 10 years leading up to the
beginning of the 21st century, what fuelled the insecurity of the former West-
ern Europe was transformed into an historical opportunity for the rejuvena-
tion of an aged population, the increase of GDP and other economic indices,
support for the social insurance system, and more. This opportunity was ful-
ly exploited by European capitalism. What was perceived until then as a
threat became an opportunity that was seized by the originating and receiv-
ing societies and polities for their own benefit and well-being. In this way, the
population mobility that was produced by the turbulences following the col-
lapse of the eastern bloc proved to be an historical godsend for Europe:
Greece profits from Albanian labour among others, Albania profits from Al-
banian labour in Greece among other places, etc. This looks like an absolute
positive sum for the entire continent. Yet things are more complicated: im-
migration gives to the European extreme right the opportunity for a dynam-
ic return to the political centre-stage, underpinned by the instrumentalisa-
tion of fear that immigration generates among native Europeans. Further-
more, the possibilities of a considerable part of the second immigrant gener-
ation being marginalised are still there: the second generation expects much
more than its parents and - unlike them - they might be ready to fight for it.

Nevertheless, at the dawn of the 21st century, immigration generated by the
end of the Cold War functions as a strange historical consolation for many
European peoples who, despite the difficulties that they face in their incorpo-
ration by the new receiving societies, seem to have decided that the worries
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of the first immigrant generation moving to the European West (and the new
West, i.e. the European South) will give way to the comforts that the second-
generation immigrants will share in a familiar manner with natives of their
age. In fact, this is approximately how things went. Despite the characteristic
puzzlement or the lack of will of many European governments to take basic
measures for the incorporation of these immigrants, societies themselves
quickly found solutions to the issues of the incorporation of the immigrant
communities. These solutions were obviously not ideal, in terms of the appli-
cation of rights standards, but were at least solutions of a kind. It is more like-
ly that the wager of integration, despite losses and difficulties, was won. Of
course, there is much to be done and we do not really know how things will
turn out in a moment of serious economic recession, like that which the West
faces today.2

As a result, today – 20 years after the end of the Cold War – when we speak
in Europe of “immigration”, we have pushed into collective oblivion the im-
ages of post-Cold War population movements, having convinced ourselves
that when we refer to the phenomenon of immigration, we are dealing with
something different. Today, nevertheless, the European discussions about im-
migration are almost monopolised by other concerns.

Puzzlement: immigration after September 11

On the evening of September the 11, 2001, people around the world had
understood that things would change for the worse. The US government de-
cided to take revenge for the strike and began its anti-terrorist campaign in
Afghanistan and Iraq, with Europe as an ally – no matter how embarrassed
or divided it may have been. As a result of this policy, the area that stretches
from the north-western edge of the Indian peninsula to the eastern shores of
the Mediterranean Sea is today characterised by an unprecedented geopolit-
ical instability. This instability contributed to the emergence of a major im-
migrant and refugee stream from the crisis areas, such as Afghanistan and
Iraq, while the population exodus of Africa and the Indian peninsular inten-
sified.

The distance is massive, in particular for the wretched victims who spend
their fortunes and lives to come to the West. The distance is also massive for
the well-fed Westerners who, in the face of these people, see the absolute
stranger. The expectations for social integration of these – primarily male –
immigrants are extremely low. Their entrenchment in the new ghettos of the
European metropolis and the isolation of many of them in jobs in the coun-
tryside under conditions of virtual slavery largely characterise their position
in the city and in production. Today, an absolutely paradoxical and until re-
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cently inconceivable phenomenon is occurring: they tend to prefer the hell of
their country of origin to that of their country of “reception”.

The inflexible immigration legislations that essentially render the crossing
of the European borders and residence in EU territory legally impossible,
lead to the downgrading of political asylum and of the concept of refugee.
The rates of asylum provision have never been as low in the West as they are
today, while in countries such as Greece which are under the greatest pressure
due to their geopolitical position, the rates in recent years have been close to
zero.

The icing on the cake is that religion has its breeding ground in the soil of
despair and exclusion. A source of hope for some, of fear for others, the fun-
damentalist version of Islam acquires an adhesion that any other religion
would envy. The believers – having lost other real social expectations - liter-
ally die for their beliefs, while it completely frightens others. Islamophobia
does not seem to give in to either the enforced conception of political cor-
rectness that prevails in Europe with regard to religious freedom, or to anti-
racist legislation that is geared to the imposition of a propriety that does not
seem to be of too much concern for fundamentalist Muslim believers. The
latter re-supply this negative climate though conceptions challenging the
very core of our modern understanding of individuality, resulting in a situa-
tion where all sides feel threatened and defensive. The image of fundamental
Islam is inflated and, finally, twisted: of course Islamic fundamentalism is an
issue for western societies, but it by no means involves the vast majority of
Muslim immigrants in Europe.

The political bloc winning out in this political climate is the one that does
not care at all about propriety as regards immigrants: the extreme right. The
latter boasts that “it does not hesitate to call things by their name”, and the re-
sult is a double victory. First, the electoral percentages of extreme right-wing
parties have been rising at the European level, with a record that only a few
years ago would generate horror in the continent that gave birth to Nazism.
Second, and more important, the extreme right shapes the political agenda
with respect to immigration, irrespective of its own electoral performance.
The bourgeois parties of government observe with bewilderment their
neighbours to the right who arrogantly shout out - while “looking” their elec-
toral audience “in the eyes” – that which political correctness obliges liberal
parties to whisper, and with minimal persuasiveness. Human-rights activists
and the left denounce the degradation of the rule of law and the infringe-
ments of the rights of the immigrants, while being unable to articulate a po-
litical discourse that, apart from humanitarian condemnation and calls for
solidarity to the immigrants, will set mid-term, realisable strategies for im-
migration management. Even more difficult appears the articulation of a po-
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litical discourse revealing the long-term complex and often conflictual nature
of broader social phenomena affecting and affected by immigration 

The current discussion on immigration is held in this quite unpromising
context, always accompanied by the concern voiced by a political communi-
ty when the latter feels threatened: security.

Migration and the change in the concept of security

Security is the basic precondition of well-being, at both the individual and
the community level. Without an elementary sense of security there can be
no community, because relations between individuals are abrogated. With-
out security, there can be no meaningful existence and effective use of rights
by individuals. In this sense, the very principle of the rule of law is integrally
linked to the idea of the security of law, the need for predictability of the le-
gal consequences of the actions and omissions of individuals. We are secure
when we know what is going to happen to us if we do or do not do some-
thing. This self-evident version of security is today disregarded, neutralised
and replaced by a vague abstraction of security, of a penal, punishing sort.

Treating immigration in terms of defence and crime associated with police
forces strengthens the insecurity of law, putting crucial population groups –
not only immigrant ones – in a permanent state of being hostage and a nev-
er-ending transition from legality to illegality with respect to residence and
work. To put it simply, people break the law because they are not able to be
legal in order to exercise elementary social functions. The constant quest for
security in terms of punishment and expulsion strengthens insecurity:

a) At the level of actual risk, since the status of illegality nurtures offensive
behaviour, exposing people to networks of protection that substitute for the
state;

b) it feeds into the sense of insecurity of immigrants and non-immigrants
alike, given that both feel threatened, and, finally,

c) above all, it strengthens legal insecurity, since the constant quest for se-
curity in terms of expulsion leads to administrative behaviour that violates
constitutional guarantees.

Fear management then became a crucial governing element in the West,
unlike ever before in modernity. Immigration management has a central
place in this discourse.

“We stand for security”

The concept of security has, therefore, dwindled to its political dimension
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alone, if it is not yet identical to it. In a parallel move that completes this con-
ceptual diversion, the social conception of security is banished from both the
collective associations of public opinion and the public discourse. This devel-
opment presupposes but also entails a broader disregard for the concept of
security, whose direct victims are the socially weak or potentially suspicious.3

Such decay is also accompanied by the gradual releasing of the polity from its
responsibilities vis-à-vis the social protection of its members, citizens or
non-citizens.

The paradox here, unfortunately, is that the victims of this conceptual de-
viation of security are not only the potential “persecutors”, but also the polit-
ical bloc that fosters sincere feelings of solidarity for the immigrant popula-
tion and struggles for its rights. Security is also conceptualised here almost
purely in opposition to liberty, as if these two concepts stand in a state of per-
manent, inherent, mutual exclusion.

Of course, it is true that the dilemmas around security and liberty are not
totally unfounded. Nevertheless, the absolute oppositional symbiosis of the
two is a one-sided and wholly misleading perception, since it only concerns
the degenerated concept of security equated with persecution and punish-
ment. However, the concept of security is definitely more comprehensive,
given that it denotes a field of responsibility, care and protection for individ-
uals through provisions for social incorporation and an effective enjoyment
of rights by all members of the society. A secure society involves having po-
lice forces but also, on the one hand, schools that do not disregard the iden-
tity of immigrants, an effective labour legislation and other similar provi-
sions.

While one would therefore expect the bloc advocating immigrant rights to
elevate the comprehensive, social orientation of the concept of security to the
level of the central programmatic discourse, unfortunately this bloc falls into
the trap of this conceptual deviation by reproducing the well-known dilem-
ma of “security or liberty”, in which the response of “liberty” is already taken
for granted. What other response could we in any case give to such question?
Is there a better gift to the extreme right and the neo-conservative policies
which miraculously inherit all claims to security, as if they are the sole own-
ers, the property-right holders of this concept?

It is imperative for human-rights activists, be they of liberal or of Marxist
orientation, to assume the political responsibility of the “repatriation” of the
concept of security through its re-conceptualisation and de-linking from the
“securitised”, politically one-dimensional and methodologically misleading
version. This can only take place in terms of an aggressive political rhetoric,
and not apologetically: “we are on the side of security, we who fight for the civ-
il, political and social rights of the immigrants and not you who, with your rhet-
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oric, stir fear and intolerance among people in the name of their security; be-
cause in this way, you threaten the security of our communities, and of each one
of us individually, irrespective of citizenship, race, nationality and colour”.

Towards taking responsibility 

I attempted above to argue in favour of a conception that places (anti-)im-
migration policies against the real cost of the disruption of the social fabric
and of the respective threats that the realisation of these policies generates
over the security of communities.

At the time when we attempt politically to show how those policies which
treat immigration as a threat bear obvious responsibility for the often deli-
cate balance in which the relations of immigrants and natives have entered in
recent years in Europe, we must also face our own ineluctable responsibility
vis-à-vis the difficult circumstances that have emerged out of the population
exodus of Asia and Africa towards a Europe that displays a clear inability to
cope with this crisis.

Here, things become even more difficult: the fruitless condemnations of
anti-immigrant policies are not only insufficient, but often offer an alibi for
the application of even harsher policies towards the immigrants. I do not im-
ply that the unmasking and castigation of a policy brutally violating the
rights of human beings is not necessary; of course it is. However, the un-
masking and castigation of such a policy does not constitute a sufficient con-
dition for the achievement of the desired outcome, which is the strengthen-
ing of the rights-based methods of handling human beings. And, still, hu-
manitarianism has never been a long-term solution to problems involving
unequal power-sharing among human groups: immigration is par excellence
such a phenomenon. The lack of substantive proposals offering a convincing
and fair way forward with respect to situations like the ones experienced to-
day at Europe’s borders is a gift to the logic that sees the police as the sole
public service that should be called on to deal with immigrants.

“No borders”?

The following example is allusive and telling. The slogan “No borders” has
been for many years the trademark of solidarity towards the immigrant com-
munities. Together with the slogan “Another world is possible”, the two con-
stitute a programmatic discourse of political resistance that, in the last
decade, has united at the global and European level a movement of protest
and critique of the capitalist division of labour in the entire Western hemi-
sphere. Immigration ranks high in the political agenda of this movement.
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However, the fact that a borderless world is possible and, indeed, desirable,
cannot automatically translate into the idea that borders can be abolished in
a world of states, as we know it today. States without borders can hardly be
conceptualised, since borders function as territorial filters: states welcome
what they need, reject what they do not, or place somewhere in between the
weakest, like unqualified labour immigrating today, which might be of use
today but not tomorrow. Borders are neither closed, nor they can be open.
The idea of territoriality is associated with the historical version of the mod-
ern state that exercises its authority over a population in a defined territory.
Surely, the principle of territoriality is not a historical commandment, in the
sense that it might not last forever. Nevertheless, as long as this type of state
exists, no abolition of borders can be realised. As the case of the EU high-
lights, the neutralisation of internal borders is accompanied by the fortifica-
tion of its external borders.

The claim of states to their right to control who enters and who leaves their
territory can be regarded with suspicion, because in the name of this control
a series of brutalities are committed by the persecuting authorities. However,
this policy should be seen as one that corresponds to the historical type of
state authority that we all know (irrespective of whether, at the same time, we
seek to change it). Consequently, “no borders” cannot possibly constitute a
convincing response to the question of immigration today and tomorrow. It
is a programmatic objective that presupposes the withering of the state, as we
would once say. Thus – whether we like it or not – borders in one form or an-
other that presuppose the exercise of power will exist as long as states exist,
in an attempt to control immigration as well.

As much as we need to reconcile ourselves to this reality – without imply-
ing that we should resign from our efforts to overturn it – states also need to
reconcile themselves to the reality that is dictated by the historical diachro-
nism we mentioned in the beginning of this article. This diachronism should
translate into an acceptance of the fact that immigration existed, exists and
will exist, and that the immigration flows do not cease to exist simply because
there are strict border controls in place. What should also gradually concern
the developed states of the West which accept immigrants is the fact that the
allocation of huge sums of money for border control, whatever other costs
this measure entails in terms of human life and dignity, is an economically
unviable policy.

Temporary registration of immigrants?

Nevertheless, the question remains. Given that the demand that states re-
sign from guarding their borders places us before an historical dilemma, a
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crucial calculation needs to be done. This is a need that the world of rights
has adamantly repressed in order to avoid appearing as an accomplice to the
management of the state. “Seeing things their way”, as suggested by the title
of this text, means, on the one hand, that we do not believe in the possibility
of building structures of real knowledge on foundations that are supposed to
be completely independent from our judgments, and on the other hand, that
our judgments are founded on a given historical experience that is beyond
our will.

Sovereignty without borders has no historical precedent and the fact that
borders today are more open than ever to capitals and not to people helps us
to understand the class nature of globalisation developments. In that context,
the voluntarism expressed by the “no borders” slogan contains an irreducible
element of political naïveté which does not help much in the current, con-
juncture with respect to immigration.

Therefore, what can one say about deporting immigrants, a sad and harsh
reality of the European political agenda? Is it enough to condemn this phe-
nomenon, simply in order to maintain a clean comradely conscience and im-
maculate instincts of solidarity with the afflicted populations? My straight-
forward response is “no”. Of course, it is our duty to uncover and criticise the
brutal border policies that violate every sense of dignity and life. There is an
urgent need for the administrations to realise that deportation is no solution,
seeing as a great part of these people return, irrespective of whether they have
been expelled or not. Moreover, it is necessary to put forward the idea of col-
lective and primarily Western responsibility for what is happening in the
hard-hit areas, as well as to emphasise the urgent need of a proportionate dis-
semination of the immigrant population among the European states and the
coordination of European policy.4 However, none of these is very convincing
if cloaked in the voluntarist veil of “no borders”, through which the range of
our arguments can easily be dismissed.5

Temporary registration of undocumented immigrants can be a transition-
al solution. The minimum is to know who every human being on the state’s
territory is, where that person is, and how he/she got there. A person needs a
status, even the most elementary one. Otherwise, “bare life” – as Agamben
says – life with absolutely no rights, is what you have, which is a shame for
modernity.

And, finally, we put the legalisation of the immigrants already settled in the
receiving countries at the heart of the political agenda, in order to free mil-
lions of individuals and their families now held hostage to the petty and, in
the last instance, thoughtless treatment they receive from the state authori-
ties.
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Conclusion

Immigration needs to be demystified. It is a difficult issue and the person
who puts forward fast and easy solutions cannot be taken seriously. Still, Eu-
rope in the past has been through major difficulties – much harder circum-
stances than the ones it faces today – and the presence of a political will and
an understanding of the need to finance the needed measures helped in or-
der in overcoming these circumstances. This is needed in the case with im-
migration today.

I conclude that in this conjuncture we should commit our forces to a three-
fold task, as far as immigration is concerned:

First, the intellectual task of analysing reality calmly and critically. By
“calmly”, I mean in a reflective and structured manner, avoiding the conven-
ience of frantic truisms and of a simplistic, constantly denunciatory dis-
course. By “critically”, on the other hand, I mean vigorously and not at all
apologetically.

Second, the moral task of deciding which values and which shades of values
we should give priority to. I stress the concept of shades of values because
politics, according to Machiavelli, does not lend itself to theological adher-
ences to all-encompassing dichotomies such as good/evil, just/unjust, etc.

Third, the political task of contributing to the possible emergence of a new
world out of the current chaotic, structural crisis of the capitalist world,
clearly and precisely setting our personal and collective priorities within our
mid- and long-term political objectives, “seeing things in their own way” but
also realising the historically convincing preconditions for “our way” to
change things for the better.

Notes
1) See, among the other principal works of the British philosopher, Visions of Politics. Vol-
ume 1: Regarding Method, Cambridge University Press, 2002.
2) A blatant example is a set of regulations that might facilitate the acquisition of citizen-
ship by the second generation, primarily in states where ius sanguinis rules in the most
rigid way.
3) This relentless slide towards schemes of a police state is described in the case of the Eu-
ropean mid-war period by Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, San Diego-New
York-London 1976, p. 286 ff.
4) Enough of the in vitro philanthropy of those who keep their borders closed in every
possible way, making use of the comparative advantage provided to them by community
legislation and the scandalous provisions of the so-called Dublin II Treaty, according to
which immigrants without documents are deported to the state through which they firstly
entered the EU.
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5) One may object: “is it possible for the left or for human-rights advocates to justify or be
charged with the management of the problem in control terms? Don’t we, in this way, con-
done in some way the cruel policies against the immigrants? Shouldn’t we simply try and re-
sist these policies as much as we can, in an attempt to save whatever we can from the frontal
attack against human rights today?” My response is allusive: if there were any serious indica-
tion that such an approach would effectively get protection of rights inserted into state im-
migration policies, then I would have convincing reasons to support it. However, I think
that the situation is different, and that we are simply turning a blind eye to reality.
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Again and again, some Hondurans manage to get from the country’s interior 
to the border in order enthusiastically to greet their president.
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Aconsideration of the biblical concepts of righteousness/justice and
shalom/peace and of the climate of neoliberalism which sharply clashes

with them prompted the members of the Ecumenical Council of Churches
in Austria (ÖRKÖ) to publish a joint Social Mission Statement.1 The ap-
proach used in its preparation followed liberation theology’s three steps,
which are “seeing – judging – acting”: To begin with, the perception and so-
cial practice of active groups and organisations in communities and institu-
tions were surveyed. More than 500 equally weighted statements had been
published in the 2001 Social Mission Statement and handed over to parties,
the parliament, faculties, and the media. The feedback and resulting discus-
sion clarified which topics should be published in the actual Social Mission
Statement, released in 2003.

What Informs people and their biographies

In the first place, the Statement is meant as an analytical positioning and
self-commitment of the churches, but also specifies tasks and responsibilities
for society and politics. The list of topics comprises areas of life which fun-
damentally inform and influence human biographies: education, the media,
relationships, living environment, work, economy and social security, peace
with justice, justice worldwide, and future sustainability – responsibility for
Creation. The Social Mission Statement allows Christians to refer to it and to

“The labourer’s Appetite Works for Him” (Proverbs 16, 26)

The Precarisation of Life and Work
and Alternatives from the 
Biblical Perspective 

Barbara Rauchwarter



seek support for their convictions. Work, economy and social security ought
to be in the service of life. Paid labour is evaluated in a differentiated way,
with women still earning up to 30 % less than men in many areas for the
same work. The concept of work being reduced to paid labour is questioned
and challenged (166).2 Forms of precarious work mentioned are flexible
part-time and trivial jobs, temporary agency work, contracts for work and
services and pseudo-independent work, all of them subsumed under the
term of atypical employment relations (168) and disproportionately affect-
ing women and immigrants. Maternity leave rarely permits women to return
to their former workplace. Single mothers are drawn into a kind of down-
ward spiral despite or because of childcare allowance. Almost all people con-
cerned belong to the category of “working poor”. It becomes obvious: pover-
ty is female3 and poverty makes you ill (170). In the most recent social report
of the National Bank of Austria, the number of persons forced to live below
or at the poverty line is already much higher than the number cited in the So-
cial Mission Statement. In Austria today 235,000 persons live in poverty-
stricken homes, the rate of risk of poverty for working single parents has
doubled to more than 32% as compared to 1999. The current data presented
in the social report are an inducement to energetically implement the watch-
word “from Social Mission Statement to social action”. Economy has to mean
more than the market (190) and political decisions have to be aimed at the
common good as well as counteract the unequal distribution of income,
property and participatory opportunities (191).

Therefore the churches want to struggle for a further criterion to become
relevant in economic policy decisions which accounts for the social, gender
and environmental picture. They also advocate a solidaristically organised
protection against central life risks and are contemplating an unconditional
guaranteed minimum income. They warn against abandoning the allocation
system in favour of insurance that depends on investments in capital and in
stock markets (219). The churches speak in favour of an active welfare state,
for valorising nursing allowances, and they advocate guaranteed access for all
to basic utilities such as water, energy supplies, public transportation and ed-
ucation and healthcare. Starting from the foundation provided by the Bible,
Christians are invited to walk together on the road from Social Mission State-
ment to social action.

In a worldwide process

The ecumenical Social Mission Statement of Churches in Austria has to be
seen in a larger context. Originally, ecumene referred  to the inhabited world.
Almost from their very beginning, Christian churches saw themselves as part
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of a spiritual globalisation. But it was not until the end of the 19th century
that the narrowness of nationalism and confessionalism was recognised.
Gradual approaches were made by the churches of Orthodox and Protestant
orientations to speak with the different denominations – the self-conception
of the Roman Catholic Church had in any case always been that of a world
church –, a process which led in 1948 to the foundation of the World Coun-
cil of Churches (WCC) in Amsterdam with headquarters in Geneva.

Nowadays, most of the churches of the South, but also those of Eastern Eu-
rope, enjoin the churches of the North with ever more insistence to share
their point of view and experience, and to recognise their entanglement in
behaviour and ways of life contrary to God’s will. In numerous statements
and papers, the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) and the World Alliance of
Reformed Churches (WARC), the Conference of European Churches (CEC-
KEK) and the World Council of Churches (WCC) called their member
churches to join this process. Trondheim, Winnipeg in 2003, Accra in 2004
and Porto Alegre in 2006 all were critical discussion forums for the interna-
tional alliances. In Accra the World Alliance of Reformed Churches went so
far as to declare the problem of neoliberal economic policy an issue of faith.
This means, it is a matter of a belief held by the entire church, not an indi-
vidual concern. In Germany during National Socialism the Confessing
Church adopted their confession of faith – the Declaration of Barmen – as a
response to the situation. With this declaration the church told Christians
quite clearly that those not following this declaration could not be members
of the church. In 1986, the Declaration Criticising National Socialism of Bar-
men prompted the members of the WARC to publish the so-called Confes-
sion of Belhar as an answer to the Apartheid regime in South Africa. In it the
signatory churches declared that Apartheid was by no means only a political
or social problem, but contradicted basic elements of Christian belief and
therefore needed to be declared a sin. In Belhar this led to the exclusion of the
South African Reformed Church from the World Alliance and thus con-
tributed to overcoming the Apartheid system.

“We recommit ourselves to reflect on the question of power and empire
from a biblical and theological perspective...,” – these were the rather unsat-
isfactory closing words of the “call to love and action” adopted by the repre-
sentatives of churches gathered at the 9th assembly of the World Council of
Churches in Porto Alegre in 2006. There the foundational position paper was
the comprehensive AGAPE-document (“Alternative Globalisation: Address-
ing People and Earth”) adopted in Geneva in 2005, which had been especial-
ly popular and much discussed by grassroots church groups. But the argu-
ment around the term “empire”, for instance, cost the WCC the sympathy of
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the powerful Evangelical Church of Germany. Even the first encyclical of
Pope Benedict XVI uses the term of “Agape” to convey the required reaction
to the scandal of exclusion of the largest part of the world population from a
good life. The most recent encyclical (issued in July 2009) focuses on the term
“Caritas”. Again and again it becomes obvious that the institutionalised
churches, tied down by relative wealth and arrangements with political lead-
erships, are not able to develop decisive solidarity with sister churches whose
resources and influence are limited. In the end, analyses, appeals and above
all an inflationary use of the word “love” is all that remains. Nowhere was a
unanimous decision or unanimous attempt made to find a way to change the
scandalous division of the world.

The Bible as a source of faith.

If you start reading the Bible, the interest can be a literary one, but it can
also be more profound and lead you to interrogate the texts in relation to the
question of God. Faith attributes the greatest possible authority to God. But
therein also lies the danger of concealing massive self-interest “in the name
of God”: there are texts which explicitly want to justify domination of hu-
mans over humans. The point therefore is to differentiate. Bert Brecht’s
“Questions of a Reading Worker“ may be helpful here:4 “Caesar defeated the
Gauls. Didn’t he have at least one cook with him?”

In the Bible cooks do get to speak. The socio-historical interpretation of
the texts has largely been by-passed by theologians who are above all inter-
ested in dogmatic sentences. If you try to link economic questions to these
contents, a discussion will be refused, often by referring to how particular the
societal relations were at the time: agrarian and slave-based economic sys-
tems of a patriarchal character. Now, does this mean that the biblical refer-
ences are utopian or even just fictional and idealising? Utopia seemingly plays
a role, when God aligns himself with the oppressed and degraded people. But
exactly this partisanship of God’s with those at the bottom would be a basis
for faith: for Judaism the story of the Exodus is a text that remembers this
partisanship; the incarnation of God in Jesus of Nazareth, asserted by Chris-
tians, emphasises this partisanship, this “inter-esse”, God’s “being-among” in
the depths of human existence. A theology which separates this aspect from
the sense of God’s omnipotence is therefore highly questionable.5

The very fact that the biblical texts refer to a society structured by slavery
would seem to assign a socio-historical place to them. The conception of
God is defined ex negativo in relation to slavery, namely as liberation from
slavery. God’s acting in the story of the exodus from Egypt, the “slavery-
workhouse”, is definitely described as one of liberation and caring. The cli-

130
La

b
o

u
r 

a
n

d
 P

re
ca

ri
sa

ti
o

n



max of Exodus is God’s covenant with the people at Sinai, which was sealed
with the donation of the Torah (literally, “directive”) – a body of laws. The
Torah is the Holy Scripture of Judaism and has become part of the canoni-
cal text for Christianity as well. In the first commandment of the covenant,
God commits himself once again to the liberation of his people, “I am
JHWH, your God, because I guided you out of the slavery-workhouse from
the land Egypt.”6 The Ten Commandments broach the issue of work in the
sense of the Bible: the Israelites should not work for other Gods.7 In the
commandment to observe a day of rest (Sabbath) a commonly shared area
of free space from work is radically opened up. The diverse reasons for this
– in Deuteronomy 5, 15 again the motif of liberation, in Exodus 20, 9-11
God’s rest after the Creation – link together liberation theology and creation
theology.8

So God himself works, too. In principle, this idea connects labour with a
creative, productive element. God’s rest, in which he wants to involve humans
as well, is acompletion of, not contrast to, labour. Unlike the ideal of leisure
in the ancient world, the aim of the biblical utterances is not liberation from
work/labour but liberation from the compulsion to work.

The Torah lays down laws of a general character for society and economy,
which outline God’s will regarding a life in freedom and make it possible for
man to enjoy the fruits of his labour (Isaiah 65, 17 ff.).

Economic law prevents the impoverishment of the generations to come
and wants to protect human work and its fruits from the grasp of others. The
required measures are directed against a reality in which exploitation is the
rule – then as now. The Commandments are, so to speak, signed with God’s
name, with the additional clause “who has led you out of the slavery-house
of Egypt”; the Commandment on the protection of the stranger adds “re-
member that you were a foreigner in Egypt”. Memory becomes the pedagog-
ic model for strengthening man’s empathetic capacities, which is the precon-
dition for solidarity. All these commandments want to facilitate a self-deter-
mined life and to protect people from abuse of power. The group which was
in greatest danger was seen as the “widows, orphans and strangers”, whose
vulnerability was particularly great, being without the protection of the ex-
tended family in a system of injustice. “Vulnerable people” is also the term
used for these people by UNICEF today. In the name of God, many legal texts
grant them particular privileges: the Poor Laws of the Torah guaranteed sur-
vival through payments from the tithe (Deuteronomy 14, 28), which was col-
lected in a box into which everyone had to pay. 10% is a high tax; ATTAC
would be happy with a Tobin Tax of 0.5% to fight hunger on earth. The right
to glean fields of grain, olive groves and vineyards provided a kind of uncon-
ditional basic income (Deuteronomy 24, 20-22). Another way of protecting
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vital interests was the lien: the person concerned decided himself or herself
what he or she could do without; moreover, it was prohibited specifically to
pawn millstones or outer wear.9 These provisions make it clear that decisions
were not made top-down, but that law was made in the interest of the under-
privileged, by restricting the avarice of the privileged. God takes their side –
not to comfort the underprivileged with a good hereafter, as was often repre-
sented in Christian religious history, but God ties himself to the question of
the causes of poverty which must be looked for and found in the here and
now. In the Bible, social justice is not a category separated from the relation-
ship to God; rather there is no such relationship without the law and without
justice.10

“Justitia” and “shalom”

That is also the meaning of the criticism of society and culture in the
Prophets. In the Bible, justice is a central idea but contrasts sharply with the
ancient conception of “iustitia”, the allegorical presentation of which confers
“the law”, with blindfolded eyes, scales and a sword, apparently to everybody,
no matter what the person’s social status was. The Bible refutes the Aris-
totelian motto of “To each his own”11, which attributes rights according to
achievements and merits. The biblical counterpart to “iustitia” is “shalom”,
peace, which does not only mean the absence of a war, but “contentment” in
the sense of “to each what he or she needs”. It is exactly this importance and
meaning given to the free unfolding of human life, which is at the bottom of
Johan Galtung’s definition of structural violence. “Violence is present when
human beings are influenced in such a way that their actual physical and in-
tellectual realisation are below their potential realisations.”12

To each what he or she needs: this is the theme of numerous Biblical tales
about providing food, the model of which is the tale of manna in Exodus 16:
sufficient food in the desert.13 “Bread” nourishes the desert people. There is
plenty of it, you can eat your fill. For the Israeli society of dearth this means
elementary happiness. Only in an affluent society would “having enough and
plenty” be used pejoratively: I have had enough of it, I am fed up with it …
The Bible reminds us that it is possible to be full of life and to die fulfilled
with a satisfied life. What is forbidden is to stock up reserves. Thus what is
being spoken of here is a socialist bread, in any case a democratic one.14 The
right to have enough for your personal needs is more than the principle of
equivalence in tax law – more than the principle of distributive justice in the
current economic logic: it reflects the reality of God’s benevolence, it is the
practice of the law of mercy in the Torah.15 Like the WHO, the Bible assumes
that there is basically enough for all human beings and it perceives the rea-
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sons for poverty: in bypassing or bending the law, lobbyism, corruption, ex-
ploitation, suppression or even murder.

Labour and capital in the ancient world

The majority of the population lived from agricultural work, which was
carried out by peasants and characterised by reciprocity and subsistence.
They produced what was needed for day-to-day survival. The only way of ob-
taining big estates was by expropriating the peasants. The top of society could
only achieve this if they disobeyed the Torah, and so it happened that about
2 % of the population controlled 50 % of all wealth. Today, similar property
relations can be found not only in the countries of the so-called “Third
World”, but in highly industrialised countries as well. The social pyramid
with the concentration of power and property in the hands of a few and their
clientele on top and an ever broadening base of people in absolute poverty at
the bottom was the same in biblical times as it is today.

For most people, work meant paying back debts and working for others.
Thus they formed a cheap human mass to be manoeuvred about. In most
cases, incurring debt led to debt bondage. Before a man was forced to sell
himself as a slave, he usually sold his wife and children. The slaves – about
one third of the population in the Roman Empire – were used for very dif-
ferent jobs: hard, physical labour, worst probably in the mines. They were
also used as sex objects. Sexual slavery and child abuse were the rule, not the
exception. Sslaves did also have privileged jobs as legal advisors, as teachers,
scribes, etc. In spite of this they had no or very few rights and were not re-
garded as persons in their own right but as objects. The slave market was sup-
plied by Germania and Ethiopia, among other areas, mostly with prisoners of
war – men and women, abandoned children and victims of kidnapping. As
persons, slaves enjoyed no rights or protections. Nevertheless, the interest of
their owners was directed at preserving their labour power. After all, they
were a valuable investment and could therefore count on accommodation,
food and clothing.

As today, the criteria for social stratification were property, income and the
subsistence level. The possession of goods was highly valued, while agricultur-
al labour was not. Manual labour and skills – even those of artists16 – did not
qualify for upward social mobility. The more surprising it is that God him-
self is often presented as artisan, as potter, weaver, bricklayer, metal worker or
caretaker of a vineyard.

Merchants, artisans and some small farmers lived in relative poverty. The
Latin words for “poor”, such as “pauper”, “egens”, “miser” or “humilis” do not
only refer to wretchedly impoverished persons and beggars but also to the
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somewhat better-off artisans and dealers, who doubtless were poor when
compared to the rich, possessing classes.17

The living conditions of free wage earners, so-called day labourers, were the
hardest. Also women and sometimes even children belonged to this social
stratum. They could hardly call anything their own and for an agreed wage
performed any kind of physical work. As today, women were those most ex-
posed to existential danger. Besides looking after the household and raising
the children, they also worked on small farms and in artisans’ workshops, but
without being a member of a family dominated by their husbands all that
was left to them was begging and prostitution. In the sources, the prices paid
for the services of a prostitute are extremely low: a quarter of a denarius.
From this we can conclude that there must have been a great number of
them.

The economic doctrines of the ancient world are exclusively addressed to
landowners who very rarely lived on their estates but preferred the more lux-
urious life in the cities. In his work “Res rusticae”, Varro (116-27 B.C.) recom-
mends the landowners “to have their land when situated in bad areas worked
by day-labourers, because this is more advantageous than to have the work
done by slaves, and even for better areas it is more advantageous to have day-
labourers carry out the hard work in the fields such as harvesting fruit, gath-
ering grapes or doing other harvest work.” Cato (234-149 B.C.) recommen-
ded not employing a day-labourer longer than a day,18 because the suppos-
edly poor nutritional situation would so weaken the day-labourer after one
day of hard work that he could no longer be used efficiently. The usual pay-
ment of one denarius was sufficient to feed a family of four or five with bread
for one day. Since hired labourers could usually only get work on a piece ba-
sis – during harvests and for building projects – survival was very precarious.
They were supposed to put up with flexibility and mobility, which caused the
breakup of their social environment – family and village community.

The instruction to pay wage earners their wage on their day of work
(Deuteronomy 24, 14 f.) was intended to counteract the apparently estab-
lished practice of employers. The hard reality of day-labourers’ lives is
broached in one of Jesus’ parables (Matthew 20, 1-16) where he contrasts it
to God’s realm which is characterised by benevolence: even at the end of the
day men are prostituting themselves for work on the market square hoping
to be employed for one hour and getting the same wage as long-term work-
ers. This, and the fact that the owner of the vineyard acts so generously, are
the unusual aspects of the tale. The long-term workers protest against being
levelled down in that way (Verse 12). The parable pleads for solidarity and
wants to prevent privileges of rank. The appeal to God’s benevolent love re-
quires the participation in a community of solidarity without envy. How de-
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structive, even deadly, envy and selfishness are – that is what the famous text
on Cain and Abel warns us against, a text which in the Bible stands at the be-
ginning of the history of humanity.

Notes
1) www.sozialwort.at
2) The numbers refer to positions in the Social Mission Statement
3) E.Katschnig-Fasch (ed.) Das ganz alltägliche Elend. Begegnungen im Schatten des Ne-
oliberalismus, Wien    2003 p. 19
4) Bertolt Brecht: Kalendergeschichten, Reinbek 1983.
5) See the criticism of domination in Jotham’s Fable, Book of Judges 9, or the First Book of
Samuel 8, the Magnificat in Luke 1, 46ff and in the Books of the Prophets.
6) This explanation is missing in the Lutheran catechism.
7) In ancient oriental religions, the service for the gods mostly was a motif for the creation
of man.
8) Jürgen Ebach: Menschsein mit nicht durch Arbeit. Zum Thema „Arbeit“ in der hebräis-
chen Bibel. In: Th PQ 152,3 (2004), pp. 275-283.
9) Without millstones there was no flour for baking bread. Outer wear was also a blanket
for the night.
10) J. Ebach: In den Worten, und zwischen den Zeilen: Eine neue Folge theologischer Re-
den, Wittingen 2005 (= Erev-Rav Hefte: Biblische Erkundungen 6), p. 86.
11) Aristotle, Rhetoric I.9.7 (1366b). That these word were also written above the gate to
the Buchenwald concentration camp should make us think twice just as the words “Arbeit
macht frei” (“Work Brings Freedom”) were cynically inscribed above the gate of Auschwitz.
12) Johan Galtung: Strukturelle Gewalt. Beiträge zur Friedens- und Konfliktforschung,
Reinbek bei Hamburg, 1975, p. 9). The term “structural violence“ corresponds to “structur-
al sin”, which is a necessary extension of, and supplement to, the Christian dogma of origi-
nal sin and which is, in my opinion, not sufficiently reflected from a theological and practi-
cal point-of-view.
13) Manna is the nourishing product of the scale insect from the tamarisk tree.
14) L.u.W. Schottroff: Die kostbare Liebe zum Leben, Bibl. Inspirationen; München 1991
(=KT 104) p. 35.
15) In his translation of the Bible into the Gothic language, Wulfila rendered the word “Er-
barmen” which in Hebrew has the same root as “Mutterschoss (“Mother’s womb”) as “Ab-
amen”
16) In order to enhance their prestige, the rich endowed works of art.
17) Ch.R.Whittacker: Der Arme in: A. Giardina (Hg) Der Mensch in der römischen Antike,
Frankfurt/New York  1991, pp. 305 ff, p. 313  quoted according to E. W. Stegemann, W.
Stegemann: Urchristliche Sozialgeschichte, p. 88.
18) L. Schottroff: Die Güte Gottes und die Solidarität von Menschen. Das Gleichnis von
den Arbeitern im Weinberg in: Der Gott der kleinen Leute: sozialgeschichtliche Bibelausle-
gungen/ ed.. W. Schottroff und W. Stegemann , Munich , vol 2 NT 1979, S. 71-93, p.75
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On July 24, Pedro Magdiel was arrested by the police 
and handed over to one of the death squads trained by 
Israeli commanders. His murder was intended to deter other protesters.
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From July 21 to 24 a social forum on regional integration took place at
Asunción, the capital of Paraguay. It addressed the possibilities of strug-

gling against the free trade policies imposed on Latin American, African and
South Asian countries by the European Union and the World Trade Organi-
sation, through strengthening the economic-political links between coun-
tries of the same region.

The choice of a Latin American country was no accident. Indeed, ever
since 1999, the question of a regional political alternative has been raised by
the social movements of Latin America. Since 2005 we have seen several po-
litical changes in Latin America following the accession to office of Chávez
in Venezuela, of Lula in Brazil, of Kirchner in Argentina and Morales in Bo-
livia. Moreover, in the course of 2008 differing concepts of “regionalisation”
have clashed in South America with, on the one side, the creation of ALBA,
(a social movement uniting several different movements putting forward al-
ternative proposals) backed by the Via Campesina movement as the main
process for regionalisation and, on the other hand, the procedures being set
up in the context of MERCOSUR and UNASUR. The choice of Asunción
was linked to the meeting of the Presidents of the MERCOSUR member-
states, due to take place there on Sunday, July 26, to be preceded, the day be-
fore, by a major popular mobilisation against this process of regional coop-
eration, in which the interests of the smaller countries are never really con-
sidered.

Regional Integration as an 
Alternative Strategy?

The Social Forum on Regional Integration

Véronique Sandoval



Can regional integration be considered an alternative to the crisis?

How can the crisis of the system be resolved in the context of a neoliberal
or even a social-democratic project? Any response to the system’s crisis pre-
supposes a new kind of development, another policy of cooperation between
countries. Accordingly, for Lugo, the President of Paraguay, it is necessary to
accelerate the movement towards regional integration in Latin America.

However, there is the question of what policy of “regional integration” to
adopt? That was the issue at the heart of the discussion at the Asunción Fo-
rum. Indeed, the current policies to confront the crisis are, above all, nation-
al ones, so that the choice between integration or cooperation posed in South
America, in the context of MERCOSUR and UNASUR which bring together
counties of very different economic strengths, is far from self evident.

Moreover, how does one move from a national response to a regional
struggle – and why? Are there not great differences between the forms of as-
sociation possible in social movements and those of state integration? Does
the framework of state forms of cooperation have necessarily to be focused
on the regional level, despite the very great differences between countries in
the same region of the world? Is this not what the major multinational
groups, the USA and the dominant forces are seeking in order to develop a
globalised free-trade market? Thus regional integration in the sense of coop-
eration between countries is not always an alternative nor does it always an-
swer to the wish for another mode of development. Too often, it is linked to
a procedure of domination. Nevertheless, is it possible to build another mode
of development in Latin America by leaving out Brazil?

In Latin America, only ALBA, an organisation for cooperation rooted in
social movements and politically close countries (Cuba, Venezuela, Equador,
Honduras, Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, Paraguay) has set up real co-
operation in the fields of public health and education between its member-
states. Even so, it must be pointed out that this cooperation in public health
and education does not come under the jurisdiction of specifically ALBA
missions. On the other hand, the ALBA Bank does answer to these missions,
but only manages accounts, which does not allow it to impose uniform eco-
nomic policies. It provides, nevertheless, a basis of support for going further,
including for investments and economic cooperation, in particular because
ALBA is not based on states but on social movements, which facilitates pub-
lic debate on alternatives.

Should not the issue of building a new mode of development and con-
sumption, which runs through all the social movements, be dealt with on the
basis of such struggles rather than through inter-state cooperation? This was
the subject of the discussions.
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Differences between “regions”

In the opinion of Latin American altermondialists, the crisis cannot be
confronted in a single country, except by negotiating with a major capitalist
power and ending up under its yoke. Consequently we must cooperate. How-
ever, the process of regional integration cannot be limited to cooperation in
commercial exchanges as is the case with MERCOSUR. Economic cultures
must also change. Otherwise, what is to prevent a Latin American peasant
from giving up his land for the production of soya beans, which provides
nothing in the way of employment and exhausts the soil?

Moreover, change must come from within, not be part of a process im-
posed from without if we do not want to see secessionist trends develop.
However, this raises the question of the national area being an area of dem-
ocratic citizenship in the face of the need to confront the crisis of a globalised
economy.

Regional integration is thus an opportunity for ending the crisis by re-
maining in the framework of a neoliberal model while transforming it. In
particular, the question is how to overcome a mode of economic and social
development based on exporting agricultural products, which are virtually
identical in all the countries of Latin America (soya, eucalyptus, cane and
sugar)? We must think about all this together, think in a more global manner.

But how are we to have an anti-imperialist goal for regional integration
with this asymmetry that is so characteristic of our present regional-integra-
tion institutions and when the MERCOSUR model is a neoliberal one?

The Russian socialist model of regional integration has failed as has the so-
cial-democratic one, and several models of regional integration exist side by
side in Latin America.

We must thus accept the gradual character of the various processes of inte-
gration which do not all observe the same characteristics and in which the
social movements can play a role.

Since the crisis is partly a problem of income distribution and partly one
of external debt, regional integration must, above all, enable the regulation of
credit creation and the reorganisation of production and trade between
countries.

Within the European Union, “What has to be produced and how?” is a
question that was never mastered by countries through the logic of the world
market, explained a speaker from Spain. Nevertheless, although the crisis is a
systemic world crisis, the governments, even progressive ones, are still adopt-
ing nationalist models of development without raising the question of any
reform of the goals of production. Similarly, “regional integration” never
raises the question of the complementarity of production, only that of its
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most profitable trading. Yet trade is naturally unequal as between a small
Latin American country and an economic power like Brazil.

Moreover, how can national identity and the people’s sovereignty be pre-
served within a process of regional integration and how can one preserve a
strategy of social development, which is essential to the democratisation of
institutions, without thinking about the sharing of resources for a better life.

Small African countries are too dependent on the help of the European
Union to be able to resist it individually. They therefore need to unite to
strengthen their influence at the international level and reject the “free-trade
agreements” that the EU wishes to impose on them. Indeed, equity in trade
presupposes a certain balance of power and therefore the unity of small
countries faced with great powers like the European Union, rather than bilat-
eral agreements, which are always unequal and presented as acts of generos-
ity from the former colonial power. The idea of regional integration is thus
very important for Africa. Such regional integration must tally with a policy
of cooperation in economic fields but also in the fields of health, culture and
so on. This presupposes democratic negotiations covering all areas of socie-
ty and democratic choices that would preserve national sovereignty, prevent-
ing big countries like South Africa from dominating others and also demo-
cratic processes in each country. This means a process of integration that
produces various forms of coordination, of cooperation and of organisation,
a process of integration that is gradual and not based on pre-conceived mod-
els, a democratic process that creates communities based on equitable trad-
ing.

Shouldn’t this “concept” be questioned?

What can Africans learn from the Latin American forms of regional inte-
gration – just simple trade agreements or the construction of a way of life,
other than that imposed by international imperialism, by countries that have
a common language and history? Agreements between governments or coop-
eration between social movements? Simple cooperation or a process of
building an alternative to capitalism at a regional level? What sort of “inte-
gration” do social movements seek? Is it a matter of integrating different peo-
ples or a process of integration built by the peoples themselves?

What can the Africans learn from the experiments at integration taking
place in Latin America or from the European Union? To what extent can this
concept help them if its source is not in the peoples’ movements but tends
rather to be rejected by them in favour of nationalism in times of crisis?

Neither do the social movements of Southeast Asia conceive regional inte-
gration as a priority but rather identify it as a neoliberal strategy. The issues
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that motivate them are human rights and the building of areas of democra-
cy. From this point of view, a Union of the peoples of Southeast Asia is still
inconceivable. If such an idea were to be proposed by India it would be con-
sidered a wish to annex Pakistan and Kashmir.

It is thus important to take fully into account the contexts in which such
concepts are drawn up to judge whether they can easily be transposed to an-
other region of the world, which has its own historic momentum.
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Among the sympathisers of Manuel Zelaya are also supporters of the 
Liberal Party, waving a red-white-red banner.



143

Early in the rise of industrial capitalism in the mid-19th century, a set of
ideas emerged and came to grip the imagination of the new working class

that was being created by industrial capitalism. Those ideas reflected in part
the new institutional arrangements that were being forged by urbanisation
and industrialism under capitalism. But they also changed the course of in-
dustrial capitalism. They helped the working class to become a force that hu-
manised industrial capitalism, although that force has so far not transformed
capitalism.

What were those ideas?
First was the idea that the growing numbers of people who by changes in

the economy had been forced into the mines and factories that were spread-
ing across Europe and the Americas, could, and would in time, come to have
power.

Why would they have power?
The power that they would both grasp and create was rooted in the very sys-

tem that was oppressing them: the system of mass production. The factory
system, by bringing people from the dispersed villages and farms into towns
and cities would unify them, it would subject them to a common experience,
bring them together physically in the same mass production locales, and ex-
pose them to the grinding routine of the assembly line, to the authoritarian-

Facing Reality – Strategies to 
Increase Power from Below in 
an Era of Neoliberal Globalisation*

*) Talk given at the June 19 Berlin conference “Class in Crisis” organized by the Rosa Luxemburg Foun-
dation.

Frances Fox Piven



ism of the foreman and the boss. By unifying them and exposing them to the
same conditions, the very institutions of industrial capitalism would change
their political consciousness. It would shape these people from all of the dis-
persed villages, speaking different dialects or languages  and they would realise
who their common enemies were, and they would also gain a kind of under-
standing of vision, of socialisation, or socialism. Most importantly, in the kind
of limited socialism that capitalist mass production itself created this new ex-
perience  would show people that they had power. Because they would realise
through their experience of the mines and the factories that they were playing
a crucial role in the new system, that they could “shut it down”.

And finally, there was the idea that as industrial capitalism grew, so would
the power of these working people grow. Their numbers and their power
would grow. As everybody knows, these ideas were best expressed in the Com-
munist Manifesto. It was, of course, a polemical document. But it was also an
analysis. And its impact I think was heady and inspirational. The idea that the
new emerging industrial working class could have power, and that its power,
its potential power at least, was a kind of inevitable result of the new system
of production that was coming into being, that idea, that analysis reflected a
reality but it also helped to build working-class power that ultimately did have
an impact on institutional conditions, even if it was not the large impact that
the leaders of the working class, and Marx and Engels themselves, hoped for.
That idea fuelled the mass strikes, unions, the working-class parties, which did
indeed have an impact on industrial capitalism as it developed.

Well, that idea does not inspire any more. Now the industrial working class
is shrinking, along with the unions, in the US, in the UK, and to some extent
across Europe and certainly in Latin America. The parties that began as par-
ties of the working class, the political parties, no longer seem to be class-based,
they are catch-all parties, they stumble, and there is vast discouragement
about the prospects for working-class power. Instead we are urged to vote for
the parties that still call themselves Labour Parties, or Social Democratic Par-
ties, because their leaders and candidates say they promise a more gentle ad-
ministration of the austerities that are inevitable in the new era.

The usual explanation of why this is so, of why the old promise has gone,
evaporated, and why we are in this morass, is also a set of ideas. A set of ideas
which to some extent reflect new institutional arrangements and also have a
kind of momentum which promises to change, and has already changed,
those institutional arrangements. And those new ideas go something like this:
We are in a new era. We call it neoliberalism or neoliberal globalisation, mean-
ing that the capitalist markets are now international. And that at the same
time, domestic economies are restructuring, in ways that create the precariat,
the precarious workforce, the insecure part-time contingent workforce, and
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that this new development is inevitable, that it is the result of a new institu-
tional formation that is not exactly of anyone’s making, and that its conse-
quences will be huge for the economic well-being of the working-class but es-
pecially for the power of the working class.

I want to explain why this development has been paralysing the emergence
of new ideas about neoliberalism and the institutional realities that they re-
flect and exaggerate – and explain why I do not think these realities should be
as devastating as they seem to be.

Let me start at a kind of beginning. Historically, there are actually two main
ideas about the power of working people.

The first idea is the idea of democracy, of electoral representative democra-
cy. It is the idea that if working people get the vote, and if there are periodic
elections, they can have influence over state authorities. That is a very basic
democratic idea, it is the way we understand democracy. There have in fact
been elaborate institutional arrangements created to reflect this idea, institu-
tional arrangements which have to do with how people are enfranchised and
how votes are balloted and how elections are conducted, and the role of polit-
ical parties, etc. This idea of electoral representative democracy is also very
promising – and historically, it had a lot of influence on socialism – because of
this idea that industrial capitalism would grow, and therefore the number of
industrial workers would grow and confronting a common experience, they
would develop solidarity, a kind of socialist outlook. And electoral representa-
tive arrangements could be a vehicle for power. But there was also a second idea
that I think was very influential, and that was the theory of labour power.
Labour power is manifested most essentially in the strike. Labour power was
what the Manifesto was about. The idea of labour power associated the growth
of the mass production industries with the growth of labour as a power force.

Both of these ideas mattered in the history of industrial capitalism. Labour
mattered. There was a history of the expansion of the political rights of ordi-
nary people, of labour rights, of social protection, of the welfare state. And in
that history, each kind of power affected the other. It was often very important
that working people had electoral power, some electoral power, because they
could use their votes, their political parties to protect their ability to deploy
their labour power, their strike power, their power to shut it down.

The conventional view, the idea that has paralysed us, that has been ad-
vanced by the neoliberal propaganda machine, the conventional view of glob-
alisation is that it undermines both kinds of power, the electoral representa-
tive power and the kind of institutional arrangements which made ordinary
people something of an influence on state authorities. It is undermined by ne-
oliberal globalisation.
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What forms does this take? First, national authority is compromised by the
rise of supra-national organisations. In order for voters to have power they
need to have power over the state authorities they elect. But if those state au-
thorities themselves are stripped of power by, for example, the rise of supra-
national organisations, or their power is compromised by the rise of such or-
ganisations, then the power of the French working class is compromised by
the rise of the European Union and the World Trade Organisation, and the
International Monetary Fund, etc.

But working-class power is even more compromised in this conventional
view, in this new set of ideas that has trounced the old ideas about working-
class power. It is even more compromised by the rise of multinational capi-
tal, multinational corporations which operate very much like business has
operated in the United States since the end of the 19th century because our
governmental system in the United States is a federal system. Under the fed-
eral system many of the services, tax policies, infrastructure policies that
business, big business cares about are initiated and implemented on the state
level, on the sub-national level. If that is so but business operates coast-to-
coast on a national scale, then business can hold state governments hostage,
can say: if you do not give me the tax breaks I want, if you do not build a
four-lane highway up to my back door, I am going to locate in another state.
That has been true in the United States, and it has been devastating for dem-
ocratic power, for at least a century. The argument is that now that is true on
a world level, that multinational corporations can hold national governments
hostage to the promise of investing or disinvesting, and pick and choose
where they will go, on condition that they get the package of policies they
want.

At the same time, there is another development that has undermined the
old idea of democratic power, the power of ordinary people through the vote,
through the parties, through elections: the creeping privatisation which in
the United States is especially important because privatisation of government
services, this new terrain of plunder by entrepreneurs, weakens our most im-
portant unions in the public sector. Probably the biggest union supporters of
the Democratic Party – which is not an anti-capitalist party, but is the best
we have when it comes to political parties – are the teachers’ unions – they
are public sector unions – but only as long as the schools are public. And the
effort to privatise public education has as one of its hidden goals the break-
ing of the teachers’ unions.

Privatisation is also consequential because it is a new area for investment,
for profit-making, for plunder. Look at the way we have used the limited
public programmes for health to feed the big private providers in health in a
way that is not subject to any kind of regulation.
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One way in which the ideas about globalisation are so devastating to the
idea of labour power has to do with the way in which neoliberal globalisation
weakens the promises of democracy.

The other way is that the ideas, and some of the realities, but not all of
them, are devastating to the old idea that labour power is the power to shut
it down, because globalisation means shifting mass production industries to
Asia, the global South. And with that shift of investment comes intensified
goods competition, with the consequence that workers, unionised workers
often, in the developed world, are constantly being whipsawed against work-
ers in the global South. So, intensified competition means pressure, and the
fear of exit.

So the idea is, and a lot of union people have said this to me, including
union intellectuals, that we cannot strike under these conditions. You cannot
strike, you cannot talk about striking. You cannot talk about the essential ex-
ercise of labour power which is the power to shut it down.

So this new set of ideas is crippling, it’s paralysing. But is that the whole
truth? There is clearly some truth in these ideas. However, I do not think it
tells it all. I think that implicit in the idea of labour power, in the idea that
you can shut it down, is that there is democratic power if people have the
vote. This is the more general theoretical perspective on why some people can
dominate other people. And in particular, implicit in these two power ideas,
is a bigger idea about why people whom we ordinarily consider powerless,
helpless, inevitably subordinate, people who have nothing of conventional
power resources, like money, control over jobs, control over armies, or gangs
of thugs, people who have no resources, people like serfs, the urban poor,
workers, sometimes do exercise power.

Historically, there are those instances where serfs have had leverage over
landowners, where the urban poor have made princes cringe, where workers
have made their bosses give in. That kind of power and the power implicit in
the argument about the labour power to shut it down, the power implicit in
democratic ideas, derives, I think, from the patterns of cooperation, of interde-
pendence, that constitute our society. These are patterns of cooperation which
involve serfs, which involve the urban poor who have to cooperate at least by
being quiescent, and which involve workers. Everybody plays a role in the nor-
mal operation of the big institutions which constitute a cooperative society.

Those patterns of cooperation are intricate and sweeping. There are many
institutional systems of cooperation, including families, churches, education-
al systems, but some institutional systems are more important than others.

Economic institutions are very important, as well as political institutions
which determine the central axes which bind the state to populations. And
the power contestations that are made possible by economic and political
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systems of cooperation, those power relations can be very critical in trans-
forming societies. And they involve everybody, or almost everybody, because
people are bound together in these economic and political activities, to which
they make contributions. And because they are, they can disrupt those sys-
tems. Students can disrupt universities. Workers can disrupt production.
Peasants in the highlands of Bolivia can disrupt entire communities by
blockading roads. So, both electoral representative democracy and ideas
about worker power are particular expressions of the larger idea that interde-
pendent relations create interdependent power. And this that interdependent
power which, unlike guns and money, includes the bottom of society, in-
creases with centralisation and specialisation.

It follows, to me, that globalisation – whether neoliberal or not – increases
the potential for power from below. The very arrangements that allow capi-
tal to exit, to move to low-cost, low-wage areas, also create new and fragile in-
terdependencies. So everybody moans about outsourcing, poor people some-
where else are being given the jobs of producing key parts of our cars or our
railway carriages. But those very arrangements also create new and very frag-
ile and complicated interdependencies, outsourcing is two-sided. It may
loosen the relations of investors with domestic workers, and weaken the pow-
er of domestic workers, but it binds investors to many other contributors,
most of them subalterns. In very far-flung chains of production, and the
more so when the system of production is just-in-time production, more-
over, those chains of production in turn depend on complex systems of
transportation. And here is what I in a way like best: they also depend on
electronic systems of communication which are acutely vulnerable to the
withdrawal of cooperation.

In the old days of Fordist systems of production, people who were interest-
ed in labour power used to puzzle over the question of which workers – in a
complex system, a complex factory or industry with a complex division of
labour – were the logistical workers so that if you could organise them, they
could shut it down.

John Womack spent decades trying to understand which workers in Vera
Cruz (he was a Mexican expert) were the logistical workers.

Now, maybe, the idea of logistical workers is writ large, maybe lots of work-
ers in a very complex and fragile system, division of labour and system of co-
operation, are logistical workers, potentially logistical workers.

There are problems, though. And those problems have to do with the fact
that the power potential, created by any new system of institutional relations,
the power potential at the bottom in particular, is not automatically ex-
pressed. A lot of strategic work has to be done to realise that power. For one
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thing, people who are subordinated, who are culturally suffocated, have to
come to recognise that they are important, that they are making contribu-
tions. So people have to recognise that elites depend on them. They have to
coordinate their actions, they have to solve the organising problem, and that
is what organisers have been most preoccupied with.

The atomisation, which in a way always has been true of large groups of
workers, has to be overcome, people have to act in concert. The inhibiting in-
fluence of other institutions and other relationships has to be overcome, be-
cause people do not just have relations with investors or employers, or even
with state authorities. They also have relations with the church which has
been so important in the rise of the right in the United States. They have fam-
ily relations, they are sometimes embedded in organisations, right-wing
crazy organisations.

They also have to be able to endure the suspension of relationships that is
the necessary consequence of withdrawing cooperation in interdependent
relations. You are not only hurting the boss; you are also not going to receive
a wage. And moreover, if you do that, you may risk the ending of that coop-
erating relationship. But the hardest thing of all is to activate this potential
power that arises from cooperation, and now from new systems of compli-
cated and fragile cooperation. But to do that you have to break rules. This has
been one of the biggest inhibitions on popular action. You have to defy the
rules that are set in place by state authorities themselves, influenced by other
sources of power, by wealth, by force, etc. Think of how the old working class
had to break the rules which prohibited unionisation as conspiracies. They
had to break the rules against strikes. In the United States and in England,
strikes violated the common-law tradition of master-servant law. Those are
strategic problems that always have to be overcome to activate power from
below. There are also strategic problems that employers, the employing class,
the bosses, the multinationals, had to overcome to take advantage of the new
networks of global production and trade. They were quicker to do it.

The propaganda machines that have been created by business in the form of
think tanks, publications, and special TV stations have been full of a kind of
neo-market ideology. The idea that an economy that spans national borders
really means the market writ large so that the old market laws which have al-
ways been crippling to labour, ideologically, are even harder to defy – that is
propaganda. The airwaves, the politicians, everybody has been full of it. Em-
ployers have been quick to use the reality of exit to exaggerate exit as part of
their campaign to bust the old unions created in the Fordist era. And they have
also been very quick not only to use government to get rid of, to deregulate
the old labour regulations and labour rights. They actually occupied govern-
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ment in the United States. Labour has been much slower, as havelabour lead-
ers. They are too bureaucratic, too comfortable, their old ways of doing things
worked, or partly worked, though never wonderfully, they are timid, they are
old, fearful of the risks of new strategies which involve breaking rules.

In the United States, it is not that labour has not recognised that they are in
big trouble, as they lose members and density. They do know that. There have
been shifts in leadership, but not dramatic ones. And what those new leaders
have tried to do, they have tried to revive, is to put more energy into old strate-
gies, the old repertoire. That includes organising the unorganised, many of the
precariat, including immigrants. There have been efforts to organise part-time
workers, to find allies in the community, which really means something like
organising those of the precariat who are not in the regular workforce.

Mostly what they have tried to do in the United States is use their ability to
influence electoral politics to compensate for their inability to use old-fash-
ioned labour power, strike power.

And enormous amounts of brain power, union treasuries, person power
have been poured into electoral campaigns in the hope of electing candidates
who will improve labour rights, and especially the composition of the Na-
tional Labour Relations Board that has been eviscerated, turned into an em-
ployer-favouring board by decades of conservative rule.

But these are old strategies. It is not that they are useless, it is that they are
weak strategies, because they are unfolding in the context of de-industriali-
sation, the extra leverage that employers have as a result of globalisation, the
tremendous political machine that business created over the last thirty years
to dominate government. These are powerful counter-influences.

I think working people, maybe not labour unions, need new strategies. I
think there are glimmerings. New strategies that take advantage of the new
sources of power resulting from neoliberal globalisation and lean produc-
tion. There are glimmerings of new strategies; it is not just the old stuff. In
the preoccupation of some unions, particularly SEIU [Service Employees In-
ternational Union] in the United States, an effort to try to increase sectoral
density of unions by smashing the old union jurisdictional arrangements so
that a particular union in a labour action commands a larger number of
workers in a particular sector – that is one approach. Another approach is
what is called “corporate strategies”, efforts to actually diagnose who those in-
vestors are vulnerable to.

We do a big chart. We know they are vulnerable to workers to some extent,
but that may not be enough and we may not have organised those workers
yet. But they are also vulnerable to some business allies, to investors, to big
customers. We want to know all those vulnerabilities and figure out how we
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can get leverage by tapping those other vulnerabilities. There is a problem in
this kind of strategy, I think, because it is not workers that are exercising
leverage on the targets. If it is customers or other investors, will it be workers
who make the gains as a result? 

There is much more exploration of cross-border labour campaigns. And
there is also an older strategy trying to form global unions. Therefore, I pro-
pose that strategy and the examination of working people’s political power
strategies could be and I think should be the focus of an academic agenda.We
academics could help with that. These strategies are, after all, hypotheses of
world-wide and American academics. They are complicated hypotheses, they
are sets of hypotheses about conflict, who can do what to whom in con-
tention. They are complicated in part because it is not just a question of
whether workers can organise and by organising whether they can exercise
leverage on a target. It is also a question about counter-strategies. It is a
dance, and there are different parties to the dance, with three partners at
least: working people, employers, and state authorities.

There is a lot to be looked at, a lot of data would be relevant. Data is im-
portant. The empirical world is important to illuminate our categories. Our
model could be the Manifesto, but the Communist Manifesto was really too
general for the purposes that we need to put to strategic work today. We want
to face off against neoliberal propaganda. And that means that we have to do
academic work about why the precariat or other workers who are not quite
so precarious, but probably will be, why they have power, why the unfolding,
the growth of international markets without opposition or resistance, with-
out spinning off concessions to working people of any consequence – why
this is not inevitable. We need to study – in a way that the Manifesto did not,
could not – how people can be organised in the face of the more dispersed
character of contemporary sites of labour. We need new forms of organisa-
tion. The big national and international unions, hierarchically organised, are
probably not the right forms. We need to learn more about how Twitter was
used to organise the Iranian protesters. We need to talk about looser, more
network-like forms of organisation which the Global Justice Movement has
used. We need to learn more about, to explain how, people with diverse lan-
guages, diverse traditions can be brought together, because they always were
brought together. That is what the history of labour is about, it is about
bringing people from diverse locales with diverse languages or dialects, di-
verse ideas, together.

But the promise of power is a heady promise. And it does unite people, de-
spite the barriers of language and tradition, and despite diverse terms of em-
ployment. That is what our history is about, and we ought to continue to
make history.
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“If you love him that much in Honduras, we can give him to you as a present”, say
these followers of Roberto Micheletti, most of whom are employees of private firms.



On June 22, 2009, at the initiative of Espaces Marx (transform!) and the re-
gional government of the Île de France, labour leaders, elected officials,
scholars and representatives of civil society met to discuss economic democ-
racy as an alternative to the political crisis.

Democracy and business

One fact is obvious from the start: inside companies, the burden is heavy.
Management techniques that link intensified work to pseudo-responsi-

bilities without giving people real responsibility cause people to experience a
loss of their own worth and cause individualisation, stress and guilt. The ex-
pression suffering at work does not allow us to see the full complexity of this
depressive state since “work may destroy, but work also builds.” This contra-
dictory reality is either not taken into consideration or is used to manipulate
workers. Despite their need to recognise and take a critical view of the “ex-
cesses” of financial capitalism, middle management often accepts or even
promotes this policy pro-financial capital policy, resigning themselves to
what they come to consider an immutable law of nature.

For the Greek sociologist Georgia Petraki, the information technology rev-
olution tends to a division of labour but also to its unification. It enables a
socialisation of knowledge, makes it more accessible to wider society and also
makes possible the circulation of knowledge created by new issues involving
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the control of knowledge and of decision-making. The individual aspires to
take initiative, to greater participation. The discussion pointed to capitalism’s
ability to meet the aspirations generated by an IT-based economy. This econ-
omy reinforces exploitation through individualisation, breaks down collec-
tives, individualises performance evaluation, all of which increases suffering
at work. Knowledge is greater but fragmented. The more a person specialis-
es, the less he or she masters the whole. Increased knowledge, therefore, has
not been accompanied by greater democracy.

Totally free circulation of capital is the basis of all European regulations
and implies the destruction of previously established labour law. While this
ideology prevails, business and the right use every possible method not only
to limit the rights of workers but also to convince them that they are not
competent to participate in company policy-making. The very work condi-
tions tend to diminish the ability of workers to feel like citizens outside the
workplace. Workers are cut off from the work process itself. They must recov-
er control of this process if they are to participate in the life of society.

Today’s crisis also is linked to the crisis of managing the efficiency of hu-
man labour. The latter crisis helps us better understand what is happening,
and, as a result, the need to make work life more democratic.

Before workers can aim at acquiring power in a company, they need to
know what to do with power and be able to manage production themselves.
This presupposes a wider and deeper participation in decision-making.

Another dimension of economic democracy is the question of the relation-
ship between workers and their representatives. This means tackling the
problem of the limitations of the union representative model. Union and po-
litical traditions of the left that characterise attempts at worker participation
as “class collaboration” still have not disappeared and continue to impede
economic democracy. However, there must be movement toward a general
modification of authority within a company.

Considering the difficulties that workers face, the notion of job security is
indispensable to the exercise of citizenship within, as well as outside, the en-
terprise.

Territory and democracy: 
The National Interest Operation in the Saclay Plateau

The National Interest Operation (OIN) in the Saclay Plateau1 clearly illus-
trates the need to ensure that decision-making includes all the players: citi-
zens, workers, elected officials. This Operation subscribes to the Lisbon Strat-
egy, which, by calling for the most competitive knowledge economy in the world,
implies a logic of competition between territories. To speak of competitive
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knowledge is to make knowledge a tool of the market, which is the opposite
of what science is about. Researchers will lose control of their work. In fact, re-
search is possible only in a context of freedom resting on exchange of knowl-
edge between researchers. Setting up competitive centres does not respond to
the issue of the rationality of labour. Wage workers are not present in any of
the instruments and projects designed to create competitive research centres.

Campus plans aim to develop higher learning as if it were industrialisation,
imposing a managerial vision with indicators for guidance. The prime objec-
tive is to produce good results, defined in an undemocratic manner, with, as
a consequence, the plan to group various CNRS laboratories, graduate
schools and a university, all in the Saclay OIN. The Saclay Plateau happens to
have some of the most fertile land in Europe, but its size and the agricultur-
al issues are completely left out of consideration.

Democracy is totally absent from the OIN, which makes it possible to work
around local communities, even while imposing part of the financing on
them. Community groups and associations are ignored or co-opted. Every-
thing is imposed. How can space and time be found for workers’ meetings
when everything is compartmentalised? Economic democracy is needed –
without it, political democracy is disabled – and this presupposes coordina-
tion.

Some relevant questions: Could a territory be the level at which to develop
an economic policy? How should companies and regions be linked? Who de-
cides? What is the best level of governance – regional or local institutions? In
this context, how should relationships be built among workers, inhabitants,
citizens’ groups and elected officials? These questions go beyond the domain
of workers in a company or of researchers at universities.

Some concrete proposals

For Claire Villiers, member of the Regional Council of the Île-de-France,
economic democracy means eliminating the dichotomy between social
democracy and political democracy. Workers should be represented as such
in local communities – which would provide the institutional means to break
with the idea that democracy stops at the work place gate.

She raises three problems:
l since functions are different in society, who is legitimate?
l consumers and workers are treated as if these categories were not inter-
sected by differences of opinion, not to say class conflict;
l there should be dictatorship neither of the global nor of the local. Inter-
level discussion, therefore, is necessary and needs to be conducted on dem-
ocratic principles.
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Different options emerge from the discussion: for some, democracy in a
company is a matter for workers in the company, who must acquire decision-
making power (reinforce the role of Works’ Councils). For others, democra-
cy at company level must involve consumers and citizens. It is a question, to
some extent, of building on old worker-participation experiments in order to
enhance them and bring them up to date. The idea of consumer participa-
tion has yet to gain ground. Public water utilities, for example, do not have
consumer representatives. And how, for example, should workers, consumers
and elected officials share decision-making power in insurance groups like
AXA? Democratic procedures are needed to place the financial resources ac-
cumulated by the company at the disposal of social objectives. There must be
structures in which to bring together workers, elected officials and con-
sumers. Everyone is legitimate, when it comes to participation in a company
like AXA.

An investment fund for employment and regional development managed
together by representatives of unions, employers and the public sector could
make it possible to manage public (even private) money and to extend cred-
it, not according to current rules, but according to rules that focus on em-
ployment.

A social and solidarity economy

Ideas of how to realise a concept of economic democracy are not new. In
the 19th century, cooperatives took the form of production cooperatives in
France, purchasing cooperatives in England and financial cooperatives in
Germany. The principles are: one person-one voice, respect for collective
agreements, reduced difference in wage levels, participating shares, that do
not fluctuate in value as a result of speculation, no runaway shops.

Today, however, the social and solidarity economy is often represented by
large technocratic structures permeated by the ideology of competition. It is
indispensable to return to a concept of society that is more cooperative, more
self-managing, more directly democratic and less delegated. A social and sol-
idarity economy already makes up 12% of (French) GDP. In the Île de
France, the Regional Council led by the left has strongly supported this sec-
tor, since it does not hold to profitability as the sole criterion and has tried to
associate individuals – workers, citizens and consumers – on the same proj-
ect. A social and solidarity economy can help promote another way to pro-
duce, exchange, manage and finance. Of course, it is threatened from with-
out by the Treaty of Lisbon and from within by certain tendencies, but, con-
sidering the values of democracy and transparency that it embodies, eco-
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nomic democracy has a future – if it modifies the structure and exercise of
power, develops partnerships with public services and moves beyond the
mere delegation of power.

The state, Europe and democratisation of the economy

Javier Navascue’s points out that the struggle for democracy is, by defini-
tion, a struggle of the powerless against the powerful. The struggle for uni-
versal suffrage was a struggle for representation of the working class. Politi-
cal parties of the working class arose by intervening in what had been the pre-
serve of the higher classes. Democracy is, therefore, always economic.

Rather than economic democracy, we should speak of democratisation of
the economy. Today, democratising the economy means democratising the
state. Democracy must intrude into the economic decisions of the state. The
intrusion of the people into the state should transform its structure but must
not replace the actions of the representatives of the people. In this regard, ex-
perience with the participatory budget of Seville makes it possible to connect
representative democracy to direct citizens’ democracy in allocating and im-
plementing public spending. How transformative this process is depends on
its autonomy vis-à-vis the state and political parties.

We need to think of local entities, companies, the state and public author-
ities as totally intertwined. Citizens are asking for strong political interven-
tion in the economy. Democratisation of the economy therefore requires de-
termining what kind of state intervention is needed. If the left is unable to
put out strong proposals, it will cede ground to populists and the right.

For Klaus Dräger, democracy is a necessary but insufficient condition for
moving in the direction of a socialist society; it could be co-opted by the
right. The neoliberal contents of the European Union Treaty are an obstacle
to the development of economic democracy at the EU and member-state lev-
els. Unions, NGOs, and social movement may, through different channels,
make their positions known at EU level. But their role is purely consultative.
Their players have absolutely no “institutional” influence on the decision-
making process. Economic democracy at the European level is perceived pri-
marily as a means to give more power to the European Parliament, to the
civic organisms of society, to democratise the Commission … Yet the force to
fight against a “neoliberal Europe” will not come from European institutions
but from the capacity of the left, the unions and social movements to con-
struct power relations within their own member-states while addressing the
big issues that concern the European Union as a whole. This will make it pos-
sible to transcend divisions on the left over “federalism” versus “sover-
eignism.”

Eco
n

o
m

ic D
em

o
cra

cy: A
 C

risis A
ltern

a
tive

157



The discussion shows that the path to economic democracy is a fertile one.
There is still a lot of work and thinking to do on this issue, notably concern-
ing the role of the state, of Europe, of the relationships that remain to be built
among citizens, workers, elected officials and public authorities. All of this
ground – from companies to regions, from the local to the global – remains
to be occupied.

Note
1) A joint economic development project initiated by the French Chambers of Commerce
and Industry
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Whether you speak about individual acts of resistance, about organised strug-
gles, about art projects, about self-managed social experiments, even about the
invisible day and night dreaming that expand the mental space, all these things,
in my view, are re-envisioning and transforming society.

Tea Hvala (Slovenia), zine maker and co-organizer of Red Dawns festival

DIY (do-it-yourself) feminism is an umbrella term fusing together differ-
ent types of feminism. Drawing on genealogies of punk cultures, grass-

roots movements, and the technologies of late capitalism, this movement
meshes lifestyle politics with counter-cultural networking. It takes as its fo-
cus everyday acts of resistance and power. DIY feminism disrupts compla-
cent beliefs that feminism and social change are no longer on the agenda of
young people.

Emerging from a so-called post-feminist milieu, DIY feminism constitutes
a grassroots, micro-political feminist response to consumer capitalism and
state authority. This feminist movement draws on the cultural currency of
prefigurative politics – that is, living the change you want to see in the world
–and circulates through the affective economies of passion, pleasure, friend-
ships, and community-building. As Belgium zine-maker Nina Nijsten states,
“DIY feminism is about everyone doing feminism ourselves and making
changes, however small they may seem at first sight. It means not waiting for
others, for “professionals” or politicians, to make the world more women-

DIY Feminist Networks in Europe

Personal and Collective Acts of Resistance

Red Chidgey



friendly and to solve problems related to sexism”. DIY feminist actions take
many forms, but commonly include producing activist media and films,
squatting buildings, creating guerrilla art, holding discussion groups, facili-
tating workshops, moving politics into music and performance, skill-shar-
ing, organizing street demos and protests, and exploring being as self-suffi-
cient as possible. Organised events are often temporary or ephemeral inter-
ventions. Creating autonomous zones such as festivals and gatherings are an
integral part of DIY feminism. Such events include the Feminist Health
Gathering (UK), Rdeãe zore/ Red Dawns Festival (Slovenia), Love Kills Festi-
val (Romania), Femfest (Croatia), and Ladyfest (international). Anti-capital-
ist tendencies are inherently bound up in these actions; self/collective pro-
duced culture, politics, entertainment, and work are held as ideals, and not-
for-profit voluntary/activist labour is the movement’s lifeblood.

This article considers some of the main concepts and motivations behind
DIY feminism, framed through the words and writings of activists them-
selves. Through interview and article excerpts from the Grrrl Zine Network
(www.grrrlzines.net) and Grassroots Feminism: Transnational Archives, Re-
sources and Communities (www.grassrootsfeminism.net), DIY feminists, or-
ganizers, zine makers, and agitators share their inspiration, passion, and the
visions of social justice. Typically suspicious of organised parties, or main-
stream politics, these young feminists choose the realm of autonomous cul-
tural production as their site of struggle. As such, networking, information
sharing, collaboration, consciousness-raising, and creativity are privileged in
their modes of expression. As an example of these tendencies, this paper
draws upon DIY feminists’ use of self-publishing zine networks.

No experts: self- and community empowerment

Having a media of one’s own is of central importance to any social move-
ment. DIY feminists communicate through small-scale, anti-commercial
publications such as zines, magazines, and blogs. Shut out from mainstream
media resources and conventional power structures, young women and
transfolk forge channels of communication with the tools and software they
have to hand. Computers, digital and mobile phone cameras, and photo-
copiers are everyday technologies that have been pressed into action. By ap-
propriating the tools of capitalism, these activists hope to spread anti-con-
sumerist messages of do-it-yourself cultural action and information sharing.
Zines, for example, are small-scale magazines or pamphlets written, de-
signed, illustrated, published, and distributed by their makers on a non-com-
mercial basis. Frequently deploying a low-finance aesthetic and cheap print-
ing methods, zines act as a medium in which individual and collective voic-
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es, artwork, political commentary,
and resources can be shared; they
act as a channel of democratic
media and as a means of grass-
roots networking:

Anyone can write zines and in
this way contribute to a kind of
non-academic/non-professional
but very valuable DIY political the-
ory and herstory. In the way that
feminists in the 1970s, who didn’t
agree with male-dominated uni-
versities and health control, started
their own skill-sharing classes and
women-run healthcare centres,
zines can put information control
back into the hands of everyone.
Zines can function as a participato-
ry alternative medium to give alter-
native views on the society that

can’t be found in the mainstream media. – Nina Njisten (Belgium)

Zines, as a DIY practice, are the very visible expression of “everyone can do it”.
It is a possibility of sharing and spreading information, ideas and knowledge
and a means of self-teaching. It is also a way of connecting people and ideas.
– Love Kills Collective (Romania)

As a key aspect of DIY feminist movements, zines challenge the preconcep-
tion that contemporary young feminists are concerned with personal narra-
tives, or individual action, only. Zines have been collated on topics such as
rape, domestic violence, anti-deportation campaigns, environmental action,
free schools, radical histories, autonomous health, anti-racism, and dis/abil-
ity. Whilst many zines are compiled by individuals, some, such as Erinyen
(Germany), Love Kills (Romania), Bloody Mary (Czech Republic), and Rag
(Ireland) are produced by collectives who are committed to working in non-
hierarchical processes. These collectives use their zines to launch difficult dis-
cussions, peer-critique and consciousness-raising efforts. As such, the publi-
cations of the DIY feminist movement can be seen as important channels of
dissent in the ongoing struggle for social change, not only in the radical con-
tent and information that they disseminate, but in the working methods
through which they are assembled.
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Working from the fringes

Somewhat symptomatic of a broader political malaise with mainstream
politicians and government actions, DIY feminists are motivated by a sense
of self-organising on a grassroots level:

I think we need to change the whole way we structure our communities in
terms of changing society and start there. For a start women/trans/queers need
equality but without having to assimilate into heterosexist society in order to get
it or compromise their identities... It has to be on our terms, not the patriarchal
state who thinks they know what is best for us and will offer us small tokens to
appease us… we need to self organise and make things happen for ourselves and
not rely on others who couldn’t care less about us and who actually want to con-
trol and dominate us.
– MissTer Scratch (UK)

Although strategic alliances can happen between DIY feminist groups and
institutions, mainstream political groups, leftist organisations, mainstream
outlets, and governments, many of these activists are weary of strictures and
regulations on their actions. They prefer to self-organise so as not to dilute
their message, compromise to make it “marketable”, or to concur in tokeni-
sation. Of course, DIY communities continue to be fractured by oppressions
which structure society at large. Too often, these networks offer incremental
attempts at unpacking privilege. Comic-maker Isy Morgenmuffel (UK) be-
lieves that whilst problems do inevitably occur, the informal organisation of
DIY feminist networks, and their lack of a “party line”, creates opportunities
for uncensored critique and intervention: “Of course any subculture has its
limitations, from the dangers of co-option to issues of demographics and
how society’s inequalities are replicated to how accessible a scene can be. But
I’ve always felt that zines have a lot of potential to overcome some of these
limitations, being based around a form of expression rather than a uniform
community”.

Creating alternative spaces

Positioning themselves on the fringes of mainstream political engage-
ment, DIY feminists mobilise through the belief that each of us can become
agents of social change, shape power relations, and critically disrupt the sta-
tus quo. The importance of creating alternative spaces, away from the logics
of capitalism and hetero-normative patriarchy, underpin DIY feminist or-
ganising. A very influential factor within DIY feminist trajectories is the
legacy of the punk feminist movement Riot Grrrl, originating in the United
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States in the early 1990s and de-
veloped into a transnational phe-
nomenon. Riot Grrrl, which typi-
cally embraced young women
from their teens to their twenties,
was a call-to-arms for political
consciousness. It encouraged
identifications that firmly estab-
lished feminism in the daily lives
of young women. It saw girls and
young women establishing
friendships, political alliances,
and collective support across
many borders and backgrounds,
and was propelled by the simple
belief that every girl needs to find
the conditions to speak out about
her anger in order to reclaim her
life. Riot Grrrl also characterises
DIY feminism as an open invita-

tion to girls to produce their own music, culture and media:
The Riot Grrrls movement that appeared in the 1990s within the Anglo-Sax-

on panorama established itself as a reference [for the DIY feminist movement]:
if you don’t like what you see around you, do it yourself; you do not need big in-
frastructures in order to do something... It is a matter of continuing with a tra-
dition of generating independent work contexts and spaces that endow women
with power.
– Erreakzioa-Reacción (Spain)

This call-to-arms embedded in Riot Grrrl speaks to young women and
queers alienated from the stereotypes, or staid condition, of the feminism
around them. Riot Grrrl and DIY feminism gives permission to become a po-
litical activist from where you are in the world right now, whether that means
writing a zine, exchanging letters with women you have never met in differ-
ent cities/countries, or going out at night and wheat-pasting pro-girl flyers
around town. For many, Riot Grrrl and DIY feminism becomes the first con-
tact with unruly, undisciplined, self-organised forms of direct action. This al-
ternative space and network creates a fertile meeting ground for women to
create new alliances and connections, and to extend personal acts of resist-
ance into community-based work.

D
IY

 Fem
in

ist N
etw

o
rk

s in
 Eu

ro
p

e
163



Solidarity and networking

Some DIY feminist cells act in
cooperation with international
women’s groups, such as the Pol-
ish anarcha-feminist group
Emancpunx. Running since 1996,
this collective works in solidarity
with women from Afghanistan,
raising money for them through
techno parties. More typically in
these networks, solidarity takes
the form of creating personal con-
nections in the DIY scene, espe-
cially through establishing friend-
ship and exchange. DIY feminists
believe that social change can
happen through small, linked up
actions, and that low-circulation
zines have an important role
within this:

By advocating revolution, by raising awareness, by questioning authority, by
breaking the silence, I think that zines can have a meaningful effect. And maybe
it has to be first in the individual, the one who is holding the zines in her/his own
hands and starts rebelling her/him-self against the oppressors; later on you can
find other individuals who are rebelling and can “ally” and plot together. We
started, for example, by publishing a zine a few years ago; later on the editorial
group formed itself into an anarcha-feminist collective, and we were able, to-
gether, to put ideas into practice.
– Love Kills (Romania)

The Love Kills Collectives acknowledge the limitations of this DIY way of
organizing, but believe this work is important for feeding into broader cul-
tures of social change: “our work is visible mostly in our own small
“scene”/movement and not on a large social scale. But as we are aiming to-
wards anarchism, and as we see anarchism as an on-going emerging occur-
rence, we strongly believe that even the slightest effort has its own meaning-
ful importance and contribution”. Understanding that the term DIY may in
fact be a misnomer, events such as Copenhagen Queer Fest also speak of
DIT- “Do It Together”.

As we have seen, DIY feminists create autonomous and temporary spaces,
media, events, interventions, and actions to change symbolic codes and pro-
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mote individuals as agents of social change. They appropriate the tools of
capitalism to communicate and network whilst they create an affective com-
munity around challenging globalisation and consumer capitalism with their
hand-made, amateur, experimental, and non-profit services, goods, and
forms of activism. Returning to the decentralised organisation of the
Women’s Liberation Movement, yet departing from their universalising ap-
peals to common “woman-hood” and emancipation, DIY feminists tend not
to agitate on a broad, community scale on a plethora of issues; instead they
mobilise through countercultures and networks enmeshed in queer sexuali-
ties and gender expressions which are maintained through the politics of
style and transported through new medias and technologies.

As Rafaela Drazic, the editor of the Croatian publication Unzine, states,
one of the biggest motivations fuelling DIY feminism is the recognition that
“[m]aking people aware” is the first step to making “them think and then
take action”. DIY feminism captures the imagination of many young women
and queers as it allows them to become agents of social change with the little
resources they have at hand. The DIY feminist community sustains itself as a
counterculture network affectively enmeshed in creating supportive commu-
nities of shared interests, information, and direct action.

Work on this essay was supported by the grant “Feminist Media Production in Europe” (P21187-G20)
from the Austrian Science Fund.
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Protesters and security forces do not always stand so peacefully side 
by side as here in El Paraiso during a ceasefire.
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It was a restless summer for Iran this year. The controversial results of the
June 21 presidential elections engendered such anger that it became im-

possible for the streets to keep their years-long silence. With the harsh and
bloody crackdown following the protests, the streets seem recently to have
lost their temper, as we saw in the late June days; however, it is necessary to
see that the populous demonstrations following the elections have raised the
dust over the oppositional struggles inside and outside Iran, starting a new
phase in the history of the struggle for Iranian democracy.

In line with the various interpretations of the Islamic Republic of Iran and
its former and “re-elected” president Ahmedinejad, the comments on the up-
risings were various. However, the recent actions of the “re-elected” govern-
ment invalidate its own claims of legitimacy vis-á-vis the Mousavi-led oppo-
sition. This article is meant as a contribution to the discussions on the make-
up of these uprisings and their meaning for the struggling peoples of Iran in
particular and the peoples of the other streets of the world, who have gener-
ally lost their belief in change.

The era of secular fatwa(s) 

The restless streets of Iran also caused great disappointments. As one of the
first world leaders celebrating the “victory” of Ahmedinejad, Hugo Chávez de
facto issued a fatwa to respect the electoral results in Iran despite the glowing
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protests on the streets. While the Venezuelan President’s gift to Ahmedinejad,
a statue of Bolívar, was left to decay in a quiet corner of a Tehran Park, the
“People’s President” supported Ahmedinejad. However, secular fatwas were
not only issued by Chávez. There were two types of fatwas in relation to our
subject. One of them came from the “left.” According to the popular motto
“the enemy of my enemy is my friend”, Ahmedinejad received support from
some left circles. The green bands wrapped around wrists, the green scarfs
around necks at once became the signs of a colourful, velvet revolution, with-
out any need for questioning. The young women and men being shot while
throwing stones at the police, the workers and students marching in the
streets resisting police coercion became puppets or pawns of the “velvet rev-
olution”, as if no revolt is supportable in the absence of US intervention in
the countries making up what is called the Middle East. The ambiguous
“anti-imperialism” of Ahmedinejad has turned the protestors into “tools of
imperialism”. Such a myth is being created around Ahmedinejad’s personal-
ity that he becomes the father of the poor and the disenfranchised, the charis-
matic leader of Iran against US imperialism. The bags of potatoes he distrib-
uted became the symbol of social justice, his denying the holocaust the sym-
bol of anti-Zionism and anti-imperialism. However, the movement despised
by the pro-Ahmedinejad left is supported by the Iranian left, namely the left-
ist guerrilla organisation Peoples’ Fadaiyan and the Communist Party, Tudeh.

Another side in the debate over the quality of the uprisings focuses on the
personality of Mousavi. There were similar, totalising analyses in that respect
as well. Ignoring Khomeini, the true leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran
during his “reign,” Mousavi, due to his prime-ministership, was taken as the
perpetrator of the crimes committed in the first years of the Islamic Repub-
lic, namely the murder of thousands of revolutionaries. However, if he had
an image among Iranians, it was rather his talent in managing the economy
during the war years. Moreover, judging the figures of the contemporary op-
positional movement in Iran in terms of what they were doing thirty years
ago not only leads to an essentialist stance, but also results in discarding a
great number of people who have actively joined and formed the opposition-
al movement within Iran in the last ten years. It is true that the struggle for a
regime change also takes place in the diaspora, but its impact on the internal
struggle for democracy should not be exaggerated. It should be clear that if
any kind of change in the ruling regime takes place, its primary agents will be
the people living and struggling in Iran, whatever the composition of this
movement is.

Besides, focusing on the identity of Mousavi in evaluating the make-up of
the uprisings is another way of underestimating the will of more than a mil-
lion people marching in the streets under severe threat. And if Mousavi be-
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came the leader of this movement, it was after his participation in the June
15 march of the people, following the first shots heard in the streets of
Tehran, two days after the elections. As he himself admits, it was the will of
the people that made him to go to the streets and protest. Furthermore, if we
are to evaluate the uprisings according to the “leaders,” Mousavi is certainly
not alone. Khatami and Karrubi have acted in unity, forming an opposition-
al “green” front and that is why their fellow party members are now being ar-
rested and offices sealed.

The social memory of the oppositional struggle in Iran, which is marked
by disappointments, betrayals, and the pain arising from the loss of loved
ones, does not have to be trapped in an “either all or none” viewpoint. Defin-
ing the uprisings as inter-regime struggles and dismissing their impact on
change not only means engaging in faith-reading, but also involves a shallow
approach to the regime and its prominent figures, namely the clerics residing
in Qom. For example, Grand Ayatollah Montazari, Khomeini’s successor be-
fore Khamenei’s controversial rise in rank, who was in house arrest in the late
1990s, broke his silence early after the elections, supporting the objections to
Ahmedinejad’s declared victory. However, he did not stop there. Publishing
declarations and open letters during the protests, he gave full support to the
people on the streets questioning the legitimacy of the regime. In his Septem-
ber 13 letter to the high-ranking clerics in Qom, he stresses that the “goal of
the revolution was not to simply change names and slogans while the same
oppressions, deviations and abuses practised by the previous regime contin-
ued in another form but under the labels of theocratic government and the
Guardianship of the Islamic Jurists”, and calls the clerics to act against any il-
legitimate act executed in the name of religion and Sharia. Montazari is an
important figure, not only because of his high rank in the hierarchy of cler-
gy, but also because of his firm opposition to Khomeini on grounds of the
massacre of thousands of leftist guerrillas jailed after a mock trial question-
ing their Muslim faith in 1988. He is not the only cleric questioning the ba-
sic pillars of the regime, namely its claim to legitimacy and rule of law. Re-
jecting their contribution to the ongoing struggle would not only distort the
character of the summer 2009 uprisings, but would also lead to a false inter-
pretation and underestimation interpretation of the role of the clergy in
Iran’s history of struggle against coercion.

Change: putting taboos into words 

The uprisings of summer 2009 started as a reaction against the stolen pres-
idential elections; however, it resulted in questioning the legitimacy of the
regime and making it possible to talk about taboo issues. One of the most
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frightening topics in the list of taboo subjects must have been the nature of
the persecution experienced mostly by female political prisoners. Rape in
prisons was known about but not “officially” and explicitly named as such
before Karrubi’s letter to the former president and current head of the Expe-
diency Council Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, in the early days of August. Kar-
rubi accused the security officers of the Islamic Republic of Iran of raping
women and young men in custody. He also mentioned that he had docu-
ments proving that the security officers have killed detainees under arrest
through torture.

Not only the rape itself, but also the threat of rape was used as a means of
torture against political prisoners in the 1980s. And this controversial issue,
controversial because of its existence as a method of torture in an Islamic Re-
public, is being articulated in the Islamic Republic of Iran after thirty years
without “regime change.” Now, former women prisoners certify the existence
of this phenomenon in prisons with testimonial videos circulating on the in-
ternet. And this was only possible with the atmosphere created by the people
rebelling against the disputed elections and the courageous contribution of
the prominent figures of the opposition movement, such as Karrubi.

After the elections, up to four thousands people were arrested and more
than a hundred dissidents were tried in mass trials beginning on August 1.
Among the accused former officials there were many with government posi-
tions during the 1997-2005 presidency of Mohammad Khatami, including
his vice-president Mohammad Ali Abtahi. As of the present article, no sen-
tence has yet been issued. However, the way the arguments were presented,
the lack of relation between the accusations, the forced “confessions” of the
pale detainees, some in prison uniforms, and the “mass trial”, were sufficient
for creating the atmosphere of a “shock and awe” operation, whitch showed
that the state had lost legitimacy, and had to resort to other means of staying
in power. The trials involved such irrelevant accusations and confessions that
even Jürgen Habermas’s 2002 visit to Iran was included in the indictment.

The state did not only respond to the uprisings with arrests. Neda Agha
Soltan, the young woman shot on the street while attending a march, became
the symbol of state coercion against the protesters. However, a list of 72 peo-
ple, ranging from teenagers to people in their fifties killed after elections,
were published by the oppositional news site Norooz and endorsed by the
front led by Mousavi, Khatami and Karrubi. Although the official accounts
claim that 30 people “had died” during the turmoil, the list of the opposition-
al front gives the details of the killed persons and the place and method of
their murder. Accordingly, unknown graves are being found in Tehran’s
biggest cemetery – Behesht-i Zahra.

Similar to the phenomenon of rape in prisons, unmarked and mass graves
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are not unknown in the history of the struggle for democracy in Iran. Moth-
ers of Khavaran, the “cemetery” in which leftist militants killed in prisons
were buried in the 1980s, have for years been resisting the government’s
threat to destroy their children’s cemetery; and Khavaran was destroyed in
January 2009. Despite their years-long struggle to make the issue visible, they
could not stop Khavaran’s being turning into an anonymous park. However,
the struggles on the streets and the determined resistance to the state’s poli-
cy of intimitation have now led officials to admit the existence of similar un-
known graves in the Tehran cemetery.

This is the question: did anything change in Iran after the elections? The
answer is, without a doubt, yes. If officials invite Karrubi to prove the exis-
tence of rape in prisons, if unknown graves in the Tehran cemetery is accept-
ed as an issue that needs investigation, if Mothers of Khavaran have united
with the new mothers who have lost their children in the summer of 2009
and have the courage to gather in parks every Saturday under the name of
“Mothers of Laleh,” it means that something has changed. The fundamental
change is the revival of the belief in change.
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The European Parliament election results have been disappointing for the
left around Europe. One of the countries where the left suffered heavy

defeat was Finland. According to the Nice Treaty, the total number of seats for
Finnish representatives in the EP decreased to 13. In the EP elections of 2009
the overall support for the left was below 25 % when counting the votes of
the social democrats, the Left Alliance and the small left fractions together.
This is lower than ever before in Finnish parliamentary history.

The Left Alliance, whose MEP had participated in the Euro Parliament’s
GUE/NGL group, lost their only seat and 30 % of their votes (now down to
5,9 %). After the elections, the Left Alliance, which according to the results in
the parliamentary elections in 2007 was the 4th-strongest party in the Finnish
parliament, is now the only Finnish party with parliamentary representation
that does not hold a seat in the EP. According to the results of the European
elections, Left Alliance is now the 7th-largest – or the second smallest, to be
more exact – party in Finland.

The left does not seem to gain from economic downturns. The Social De-
mocrats (SDP) also had their weakest result ever in the European elections.
Their seats went from three to two and their parliamentary group now con-
sists of a lobbyist for Finland’s membership in NATO and a well-known Greek
Orthodox priest. However, it should be said that the two big parties of the cen-
tre-right, the Centre Party and the Coalition Party also lost seats. The biggest
winners by far were the Greens and especially the True Finns, a right-wing
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populist party. The Greens doubled their seats to two and the True Finns got
nearly 10 % of the votes. In 2004 their result was 0.5 %. The Greens are cur-
rently part of the right-wing cabinet led by the Centre Party and Coalition
Party. The True Finns are gaining support with their nationalist Euro-scepti-
cism, which also includes a strong “immigration-critical” tendency.

In this article, I will analyse the causes of the left crisis in Finland, especial-
ly the crisis of the Left Alliance. I will also give a brief overview of the party’s
future prospects after the EU elections.

In the shadow of the social democrats

The popularity of the Left Alliance (and its predecessors) has been gradu-
ally declining since the 1970s. One of the major political turning points in re-
cent years was the victory of the party in the1995 parliamentary elections,
with over 11 % of the votes and participation in the so-called “Rainbow gov-
ernment” in 1995-2003. After the economic depression of the early 1990s a
broad cabinet was formed with the SDP, the Swedish People’s Party, the
Greens and also the Coalition Party. Not all left supporters have rebuilt their
trust after the Left Alliance participated in an SDP-led coalition that imple-
mented severe cuts in social welfare services, such as introducing excess re-
ductions in pensions and student benefits. The years of the “Rainbow Cabi-
net” saw a rise in income inequality. The SDP was in office until the 2007
parliamentary elections. Both the SDP and the Left Alliance were among the
biggest losers in those elections.

For the SDP, the gap between their traditional left supporter base and their
neoliberal policies is wide. Left-wing social democrats have twice been de-
feated in the SDP party congress when trying to support their candidate, for-
mer Foreign Minister Erkki Tuomioja, to run for president of the party. Their
last congress was held in 2008 and the newly elected president Jutta Urpi-
lainen defined the SDP as a party of the political centre. According to an
opinion poll conducted after the European elections, Erkki Tuomioja would
be the most popular candidate for chair of the SDP. Nevertheless, the sup-
porters of Blair-Schröder Third-Way social democracy hold the key positions
within the party.

In contrast to Germany, the Netherlands or Denmark, the Left Alliance has
not been able to gain much support from disappointed supporters of the
SDP. There has been a slight leftward turn, but the Left Alliance has lost more
voters than it gained from the SDP. According to voter surveys, the votes have
gone to the benefit of the True Finns and the Greens, while some supporters
have abstained from voting altogether. It seems apparent that the Left Al-
liance has not been able to establish an agenda that positively differentiates
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them from the social democrats.
When analysing electoral defeats, the left usually tends to emphasise low

voter turnout as a cause of unsatisfactory results. In the case of this summer’s
EU elections, this analysis might contain some truth: the turnout was nearly
one per cent lower than in 2004, namely 40.2 %. However, this analysis is in-
adequate when comparison is made to the 2008 municipal elections. There
the voter turnout rose by 2.7 %, but the biggest winners were the True Finns,
the Coalition Party and the Greens. In these elections, the Greens also held
the position of being the 4th strongest party even though the Left Alliance
had nearly twice as many candidates and over two times the elected deputies
nation-wide. Emphasising low voter turnout might be too simple an analysis
to account for the left’s results. More accurate would be an analysis of how
up-to-date left policies and strategies are and whether the party apparatus
needs restructuring.

The problematic European Union

The Left Alliance has not been able to build a coherent agenda regarding
the European Union ever since Finland joined it in the beginning of 1995.
The party did not have an official position on EU membership, but 76 % of
its supporters voted against the EU in the 1994 referendum. After having to
accept Finnish membership in the Union, the official strategy of the party has
been to try to change the EU from within. What this policy means in practise
is a matter of dispute.

In 1997, the Left Alliance organised a ballot question for party members on
Finland’s membership in the European Monetary Union. When the ballot
was distributed it came with a disclaimer from the party leadership empha-
sising that a negative result would entail the Left Alliance’s departure from
the Rainbow Cabinet. EMU membership was endorsed by party members
and the Left Alliance stayed in office, although the process was criticised as
having been manipulated.

Open discussion of the Left Alliance’s EU policy has been very much avoid-
ed ever since. The party has not taken a strong stand on major political issues
such as the EU constitution/the Lisbon Treaty. Its official statement called for
a referendum, but it has not identified a clear position on the Treaty itself.
The majority of the Left Alliance parliamentary group voted against the rat-
ification of the Lisbon Treaty in 2008 and the EU constitution in 2006. Some
MPs, such as the party chairs at the time, Martti Korhonen (2008) and Suvi-
Anne Siimes1 (2006), voted for ratification.

A general assumption, especially among those who are most critical of the
EU is that the leadership and the party’s trade-unionists lean toward pro-EU
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positions whereas the party’s rank-and-file and supporters have a more crit-
ical stance. According to a Finnish Business and Policy Forum – EVA survey,
in 2008 the supporters of Left Alliance are, after the True Finns, indeed the
most critical of the EU. The party MEP in 1996-2009, Esko Seppänen, was
very popular among Euro-sceptical voters.

One reason why Left Alliance did badly in this summer’s EU elections
might very well be its lack of coherence and credibility in handling EU mat-
ters. The only direct conclusion we can draw from this is the need for a more
open debate on the EU and subsequently building a concrete common agen-
da on what the left alternative should be. What we cannot completely verify,
however, is the claim that the majority of the supporters of the party would
demand a more Euro-sceptical position towards the EU. If we look at the
parties – to which Left Alliance has lost votes – the Euro-sceptical and nation-
alist True Finns and the liberal and federalist Greens – we cannot assume that
the party’s support base only consists of Euro-sceptics. Even though losing
the only MEP seat was a catastrophe for the party, it has to be noted that the
seat was lost by only a small margin of votes. Left Alliance came close to win-
ning a seat without having a Euro-sceptic as a lead candidate on the list. This
point should also be analysed.

Old-fashioned and male-dominated image

The majority of the members of Left Alliance are 60 years old and above.
One third of the members are over 70 years old. The majority of the mem-
bers and politicians are male. In the biggest cities, especially the Greens have
a female majority in their parliamentary group and have been gaining votes
from the left in many of their city council groups. After the resignation of the
popular politician and controversial party chair Suvi-Anne Siimes1 in 2006,
Left Alliance lost even more female votes. Following the parliamentary elec-
tions in 2007, the party’s parliamentary group is the oldest and most male-
dominated (17,6 % women) of all of the parties. At the same time, the repre-
sentation of women in the Finnish Parliament rose to an historic 41.5 %.

There is an anti-feminist backlash emerging in Finnish society, which is
also directed towards the left, following the rise of the male-dominated True
Finns. According to many analyses, the left is losing because it is losing male
supporters. For example, after the EP elections the Finnish Broadcasting
Company quoted a statement by Juha Eskelinen, the Director of the social
democratic think tank Kalevi Sorsa Foundation, that  “the core worker is be-
ing alienated from the SDP by the female faces in the party leadership”.
Analyses of Left Alliance have likewise emphasised that in order to survive
the party has to find new ways of appealing to traditional male workers.2
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This narrow definition of a worker – male industrial worker – points to one
of the biggest failures of the left: the inability to understand the transforma-
tion of capitalism to the post-Fordist mode of production, a new class com-
position and a new worker subjectivity.3 Factories are being closed, but at the
same time the importance of the service sector has been growing for decades.
By holding on to a notion of “the traditional worker”, the left neglects today’s
workers: low-paid workers with short-term contracts, with often changing
workplaces and work units, with growing precarity and more difficulties in
organising themselves politically. These people are very often women but also
immigrants. The left has relatively little support among nurses and teachers,
for example, and this cannot be explained only by their false consciousness.

The right and especially the Greens have been able to direct their message
towards precarious workers and women. While holding the post of Minister
of Labour, the Greens introduced some improvements for precarious work-
ers such as social security for researchers with scholarships. They proposed
changes in holiday legislation to have an equally long paid holiday for em-
ployees in short-time contracts. They have also produced their own model of
basic income, which according to left critics is only a model for producing
more low-paid workers in the labour market. The Greens, after all, are part
of a cabinet that is widening the gap between rich and poor by gradually
abolishing progressive taxation and weakening the public services. However,
a left alternative for social reforms that meet the needs of precariously em-
ployed people is yet to be seen.

Hoping for a new beginning

In the week following the defeat of the Left Alliance in the EU elections
party chair Martti Korhonen resigned from his post. An extraordinary meet-
ing of the party council was called for June 27. Two representatives of the
younger generation, MPs Paavo Arhinmäki (born 1976) and Merja Kyllönen
(born 1977), were running for the chairship. The then vice-president of the
party Paavo Arhinmäki won the ballot by 34-20.

Paavo Arhinmäki has been seen as a left-green radical. While president of
the Left Youth in 2001-2005 he was often involved in anti-nuclear power
demonstrations and other political actions. After his election to the parlia-
ment in 2007, he has been emphasising the importance of climate change for
the left agenda. When running for president of the Left Alliance he said: “We
will not accept polluting the environment on the basis of creating jobs”.

The Left Alliance has been officially red-green since its founding in 1990.
However, the party image needs a political facelift. There is a minority with-
in it, which includes the parliamentary group, that is in favour of nuclear en-
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ergy and sees environmental issues as marginal. This has been actively used
against the Left Alliance.

After Paavo Arhinmäki’s election, there have been hypotheses in the
Finnish mainstream media that a political shift might occur towards the Left
Alliance from the SDP, the Greens and the True Finns. Arhinmäki is a charis-
matic public figure who knows how to use left rhetoric: some have even
called him a populist. As a politician based in Helsinki, he has been able to
gain support from young males from the suburbs and other groups of peo-
ple among whom the True Finns are gaining popularity.

The challenges still remain. It would hardly suffice for the Left Alliance to
position itself as merely “the true social democratic party on the left” when
the SDP is leaning towards the right. The Left Alliance must be able to estab-
lish a coherent political and social agenda independent from that of the SDP
or the Greens. One important aspect would be updating the conception of
who today’s workers are. The answer cannot be only to appeal to those “tra-
ditional industrial workers” who are now favouring the True Finns. There has
to be a deeper analysis of precarity and feminism – and capitalism. In the up-
coming five years, without a formal representation in the EU parliament, the
party also has to initiate a discussion on a left policy vis-à-vis EU policy and
to build stronger networks with other international and local left actors.

Notes
1) During her presidency Suvi-Anne Siimes became a supporter
of Finland’s membership in NATO, which stirred a lot of con-
troversy. After her resignation she became the CEO of Pharma
Industry Finland. In the EU elections, she supported one of the most famous neoliberals in
Finland, Risto E.J. Penttilä who was running for the EP on the Coalition Party list.
2) Helsingin Sanomat, June2 and June 28, 2009.
3)For more, see: General Intellect: The Left and the New Workforce http://www.vasem-
mistofoorumi.fi/images/stories/left_and_the_new_workforce.pdf This text is an English
translation of a chapter of the book “Left Looking for Work” (Like Publishing Ltd. 2008).
The book is the result of a project by the Left Forum and research co-operative General In-
tellect.
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The ritual which we are experiencing here in 2008 within the process of
European construction in 2008 – the ritual of distributing the report and

extensive documentation to groups at the last minute - and in Portugal’s par-
ticipation in it, has to be examined in light of what it has achieved in 2009.

First, with the support of the Portuguese socialist government, the Euro-
pean Council led the process of renewing the term of the Barroso Commis-
sion's chairmanship, forgetting not only his role in the shameful Azores Sum-
mit that triggered the war in Iraq and involved the dissemination of lies to
justify it, but also his role in supporting the neoliberal and anti-social poli-
cies and proposals that the current Commission endorsed, against the protest
and resistance of social movements across Europe.

If we consider the evident inability of the EU to define economic and so-
cial responses and a truly comprehensive European response to the current
crisis, if we remember that for all the moralising rhetoric of EU officials
against banditry and fraud in the financial system, not a single concrete
measure was taken, for example, to stop off-shore banks, we have to conclude
that the current European Council, and with it the government of Portugal’s
Socialist Party, was only aiming at renewing Barroso’s chairmanship, con-
firming the neoliberal strategy developed by the EU. The aim is to confirm
the strategy that generated the crisis and made it possible, that refused to
fight it in defence of the interests of workers, immigrants, the unemployed,
the poor and the weakest. The Socialist government tried to hide behind
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ridiculous patriotic arguments in order to avoid a genuine political debate.
The renewal of José Manuel Barroso, the fugitive head of government of

the Social Democratic Party, an accomplice of the Azores Summit, strategist
of neoliberal policies in Europe, with the consent and the promotion of the
Socialist Party government, is the best demonstration that the Centre Block
is a reality structuring Portuguese politics both at the national and the Euro-
pean level.

We are proposing a left alternative to this policy. This is the discussion that
occurred during the European electoral campaign and which will be dis-
cussed in the social and political struggles to come.

Second, projected as the type and style of democratic life in the EU is not
only the strategy of approving the Lisbon Treaty by refusing to hold referen-
dums after the defeats in France and Holland, but also the infamous policy
of repeating the referendum as many times as necessary until it can be won
by supporters of the “Yes” option. In Ireland, the possible conditions enabling
a repeat of the referendum forced the EU to introduce, in an appendix, new
provisions that substantially change the original text and will also be shown
in the text presented for the Treaty of Accession of Croatia.

This means, in fact, that the Treaty of Lisbon will circulate in two different
text versions. One, which until now has been ratified by member-states; and
another one, which will be sanctioned in Ireland and subject to the accession
of Croatia. A kind of “à la carte” Treaty. In short, a farce that, by its democrat-
ic illegitimacy, can damage the Lisbon Treaty, and in which the Socialist gov-
ernment, with the support of the social democrats, were active participants.

The whole process of the Lisbon Treaty is proof of the serious democratic
deficit that characterises EU institutions and their isolation from all the citi-
zens.

Neither is the apparent deficit of the EU's structural policies to combat the
crisis and unemployment surprising. After all, what would one expect from
a Commission that created and facilitated the impact of the crisis through
policies aiming at the destruction of public services, the promotion of unem-
ployment and insecurity and the weakening of labour policies, with the per-
manent primacy of police and information concerns over social and political
cohesion? 

It is significant, though not surprising, that the Socialist government is
working for the renewal of the symbol of these policies through the chair of
the Commission.

What is surprising, however, is that they do not realise this is the reason
why more than 50% of European citizens did not go to the polls last June 7,
and that when they did so, it was to reject these democratically and socially
deficient policies.
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The European elections demonstrated and further contributed to a deep
disillusionment on the left in Hungary. The equilibrium between the two

main parties in Hungary was shaken for the first time. The Socialists lost dra-
matically, their coalition-partner Free Democrats did not gain any seats. The
extreme right made massive gains, the votes obtained by the main party of
the right, Fidesz, amounted to a landslide, and even the small Hungarian De-
mocratic Party kept its seat. What is wrong with the “left” in Hungary?

East-European testing ground

Hungary is an extreme case of polarisation, which could possibly show the
way for all of Europe. This includes: the lack of alternatives in politics, the
rapid and intensive rise of the extreme right and xenophobia in a country
which in fact is quite homogeneous ethnically, the disappearance of the
mainstream left after its turn to economic liberalism, the extreme marginal-
isation of the far left due to the massive and non-substantial confrontation
between two or more mainstream parties, and the loss of interest in politics
or democracy on the part of the majority of the population.

In fact, Eastern Europe is seen as a model for development, a testing
ground for processes that could take place in the “West”. First, it had the So-
viet experience of “Communism”, with different phases and variants in each
of the countries of the Soviet Bloc. Since then it has been in a “postcommu-

Losing the “Left” in Hungary?

Emilia Palonen



nist” phase, a period where legacies of the previous era are still present
(Schöpflin 1993). As the cultural economist János Mátyas Kovács maintains,
the legacies of “Communism” lie where we would not expect to find them: in
a heightened sense of individualism, competition and urge for success.
“Communist systems” whatever they may have claimed to represent, pro-
duced the ideal-type ground for a rapid transition to neoliberalism, not to
soft socialism according to the Nordic welfare model. This has consequences
for the development of the left in Hungary, too.

The other legacy that has been carried over is that of a black-and-white
world view. The us-and-them sensibility dominates the Hungarian political
scene. There seems to be only the “left” and the “right”. This, which we will
call polarisation here, has penetrated all of society. The first thing a Hungar-
ian thinks when meeting a fellow Hungarian – or a Hungarianised foreigner
– is whether this person is on the left or the right. Often, one could recognise
the difference through clothing or other external features, or by the restau-
rants the person frequents.

For a European left-winger, finding a political home in Hungary is not easy.
Left and right often sound equally negative. Similarly, the Hungarian ultra-
left has preferred to withdraw from national politics altogether, finding it ex-
tremely uninteresting, as do many Hungarians. Polarised Hungarian politics
has consequences for the image of left and right, which have little value or
ideological content.

Postcommunist parties and politics

The multiparty system in Hungary was launched in round-table discus-
sions, where the reformist wing of the ruling Communist Party and the dis-
sidents agreed on a new constitution. The process had already been initiated
in the mid-1980s. The first limited multiparty elections took place in 1985.
Each of the groups brought their own set of demands to the round table. The
electoral system was created so as to favour the development of a two-party
system through a preference accorded to large nation-wide parties. This was
reinforced following a trend in democratisation theory to impede the emer-
gence of small parties.

This meant that an emergence of a number of small or regional parties on
the left did not occur in Hungary, and the New Left and the Hungarian
Workers’ Party have not been able to mobilise enough support and get past
the 5% electoral threshold. Instead, the reform-communist Socialist Party
has been taking the lead in the representation of the “left” since 1994.

The dissident group active in the 1980s formed the basis of the second
“left” party, SZDSZ. This anti-communist party was the second largest party
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after the 1990 elections. As a coalition of intellectuals and urban people, it
has always had a liberal take in both social and economic terms. It is also anti-
nationalist, which contributes to its being called “Jewish”. Many in the lead-
ership and supporters of the party are indeed Jewish Hungarians. It never
managed to gain sufficient country-wide support. It has been in government
with the Socialist Party in 1994–1998 and from 2002 almost continuously.
Many, who were uncomfortable with the coalition with the former commu-
nists, left the party. Due to internal power-struggles, it has now lost its raison-
d’être.

The first elections were won by the Hungarian Democratic Forum (MDF),
which represented itself as the anti-communist rainbow coalition. It has al-
ways been national in outlook, conservative and even – especially around the
2006 elections – neoconservative. After the death of its leader József Antall,
the party has been in permanent crisis. It has, however, managed to fight for
and restore its independence within the right, which was endangered by its
cooperation with Fidesz, the main right-wing party since 1998.

Established as the party of the youth, with membership restricted to peo-
ple not above 30 years of age, in 1989, Fidesz – now Fidesz–Hungarian Civic
Party – has always been a radical party. It decided to take over representa-
tion of the right-wing pole in Hungarian politics, seeing as the MDF was
weakened during its period in office 1990-94. Fidesz became the chameleon
of the Hungarian party structure, radicalising dissent while at the same time
working on etatist principles. It has been moving from the neoliberal out-
look it had when in government (1998-2002) to nationalism and state-cen-
tred populism. Some Fidesz intellectuals and politicians also more or less
openly profess anti-semitic rhetoric. Crucial to the development of the left
in Hungary, Fidesz occupied three potentially left-wing positions: the radi-
cal, the state-centred and the anti-elitist – especially in opposition, where it
has been successfully mobilising the population from 1994–1998 and from
2002 to the present. The mainstream wing of the left has not been interest-
ed in these positions.

Why is it uninterested in these positions? First and foremost, this is due to
the post-communist legacy. The Hungarian Socialists were used to being the
party, the establishment party. In this sense “conservatism” in Eastern Eu-
rope is not necessarily owned by the right. Nostalgia for the pre-1989 past is
increasingly present among the population and in party political rhetoric in
all parts of the spectrum. While the Socialist Party has been blamed for the
past and is considered to be simply the renamed Communist Enemy, it has
also been exploiting the feeling for the good old days in a way that is by no
means radical. The revolutionary character of the Hungarian socialists of
the 1919 Béla Kun revolution certainly does not appear among the contem-
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porary socialists. The Socialist Party always tries to occupy the middle
ground.

However, those in the Hungarian Socialist Party who carried out the
changes in 1989 were not the old-school cadre, but reformists. After the
process of de-Stalinisation each of the East European countries found their
own take on Soviet-style socialism, and Hungarian socialism under János
Kádár focused on the economy. Consumerism became the new ideology. Eco-
nomic liberalisation was important also for the post-Kádár party elite who af-
ter 1989 were keen on privatising state property. The economic policies of the
Free Democrats found fertile ground in the reform Socialists, whom many
Free Democrat intellectuals had already been advising in the 1980s.

From the Free Democrat perspective, the state was the ultimate evil, along-
side nationalism which restricted possible other ethnic, religious and cultur-
al identifications. In addition, the state was not the guarantor of quality serv-
ices. In keeping prices low and quality decent, competition was important.
This was obviously a quite elitist perspective. Nevertheless, it has been high-
ly influential in the coalition governments in which the Hungarian Socialist
Party participated.

In contrast to that view, both the Socialist Party and Fidesz have since 2002
focused on the “little” or “normal” people. Both of them appear to be pop-
ulist when they draw the line between the elite (ruling or former – depend-
ing on their position in opposition or government) and the people, follow-
ing Ernesto Laclau’s (2005) definition.

While Fidesz was in government in 1998–2002 its “civic (polgári) Hungary”
was all about successful and entrepreneurial Hungarians making their way in
the world and Europe. This excluded both those who did not do well and
those who did not feel themselves first and foremost to be Hungarian.
Around this the Socialist Party was able to mobilise enough support in the
polls to win the elections in 2002. Since then, Fidesz has adopted an anti-elit-
ist outlook, which is certainly easier to do in opposition than in government.

The charismatic leader of Fidesz, Viktor Orbán, took off his suit, donned a
checked shirt and did not attend many sessions of parliament. The strategy
of the party became one of mobilising outside the parliamentary structures.
Continuous campaigning, referenda and “national-consultation” surveys be-
came the crux of Fidesz’s success. It kept itself on the agenda in the newspa-
pers and on the streets and squares, among the – or “their” – people.

Policy trouble

The political debates in Hungary in recent years have been about social
policy and financing the welfare services. It has been the Socialist–Liberal
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government which supported privatisation of hospitals and the introduction
of tuition fees at universities. The right started mobilising against these two
policies, which from the left’s perspective seemed trivial. They collected sig-
natures for a referendum.

The referendum held on March 9 received positive replies from 84% of
voters and 42% of eligible voters: “Do you agree that inpatient care should be
exempt from daily hospital fees starting on January 1 in the year after the ref-
erendum on the present issue?“ The second and third questions – “Do you
agree that family medical care, dental care and special outpatient care should
be exempt from consultation fees starting on January 1 in the year after the
referendum on the present issue?“ and “Do you agree that students in state-
subsidised higher education institutions should be exempt from tuition
fees?” – similarly gained earned the approval of 82% and 41% of voters and
eligible voters, respectively. The left complained that the phrasing made it too
easy for the people simply to vote “yes”. They believed the fees would make
for better service. In the health sector, furthermore, it is customary to pay un-
official fees. Up to now, how full the brown envelopes were that were handed
to doctors or nurses ensured quality service. This is what could now be made
transparent, the left claimed.

There is yet another paradox here. In Hungary, in its East European way,
the state is generally mistrusted yet still seen as the main provider of servic-
es. Taxation in Hungary has been highly problematic due to the extensive
black labour market. Also, many officially earn only a minimum salary to
avoid taxes. For the state, this is not enough to raise funds for public servic-
es.

Polarised politics occurs in elite-level confrontations, yet real social prob-
lems are emerging in Hungary. There is a growing gap between the well-off
and the worst-off and insecurity around state provision of the services. For
instance, health insurance is tied to employment. By May 2009 the unem-
ployment figure in Hungary had increased to over 10%. Lack of regularised
employment was another issue. For instance, in 2004 over a fourth of 25–29-
year-old and almost a third of 35–39-year-old males worked in the black
market. (Elek 2009) 

The lies of democracy

In many ways, all of Hungarian politics and economic life seem to be based
on a bunch of lies – or at least two bunches. Constant boosting of one’s own
political camp and discrediting the other has been the main task of political
forces. This, in turn, leads to a situation in which any fact can be seen from
two perspectives. There are facts of the right and facts of the left. Two differ-
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ent figures can be presented in the public which both claim to demonstrate
an ascertainable reality.

The media’s task has been to portray both the versions supporting the
right’s claims and the versions favourable to the left in the best and most bal-
anced way. In the very partisan media only one of the “realities” is conveyed.
This has made it almost impossible for other political forces to gain represen-
tation in the media. Small parties, even the “medium”-size Free Democrats
and MDF, which have representatives in the parliament and often in govern-
ment, have been complaining about this. This obviously applies to the emer-
gence of any political force that seeks to address broad issues in politics. Sin-
gle-issue parties such as the nationalist-xenophobic Jobbik have not been af-
fected by this trap, since they are not trying to reach mainstream audiences
and deal with problems with which the mainstream is concerned.

The problem of lies was something the former Prime Minister Ferencs
Gyúrcsány addressed head on in 2006 when he admitted his party had “lied
day and night”. The budget deficit was much larger than was admitted to
the general public prior to the elections of spring 2006. The emperor that
everyone wanted to see clothed was revealed to be naked. A fantasy col-
lapsed, as democracy and the accountability of politicians – which every-
one knew did not really exist but wanted to believe in – was admitted to be
in shambles.

Before the 2006 elections, Gyurcsány then Minister of Sports and Youth
and a post-1989 millionaire, was chosen to lead the Socialist Party to anoth-
er victory in September 2004 replacing Péter Medgyessy as the Socialist PM.
Medgyessy had successfully led the party to victory in April 2002, but al-
ready in June was revealed to have worked for the secret service during the
Kádár era. Gyurcsány kept up good appearances and spirits until the elec-
tions. Hopeful of being elected to four years in office, something could be
done about the keeping-up-with-appearances ledger right after the elec-
tions.

The news broke out in June that the economic situation in Hungary was
worse than what the Hungarian Prime Minister and the Minister of Finance
had claimed. A new financial programme consisting of tough measures was
proposed in parliament in June 2006. Projected at 10% of GDP, the budget
deficit was declared to be the highest in the European Union.

On May 26, 2006, in Balatonöszöd, Prime Minister Gyurcsány spoke to the
party crowd using strong language and criticising himself and the party. His
intention was to legitimate new policies and reforms. Election promises
could not be kept. There was no budget. The party crowd was the obvious
first point of contact for the millionaire party leader when he projected a new
era in the rhetorical style that incorporated popular speech and swearwords.
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The Prime Minister admitted to having lied to maintain the status quo until
the elections. Now, however, he wanted reforms. Judging by the economic sit-
uation and the electoral promises, it was clear that the reforms could not be
legitimated without revealing how bad the economic situation was.

The real lies are in the system, in the system that the party had participat-
ed. The current intentions of the PM were social democratic:

This is the real scandal. The real scandal is, that about which Laci [un-
known representative of the Socialist Party] is talking: his gypsy men, they
get one-tenth the quality of the healthcare service I get. And since my
mother, my mother’s name is known in Pápa [Gyurcsány’s hometown] and
they call her Katus [nickname for “Katalin”], she also gets better care, what
a fucking life! She did not know, what had happened. “Has the healthcare
system improved, my son?” I reply: “Bullshit, mom! The truth is that they
recognise your name”. This is scandalous. Compared to this, in a social
sense the admission for medical attention [i.e. 300 Ft for each doctor visit]
is nothing. It is not a scandal, it is unpleasant politically, and it is unpleas-
ant to pay it. […] We do not dare to touch a bunch of evident social lies,
because we are afraid of the political consequences affecting us.

Although in summer 2005 the approval ratings were low, the Socialists
pulled an electoral victory in spring 2006. The PM seems to have believed the
party could also have recovered and famously argued:

I almost perished because I had to pretend for 18 months that we were
governing. Instead, we lied morning, night and evening. I do not want to
carry on with this. Either we do it and you have a person for it, or someone
else will do it. I will never give a single interview at the end of which we part
with each other in argument. Never. I will never hurt the Hungarian left.
Never. But it is only worth doing it to touch the big issues.

The speech was leaked on September 18, first by the Hungarian State Ra-
dio and then throughout the Hungarian media. Demonstrations were called
for the resignation of the lying PM. Nights of riots followed. Gyurcsány con-
tinued admitting what he had done. He insisted to the media that, in fact, the
whole Hungarian political elite had been lying for the past 8 to 10 years
promising prosperity and avoiding reforms, and as he was the first one who
had been brave enough to admit his mistakes, he would not resign.

The debate was focused on the lie. Some thought a whole new era started
in 2006; others thought the speech and its aftermath was not important at all.
Yet it made visible the democratic deficit in the post-1989 system, and the
disillusionment with politics, politicking and policies led to the Socialists’
downturn, manifested in the Euroelections 2009.
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Collapse of the left in the Euro-elections

EP 2009 votes % seats EP 2004 % seats

FIDESZ-KDNP 1,632,309 56.36 % 14 1,457,750 47.40 % 12
MSZP 503,140 17.37 % 4 1,054,921 34.30 % 9 
JOBBIK 427,773 14.77 % 3 72,203 2.35 % (MIÉP)
MDF 153,660 5.31 % 1 164,025 5.33 % 1 
LMP-HP 75,522 2.61 % 
SZDSZ 62,527 2.16 % 237,908 7.74 % 2

Turnout 2,921,779 (36.31 %) total: 22 3,097,657 (38.50 %)total: 24

The 2004 elections for the European Parliament had been for the right-
wing Fidesz its largest victory ever: 47.4% of the vote and half of the 24 man-
dates. In 2009, it was a true landslide: 56% of the votes and 14 mandates out
of 22. However, the de facto surprise winner of the elections was the radical
right-wing populist party Jobbik. Still in April 2009, a third of the voters had
not even heard of Jobbik (Medián). In June, they took 15 % of the vote and
three seats in the European Parliament. The conservative MDF managed to
pass the threshold with 5.3% of the vote and keep their MEP. The left failed
dramatically.

The Socialists gained only 17% support and four mandates, less than half
of what they had had. The Free Democrats lost the two seats they held in the
previous parliament, gaining only 2% support. A new political force – LMP,
“Politics Can Be Different” – did not get near the 5% threshold but gained
2.6% of the vote in coalition with the Humanist Party. What the elections did
indeed show was disillusionment with normal politics. There was space for
something new. The LMP reached for it, but the extreme right managed to
mobilise a larger audience.

The left did not turn up at the polls. Part of the explanation is that, accord-
ing to surveys, Hungarians were mainly choosing “national” representatives
for the Union. Crucially, however, Socialists and the Free Democrats lacked
ideological credibility. What people expected of the Socialists had been main-
tenance of the welfare state but their policies had been quite different. The
Free Democrats were seen as unreliable. The left had lost its virtuous image
– due to the hyped and self-declared lying and due to corruption claims. The
non-right, non-Left LMP was seen as arrogant and opportunistic by many:
they had never specified their “different politics”.

While an analysis of the extreme right’s emergence in Hungary requires a
longer study, it should be noted that the Socialist votes did not migrate to Job-
bik. Of Jobbik voters 39 % were first-time eligible voters and those who had not
before cast their vote. A fourth of the voters had voted Fidesz in 2006. Only 13
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% had voted for the predecessor MIÉP-Jobbik in 2006. While the two main
parties’ supporters had decided a year before the elections whom they would
vote for, Jobbik supporters made their decisions in the final weeks before the
elections and LMP’s supporters often on election day (MTI June 19, 2009).

Intraparty struggle: the fall of the Free Democrats 

One of the reasons for the Socialists’ failure on welfare policies involves the
small Liberal Party. Finally, in 2008, the drift within the left regarding eco-
nomic policy led to a break-up of the government in April 2008, which last-
ed until Gyurcsány’s resignation in April 2009. The Liberal Party that left the
coalition faced a crisis: the leadership fight polarised the party between eco-
nomic and social liberalism. The contest was between two figureheads and
policies in the Free Democrats: on June 7, 2008 Gábor Fodor won over János
Kóka by two votes 346 to 344. There were accusations of a rigged vote.

The Free Democrats are the only party in Hungary publicly to exhibit in-
ternal struggles. In postcommunist conditions “our” side ought never be di-
vided. A black-and-white world view expects total unity on the side of the
“we”, the party. Though part and parcel of democracy, the internal battle was
so deep that it had led to the downfall of the party. As many people over the
years had left the party in frustration, by the time of its loss in the 2009 Eu-
ropean elections it was a mere fragment of its former self. Corruption also
played a major role in the downfall of the rather elitist party.

One of the reasons why the Free Democrats had failed was their inability
to project their own identity. Around 2000, under Gábor Demszky, the party
was trying to become the third force. The attempt turned lethal in the Bu-
dapest Municipal Council. Budapest’s mayor relied on the support of the So-
cialists, as the largest party, to get his policies through, and this support
would have been withdrawn had Demszky maintained the strategy of dis-
tancing the Free Democrats from the Socialists.

One of the strategies was to profile the party through anti-semitism and
pro-minority positions. Anti-semitism is widespread in Hungary and neither
of the large parties (which both have a few hundred anti-semitic voters) ar-
gue vehemently against anti-Jewish and anti-Roma political rhetoric and
movements. This profiling, however, gained negative publicity for the party,
and took focus away from their economic and other social policies.

What is left of the left?

To conclude, there is nothing much left of the left in Hungary after the elec-
tions in 2009, and the more traditional left-wing rhetoric has been occupied by
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the right, mainly Fidesz, arguing for state ownership. The other question is
what is to the left of the “left”? Why have I only focused on the two “Left” par-
ties? Because due to the electoral system and political polarisation, there is lit-
tle space for small parties – even those the size of MDF and the Free Democ-
rats. Furthermore, the left fringe is not trying to get involved in party politics.
In fact, the Hungarian Monde Diplomatique prides itself in not reporting on
Hungarian politics, which is overwhelmingly present in the mainstream media.

Jobbik, the Hungarian Guard and Fidesz have been claiming a monopoly of
popular mobilisation, in its different forms from consultations to “village par-
liaments”. One popular movement, Védegyelet, for instance, had its figure-
heads elected in the parliament on the Fidesz and MDF tickets. President Lás-
zló Sólyom has been vehement in supporting Hungarian minorities abroad.

The left is also fragmented. There is the Social Forum movement and oth-
er small movements, mainly in Budapest. The Hungarian Communist Work-
er’s Party engages in symbolic politics by having a presence, for instance,
through public ceremonies. Hungarian Attac is still very much in touch with
pre-1989 leftism. The internal struggles among the altermondialist left in
Hungary are also taking very polarising turns and are visible at the European
level. Sectarianism is widespread, and the symbolic politics of the “alterna-
tive” overshadows radical openings that could have a mass mobilising poten-
tial and change the political spectrum.

The hope in Hungary is in the new generation which would reject both the
polarised politics of the mainstream and the sectarianism and legacies of the
socialist period. The rise of the extreme right and of xenophobia and the
downfall of the Free Democrats and decay of the Socialists could act as a trig-
ger for something new – both in Hungary and across Europe.
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Based on survey data, it has often been postulated in the past few years that
Germans lean towards the left in their basic political views. Setting aside

entirely appropriate methodological misgivings, the task now is to explain
how this supposed shift to the left is manifest (see critique in Misik 2009: 17):
How can we characterise left views nowadays. In what social groups are such
views found? 

We will rely on the results of our own empirical studies to answer these
questions.1 In group discussions and qualitative one-on-one interviews, we
talked with individuals who in their political orientation locate themselves as
“left” in the broadest sense of the term and refer positively to left positions.
The views range from radical orientations to reform perspectives or to weak-
ly expressed views on political formation. The sample includes individuals
active in party politics as well as those in public and professional left contexts.
Also surveyed were individuals who although inactive, consider themselves
part of the left-wing spectrum.

The broad range of this sample in terms of basic political positioning and
affiliation reveals an important initial finding: The left identity in Germany
does not exist. Rather than one homogeneous basic political attitude, there is
a plurality of political patterns of interpretation and practices existing along-
side one another. The unity of the left is revealed, as it were, in the multiplic-
ity of its voices. If one wants to know who and what “left” is nowadays, then
this multiplicity must be taken into account. In this sense, in the present con-

Who and What is “Left” Today? 
Contours of a Left-aligned Milieu 
in Germany 

Frank Kleemann, Uwe Krähnke, Ingo Matuschek



tribution we speak of “left-aligned milieus”. The following text aims to un-
cover the initial contours of such milieus.

Indeed, there is no clearly definable left position, as we have indicated, but
a lowest common denominator for a left-aligned milieu can nonetheless be
established: criticism of social conditions, i.e. unsatisfactory conditions, in a
broad sense, is formulated on the basis of socialist/social-democratic ways of
thinking. A common point of departure is awareness of deficits – formulat-
ed at various levels of clarity – in the existing social order, especially in eco-
nomic and political relations. Within the left-aligned spectrum, a critical per-
spective with regard to the basic economic and political order proves consti-
tutive for situating oneself politically within society.2

How can the critical position of the “left-aligned” be more precisely char-
acterised with regard to the basic economic and political order, and what are
the resulting consequences for action, that is, for political practice? 

Basic orientations regarding the political-economic order 

Traditionally, criticism of the social exclusions caused by economic rela-
tions forms the core of a left-wing identity. Based on our study, typical forms
of this can be distinguished here. Several of those questioned express, at
most, a partial criticism. The social market economy is not questioned fun-
damentally as a system, but rather, criticism is directed at some of its specif-
ic features that are viewed as negative. For others (especially from the radical
left spectrum), a general critique of capitalism is most important. As a rule,
they refer to fundamentally negative consequences, such as structural unem-
ployment, arms production, etc. It is possible to distinguish three basic ori-
entations:

1) Dominance of the Economy: The existing economic system, especially
since the failure of the communist counter model, is perceived as the only al-
ternative in terms of structure, and is seen as dominant with regard to other
social structures due to its self-regulation. Consequent alternative political
designs can only aim at shaping the system in the direction of a cushioning
welfare-state variant (“social market economy” as Rhenish capitalism in con-
trast to Anglo-Saxon variants). Social governance of the economic system as
a whole, however, is considered rather unrealistic. Neoliberalism, which
dominates the discourse in mainstream mass-media, thus implicitly enters
left-aligned thought patterns. Whereas previously it was possible to apply the
axiomatic assumption that capitalism’s structural problems can be derived
from the opposition of property-owning classes and exploited classes, today,
for the left-aligned who take the dominance of the economy as their starting
point, this type of class perspective no longer plays a role. Instead, their focus
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is on the “dependently employed” (as a class) in itself.
2) Regulation of the (dominant) economic system: The starting point of this

basic orientation is that economy and society are two interlinked systems in-
capable of existing in isolation from one another. The currently overpower-
ing economy has negative effects on society, but could be tamed through ap-
propriate state regulation measures. Focus is on concrete social ills, such as
tangible exclusion of unemployed individuals and social welfare recipients,
the growing gap between rich and poor, but also on the provision of essen-
tial social goods and services. A socio-economic, non-profit oriented econo-
my is attributed its own significance, to the extent that areas can be identified
in which the private economy is inefficient. Only rarely are demands made
for a general “democratizing” of the economy. In contrast to the first basic
orientation, a (Marxist) class concept has not entirely disappeared here. “Pre-
carious workers”, “the lower classes”, and socially “excluded”, in particular, are
identified as modern capitalism’s economically exploited.

3) Structural change: Starting from a fundamental critique of the existing
social order, the economy is viewed as subordinate to social development and
is consequently considered a social subsystem that can be structurally altered.
The analytical sharpness and the consequent political inferences yield only
minimal practical consequences in terms of concrete political action. For that
reason, proponents of this basic orientation pragmatically fall back on essen-
tial demands of the regulators. Thus, a fundamental transformation of the
economic system is longed for as utopia rather than being tackled as a mat-
ter for everyday politics.

As a whole, (in part fundamental) criticism is directed at the social ills that
have been provoked by the economy. Only a few individuals formulate a con-
sistent perspective calling for the dissolution of capitalist structures. For the
most part, the existing economic order is understood as a more or less well
regulated version of capitalism (in the sense of a social market economy) that
must strengthen its welfare-state components. In the parallel demands that
are raised calling for a democratic social order, at the forefront are opportu-
nities for individuals to participate in the shaping of society and the degree
of integration of those who think differently (and tied to this, especially the
question of consensual vs. majority democracy). Should this include a cri-
tique of non-egalitarian distribution of social resources, then, depending on
the individual perspective, a class concept is used as an analytical category
based on the control of material resources, i.e., the means of production
(which is also characteristic of the  fundamental critics), or further central
expressions of inequality are introduced, such as gender, social prestige, pos-
sibilities for political influence, and education. In some conceptions an eco-
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social perspective is laid out, which in the sense of a sustainability concept,
formulates the goal of a resource-conserving mode of economy as a sub-goal
of the political shaping of the economy.

Cutting across the basic orientations listed above, expressed remarkably of-
ten in the interviews was the self-conception of being incompetent in the
economic field. This once again displays the ideological power possessed by
the past decades’ neoliberalism. Its interpretative sovereignty in public dis-
course has evidently contributed to the self-perception of having deficient
economic competence among quite a few of those aligned with the left wing.
In light of the characteristic centrality of a capitalism-critical perspective for
the left spectrum, a necessary project seems to be to once again strengthen
these competences and to put perspectives other than neoliberal ones on the
agenda, so as to counter the crisis not just with proposals for repairing the
welfare state but to sketch out realistic-utopian alternative social models and
to understand the crisis as an opportunity for left approaches to politics and
the economy that are against the dominant neoliberal discourse. (This has
been achieved in an incipient way, in any case, in the question of ecologising
the economy – for example, in the concept of growth.) 

The fundamental political-economic orientations within the “left-aligned”
spectrum reveal distinct differences that in most cases revolve around a spe-
cific dominant reference point, but include further substantive reference
points.3 The contrasting assessments unfold along different basic perspec-
tives on prioritizing economic over socials aspects, or vice versa. In these as-
sessments are assumptions about the power to shape politics, which – since
they arise  from the basic perspectives – have a legitimating function for po-
litical practice. For example: since the central position of the economy is un-
touchable, no other fundamentally different orientation is worthwhile; since
only structural change brings with it the promise of salvation, efforts at re-
form do not pay off, etc. At their core, these touch on the view of the politi-
cal effectiveness of the political practice advocated by the left.

Understandings of politics and forms of political practice 

Following the above explanations, it is possible to distinguish a total of four
ideal-typical basic positions with regard to shaping society. While the first
two aim at a system transformation, the last two are basically oriented to
maintaining the existing social order and thus represent the “right wing” of
the left-aligned spectrum.

The statist-socialist perspective aims at a (socialist) social order in which a
“strong” state creates just social relations by means of control and redistrib-
ution policies.
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The libertarian-anti-capitalist perspective has a decidedly anti-statist orien-
tation. The elimination of capitalism is seen as the basis for a “liberated” so-
ciety that is self-organised “from below”.

The reform-oriented perspective sees deficits in the existing social order and
focuses on (mainly civil-society based) movements in search of improve-
ments in the social system based on the existing basic order.

The subsidiary perspective basically accepts the existing politico-economic
order. Social deficits or inequalities that are nonetheless perceived within its
framework should be compensated for by self-initiatives of the members of
society.

Various concepts of politics also correspond, in part, to these basic orien-
tations: In the party politics-statist understanding, politics is largely limited to
party-based parliamentary democracy (including the organisations and as-
sociations which relate to it) and the state activities based on it. This under-
standing is also transmitted by the political education communicated in
schools and media reporting and is, to that extent, the most common. The
civil society understanding of politics – that is commonly encountered
among those involved in the arena of informal political action (for example,
in NGO’s or citizens’ initiatives) – also subsumes under politics socially effec-
tive groups and organisations outside of the established political system, as
well as the “active citizen”. Both positions see political action (in contrast, for
example, to charitable activity) as relating to problems that have general rel-
evance and oriented to the development of independent structures and
methods of resolution. A further, life-world-based understanding includes as
“political” all actions that are related to the interests of others (thus includ-
ing voluntary work in non-political, smaller organisations or charitable ac-
tivities). The perspective here is not that of changing society, but rather, of
concretely sticking up for others. A further understanding is the  ubiquitous
political concept, according to the 1960s motto “the private is political”,
which tends to include all everyday activities (including politically correct
shopping and sorting of trash). With the increasing “hollowing” out of the
concept of politics there is, at the level of political practice, a distancing from
one’s own activities at the “core” of the political system.

The following groups are identifiable in the spectrum of the “left-aligned”,
based on the current state of analysis, in terms of their everyday-life relation-
ship to politics:
l “traditional” institutional leftists holding state-centred view of the politi-
cal system, who are involved in left party politics (in Die LINKE, in left
splinter parties, the Green Partyy, but also in the SPD) or in left organisa-
tions,
l “radical” leftists who, on the basis of libertarian subcultural-alternative

194
C

h
ro

n
ic

le
s



lifestyles, practice counter-societal (or anti-establishment) politics outside
of the established political system,
l “unorthodox” leftists, who are likewise anchored in a subculture and pur-
sue concrete reform-oriented activities for the most part in the context of
base-democratic “grassroots” initiatives in opposition to established social
and economic forms,
l “profession-centred” individuals who through their consciously sought
for political, or socially related employment, do political work,
l “volunteers”, who, themselves largely established professionally and so-
cially, do what they can for social needs and issues and, in part, also associ-
ate more far-reaching political reform goals with their activities,
l “sporadically active” participants, who are interested in politics in a vari-
ety of ways without being permanently active or in a specific set function,
but who are temporarily active,
l the “critically interested”, who follow political processes and debates with-
out being active themselves in politics or society,
l the “socially marginalised”, who basically feel themselves to be excluded
from the activities of society, and inhabit parallel worlds, and, finally,
l “powerless” and “resigned” individuals who indeed see the abstract need
for action, but no personal opportunities for action to effect any change
whatsoever.

Prospects: The left as political movement – 
contours of a project for left hegemony 

It is clear that the left-aligned spectrum – in the broadest understanding of
“left-aligned” –  is heterogeneous in terms of its image of society and its po-
litical ideas: paternalistic expectations of an extensive state welfare policy are
just as present as civil-society reform orientations and libertarian capitalism
critique oriented toward social reform. To that extent, different facets of a
possible shared general orientation for democratic socialism as a political
and social formation are a central theme; at the same time, a search for a co-
herent left model is not discernible. The society-critical left-aligned spectrum
currently has more the character of a heterogeneous gathering point. Should
a socially effective movement arise from it, a pressing political task would be
to formulate a plurality of left political proposals that offer an attractive per-
spective for as many of the disparate left-aligned as possible. The resultant
combinations could bridge the various left-aligned core positions. Conse-
quently, the demand of a common left project for hegemony would be to
sound out the bridgeheads of each of the individual positions, that is, to take
as a central theme the intersections of concrete politics rather than the sup-
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posedly insurmountable contrasts and to try out entirely practical projects.
Plurality can neither be forced into the corset of party politics nor remain

at an abstract level outside of the concrete problems of the concrete life-
world problems. What seems more promising is to contemplate ways of
bringing a left identity into public discourse as something to be newly de-
fined, offering a new, emancipatory societal perspective to counter the ne-
oliberalism that was dominant in the wake of the “geistig-moralische Wende”
(intellectual-moral reversal) since the 1990s.
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Notes
1) At issue are two studies commissioned by the
Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung carried out in 2007-
2009. See, on the results of the first study, Ma-
tuschek et al. 2008 A book publication that in-
cludes the entire project is planned for spring
2010.
2) Criticism of existing social conditions is, of course, also carried out in other political
milieus. Though in the case of the Neonazis, to take an extreme example, political self-as-
sessment is nourished by regressive idealisation of the NS regime.
3) In this context, different ideas arise, for example, about whether the social integration
and material security of society’s members should occur predominantly via salaried labour,
or if other models should be given preference. Three basic positions can be distinguished: a
classical employment-centred position, citizen’s dividend model, and the idea of an uncon-
ditional basic income. Behind them are, in addition to different assessments of the social-
integrative and identity-creating effects of regular work as well as the quality of work under
capitalist conditions, different normative conceptions and conceptions of justice.
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This meeting is the follow-up to seminars organised in the framework of
social forums, notably by the network “Labour and Globalisation”. In this

conference, there was the wish to pursue the integration into the European
Social Forums process, but also the felt need to have a space to work togeth-
er in a more formal way in order to deepen analyses and strengthen cooper-
ation. These last years have been, for all of the networks present, ones of com-
mon struggle against the social agenda of the EU (Bolkestein Directive, pri-
vatisation of public services, the Laval and Viking judgments), which is why
these networks need to establish their own agenda and get it heard. The agen-
da can be seen in certain analyses –  a new developmental model for Europe,
sustainable and based on justice and solidarity. This work is being done in a
context of the financial and climate crises and of social regression. The goal
is to work in an open spirit and promote real debate, with a view to define
middle-term perspectives and concerted strategies on the basis of open ex-
changes. In this sense, the finale declarations do not constitute our present
priorities, neither do they represent the establishment of a common plat-
form. To progress step by step in a middle-term perspective, the immediate
results of the 2009 conference are important, but they have to contribute, in
the next years, to the development of a larger and more powerful social
movement in Europe. Working and reflecting together, with sufficient time
(and not just once) will permit everyone to deepen his/her analysis in each of
the respective organisations and also among individuals.

News from the European Networks

A Joint Social Conference took place in Brussels on September 14 and 15. It
gathered together 20 countries with 22 trade-union confederations and 22 
networks, social movements or NGOs, all interested in European social issues.

Chantal Delmas



The objectives set by this network called Joint Social Conference are the
following:

In a middle-term perspective we believe that a larger social movement,
with trade-unions and the main networks, movements or European NGOs
has to establish its own agenda and get it heard, in view of the “Spring Sum-
mit” held in March each year by the heads of sate of the EU-27. This Spring
Summit is the crucial symbolic expression of the political orientations of the
EU. We are therefore working this year at a process of searching and trust-
building in our first Joint Social Conference. This meeting (with 120 persons
working together for one and a half days) is not, in itself, our final objective.
This first step is a process of trust-building between trade-unions and move-
ments, to reflect on a space and on a method of deepening our analyses, to
strengthen our points in common and measure our differences. The confer-
ence’s programme has two themes:

1) How to deal with dumping policies? 
Is competitiveness itself the solution or the problem? It is above all social

dumping (but also fiscal and environmental dumping) that is the worst re-
sponse to the global crisis. How can we escape this spiral toward the bottom?
What margins for manoeuvre remain to us, in the Lisbon Strategy, for social
or “green” policies, if competitiveness remains the primary goal of the EU?
Can the trade-unions and the movements fight against anti-social policies on
the national level? Or should we unite around a credible anti-dumping agen-
da – and if so, how?

2) How can we create and maintain decent jobs in a “post-Kyoto” and
“post-crash” economy? 

The financial and economic crisis is going to destroy millions of jobs. In
certain member-states, the solution seems simply to be the relaunching of the
good old economy of the 1970s: more cars, more roads, more whatever, as
long as it generates employment. Clearly, the first idea, or the simplest one, is
not necessarily the best. Perhaps we have some lessons to learn from the
analysis of the (real) causes of the financial crisis, and from the limits of our
oil-based economy. Also, might this not be a good opportunity to imagine
new jobs – decent, sustainable and useful?

The meeting’s discussions and conclusions stressed the need for this kind
of space in order to delve more deeply into the issues. There is a unanimous
accord on rights based on work and also on the need for joint demands for
sustainable employment and development. The need to go beyond this ques-
tion of rights and the need to deal with strategies and the reconquest of pow-
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er for wage earners and the majority of citizens is still before us. This confer-
ence has signalled the wish of all the forces present to work together in a
deeper way. We hope that through its work this social conference enriches the
whole of the forum processes, seeing as any fragmentation of the movement
would be harmful to all of us.

Members of the Founding Committee: 
Attac France; Attac Germany; Attac Belgium; Attac Austria; ITUC and ETUI,
Europe; CGIL, Italy; CGT, France; CSC, Belgium; EAPN, Europe; FGTB, Bel-
gium; Amis de la Terre, Europe; FSU, France; Labour and Globalisation, Eu-
rope; Campaign for the Welfare State, Norway; IPAM / AITEC network,
France; Romanian Social Froum, Romania; S2B Seattle to Brussels, Europe;
Solidaires, France; SOLIDAR Social Platform, Europe; Ver.di, Germany.
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capitalism and social policy WISSENTransfer

Leo Gabriel is an austrian journalist, filmmaker and anthropologist, who
lived in Central America from 1979 to 1996. Today he is director of the
Institute for Intercultural Research and Cooperation. In July/August this
year he was part of an international mission of human-rights organiza-
tions in Honduras. His documentary film “Murderous Honduras” is
available by writing to: gabriel@oneworld.at 

Haris Golemis is an economist, Director of the Nicos Poulantzas Institute
and member of the Board of Transform! Europe

Marina Gržinić is a philosopher, artist and theoretician working in Ljubl-
jana and Vienna. She is a researcher at the Institute of Philosophy at ZRC
SAZU in Ljubljana and professor at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna.

François Houtart is a Belgian sociologist and Catholic priest. director of
CETRI (Centre Tricontinental), and chief editor of the International
Journal of the Sociology of Religion “Social Compass”. He is a member of
the UN Comission on Reforms of the International Monetary and Finan-
cial System (Stiglitz-Comission).

Maral Jefroudi is a sociologist, teaching in the Ataturk Institute for Modern
Turkish History in the Bogazici University of Istanbul and a member of
Freedom and Solidarity Party of Turkey.

Frank Kleemann, Uwe Krähnke und Ingo Matuschek work in the Sociolog-
ical Institute of the Technical University Chemnitz. Together they pub-
lished the book Interpretative Sozialforschung (VS Verlag für Sozialwis-
senschaften 2009).
More information: http://www.inag-online.de/Inag-Mitglieder.htm

Pedro Páez Pérez is Plenipotentiary Ambassador of the President of the 
Republic of Ecuador, Director of the National Bank of Ecuador and mem-
ber of the UN-Commission on Reforms of the International Monetary and 
Financial System and former Finance Minister of Ecuador. He is a member
of the Stiglitz-Comission.
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Emilia Palonen works as Senior Lecturer at the University of Jyväskylä, Fin-
land. Political Polarisation in Contemporary Hungary is forthcoming (2009)
from l’Harmattan, Budapest.

Elena Papadopoulou is an economist and Research Officer at the Nicos
Poulantzas Institute

Frances Fox Piven is Distinguished Professor of Political Science and Soci-
ology at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. She is
one of the leading critics of the US’s poverty and welfare policies, and is
considered the most important left analyst of the US mode of electoral
disenfranchisement.

Barbara Rauchwarter is a Protestant theologian and religious educator. She
is an Assistant Professor at the Protestant Religious-Educational Academy
in Vienna.

João Romão is an economist, member of Cultra and activist of Precários
Inflexíveis (Inflexible Precarious), coordinator of the Portuguese edition
of transform! europe Magazine and editor of Esquerda.net (the website of
Bloco de Esquerda)

Fernando Rosas is a member of the Portuguese Parliament elected by Bloco
de Esquerda

Véronique Sandoval is Regional Councillor in the Île de France.

George Stathakis is Associate Professor at the Department of
Economics, University of Crete.

Laura Tuominen works as Information Officer in the Left Forum. She is also
a member of the Party Council of Left Alliance.

Maximilian Weber is a Student of Political Science at the University of Vien-
na.
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Leo Gabriel in an interview with Rafael Alegría, founder and long-term 
general secretary of Via Campesina, the world’s largest social movement.
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