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tion. Haris Golemis and Elisabeth Gauthier sum up the results of the discus-
sion for transform! That part of the magazine is supplemented by Hans-Jür-
gen Urban’s contribution on the need for a strategic re-orientation of the
trade-unions’ European policy.

Our network’s second “major project” deals with the strategic perspectives
of the left in Europe. In spring a first seminar took place in the context of this
research line, the results of which have also been made accessible on our
homepage. From the contributions proposed for discussion there, we are pre-
senting Barbara Steiner’s survey on the “Electoral Performance of the Euro-
pean Left”, which is part of a comprehensive study soon to be published.

As usual, we are including reports on the next steps in the development of
transform! The focus in this context is on two events: On the one hand, the
foundation of the transform! Working Group Brussels, the goal of which is to
provide space for the continuous discussion within the international communi-
ty in Brussels. The Working Group made its first public appearance with two re-
markably well attended events, one on the European Year of Poverty (see the ar-
ticle by Nicolás Muzi), the other on the debt crisis in Southern Europe. The sec-
ond event is the transform! network’s first appearance at the Left Forum in New
York, on which Eric Canepa has provided a report.
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Editorial

Walter Baier, Editor

Dear reader,

The sixth issue of the transform! magazine presents a broad spectrum

of texts relevant for the left discussion. The opening texts are On the Rela-

tionship Beetween Precariety and Staate Power by Judith Butler and History

and the Critique ad capitalism by Moishe Postone. With the publication of

both these texts we would like to contribute to the development of a gener-

al left culture of debate.

The thematic focus of the magazine is dedicated to the 10th anniversary of
the World Social Forum, and the processes initiated by it. It lies in the very
nature of the subject to approach it from very different perspectives (see also
the Introduction to the thematic focus by Louis Weber).

In 2010, the work of the transform! network will be centred on two major
projects. One of them deals with the multiple crisis of the global capitalist
system. The first seminar in the context of this project took place in Vienna
in the beginning of the year. The results are available on the transform!-web-
site (www.transform-network.net). One of the central conclusions of the
seminar – namely that the financial and economic crisis which broke out in
2008 has not yet been overcome but has entered a new stage – was only a lit-
tle later confirmed by the flare-up of the debt crisis in a number of member
states. In the meantime a broad public has become aware of the risks result-
ing from that crisis for the entire European structure in its current constitu-

This issue’s cover printing as well as the illustrations
inside the magazine were provided by Viennese

painter Lisi Misera. The artist, born in Vienna in 1951,
studied at the Academy of Applied Arts in Vienna and at
the Académie des Beaux Arts in Paris. Among other places, she has lived and
worked in New York, Paris and Africa. Exhibitions of her work took place in
New York, Paris, Budapest, Milan and Vienna, just to mention a few cities.

The cover printing is from her “AFTER MILES SERIES”, inspired by the
music of Miles Davis and was painted in Paris (Cité des Arts).

The graphic illustrations inside the magazine are from installations of the
“AFTER MILES SERIES” (University of Applied Arts, Vienna and Lisi Misera
Studio, Vienna in coorperation with a Jazz musicians).

As always we hope with this issue of our magazine to have provided inter-
esting and inspiring reading. The editors and publishers are grateful for all
criticisms and remarks.
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As you will see, I am not offering a theory of state power, but wish to fo-
cus on certain dimensions that I hope you will find of interest. Although

we usually think of the study of media as separate from the question of state
violence, I want to suggest that recent efforts on the part of states such as my
own to control the visual and narrative dimensions of war have not only re-
sulted in a state effort to control and structure modes of public understand-
ing that are dependent upon the visual and audible fields – what can be seen,
what can be heard – but also what can be read. On the one hand, when the
state issues directives about how war is to be reported, whether war is to be
reported at all, it seems simply to be trying to regulate the understanding of
violence, or the appearance of violence within a public sphere which now
clearly includes the internet and forms of digital media. But we can ask: is
this regulation of violence also violent in some way? And if it is, how do we
describe that violence? It seems we are talking about two kinds of efforts. The
first seeks to suppress the public understanding of violence, which verges on
the denial that violence exists; the second seeks to structure the appearance
of violence in such a way that violence is always already interpreted, ratio-
nalised, and justified.

Let me make clear from the outset that although I am attempting to de-
scribe how such strategies work, I am very mindful that they do not always

On the Relationship Between
Precariety and State Power 

Judith Butler*

* (based on Judith Butler’s address at the Third Nicos Poulantzas Annual Memorial Lecture)



too is its alliance with corporate power. These alliances do not always work,
of course, since firms like Haliburton have been convicted of corruption
and have lost most of their investment potential in Iraq where, it turns out,
the population is much less docile and ready for corporate colonisation
than the US ever expected.

I will try and approach these questions by talking briefly about the photo-
graphs of torture in Iraq, the assault on Gaza (that started nearly one year
ago), and briefly by considering the legal violence employed in immigration
debates in Europe. But before I do, I hope to say a few words about precari-
ety, the regulation of the public senses, and their relationship to the question
of how are wars waged now.

The thesis of Frames of War, my most recent book, is that the frames by
which we come to understand the violence of war themselves participate in
the making and re-making of war. By “frames” I do not mean only the bor-
ders of a picture, but also, the limits of the thinkable. When a life becomes
unthinkable, or when an entire population becomes unthinkable, waging war
is clearly made easier. The frames that present and foreground grievable lives
work to exclude other lives as worthy of grief. And how can any life be valued
if it is not grievable, if it is not lose-able? Such frames are operative in impris-
onment and torture, but also in the politics of immigration, according to
which certain lives are perceived as lives, while others, though apparently liv-
ing, fail to assume perceptual form as living beings. Forms of racism institut-
ed and active at the level of perception tend to produce iconic versions of
populations who are eminently grievable, and others whose loss is no loss
and remain ungrievable. The differential distribution of grievability across
populations has implications for why and when we feel politically conse-
quential affective dispositions such as horror, guilt, righteous sadism, loss
and indifference – and when we do not feel them at all.

At an abstract level, it is surely possible to agree to the general proposition
that there is no life without the need for shelter and food, no life without de-
pendency on wider networks of sociality and labour, no life that transcends
injurability1 and mortality, no life that is not dependent on sustaining a sus-
tainable environment. And yet, certain strategies of state violence, including
war waging, try to make of this generalisable condition of precariety a differ-
ential value: war clearly attempts to maximise precariousness for targeted
populations while minimising precariousness for those who are doing the
targeting. In my view, this differential distribution of precariety is at once a
material and a perceptual issue, since those whose lives are not “regarded” as
potentially grievable, and hence valuable, are made to bear the burden of
starvation, lack of shelter, underemployment, legal disenfranchisement and
differential exposure to violence and death.2
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work. Indeed, the image is nearly impossible to control by virtue of the con-
temporary forms of its reproducibility. It travels beyond the reach of those
who seek to censor it, and it often turns back on those who think they have
controlled it – which is surely what happened with the circulation of the Abu
Ghraib photos. But what I want to suggest as well is that the effort to deny vi-
olence is itself complicity with violence. And the effort to control its interpre-
tation, including its justification, is its own kind of violence. We might say
that state regulations of war reporting, including the prohibition, recently re-
affirmed by the Obama administration, on showing the full gallery of torture
images, is not the same as bombing or even torture. And that is right: it is
necessary to distinguish between modes of violence. But perhaps my point is
better made if we invert the argument with a question:

Can there be the continuation of war or, indeed, the escalation of war, as
we are now witnessing in Afghanistan, without first preparing and structur-
ing the public understanding of what war is, and without suppressing any vi-
sual, audible, or narrative accounts of war that might break open a popular
resistance to war? 

Let us remember that the state can and does exercise legal violence as a
way of attempting to manage the problem of democratic resistance to its
use of power. We can then rethink modes of censorship or, indeed, obliga-
tory forms of reporting as tributaries of state power, but could state pow-
er wage its wars without seeking to limit and structure the senses within
the public field? Does there not have to be a war upon the senses that
makes it possible for a state to maintain its capacity to wage war? Shall we
perhaps expand our idea of how wars are waged in order to understand
how the regulation of the visible and audible field seeks to maintain that
public understanding and consensus that permits a state to wage its wars
without popular revolt? Let us remembers that wars invoke the right to re-
duce life to death or to living death, to dispose of life through military
means, to instil terror, and to destroy the infrastructural conditions of
everyday life for targeted populations. In this sense, war is in the business
of producing and reproducing precariety. Such lives do not have to be ful-
ly eviscerated to be subject to an effective operation of violence. After all,
wars are also initiated with the aim of weakening and dominating those
populations who will become labourers in the reconstruction of their lands
under the auspices of foreign powers and global corporations. So wars are
partially waged with the aim of producing and exploiting a desperate
labour force to further the economic interests of those who wage war. They
are also waged in times of high domestic unemployment in order to exploit
and recruit a labouring class with the promise of offering them skills and
compensation. State power is clearly enhanced through these means, but so

8
O

n
 t

h
e 

R
el

a
ti

o
n

sh
ip

 B
et

w
ee

n
 P

re
ca

ri
et

y 
a

n
d

 S
ta

te
 P

ow
er



thrown back onto a metaphysical ground; on the contrary, they are mired in
power relations, even those of the law that work strenuously to keep them out
of the polis, or to keep them inside, as its unacknowledged and exploited
workers. Disenfranchisement is often the beginning of both regulation and
discipline: it is not the end of power. How else would we understand the re-
peated raids on workplaces in order to find the illegal workers? They are not
languishing in a metaphysical elsewhere, but contained and reproduced
within state power precisely as the perpetually disenfranchised.

Let me then make a few points about visual images in war in order to ex-
plain my thesis that the frames of war are ways of waging war, and then turn
to the situation in Gaza which, as you know, continues to be a humanitarian
nightmare. In the US, after 18 years of banning all media coverage of the US
war dead, the Pentagon agreed last Spring to lift the restriction and permit
pictures of coffins returning from the Iraq war. The ban was put in place in
1991 at the time of the Persian Gulf War. Those who defended the ban said
that it was meant to protect the privacy of grieving families. Those who crit-
icised the ban claimed that it was meant to conceal the human costs of war.
Now it seems that the families themselves will decide whether or not media
coverage should be allowed. Does the state here seek to protect the family? Or
does it seek to protect itself? In what ways does the state seek to make use of
the distinction between public and private in order to regulate the images of
war that are permitted to circulate and incite in the public sphere? Does the
population of the warring nation also have a say in this matter? Are there rea-
sons why a population might need to see the war dead, to know how many
they were, and to register some visual sign of those deaths, especially when a
war is waged in the name of the people?

The ban on showing the war dead seems to me to be part of a general ef-
fort visually to frame the costs of war. We can think about several debates
where state control over the visual and conceptual field has been exercised:
the debate about embedded reporting, prison photography, including images
of torture, and disputes about how to count and publicise the number of war
dead.

In a sense, this is a banal point: one “takes aim” with a camera and with a
gun. And most sophisticated forms of bombing have cameras and telescopes
built into the very structure of the artillery. But what seems less clear is how
the kind of telescopic targeting performed by bombs is related to other visu-
al dimensions of war waging, included embedded reporting, the digital cap-
ture of torture, and the shrouding of the war dead. My point is not to say that
the war is censored; rather, my point is to say that war is framed. And the
point is not to say that we can only know what we see, and that restrictions
on the visual field constitute undue restrictions on knowledge. Clearly, there
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To understand precariousness as a shared condition is effectively to bring
to bear a principle of equality to negotiate the question of how best to meet
basic needs and to sustain life as liveable. Starting from the presumption of
equality, social policies can be devised that seek to affirm that principle and
to organise the support of material needs on the basis of interdependency.
And yet, the politically induced condition of differential grievability seeks to
deny equal exposure, equal destructibility, through the radically unequal dis-
tribution of wealth and the differential ways of exposing certain populations,
racially and nationally conceptualised, to greater violence. The recognition of
shared precariousness introduces strong normative commitments of equali-
ty and spurs the movement to further a more robust universalising of rights
that seeks to address basic human needs for food, shelter, and other condi-
tions for persisting and flourishing. We might be tempted to call these “ma-
terial needs” – and that they surely are. But once we acknowledge that the
“frames” through which such needs are affirmed or denied make possible the
practices of war, we have to conclude that the frames of war are part of what
makes the materiality of war. Just as the “matter” of bodies cannot appear
without a shaping and animating form, neither can the “matter” of war ap-
pear without a conditioning and facilitating form or frame. The operation of
cameras, not only in the recording and distribution of images of torture, but
as part of the very apparatus of bombing,3 make clear that media represen-
tations have already become modes of military conduct. So, under present
historical conditions, there is no way to separate the material reality of war
from those representational regimes through which it operates, and which
rationalise its own operation. The perceptual realities produced through such
frames do not precisely lead to war policy, and neither do such policies uni-
laterally create frames of perception. Perception and policy are but two
modalities of the same process whereby the ontological status of a targeted
population is compromised and suspended. This is not the same as “bare
life”, since the lives in question are not cast outside the polis in a state of rad-
ical exposure; rather, they are bound and constrained by power relations in a
situation of forcible exposure. It is not the withdrawal or absence of law that
exposes the body to a metaphysically unprotected “bare life”; that view as-
sumes that power is wielded exclusively by the law, and understands the state
as the centre of that legal power. But the life that is unprotected by law is still
enmeshed in power – the powers of governmentality, of extra-judicial killing,
of statelessness itself. The conditions might well be “outside of the law” but
they are not for that reason outside of power. Indeed, they may be the results
of illegitimate legal coercion itself. Arendt’s idea of the polis could not have
anticipated Foucault’s notion of bio-power, but this is one reason why those
who lack enfranchisement within an established or recognised state are not
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been tortured from unwanted public exposure. If the photographs of torture
are needed to establish the facts of torture within a criminal court or, indeed,
within the public domain more generally, can that only happen by re-iterat-
ing the crime? Is the visual means for establishing the crime implicated irre-
versibly in the visual means by which the crime was committed? 

The problem is, of course, compounded by the fact that the publication of
the most extensive set of photographs from Abu Ghraib (more than 1,000)
by Salon in February and March of 2006 are constrained by international law
to protect the privacy of persons who have been the victims of war crimes. It
may well be that the materials received and published by Salon are the same
as those which had been the subject of legal battles with the Department of
Defense, but even if there are some images missing, the number is extensive.
The files, leaked from the Criminal Investigation Command of the U.S. Army
included 1,325 images and 93 videos. These images do not represent the sum
total of torture, and as reporter Joan Walsh pointed out in 2006, “this set of
images from Abu Ghraib is only one snapshot of systematic tactics the Unit-
ed States has used in four-plus years of the global war on terror”.4

Salon investigated the “captions” that the US Army used to identify the var-
ious scenes of torture, and they apparently included misspellings of names
and unclear accounts of time and place that had to be reconstructed. The “re-
ality” of the events was not immediately clear on the basis of the imagery
alone. The “timeline” had to be retrospectively figured out in order to under-
stand the evolution and systematic character of the torture itself. The ques-
tion of reconstructing or, indeed, restituting the “humanity” of the victims is
made all the more difficult by the fact that faces, when not already shrouded
as part of the act of torture, had to be deliberately obscured to protect the
privacy of the victims. We are left with photos of people who are for the most
part faceless and nameless. How do we speak about “humanity” in such a
context? We are left only with the trace of what is human. One does always
not need to see or know the face and name, although those are surely con-
ventional ways to humanise a life. And I would like the dominant media to
allow the faces, names, and stories of those eviscerated in recent wars. But
perhaps the trace can work to remind us that there is no single norm for the
human, and that we only find signs of humanity once the single norm for the
human has been relinquished. No human life fully complies with any norm
for the human; no morphology will establish the human; no ordering or gen-
der, no attribution of intrinsic features of rationality, since rationality takes
different social forms, as we know. When the “human” tries to order its in-
stances, a certain incommensurability emerges between the norm of the hu-
man and any of the lives it seeks to organise. Those lives are invariably hu-
man and animal, and may well incorporate metals and machine-like ele-
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are other ways to know something besides seeing it. My point is rather that
such visual and conceptual frames are ways of building and destroying pop-
ulations as objects of knowledge and targets of war, and that such frames are
the means through which social norms are relayed and made effective. In
other words, such frames are the way that social norms produce lives consid-
ered to be inherently grievable, and lives considered to be ungrievable. Un-
grievable lives are those which cannot be lost, and cannot be destroyed, be-
cause they already inhabit a lost and destroyed zone; they are, ontologically,
and from the start, already lost and destroyed. To destroy them actively might
seem like a kind of redundancy or a way of simply ratifying a prior truth. So
it is not just that such frames serve as a mechanism through which the living
and the dead are distinguished and maintained in times of war. Rather, the
time of war is precisely the time of this iteration, that is, this repeated and vi-
olent differentiation between the living and the dead. Indeed, we might con-
sider this an ontological way of dividing populations into who shall live and
who shall die, one that works by establishing who emblematises the living
and who is no longer living and never was – the socially dead.

Let us briefly consider two cases: the release of the photos of the torture at
Abu Ghraib and the public response to the figures of the war dead in the re-
cent assault on Gaza. We might think, for instance, that the publication of the
images serves the purposes of recognition – and indeed they did bring wide-
spread recognition of torture. But consider that not only did the torture vio-
late privacy, but in some instances so, too, did the publication of the photo-
graphs. During the 18-year ban on showing the war dead, those bodies were
not to be seen in order to protect the “privacy” of the grieving families. The
presumption was that grief should remain private, or that grieving is itself a
private activity (this is, of course, a very particular cultural conceit, since for
many cultures, grieving is an intensely social occasion, often taking place in
the street, in religious institutions, and with lots of food; indeed, sometimes
an entire social network floods the home as a way of keeping the grieving
family in contact with the larger world and to guard against the withdrawal
into privacy).

In relation to the photos from Abu Ghraib, the issue of privacy emerged in
a different way. There those who were tortured have rights to be protected
from further public exposure. Indeed, public exposure through the camera
was part of the very torture itself. I have argued elsewhere that the camera
was a contributor to the scene, and that it heightened the experience of
shame, exposure, and loss of control for the tortured prisoners. So how do we
think about a public’s right to know who has been tortured or, indeed, who
has died, when that right seems to contradict the rights of those who have
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numbers, especially the number of war dead, circulate not only as part of the
representation of war, but as part of the entire apparatus of war waging.
Numbers are a way to frame the losses of war, but this does not mean that we
know whether, when, or how numbers count. We may know how to count,
or we may well rely on the reliability of certain humanitarian or human-
rights organisations to count well, but that is not the same as figuring out
how and whether a life counts. Although numbers cannot tell us precisely
whose lives count, and whose deaths count, we can note how numbers are
framed and unframed to find out how norms that differentiate liveable and
grievable deaths are at work in the context of war. Invariably, when an assault
breaks out, such as the Israeli assault on Gaza last year, we can start with the
numbers, counting the injured and the dead as a way of taking stock of the
losses. We can also tell and relay anecdotes that, along with numbers, start to
develop an understanding of what has happened. At the same time, I am not
sure that numbers or anecdotes, though modes of taking account, can alone
answer the question of whose lives count, and whose lives do not. Even when
it proves possible to know what the numbers are, the numbers may not mat-
ter at all. In other words, paradoxically, there are clear situations when count-
ing does not count. Some people are horrified to learn the number of war
dead, but for others, those numbers do not matter. Under what conditions,
then, do numbers count, for whom, and why? And why is it that sometimes
numbers do not count at all? 

Of course, there is something paradoxical here, since we are used to hear-
ing, for instance, that quantitative methods predominate in the social sci-
ences, and that qualitative approaches do not “count” for very much at all.
And yet, in other domains of life, numbers are remarkably powerless. This
suggests that certain implicit schemes of conceptualisation operate quite
powerfully to orchestrate what we can admit as reality; they function through
ritualised forms of disavowal, so even the positivist weight of numbers does
not stand a chance against them. Indeed, we might imagine that if someone,
anyone, were to know how many women and children have died in Gaza that
they would feel outrage. That category, “women and children” has a certain
salience, makes a certain emotional claim, since both categories designated
presumptively innocent populations. Of course, such presumptions may or
may not prove true, and we do not know exactly whether all minors – under
18 – are in the category of the child. But let us presume for the moment that
there is something like a general disposition to regard the death of women
and children as unjust and unacceptable forms of civilian casualties in war. I
want to suggest that it may be possible to have this point of view, but to ques-
tion whether the women and children ought really to be conceived as women
and children, whether they operate in the same way that women and children
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ments as well, especially in conditions of war. So the idea of the human can
only order that life so far. Still, perhaps it is possible to name what links hu-
man and animal life as precisely a certain precariousness that obligates us to
protect the vulnerable and to mourn those who are lost. This is not exactly
an anthropocentric norm, since it situates the human animal in the midst of
precarious life.

With so many pictures of torture that have emerged from the recent US
wars, we do not learn the name or see the face. Can we still rage against the
treatment? Can we still mourn this loss? Do we need such names in order to
testify to the atrocities and to the suffering? Yes and no. Such names are, and
are not, ours to know. We might think that our norms of humanisation re-
quire the name and the face, but perhaps the “face” works on us precisely
through or as its shroud, in and through the means by which it is subsequent-
ly obscured. The face and name are not “ours” to know, and perhaps affirm-
ing this limit is a way of affirming the life that has escaped the visual control
of the photograph. It is against international law to further the exposure, to
name the name, to allow access to the victim within the public sphere. The
rationale is that to expose the victim further would be to reiterate the crime,
so the task would seem to be a full documentation of the acts of the torturer
as well as a full documentation of those who were responsible for exposing
the scandal – but all this without intensifying the “exposure” of the victim, ei-
ther through discursive or visual means.

The state clearly has thought it could control the frame, successfully re-
strict the circulation of the visual dimensions of war. But those circulations
– by the internet and by virtue of digital technology – exceed the control of
the state. What openings does this produce for us who seek to counter not
only war but the related operation of legal violence, against immigrants,
against the stateless? The images of torture not only provide evidence
against the justness of war, but also the legality of its treatment of prisoners
of war. In this sense, the photos supplied evidence of war crimes, but also, of
the broader crime of war. Was the treatment of the prisoners any different
than the bombing of the villages? Is this not so much “negligible life” – nei-
ther destroyed nor injured because not conceived as destroyable or as in-
jurable? – and not conceived that way because such lives have never been
alive, have never become capable of destruction, and because they are al-
ready damaged life, to borrow the term from Adorno. They are not yet those
whose precariousness lays a claim upon us, establishing their value, their
fragility, but also their interdependency – indeed, the basis of their equality
and their entitlements.

Although I have spoken in the first part of this article about frames in re-
lation to visual media, I would like to turn to the problem of numbers, since
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Hamas and who is civilian. Indeed, one reason that Israel has been so reluc-
tant to admit humanitarian aid to Gaza is that it does not want the already
established food distribution systems, run by Hamas, to be ratified or legiti-
mated by the distribution efforts. This means that Israel – by which I mean
the government – acknowledges that Hamas is coextensive with civil society
and the material infrastructure of Gaza. If we understand that only some part
of Hamas is engaged in fighting (and that in some instances it is splinter
groups, themselves opposed to Hamas), and other parts of Hamas are part of
a civil police force, and yet others are working on irrigation, water, food,
transportation, and shelter, then what do we mean when we say that some of
those killed were part of “Hamas?”

And here are some further numbers, also undisputed: Over 80 % of the
population of 1.5 million (compared to 63 % in 2006) is dependent on in-
ternational food assistance, which was dramatically reduced, and brought to
a full stand-still under the recent siege. The issue of starvation in Gaza has
been discussed for some time. Over a year before this most recent assault, 87
% of Gazans already lived below the poverty line, a number that had tripled
since 2000. After the recent assault, it is predicted that close to 95% of the
population will be living below the poverty line. In a November 2007 report,
the Red Cross stated about the food allowed into Gaza that people are get-
ting “enough to survive, [but] not enough to live”. And in the more recent
events, we know through a series of documented anecdotes about those who
lost their lives without adequate food, especially those with serious and un-
treated medical conditions.

It is always possible to listen to such numbers and to set them aside. It may
be presumed that anyone who offers such numbers has taken sides, is anti-Is-
rael, or is not interested in the whole story or the full picture. But let us re-
member that Jewish groups are quite active in the critique of the Israeli state
and its occupation, and that even those who care about the future of Israel
have surely argued that its militarism is self-destructive – we can talk about
this later. But to return: if one sets aside the numbers because one fears the
political conclusion that they support, one blinds oneself to the numbers in
order to ward off any challenge to one’s already established political point of
view. Of course, it is still possible to read or hear such statistics, not deny
them, but insist that they do not finally matter – it may be a matter of indif-
ference, or it may be that such suffering is understood as deserved, or it may
be something else: a form of righteous coldness cultivated over time through
local and collective practices of nation-building, supported by prevalent so-
cial norms as they are articulated by both public policy, dominant media, and
the strategies of war. These are ways of countering or quelling modes of in-
dignation that might translate into calls for the end to violence. But righteous
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do, or whether, in fact, they ought to be named and regarded in a fully differ-
ent way. Once that happens, one can hold to the general view that the killing
of women and children is an unacceptable part of war, but maintain, through
a complicated form of disavowal and rationalisation, that these deaths do not
fall under that category. I want to suggest that this form of reasoning was
quite popular in the Israeli press in the aftermath of that assault. The num-
bers were known, but they did not count. And that is because the assaulted
and destroyed body was already conceived as a pure instrument of war.

Let me offer some statistics anyway, and let me also say, at the outset, that
I understand that by offering numbers, I am also framing them. Numbers do
not speak for themselves. I hope to offer a way of counting the war dead that
is not part of the framing of the war – indeed, I am trying to offer something
other than an act of war. My interest here is guided by a normative principle
that the radical inequality that characterises the difference between grievable
and ungrievable lives is something that we all must struggle to overcome in
the name of an interdependent world and a more radical form of egalitari-
anism. So, I offer the numbers here with the aim of trying to ameliorate that
inequality, one that pervades dominant schemes of conceptualisation and af-
fect. So yes, there is a normative framework within which those numbers ap-
pear, but I want to suggest that it is one that opposes war, and is not part of
the war effort.

The Palestinian Center for Human Rights sought to count the casualties of
the 23-day war. They claimed that 1,285 Gazans were killed and 4,336
wounded, and that the vast majority in both columns were civilians. The
United Nations special rapporteur, Richard Falk, offered slightly different
numbers: 1,434 Palestinians killed in the Gaza invasion, of whom 960 were
civilians, and among those civilians there were 121 women and 288 children.
Israel has sought to dispute these numbers, accusing Hamas of inflating the
number of civilian casualties, saying it can name more than 700 Hamas mil-
itants killed in the fighting. Even if we grant that point, that leaves between
500 and nearly 1,000 Palestinian civilians dead. It seems clear that the num-
ber we settle on depends upon how we understand the category of “civilian”.
And to understand how that category works, we have to ask whether anyone
who is understood to belong to Hamas can still be considered a civilian, and
then, secondly, whether it is finally knowable within Gaza, or from an aerial
view, whether someone is or is not Hamas. Let us remember that Hamas it-
self has its civilian and military wings, so when we say that the war dead were
“Hamas”, we have not said which part of Hamas, and perhaps that makes a
difference. If we understand Hamas to have organised and sustained civil so-
ciety in Gaza, then Hamas is not fully dissociable from civilian life. That
would mean that it might not be possible to distinguish between who is

16
O

n
 t

h
e 

R
el

a
ti

o
n

sh
ip

 B
et

w
ee

n
 P

re
ca

ri
et

y 
a

n
d

 S
ta

te
 P

ow
er



human shields, then they are not children at all, but rather bits of arma-
ment, military instruments and materiel, aiding and abetting an assault on
Israel. The Israelis, as we know, have targeted schools, open playgrounds,
UN compounds, so how far can this argument actually go? Still the hyper-
defensive claim is made that this is Hamas’s fault – the use of children as
human shields – and we heard the same argument against Hezbollah in
Southern Lebanon. I am wondering: are all children human shields? Only
some? Are we supposed to understand Palestinian children as nothing but
so many shields? If this Israeli view is right, then the children who have
been killed by Israeli military aggression were already transformed into
military instruments, shields that let attackers attack. If one “feels” for the
children or, indeed, if one comes to regard the children as those whose lives
are being unjustly and brutally destroyed in an instant, and in grotesque
and appalling ways, then that kind of “sentiment” has to be overridden by
a righteous and cold military rationality. Indeed, it is not only a cold mili-
tary rationality, but one that prides itself on its ability to see and feel past
the vision of massive human suffering in the name of an infinitely expand-
ing rationale of self-defence. We are asked to believe that those children are
not really children, are not really alive, that they have already been turned
to metal, to steel, that they belong to the machinery of bombardment, at
which point the body of the child is conceived as nothing more than a mil-
itarised metal that protects the attacker against attack. The only way to de-
fend oneself against this attack is, then, to kill this child, all the children, the
whole cluster; and if the United Nations defends their rights, then the UN
facility should really be destroyed as well. If one were to conceptualise the
child as something other than part of the defensive and manipulative ma-
chinery of war, then there would be some chance of understanding this life
as a life worth living, worth sheltering, and worth grieving. But once trans-
formed into duplicitous shrapnel, even the Palestinian child is no longer
living, but is, rather, regarded as a threat to life. Indeed, there is no life oth-
er than Israeli life that counts as life to be defended at all costs. And though
we can count the number of Palestinian civilians and children dead, we
cannot count them. We have to continue to count them again and again. We
have to start to count them, as if we have never yet learned how to count.

But, someone might object, what about the Israelis in the villages in the
south of Israel? Do those lives not count? They surely do, and I say this not
only noting that they have counted, that they have been acknowledged, but
also that they ought to be counted. Although the numbers show us that the
Palestinian losses are enormous in comparison with the Israeli ones (num-
bering 15 at last count), it does not suffice to simply make a comparison of
that kind. The point is not to achieve an equality of losses. One would not
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coldness is not only what it takes to kill, but also what is required to look on
the destruction of life with moral satisfaction, even moral triumph.

We might then analyze some of the cultural tributaries of military power
in Israel during the recent assault on Gaza – and the ongoing siege – as at-
tempting to maximise precariousness for others while minimising precari-
ousness for Israel. This is, of course, a strategy that cannot work precisely be-
cause it seeks to deny one’s own vulnerability to violence by establishing the
other as radically, if not permanently, vulnerable. The generalised condition
that establishes equality is denied in favour of a differential distribution of
precariety. Of course, this cannot work since to deny the other’s precarious-
ness will lead to certain kinds of consequences, namely, the other will seek to
deny one’s own precariousness in turn. But my argument is not precisely a
consequentialist one. The denial of one’s own precariousness seeks to deny
the social ontology in which we are each exposed to the other, and where pre-
cariousness is a generalised condition of social ontology.

This way of being bound to one another in precariousness is not precise-
ly a social bond that is entered into through volition and deliberation; it pre-
cedes contract, and is often effaced by those forms of social contract that de-
pend on an ontology of volitional individuals. It is to the stranger that we are
bound, the one, or the ones, we never knew and never chose. To kill the oth-
er is to deny my life, not just mine alone, but that sense of my life which is,
from the start, and invariably, social life. This generalised truth is manifest in
some explicit ways in the relation between Israel (what is called Israel) and
Palestine, since they are joined inextricably, without contract, without recip-
rocal agreement, and yet ineluctably. So the question emerges of what obli-
gations are to be derived from this dependency, contiguity and proximity
that now define each population, which exposes each to the fear of destruc-
tion, which incites destructiveness. How are we to understand such bonds
without which neither population can live and survive, and to what obliga-
tions do they lead? 

But this undeniable situation of proximity and interdependency, of vul-
nerability, is nevertheless denied. Let us return to the category of the civil-
ian in order to understand how this denial takes place. There are those in
the Israeli press who say that if civilians were killed, if children were killed,
it was because Hamas hides itself in civilian centres, uses children to shield
itself, and so sets up the situation in which Israel must kill civilians and
children in order to defend itself, legitimately, against Hamas. Hamas is ac-
cused of “cynically” using children and civilian centres to hide their own ar-
maments. There are several sources that can document the untruth of these
claims, but for the moment, let us consider how this argument works. If the
Palestinian children who are killed by mortar and phosphorous bombs are
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becomes possible to think that killing life in the name of defending life is pos-
sible, even righteous. Of course, it is possible, even actual, but what fails to be
understood in this circumstance is that the life of the one is bound to the life
of the other, and that life is that very bind: intractable and irreversible.

Before I conclude, I would like to make one further point or, indeed, per-
haps make one further plea. My two examples might be understood as drawn
from the multi-valent war against Islam. It was after all the Islamic prisoners
tortured at Abu Ghraib, and it was the Islamicist party, Hamas, as well that
was targeted for destruction by Israel. In each of these cases, the precarious-
ness of the Islamic population was heightened. In European politics, you wit-
ness a different front of this war in immigration politics, and this very often
has taken the form of defending “Europe” against racial diversity, but also
against the imagined assault on its treasured freedoms that people from Mus-
lim countries are thought to plot and perform.

As part of a queer movement for many years, I am sensitive to this language
of freedom, and no one wants his or her sexual freedom restricted by reli-
gious means. But I am also sensitive to the ways that claims of sexual freedom
have been spuriously used to limit immigration, just as spurious uses of fem-
inist principles were used to authorise the war on Afghanistan. The queer
movement, conceived transnationally, has also sought to fight homophobia,
misogyny, and racism, and in so doing it has operated as part of an alliance
with struggles against discrimination and hatreds of all kinds. The emergence
of a queer politics was meant to confirm the importance of battling homo-
phobia no matter what your identity or sexual practices happen to be. But it
was also meant to signal the importance of alliance, an attunement to mi-
noritisation in its various forms, a struggle against precarious conditions, re-
gardless of “identity”, and a battle against racism and social exclusion.

My own affiliation with “queer” is meant to affirm the politics of alliance
across difference. Broadly put, a strong alliance on the left requires, minimal-
ly, a commitment to combating both racism and homophobia, combating
both anti-immigrant politics and various forms of misogyny and induced
poverty. Why would any of us be willing to participate in an alliance that does
not keep all of these forms of discrimination clearly in mind, and that does
not also attend to the matters of economic justice that afflict sexual minori-
ties, women, and racial and religious minorities as well? It is perhaps impor-
tant to remember the importance of the critique of state coercion and state
violence for a robust left political movement, even as we recognise that
transnational economic, including state institutions, are responsible for dif-
ferential and widening poverty levels.

So this leads me to my final question: Do I want the state to take up its de-
fence of my sexual freedom in an effort to restrict immigration on racist
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want to argue that there ought to be as much destruction on the Israeli side.
The point is to oppose the destruction in all of its forms.

Even if there are significantly fewer Israelis who have died from this con-
flict than Palestinians, it remains true not only for Israelis but for most every
public media that the graphics of Israeli life, death, and detention are more
vibrant; it conforms to the norm of human life already established, is then
more of a life, is life, whereas Palestinian life is either no life, a shadow-life, or
a threat to life as we know it. In this last form, it has undergone a full trans-
formation into an arsenal or spectral threat, figuring an infinite threat against
which a limitless “defence” formulates itself. That defence without limit then
embodies the principles of attack without limit (without shame, and without
regard for established international protocols regarding war crimes). It is a
monstrous form of reciprocity, in which spectres fight spectres with deathly
consequence.

Here are a final set of numbers that bring me even closer to the point I want
to make. They were published by Btselem, the Israeli human rights network.
They are also posted on the Israeli government website. In the three years af-
ter the withdrawal from Gaza in 2005, 11 Israelis were killed by rocket fire –
the Qassam rockets launched from the north of Gaza into Israel. On the oth-
er hand, in 2005-7 alone, the Israeli military forces killed 1,290 Palestinians
in Gaza, including 222 children – and this is prior to the most recent war. Of
course, one is struck by the massive disproportion, but consider as well that
the numbers – and their distribution over the prior months – suggest that it
is wrong to think that Hamas cannot or will not lay down its arms under all
conditions.5

We might all oppose the slaughter of innocent civilians in principle, oppos-
ing it no matter where it happens, and no matter who does it, and which peo-
ple suffer it. But this principle is only effectively applied if “slaughter” is what
we are willing to call the destruction of children playing in their school yards,
and if we are able to apprehend living populations as lives and not exclusive-
ly as bits of military shrapnel. In other words, if certain populations – and the
Palestinians are clearly prominent among them – do not count as living be-
ings, if their very life, their very bodies are construed as instruments of war
or pure vessels of attack, then they are already deprived of life before they are
killed, transformed into inert matter or destructive instrumentalities, and so
buried before they have had a chance to live or are worthy of destruction,
paradoxically, in the name of life. To kill such a person, indeed, such a popu-
lation, thus calls upon a racism that differentiates in advance who will count
as a life, and who will not. So by the time we seek to apply the norm, “thou
shalt not kill” we have already lost sight of what and who is alive, so that it
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4) Joan Walsh, “Introduction: The Abu Ghraib Files”,
http://www.salon.com/news/abu_ghraib/2006/03/14/introduction/index.html.
5) This same human-rights organisation notes that Israel interrupted pauses in conflicts 76%
of the time, and Palestinians 8%, and the remaining 13% were interrupted by both on the
same day. As for longer pauses, what we might want to call “ceasefires”, the numbers are even
more telling: in the case of ceasefires that lasted more than two weeks, Israel was responsible
for 96% of those interruptions, which means that unilateral violence against Palestinians
broke the ceasefire in 96% of those cases, which were 24 instances in all.
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grounds? What happens when seeking recourse to the protective actions of
the state in turn augments and fortifies the state’s own power, including its
power to articulate a racist national identity? And what happens when les-
bian and gay freedoms are instrumentalised to harass religious minorities or
to make sure that new immigrants can be denied entry on religious, ethnic,
or racial grounds? Under these circumstances, sexually progressives have to
become “critical” of the state that appears so enthusiastically to be support-
ing our freedoms. What precisely is it doing with our freedoms? And are we
willing to have our claims to freedom instrumentalised for the purposes of a
racist reproduction of European national identity through restrictive and co-
ercive immigration policies?

If the fortification of the state against established and new immigrant
communities involves depriving them of freedom, questioning their own
rights of assembly and expression, if it casts its own Muslim population as a
threat to the value of freedom, then it protects one claim of freedom only
through the intensification of unfreedom, through the augmentation of the
state’s own coercive mechanisms.

There are surely better strategies than appealing to a state that makes use of
the defence of “freedom” to reassert its national purity, its racist conceptions
of culture, as the precondition of reason, modernity, and civilisation, and to
halt all public criticism of the way it polices its borders and patrols its minor-
ity populations. A racist discourse can recast itself as the necessary ground-
work of morality, reformulating its own hatred as moral virtue. Some crucial
part of freedom of speech involves “speaking out” which means, invariably,
speaking out within specific scenes of address: speaking with and from and
to one another. This implicit sociality in all address demands the recognition
of freedom as a condition of social life, but also, crucially, a condition that de-
pends upon equality for its actualisation. At stake is rethinking the processes
of minoritisation under new global conditions, asking what alliances are pos-
sible between religious, racial, and sexual minorities (when these “positions”
are less identities than modes of living in relation to others and to guiding
ideals). Then perhaps we can find constellations where the opposition to
racism, discrimination, precariety, and state violence remain the clear goals
of political mobilisation.

Notes
1)See especially the discussion of injurability throughout Jay Bernstein, Adorno: Disenchant-
ment and Ethics, Cambridge/New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001.
2) Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics”, trans. Libby Meintjes, Public Culture, 15:1 (2003), 11-40.
3) See my essay “The Imperialist Subject” in The Journal of Urban and Cultural Studies, 2:1
(1991), 73-78.
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History and the Critique 
of Capitalism

I.

The far-reaching transformation of the world in recent decades has dra-
matically indicated that contemporary critical theory must be centrally con-
cerned with questions of temporality, of historical dynamics and large-scale
structural changes if it is to be adequate to our social universe.1 The Marxi-
an category of capital, in my view, could be of key importance to the consti-
tution of such a theory of the contemporary world, but only if it is funda-
mentally reconceptualised in ways that distinguish it from various under-
standings of the category of capital in traditional Marxist interpretations as
well as in recent social-sciences discourses.

The category of capital, according to this reconceptualisation, has little in
common with the uses of the term “capital” by a wide range of theorists,
from Gary Becker through Bourdieu to the many Marxist theorists for
whom “capital” generally refers to a social surplus that is privately appro-
priated. While agreeing with the latter, that Marx’s category of capital refers
to the structuring of society as a whole, I argue that it not only delineates a
determinate mode of exploitation, but also is, more basically, a category of
temporal mediation. It grasps modern, capitalist society as a form of social
life characterised by quasi-objective forms of domination that generate a
historical dynamic.

Moishe Postone



forms – a reaction against a politics focused on material interests that were
to be satisfied by a bureaucratic top-down organisation of society. The social
and cultural movements of the late 1960s seemed to be a historical refutation
of such a conception of the good life. The Soviet Union had ceased signify-
ing an emancipatory option for large segments of the Western Left by 1968
at the latest.

Within this historical cultural context, political economy became under-
stood as affirmative and history became coded as a priori meta-narrative.
Marx’s conception of history and temporality became conflated with Hegel’s,
which contributed to a revival of Nietzsche, the great anti-Hegelian. The cun-
ning of history took its revenge, however. Post-structuralism and postmod-
ernism have since been shown to be intellectually helpless to group the large-
scale changes to which I alluded above. As critical topoi, they now appear to
be bound to a social order that has long since seen its day.

Such historical considerations, however, do not necessarily contravene the
critical insight underlying attempts to deal with history contingently – name-
ly, that history, grasped as the unfolding of an immanent necessity, delineates
a form of unfreedom.

That form of unfreedom is the object of Marx’s critical theory of capital-
ism, which is centrally concerned with the imperatives and constraints that
underlie the historical dynamics and structural changes of the modern
world. Rather than deny the existence of such unfreedom by focusing on
contingency, the Marxian critique seeks to uncover its basis and the possibil-
ity of its overcoming. I am suggesting, then, that re-appropriating the catego-
ry of capital allows for an approach that can overcome the classical opposi-
tion of necessity and freedom, recapitulated as one between a conception of
history as necessity and its poststructuralist rejection in the name of contin-
gency (and presumably agency). As I shall elaborate, the category of capital
grounds the immanent dynamic of modern, capitalist society in historically
determinate forms of social mediation. Within this framework, History, un-
derstood as an immanently driven directional dynamic, is not a universal cat-
egory of human social life. Rather, it is a historically specific feature of capi-
talist society that can be and has been projected onto human social life in
general. Far from viewing history affirmatively, a theory that grounds such a
dynamic in the category of capital grasps it as a form of heteronomy.

In this evaluation, the critical Marxian position is closer to postructural-
ism than it is to orthodox Second International Marxism. However, it does
not regard heteronomous history as a narrative, which simply can be dis-
pelled discursively, but as the expression of a structure of temporal domi-
nation. From this point of view, any attempt to rescue human agency by
insisting upon contingency in ways that bracket the existence of such his-
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II.
My focus on the historically dynamic character of capitalist society re-

sponds to the massive transformations of capitalism in the last third of the
twentieth century. This period has been characterised by the unravelling of
the post-World War II state-centred Fordist synthesis in the West, the col-
lapse or fundamental transformation of party-states and their command
economies in the East, and the emergence of a neoliberal capitalist global or-
der (which might, in turn, be undermined by the development of huge com-
peting regional blocs). Because these changes have included the collapse of
the Soviet Union and of European Communism, they frequently have been
taken as marking the end of Marxism and of Marx’s theoretical relevance. Yet
these historical transformations also highlight the need to grapple with the
problematic of historical dynamics and large-scale structural changes, which
is precisely the problematic at the heart of Marx’s critical analysis.

The central importance of this problematic is underlined when one con-
siders the overarching trajectory of state-centric capitalism in the twentieth
century from its beginnings, which can be located in World War I and the
Russian Revolution, through its apogee in the decades following World War
II, and its decline after the early 1970s. What is significant about this trajec-
tory is its global character. It encompasses western capitalist countries and
the Soviet Union, as well as colonised lands and decolonised countries. Al-
though differences in historical development have, of course, occurred, they
appear more a matter of different inflections of a common pattern than of
fundamentally different developments, when viewed with reference to the
trajectory as a whole. For example, the welfare state was expanded in all west-
ern industrial countries in the twenty-five years after the end of World War
II and then limited or partially dismantled beginning in the early 1970s.
These developments – paralleled by the post-war success and subsequent
rapid decline of the Soviet Union – occurred regardless of whether conserva-
tive or social democratic (“liberal”) parties were in power.

Such general developments cannot be explained in terms of contingent, lo-
cal, political decisions, and strongly suggest the existence of general structur-
al constraints on political, social and economic decisions. They also suggest
the existence of dynamic forces that are not fully subject to state control.

Consideration of the general historical patterns that characterise the twen-
tieth century, then, historically relativises theories of the primacy of the po-
litical sphere, so widespread in the post-war decades, and also calls into ques-
tion poststructuralist understandings of history as essentially contingent. In
some respects, the post-Marxist turn of the 1970s can be understood as a
critical reaction to the Fordist epoch – both in its Western and Communist
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society structured by the commodity form, labour and its products are not
socially distributed by traditional norms or overt relations of power and
domination, as is the case in other societies. Instead, labour constitutes a new
form of interdependence, where people do not consume what they produce,
but where, nevertheless, their own labour or labour products function as
quasi-objective means of obtaining the products of others. In serving as such
a means, labour and its products in effect pre-empt that function on the part
of manifest social relations.

In Marx’s mature works, then, the notion of the centrality of labour to so-
cial life is not a trans-historical proposition. It should not be taken to mean
that material production is the most essential dimension of social life in
general, or even of capitalism in particular. Rather, it refers to the historical-
ly specific constitution by labour in capitalism of a form of social mediation
that fundamentally characterises that society. Because labour in capitalism
is not only labour as we trans-historically and common-sensically under-
stand it, but is also an historically specific socially mediating activity, ac-
cording to Marx, its objectifications (commodity, capital) are both concrete
labour products and objectified forms of social mediation. The social rela-
tions that most basically characterise capitalist society, according to this
analysis, are very different from the qualitatively specific, overt social rela-
tions, such as kinship relations or relations of personal direct domination,
which characterise non-capitalist societies. Although the latter kind of social
relations do continue to exist in capitalism, what ultimately structures that
society is a new underlying level of social relations constituted by labour.
Those relations have a peculiar quasi-objective formal character, and are du-
alistic: they are characterised by the opposition of an abstract, general, ho-
mogeneous dimension, and a concrete particular material dimension, both
of which appear to be natural rather than social and condition social con-
ceptions of natural reality.

The abstract dimension of the social mediation underlying capitalism is
expressed by value, the form of wealth dominant in that society. Marx’s
“labour theory of value” frequently has been misunderstood as a labour the-
ory of wealth, one that posits labour, at all times and in all places, as the only
social source of wealth. Marx’s analysis, however, is not one of wealth in gen-
eral any more than it is of labour in general. He analyses value as an histori-
cally specific form of wealth that is bound to the historically unique role of
labour in capitalism. Marx explicitly distinguishes value from what he calls
“material wealth” and relates these two distinct forms of wealth to the duali-
ty of labour in capitalism.6 Material wealth is measured by the quantity of
products produced and is a function of a number of factors, such as knowl-
edge, social organisation and natural conditions, in addition to labour.7 Val-
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torically specific structures of domination is – ironically – profoundly dis-
empowering.

III.

What is capital, in Marx’s analysis? At the heart of his category of capital
is that of surplus value. This category generally has been understood as one
of exploitation, as indicating that, in spite of appearances, the surplus prod-
uct in capitalism is not constituted by a number of factors of production,
such as labour, land, and machinery, but by labour alone. Surplus value,
within this traditional framework, is a category of class-based exploitation.
While not disagreeing with this analysis of surplus value, the position I am
outlining regards it as partial. The conventional understanding of surplus
value focuses exclusively on the creation of the surplus, but does not suffi-
ciently consider the significance in Marx’s analysis of the form of wealth in-
volved, namely value.

Elaborating Marx’s conception of capital, then, involves briefly considering
the most fundamental categories with which he begins his analysis, such as
commodity and value.

These categories should not be understood trans-historically, but as histor-
ically specific to modern, or capitalist, society.2 In his mature works, Marx
sought to locate the most fundamental form of social relations that charac-
terises capitalist society and, on that basis, unfold a theory that could grasp
the underlying workings of that society. That fundamental form is the com-
modity.3 Marx took the term “commodity” and used it to designate a histor-
ically specific form of social relations, constituted as a structured form of so-
cial practice that at the same time is the structuring principle of the actions,
worldviews and dispositions of people. As a category of practice it is a form
both of social subjectivity and objectivity. (This understanding of the cate-
gories, building on those of Lukács and Adorno, suggests an approach to cul-
ture and society quite different from the base/superstructure model.)

What characterises the commodity form of social relations, as analysed by
Marx, is that it is constituted by labour and exists in objectified form.4 This
analysis is tied to his conception of the historical specificity of labour in cap-
italism. Marx maintains that labour in capitalism has a “double character”: it
is both “concrete labour” and “abstract labour”5 “Concrete labour” refers to
the fact that some form of what we consider labouring activity mediates the
interactions of humans with nature in all societies. “Abstract labour” does
not simply signify concrete labour in general, however, but is a peculiar, his-
torically specific category. It signifies that labour in capitalism also has a
unique social function that is not intrinsic to labouring activity as such: In a
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in historical time. The movement here is of time. Both abstract time and his-
torical time are constituted historically as structures of domination.

The dialectic of these temporalities is grasped by the category of capital,
which Marx analyses as self-valorising value. It is a category of movement,
entailing a ceaseless process of value’s self-expansion, a directional move-
ment with no external telos that generates large-scale cycles of production
and consumption, creation and destruction. Marx signals that this category
underlies the historical dynamic of modern, capitalist society when he first
introduces it in Capital. There, Marx describes it with the same language that
Hegel used in the Phenomenology with reference to Geist – the self-moving
substance that is the subject of its own process.11 In so doing, Marx suggests
that a historical Subject in the Hegelian sense does indeed exist in capitalism.
Yet – and this is crucially important – he does not identify that Subject with
the proletariat (as does Lukács) or even with humanity. Instead he identifies
it with capital, a dynamic structure of abstract domination that, although
constituted by humans, becomes independent of their wills. Ironically, pre-
cisely the idealist character of Hegel’s dialectic expressed this feature of cap-
italism’s historical dynamic.

In his mature theory, then, Marx does not posit an historical meta-subject,
such as the proletariat, which will realise itself in a future socialist society, but
provides the basis for a critique of such a notion. This implies a position very
different from that of theorists like Lukács, for whom the social totality con-
stituted by labour provides the standpoint of the critique of capitalism, and is
to be realised in socialism. In Capital, the totality and the labour constituting
it have become the objects of critique. The historical Subject is the alienated
structure of social mediation at the heart of the capitalist formation’s histor-
ical dynamic. The contradictions of capital point to the abolition, not the re-
alisation of the Subject. In Capital, Marx roots capitalism’s historical dynam-
ic ultimately in the double character of the commodity and, hence, capital. It
cannot be grasped if the category of surplus value is understood only as a cat-
egory of exploitation, as surplus value, and not also as surplus value – that is,
as a surplus of a temporal form of wealth.

The treadmill dynamic of capital I have outlined, driven by the dialectic of
value and use-value, is at the heart of the very complex non-linear histori-
cal dynamic underlying modern society. On the one hand, this dynamic is
characterised by ongoing transformations of production and, more general-
ly, of social life; on the other hand, this historical dynamic entails the ongo-
ing reconstitution of its own fundamental condition as an unchanging fea-
ture of social life – namely that social mediation ultimately is effected by
labour and, hence, that living labour remains integral to the process of pro-
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ue, according to Marx, is constituted by human labour-time expenditure
alone; it is the dominant form of wealth in capitalism.8 Whereas material
wealth, when it is the dominant form of wealth, is mediated by overt social
relations that are extrinsic to it, value is a self-mediating form of wealth.

Within the framework of this interpretation, then, what fundamentally
characterises capitalism is an historically specific, quasi-objective form of so-
cial mediation constituted by labour and objectified as the commodity form.
Although this historically specific form of mediation is constituted by deter-
minate forms of practice, it becomes quasi-independent of the people en-
gaged in those practices. The result is a historically new form of social dom-
ination that subjects people to increasingly impersonal rationalised impera-
tives and constraints that cannot adequately be grasped in terms of class
domination or, more generally, in terms of the concrete domination of social
groupings or institutional agencies of the state and/or of the economy. Like
Foucault’s notion of power (if much more rigorously grounded), this form
of domination has no determinate locus and, although constituted by deter-
minate forms of social practice, appears not to be social at all.

Significant in this regard is Marx’s determination of the magnitude of val-
ue in terms of socially necessary labour time.9 This temporal determination
of value as a form of social wealth is not simply descriptive, but delineates a
socially general, compelling, norm. Production must conform to this prevail-
ing, abstract, overarching norm if it is to generate the full value of its prod-
ucts. The historically specific abstract form of social domination intrinsic to
capitalism’s fundamental forms of social mediation, then, is the domination
of people by time. This form of domination is bound to a historically specific
form of temporality – abstract Newtonian time – which is constituted histor-
ically with the commodity form.

The temporality of this form of social mediation, however, is not only ab-
stract. A peculiarity of value as a temporal form of wealth is that, although
increased productivity increases the amount of use-value produced per unit
time, it results only in short term increases in the magnitude of value creat-
ed per unit time. Once the productive increase becomes general, the magni-
tude of value per unit time falls back to its base level.10 The result is a sort of
a treadmill. Higher levels of productivity result in great increases in use-val-
ue production, but not in proportional long-term increases in value. (Note
that this peculiar treadmill dynamic is rooted in value’s temporal dimension.
It cannot be fully explained by the way this pattern is generalised, for exam-
ple through market competition.) Yet, although changes in productivity, in
the use-value dimension, do not change the amount of value produced per
unit time, they do determine what counts as a given unit of time. Ongoing
increases in productivity push the unit of (abstract) time forward, as it were,
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to this approach, if the ultimate goal of production were increased quantities
of goods rather than of surplus value.

This approach also provides the basis for a critical analysis of the structure
of social labour and the nature of production in capitalism. It indicates that
the industrial process of production is intrinsically capitalist and should not
be understood as a technical process that, although increasingly socialised, is
used by private capitalists for their own ends. Capital’s drive for ongoing in-
creases in productivity gives rise to a technologically sophisticated productive
apparatus that renders the production of material wealth essentially inde-
pendent of direct human labour-time expenditure. This, in turn, opens the
possibility of large-scale socially general reductions in labour time, and fun-
damental changes in the nature and social organisation of labour. Yet these
possibilities are not realised in capitalism. The development of technological-
ly sophisticated production does not liberate people from fragmented and
repetitive labour. Similarly, labour time is not reduced on a socially general
level, but is distributed unequally, even increasing for many.

This understanding of capitalism’s possibilities and constraints reconcep-
tualises its historical overcoming in terms of the self-abolition of the prole-
tariat and the labour it does, as well as the elimination of the dynamic system
of abstract compulsion constituted by labour as a socially mediating activity.
It points toward the possibility of a transformation of the general structure
of labour and of time, thereby providing the basis for a critique of both the
traditional Marxist notion of the “realisation” of the proletariat, as well as the
capitalist mode of abolishing national working classes by creating an under-
class within the framework of the unequal distribution of labour and of time,
nationally and globally.

Although the logically abstract level of analysis outlined here does not im-
mediately address the issue of the specific factors underlying the structural
transformations of the past thirty years, it can provide a framework within
which those transformations can be grounded socially and understood his-
torically. It provides the basis for an understanding of the non-linear devel-
opmental dynamic of modern society that could elucidate the gap between
the actual organisation of social life and the way it could be organised, espe-
cially given the increasing importance of science and technology. This gap
has been growing for forty years. It has become expressed socially in the di-
vision of the population into a post-industrial sector and one of increasing
social, economic, and political marginalisation.

This approach could also provide the basis for a critical theory of “actual-
ly-existing socialist” countries as alternative forms of capitalist accumulation,
rather than as social modes that represented the historical negation of capi-
tal, in however imperfect a form. More generally, it seeks to free the critical
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duction (considered in terms of society as a whole) regardless of the level of
productivity. The historical dynamic of capitalism ceaselessly generates
what is new while regenerating what is the same. This dynamic both gener-
ates the possibility of another organisation of social life and yet hinders that
possibility from being realised.

With the real subsumption of labour, in Marx’s account, capital becomes
less and less the mystified form of powers that “actually” are those of the
workers. Rather, the productive powers of capital increasingly become so-
cially general productive powers that no longer can be understood as those
of the immediate producers alone. This constitution and accumulation of
socially general knowledge renders proletarian labour increasingly
anachronistic. At the same time the dialectic of value and use-value recon-
stitutes the necessity of such labour.12

One implication of this analysis is that capital is not a unitary totality
and that the Marxian notion of the dialectical contradiction between the
forces and relations of production does not refer to a contradiction be-
tween relations that supposedly are extrinsic to production (for example,
the market and private property) and productive forces that purportedly
are extrinsic to capital (for example, labour). Rather, the dialectical con-
tradiction is one between the two dimensions of capital itself. As a contra-
dictory totality, capital is generative of a complex historical dynamic that
points to the possibility of its own overcoming by a social order based on
material wealth.

As an aside, it should be noted that, by grounding the contradictory
character of the social formation in historically specific dualistic forms
(commodity and capital), Marx implies that structurally based social con-
tradiction is specific to capitalism. In light of this analysis, the notion that
reality or social relations in general are essentially contradictory and di-
alectical can only be assumed metaphysically, not explained. This also sug-
gests that any theory that posits an intrinsic developmental logic to histo-
ry as such – whether dialectical or evolutionary – projects what is the case
for capitalism onto human history in general.

The understanding of capitalism’s complex dynamic I have outlined allows
for a critical, social (rather than technological) analysis of the trajectory of
growth and the structure of production in modern society. Within this
framework, capitalism is characterised by a determinate, runaway form of
growth. The problem of economic growth in capitalism, within this frame-
work, is not only that it is crisis-ridden, as has been frequently and correctly
emphasised by traditional Marxist approaches. Rather, the form of growth it-
self, entailing the accelerating destruction of the natural environment, is it-
self problematic. The trajectory of growth would be very different according
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theory of capitalism from the affirmation of statist forms of development
with which it had been associated for much of the twentieth century. Inas-
much as it seeks to ground socially, and is critical of, the abstract quasi-ob-
jective social relations and the nature of production, work, and the impera-
tives of growth in capitalism, this approach could also begin to address many
contemporary concerns, dissatisfactions and aspirations, expressed variously
by a range of movements, in ways that could tie them to the development of
capital – even if not in traditional class terms.

By fundamentally rethinking the significance of value theory and recon-
ceptualising the nature of capitalism, this interpretation changes the terms of
discourse between critical theories of capitalism and other sorts of social the-
ory. It implicitly suggests that an adequate critical theory of modernity
should be a self-reflexive theory capable of overcoming the theoretical di-
chotomies of culture and material life, structure and action, while grounding
socially the overarching non-linear directional dynamic of the modern
world, its form of economic growth, and the nature and trajectory of its pro-
duction process. That is, such a theory must be capable of providing a social
account of the paradoxical features of modernity outlined above.

In constituting a framework for addressing such issues, the interpretation I
have outlined seeks to contribute to the discourse of contemporary critical
social theory and to our understanding of the far-reaching transformations
of our social universe.

Notes
1) I would like to thank Mark Loeffler for valuable critical feedback.
2) Karl Marx, Capital, vol.1, trans. Ben Fowkes (London, 1976), pp.166, 169.
3) Ibid., p.125.
4) Ibid., p.128 ff.
5) Ibid., pp.131-139.
6) Ibid., p.134.
7) Ibid., p.130.
8) Ibid., pp.129, 130, 136.
9) Ibid., p. 129.
10) Ibid.
11) Ibid., pp.255-256.
12) These themes have been developed extensively in Moishe Postone, Time
Labor and Social Domination (Cambridge and New York, 1993).
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Ten Years Later
A Short Introduction

The subject of this dossier of Transform ! is the alter-globalisation move-
ment. This movement can be considered one of the major political inno-

vations of the late the 20th century. It is within it that the new forms of cap-
italist exploitation and economic imperialism through liberal globalisation
have been first analysed and combated. It has a two-fold origin, which from
its inception allowed it to articulate economic and social concerns in close
connection to environmental issues.

As regards the first dimension, struggles against the destructive effects of
economic free trade, in particular through treaties like NAFTA1 in North
America and, especially, the Treaty of Marrakesh establishing the World
Trade Organization (WTO), led to the formation of organisations in all con-
tinents, including a rapidly growing involvement of labour unions. This
process peaked materially and symbolically with the huge demonstrations
which accompanied and largely blocked the Seattle WTO ministers’ confer-
ence in December, 1999.

Regarding the environment issue, the United Nations organised a World
Conference on Environment and Development in 1992 in Rio, a so-called
“Earth summit”. On the same occasion a Global Forum with thousands of
participants from non-governmental organisations laid the foundations for
future demands on “sustainable development”. These demands were assem-
bled in an Earth Charter, whose final version was adopted in 2000 after a
decade of debate among NGOs concerned, in particular from Latin America.

Louis Weber



progress with the election of governments acting on an openly alter-globali-
sation basis, similar to the goals of the social movements, and calling for co-
operation with these movements?

The articles of this dossier address these issues (and others) from various
points of view.

Walter Baier introduces some theoretical considerations on our theme.
Chico Whitaker, one of the initiators of the process creating the World So-

cial Forum and authors of the Charter of Porto Alegre, goes back to this text
and recalls that which, according to him, continues to justify the position
then adopted.

Raffaella Bollini recalls the original process of the European Social Forum,
the difficulties encountered and the close link with the World Social Forum.

Marco Berlinguer analyses the deep changes related to the development of
the new information and communication technologies and their impact on
the social movement.

Harris Golemis goes back to the achievements but also the limits of the al-
ter-globalisation movement, in particular in the light of the current crisis.

Christophe Ventura supports the point of view according to which the re-
cent evolutions, in particular the coming to power of political forces
favourable to the alter-globalisation movement, should lead the latter to in-
vest the new spaces for cooperation thus opened and go on to a next stage:
post-alter-globalisation.

Asbjørn Wahl considers the different process within The European Social
Forum.

The Finnish OT Collective reflects on the experiences of the movement
emenating from the students.

Finally, we publish the Declaration of the Peoples, elaborated within the
framework of Climate Justice, which is continuing to act after the failure of
the Copenhagen Conference to pose the social justice issue at the core of the
environment debates. The text is introduced by Lothar Bisky, chairman of the
EL.

Notes
1) North American Free Trade Association, involving Canada, the USA and Mexico.
2) Quotations from the “World Social Forum Charter of Principles”,
http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/main.php?id_menu=4&cd_language=2
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The mingling of these two trends in the first World Social Forum in Porto
Alegre in 2001 is certainly one of the factors explaining the immediate echo
found in the national and local Social Forums. Very rapidly, numerous coun-
tries organised national and local events on this basis, which made it possi-
ble to bring together organisations and persons who up to then were hardly
accustomed to think and to acting together.

Ten years later, numerous initiatives are taking place throughout the world,
with a view to making a first assessment. With this dossier of Transform! we
would like to add our modest contribution to this reflection. It is obviously
necessary to distinguish what concerns the movement itself and what is re-
lated to its most visible embodiments, namely the Social Forums and, among
them, the matrix of the whole process, the World Social Forums. From the
very beginning, the organisation of the latter was the result of a compromise.
For reasons linked to their own traditions and context within which they are
used to act, the Brazilian movements opted for the adoption of a Charter of
Principles. The best known parts of this document define the World Social
Forum as “an open meeting place”, which does not “deliberate on behalf of
the World Social Forum as a body. No one, therefore, will be authorised, on
behalf of any of the editions of the Forum, to express positions claiming to
be those of all its participants”. These participants “shall not be called on to
take decisions as a body […] on declarations or proposals for action”. Final-
ly, “The World Social Forum is a plural, diversified, non-confessional, non-
governmental and non-party context”.2

On this basis, which has in fact been more or less respected, the contribu-
tion of the Social Forums and the alter-globalisation movement during these
ten years was considerable, at least from two points of view:
● the analysis and the delegitimation of neoliberalism as the only possible

model for humanity on one hand, which has been expressed through the
worldwide echo of the slogan: “another world is possible”;

● the construction and reinforcement of international networks for action.

However, as with any compromise, the Charter of Principles was also go-
ing to be a source of tensions around two main issues:

What has been the real impact of the alter-globalisation movement on the
economic and social situation in the countries of the world, while the crisis
considerably increased injustice and inequalities? In other words, is it suffi-
cient today to organise debates and discussions, as stated by the Charter of
Porto Alegre, when it might be necessary to act and lean on the alter-global-
isation movement to fulfil its goals.

Can we continue to maintain a strict separation from political parties and
governments, while, in particular in Latin America, deep changes are in
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The Social Forums 
And The Left in Latin America

The question I had been asked by the editors of this publication - “What
has been the contribution of the Social Forums to the experiences of the

left in Latin America?”- cannot be answered that easily. In order to learn les-
sons for the political struggle it is not at all sufficient to describe its contri-
butions. One needs to evaluate and situate them in its context.

Each action has to be seen as linked to many others and as being in combi-
nation with a myriad of actions and reactions, and all of them of the same
importance.

Therefore it might be misleadingly triumphal to claim – especially when
the focus is only on the most successful Forums – that all political victories
of the left in Latin America occurred due to the Forums, and in the same way
that the Forums have contributed decisively to what might have happened.

The number of factors and circumstances

For example, the election of Lula in 2003. The holding of the World Social
Forum 2001 in Porto Alegre doubtlessly contributed a lot this victory. This
first edition of the WSF had been held in a moment of flowback of the social
movements in Brazil, after three frustrating defeats of the lefts in presidential
elections. In this moment it had provided a space of a new gathering of the
political left and created new hope by stating that “another world is possible”.
Lula’s victory in the presidential elections of 2002 can of course not be attrib-

Chico Whitaker



In most Latin American countries extreme social inequality is the most
outstanding and characteristic feature of society. The displacement of rural
populations, the development of a capitalists export-orientated agro-indus-
try and other social upheavals during the last 50 years have brought about
huge urban agglomerations, the large metropolises4, with, in its slum areas,
poor infrastructure, water supply, transport and sewage.

On the political level frequent periods of dictatorship hindered the solu-
tion of social problems as well as the development of social movements. And
globalisation, driven by the interests of capital, increased the concentration
of wealth and income.

However, these analogies in the economic and social spheres negated nei-
ther the huge historical and cultural differences of the different countries,
nor the specific origins and experiences of their peoples.

One example of these differences relates to the various impacts of indige-
nous peoples. There are also countries with a high predominance of their
original inhabitants as also others in which they were eliminated during the
first centuries of colonisation. At the same time, the indigenous population
differs in terms of the levels of civilisation in which they traditionally have
lived. Andean peoples had built advanced civilisations, by the time the Euro-
peans arrived and looted their riches, while in Brazil the indigenous cultures
were comparatively primitive.

Furthermore, in some countries populations of African ancestry exist,
which derive from slaves brought by the Europeans during the colonial peri-
od and even afterwards. In some cases, these communities comprise nearly
the whole population, while in other they are minorities.

A further difference has to do with the colonial past. While Brazil was
colonised by the Portuguese, the rest of the continent was conquered by the
Spanish.

Because of the linguistic split, it took until the second decade of the last cen-
tury for economic relations between Brazil and the other nations to develop.5

A diversity in the left

All these elements introduce differences in the left. A certain unifying in-
fluence was exerted by Fidel Castro´s Cuba. In the aftermath of the revolu-
tion many militant Latin Americans received various kinds of political back-
ing from Cuba, while at the same time a number of governments of the Cono
Sur launched a combined repressive police operation against the left, the so-
called Operation Condor, which brought about new dictatorships in Argenti-
na, Uruguay and Chile, and fostered the already existing ones in Paraguay
and Brazil.

43

uted only to those who attended the World Social Forums, although they
played a role. But in order to mobilise a majority in society, Lula also had to
change his electoral strategy, not only relying on the hope he generated but
also on a direction of political realism.

We might relativise the influence of the Forums even more when we look
at the election of Evo Morales in Bolivia in 2005. Were those Bolivian mili-
tants who participated in the 2005 Forum with its 150,000 attendants really
a pivotal factor for Morales’s victory? 1

Moreover, when we look at the special case of electoral results, the contri-
bution of the Forums must in a way be limited because parties are prevented
from participating since the space of the Forums belongs to civil society. So
the effects of the Forums on electoral processes are indirect.

The same kind of relativisation is required when we deal with other recent
left accomplishments in Latin America, as, for example, the suspension of
government negotiations over the ALCA (the perverse Commercial Agree-
ment which the USA tried to impose on the continent) in 2005.

I am not sure in which of the Forums the broad alliance of Latin-Ameri-
can organisations opposing the Agreement was actually formed. Moreover, it
is obvious that this resistance finally prevailed because of various factors and
circumstances.

Likewise, many other facts and circumstances were operative when
Venezuela proposed the Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra Améri-
ca (ALBA) – the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America – and the
Tratado de Comercio de los Pueblos (TCP) – the Peoples’ Trade Agreement,
signed at the end of 2004 as a countermeasure to ALCA, by aiming at the eco-
nomic unification of those countries resisting North American domination.2

Diversified realities and different histories

To evaluate the contribution of Social Forums to the development of the
left in Latin America we need to consider the extreme diversity of experiences
and realities in this continent.

In the South of Latin America you find countries like Chile, Argentina and
Uruguay, which alienated themselves from the rest of the countries of the
continent in the first part of the 20th century. With populations mostly con-
sisting of immigrants of European descent, their economies and life patterns
as well as the degree of industrialisation and urban infrastructure,3 they tend
to resemble European societies. And although these countries suffered eco-
nomic and social stagnation during the second half of the 20th century, they
sustained their democracies longer than the most of the countries in Latin
America.
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The political struggle of human society for a world in peace, justice, equal-
ity and in respect and integration of nature – which is the left’s objective –
has undergone some changes in the first decade of the 21st century.

These changes are under way right now. There is, on the one hand, the frus-
trations we experienced at the end of the 20th century – in the context of the
fall of the Berlin Wall – which led to an enhanced awareness of the necessity
of change. On the other hand, the emergence of multiple crises has induced
movements of the entire society to transcend capitalism to reach another
possible world.

If the left were capable of finding new ways kinds of activism, new horizons
of great victories might open up. However, profound changes are required to
overcome the culture and the political methods the left has implemented for
more than a century11. Therefore no immediate results should be expected.
We should more likely expect, in a long-term perspective, the creation of a
new political culture.

What are in fact the principles of this new political culture? They seem to
be based on three reciprocal positions:
● the willingness to combine our efforts to build the “union” of the left with

adequate behaviour and ways of acting;
● the acceptance of civil society as a new political actor, autonomous in rela-

tion to parties and governments, which were until now regarded as the
main subjects of political action;

● the principle, often forgotten in political action, of reflecting collectively
before acting.

The most important contribution of the Social Forum to the political ac-
tion of the left is stimulating the adoption of these three principles.12.

Building the “union”

The dynamics of segregation – as utilised by the ruling classes to maintain
power – accompanies the political left in all parts of the world.. The energy
and the effectiveness of the left will depend largely on how it can overturn
these dynamics. Latin America is no exception. Moreover, there are common
practices which need to be “unlearned”, as they are destructive and based on
a culture of competition.

However, in Latin America left parties today find themselves in a period of
expansion. Even in this situation they must not neglect the promotion of new
emancipatory practices and of an active citizenship. The organisation and
mobilisation of indigenous peoples on the continent, as well as of the im-
mense majority of the poor, must not be impeded by the traditional rivalries
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Although Latin America is a common political space there are important
differences, which was also demonstrated by the tragic failure of Che Gue-
vara’s attempt to export the experience of the Cuban revolution to other
parts of the continent, without considering the enormous differences be-
tween the countries involved.

It is quite clear that Latin America has to cope with common enemies: first
of all the economic and ideological domination of the whole continent by the
USA. But here you also find other kinds of differences, caused e.g. by the im-
mediate geographical vicinity of some countries to the USA – like Mexico,
Central America and the Caribbean. This causes similar problems, as for ex-
ample the integration of Mexico in the Commercial Agreement with the USA
and Canada.6

We still have not spoken of the differences in the political orientation of
governments and of the conditions under which they have been elected. The
phenomenon of left presidents in power in a number of countries leads
sometimes to a belief that there is a single irresistible wave spreading today
throughout Latin America. However, the political conditions in the respec-
tive countries remain quite different.7

In Chile we experienced a complete turn-around in the last elections. In
some other countries the left governs in explicit alliance with parties of the
political centre and even leans on the right-wing economy – as in Brazil. And
in others, like Colombia, the extreme right will even maintain power in the
next elections.

The left has undergone different developments, and it is clear that it is act-
ing in many different ways in the various Latin American countries. Some are
opting for armed struggle, like in Colombia8 or the Zapatistas in Mexico.9

There are others opting for the institutional path, like in the “Frente Amplio”
in Uruguay, with the recently elected President, José “Pepe” Mujica, who in
the past was an important leader of the guerilla organisation “Tupamaros”.10

We therefore have to qualify the impact of the Social Forums on the left ac-
cording to time and space. Still, we can identify this impact. Nevertheless, I
would relativise the lessons to be learned, because specific experiences may
not fit other contexts.

However, there is one thing which may be of general. Let us say, global in-
terest, namely the capacity of the Forums to breed a new political culture, or
a new way of doing politics.

What kind of contribution

It seems that, in trying to become more effective, the problems of the left
are quite similar throughout the world.
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The acceptance of civil society as an autonomous political actor

The second principle of the new political culture introduced by the Forums
is the abolition of the idea that parties and governments are the only politi-
cal actors. For several reasons, this change in political action seems to be
more difficult in Latin America.

The fragmentation of civil society and its consequent fragility as a social
organisation seems to be, on the one hand, quite evident, although civil soci-
ety here appears to be less weak than in other continents like Africa.

However, any cultural change passes through concrete experimentation in
the autonomous mobilisation of civil society. The expulsion of various pres-
idents from office by the pressure of people in the streets, not necessarily led
by parties, created self-confidence. But in fact there is still a long way to dis-
cover what civil society can accomplish by its autonomous actions when mil-
lions of citizens, working people and consumers rally and act collectively.

In many countries the political parties recently underwent a process of re-
democratisation which was recognised enthusiastically by the populations
and led to great electoral victories.

Different from the situation as, for instance, in Europe, where parties are
experiencing a big crisis of representativity and effectiveness, pushing socie-
ty to act for itself, in Latin America parties are still considered to be central
to political life.

Contrary to the fragmentation of civil society as one of the major weak-
nesses, the network organisations and the respect for diversity create condi-
tions within the experience of the Social Forums, where they become the
great actors we need all over the world. Many of the mobilisations show this
horizontal relationship among its participants. The two outstanding mo-
ments were the protests against the World Trade Organization (WTO) in
Seattle in 1999 (already before the first World Social Forum) and in 2003
against the invasion of Iraq and for peace.

The characteristic of the World Social Forum process was to create condi-
tions for responding to the long-standing necessity of “no acting without re-
flecting”. A social movement which does not open spaces for reflection is con-
demned to disappear.

But the WSF offers in fact the opportunity of going one step further: that
each person and each organisation not undertake this reflection in isolation,
in its own territory, but in the most collective way possible, exchanging analy-
ses and evaluations.

The way then of organising this joint reflection completes the circle of
three principles for a new political culture in search for the union.

In fact, the horizontal structures, the respect of diversity, the activities pro-
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between left organisations. It is therefore important to adopt new political
practices based on a culture of cooperation as the only way to build “union”.

This “union” is without doubt more than “unity”. The term “unity” carries
in itself the idea of disciplinary action, based on the obedience to a certain
orientation, whether adopted democratically or implemented in an authori-
tarian way. The “union” requires something more profound, more sustain-
able, than the usual tactical or even strategic agreements. It needs another
kind of thinking and construction, based on an attitude which only a few
might adopt: be ready to listen.

To listen is a skill which has to be developed, since we all are shaped by
competition and authority, inherited from colonialism with its spirit of dom-
ination. Our good democratic principles of deciding by majority encourages
us to present our arguments in a combative manner rather to convince the
others than listening to them.

The process of the Word Social Forums offers the opportunity to try new
kinds of discussion – and decision-making for example by applying the prin-
ciple of consensus. This principle obliges us to identify the truth in what is
said by the other, to be combined with our truth and build a new third truth
acceptable for everyone.

One natural consequence of this practice is the respect for heterogeneity.
But it goes much farther than that. Decision-making by consensus demands
communication on an equal footing without authoritarian arguments.In the
meetings organised within the process of the World Social Forum nobody
may be more important than others. Therefore, the WSF does not provide
chairpersons or speakers. In the same way, there cannot be activities superi-
or to others: these activities are proposed by the participants themselves and
there is no hierarchy in the programme of the meeting.

These principles are in contrast to pyramidal structures of organisation – a
fertile soil for authoritarian attitudes and the abuse of power – which we are
accustomed to see in governments, trade unions and even disciplined social
movements. Behind these horizontal structures you can find the culture of net-
works, in which everyone is co-responsible and where decisions are made by
conviction and not by receiving orders, as can happen when seeking “unity”.

In the culture of networks you will not find any concentrated or hierarchi-
cal power, but the attribution of functions according to the needs of every-
one. In the “open spaces” realised in the Social Forums there is no room for
power struggles as there are no final documents expressing majoritarian po-
sitions.13

The method applied in the meetings of the WSF endeavours to create ba-
sic conditions for the building of a union, while other political goals are re-
cuperated.
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posed by the participants themselves, the exercise of decisions by consensus
and network relations, the undertaking of joint reflection create the possibil-
ity of mutual understanding and the overcoming of prejudices and miscon-
ceptions, which break down instead of gain more force.

This WSF process has resulted in new alliances, which formerly would have
been inconceivable.

Apart from being a place for reflection, the WSF meetings also constitute
instruments for coming together. And they create, as spaces of civil society,
conditions for its different organisations to connect themselves to common
actions, overcoming their fragmentation and respecting each other’s diver-
sity.

Conclusion 

The Social Forums may contribute much to the left in Latin America,
where they are given a chance to participate building a new political culture
of the continent. This might be decisive to achieve a future we long for, in
Latin America and in the entire world.

Notes
1) One out of five presidents present at the 2009 Forum in Belém (Brazil), Evo Morales at-
tributed his election to the mobilisation of the Forums. But it seems clear that there are
other social and historic elements more decisive than the influence of the Forum in Brazil.
These election results – as well as the left initiatives making them possible – depend on cir-
cumstances way ahead of what Forums can contribute. Its value has always to be seen rela-
tively, as there are a number of factors.
2) It is significant that in 1992, when Mexico had declared its accession to the North Amer-
ican Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), this already contained some of the worst clauses of
the ALCA. The Agreement, signed in 1988 by the USA and Canada, came into effect in
1994, thus showing how much time it took.
3) The urban underground transportation system of Buenos Aires already existed in the 1920s.
4) The capital of Mexico and São Pãulo in Brazil are among the largest cities of the world.
5) Even the Brazilian left has “discovered” its Latin American brothers by force of political
events, when the former Chilean democracy of Allende (later overthrown by a military
coup) became the asylum and refuge for persecuted Brazilian militants, at the same time as
military dictatorships were installed in Argentina and Uruguay.
6) In order to refute the argument of proximity, Chile was associated to the Agreement, al-
though belonging to the very south of the continent
7) The difference of the situation might be clear, when we compare for example Argentina,
with Paraguay, Bolivia and Ecuador.
8) In the meanwhile, there is an increasing number of persons who consider today´s
Colombian guerrillas barely leftist.
9) Armed struggle is meanwhile quite contested by the Zapatistas themselves, opening per-
spectives towards new ways of political action.
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Latin American leftists of the 1960s and 70s.
11) After the initial process of 2001 an experienced French politician said in a small local
Social Forum in his country, that the Social Forums make us “learn to unlearn”, as cited in
the book I wrote in 2005 about the World Social Forum. This means a double target: we
have to free ourselves from what we have until now thought to be the best political ac-
tivism and learn other, sometimes even opposing, forms.
12) If in other times we were dreaming of an uprising of one, two, a hundred other Viet-
nams, as proposed by Che, we nowadays have to raise consciously – in a more prosaic than
heroic way – one, two, hundreds of meeting places to form a new political culture. That’s
life!
13) The absence of struggles of competition, as experimented in the Social Forums, mark a
new political culture: its environment seems happier and to have more mutual trust than in
normal political meetings, with its tensions, confabulations, victories to commemorate,
frustrations of defeated minorities tending to auto-exclusion and boycott, thus destroying
the “union” and weakening the whole.
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The Challenges 
Before the European Social Forum

In January, the group of Brazilian organisations, which ten years before had
promoted the World Social Forum, invited more than two hundred people

from all over the world to Porto Alegre to attend a four-day seminar on a bal-
ance sheet for, and perspective of, the Forum process.

The seminar took place inside the Porto Alegre Regional Social Forum at-
tended by 50,000 activists, and it provided an occasion to deepen the dia-
logue between representatives of social movements and organisations from
all the continents on the global and multiple crises humanity is going
through.

At the beginning of March in Bouznika, a coastal village close to Casablan-
ca, the Maghreb Social Forum organised an international event celebrating
the 10 years of WSF attended by 700 people, coming not only from the re-
gion but also from all the Middle East, including Iraq and Yemen, where na-
tional Social Forum processes have been initiated.

On June 22, the second United States Social Forum will open its doors in
Detroit to thousands of activists from all the country and to hundreds of
people arriving from abroad. And the Australian Social Forum is working,
together with the civil society of the Pacific Islands affected by climate
change, to organise a Pacific Social Forum next year.

These are only some examples; the list is long. In Asia new national forums
are going to be born, and in the last two years in Africa there was an explo-
sion of national Forum processes. Of course, each of them reflects the reali-
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rence in 2002, are simply not devoting any kind of attention to the interna-
tional framework.

It is a huge mistake, and it shows how deep our national crisis is. Interna-
tional relations are not a sort of luxury for good times. Especially when there
is a so great a lack of ideas and perspectives, good energy could come main-
ly from abroad in this period where all the new visions live in the South of
the world.

The situation is not the same all over Europe, but the constantly decreasing
presence of Europeans in the WSF event all around the world tells us that –
to varying degrees – the situation is similar all over our continent.

What is happening to us? It will be crucial to use Istanbul to start a debate
on this.

In reality, this kind of discussion about the crisis of the ESF – and about
what this crisis shows – is an old one. The ESF Preparatory Assembly devot-
ed some specific sessions to the issue in recent years. Probably, the mistake is
to do it alone and closed within that framework.

The ESF Preparatory Assembly, even if in theory it is open to everybody, for
a long time has been hosting only the traditional and specially dedicated or-
ganisations, the few which continue assuming responsibility for organising
the Forum.

It is necessary to broaden the spectrum of protagonists in this debate, first
by including Social Forum experiences from other continents, who can look
at the European situation in a more objective way. We should ask for a sort
of solidarity in reverse, from the South to the North, in a moment in which
Europe needs some help.

It will be necessary to find a way to propose this discussion to a broad spec-
trum of European social organisations, including the ones who left the
process or who are not any more convinced of its value. We should also in-
volve the ones who never were in it because they were born later, or lived too
far away or because of their criticism of it.

And it will be crucial to involve intellectuals, think tanks, political and cul-
tural foundations, leftist and progressive people who spend their energy in
other fields of action, different from classic militant social activism: in media
and communication, in research and education, in sciences, in culture and
the arts, and so on.

Most of these people probably are not at all interested in speaking about
the ESF. But probably we could attract the interest of many people if we in-
vite them to take part in a large, broad, deep and open dialogue on the de-
cline of Europe.
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ty of the country and the level of maturity of the local civil society, but in any
case, the WSF process is bigger and more inclusive today than a decade ago.

Certainly, anyone who harboured the illusion that Porto Alegre could real-
ly change the world in a short while might feel frustrated. This miracle did
not happen, even if all the presidents of the new democracies in Latin Amer-
ica continue to say that they see themselves as resulting from the WSF.

Nevertheless, the WSF is nowadays the largest network of social organi-
sations on the entire planet, and an incredibly fundamental tool for keep-
ing and strengthening international connections throughout the globe for
any kind of democratic social activist, wherever they live and whoever they
are.

The Maghreb event bore the noteworthy title “WSF – Ten Years without a
Wrinkle”. Nobody in Europe would be mad enough to employ such a slogan.
The European Social Forum has many wrinkles, and it would be a good idea
to start looking at them closely.

The decision to go to Istanbul was a good one. Because of the big cultural,
social and even linguistic differences there it is quite difficult on the Euro-
pean level to really take part in the work of the Organising Committee in
Turkey. Nevertheless, the 2010-ESF in July can play an important role, at least
in the hosting country.

When the decision to go to Istanbul was made, the beginning of the dia-
logue for a peaceful solution of the Kurdish question seemed to be very close
at hand. As we now know, this is not the case: the resistance within Turkish
power structures is strong, and the path is longer and more painful than we
thought. But, as Kurdish organisations have recently confirmed, Turkish so-
ciety is undergoing a real change, and the ESF can give support to those who
are playing a good role.

Europeans and the WSF

However, even the Kurdish call has, up to now, not produced a wave of real
European mobilisation for the Istanbul ESF. Despite the attempts, it is not so
clear that the new social movements and coalitions which arose in the last pe-
riod, like the climate-justice movement after the positive explosion in
Copenhagen, will use Istanbul to mount a large presence.

Of course, the situation is different from country to country, and the Ital-
ian perspective certainly does not make me view optimistically the situation
of our continent. We are so immersed in our tragically deep political, cultur-
al and moral crises that the great majority of activists and organisations, even
the ones who produced the most important European public space in Flo-
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the cultural message, as is shown by Obama’s fight for public health – which
is the real emblem of his presidency, despite all the difficulties and contra-
dictions.

In Western Europe the welfare system is still able to provide the people with
certain tools to stave off the collapse, and we do not feel the emergency as
keenly as it is in reality. This is probably an additional reason for many in the
democratic and progressive camp not to react.

To react is not easy. To provide a positive alternative to the cultural hege-
mony of capitalism, too many aspects even of our European progressive and
leftist history have to be overcome.

Not only brutal capitalism but also European socialism, communism and
social-democracy were based on industrialism, on the domination of human
beings over natural resources and on their dissipation, on homologation of
national, human, community diversity and differences.

In addition, even in the workers’ movements and for decades, nobody has
asked where the wealth of the European nation-states came from, the wealth
used for redistribution and welfare; and now we know very well that a great
part of it came and is coming still from the exploitation of the world’s South.

To simply defend the old European Social Model is not enough. It is a
dream for European men and women, and it is a nightmare for the environ-
ment, the climate and for the people of the South. At the same time, simply
to say that we stand for an alternative is not enough. We should prove that we
are credible. This is not so easy, as the social movements have often told and
are still telling us.

Sometimes it is more credible and serious to pose questions than to pro-
vide too many simple answers. Posing questions is necessary when humani-
ty is facing a period never before seen in all its history, due to climate change
and the real risk to life on the planet, which no one in the previous left cul-
ture ever took into consideration.

The search for new paradigms

Together with indigenous people, stateless peoples, social organisations
from Latin America, Africa and Asia, some European organisations initiated
a deep dialogue at the Belém-WSF, which is now crossing the planet in dif-
ferent events, each time trying to involve local actors and – as much as pos-
sible – cultural and political differences.

The initiators have called this process “the crisis of hegemonic civilisation
and the search for new paradigms”. The attempt to find a good name took
much time, but once found, it conveys quite a lot. Human history has seen
clashes and interchanges between different models of civilisation. Through-
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Europe in the crisis

The decline of Europe – this is the real problem and we should look it
straight in the eye.

The decline of Europe is not only the result of changes in the global bal-
ance of power. The new deregulated multilateralism, where the Euro-Atlantic
countries are surpassed by the BRIC countries – Brazil, India and China – is
producing a shift of the geopolitical and economical axes and the end of Eu-
ropean centrality.

It is a cultural and ethical decline and one of ideas, which, in connection with
the economic and strategic crisis, is producing a very dangerous vicious circle.

The progressive idea of Europe and of the unity of Europe was not neutral
at all; it was founded on democracy and social justice. Anyone knowledgeable
in European history was willing to highlight the positive part, in order to use
it as a basis for a model of social development.

Traditional mainstream progressive forces all over Europe, by accepting
neoliberal ideology, have dismantled the European Social Model, which
could have been the basis for an alternative both to the collapse of state so-
cialism and to savage capitalism.

Following the illusion of an impossible combination of free market and so-
cial guarantees, the once progressive camp in Europe has accomplished the
complete defeat of the principal protagonist of welfare and social cohesion in
our societies: the working middle class.

The impoverished working middle class in Europe more and more resem-
bles its counterpart in the USA during two generations of Bush, with admin-
istrations which believed they were responding to the insecurity they put
people in by making war on the outside world, and on the socially weakest.

The answer to insecurity is often racism and war against the poor. Compe-
tition for survival produces individualism and collapse of communitarian
ties. The answers to the crisis of meaning often are consumerism and mate-
rialism without any ethical code.

And there is a major power component – this could clearly be seen in the
history of the Balkan Wars – which is ready to ride any evil horse in order to
keep or to conquer power.

In Europe today, a large section of politics is renouncing its educational
role and instead indulges in the most regressive instincts of a frightened pop-
ulation.

The US has probably reached the ultimate level of internal impoverish-
ment. And now they are trying to climb back up again by changing at least
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It could certainly be interesting from the very beginning to have a dialogue
with non-hegemonic cultures, like the “bien vivir” of the Andean indigenous
peoples or the African “ubuntu”, which can provide something that seems to
have disappeared from our European modernity: the importance of memo-
ry and of the experiences of the elderly, for example.

The new Latin American constitutional laws, which have established a new
model of democracy based on a combination of representative, direct and
communitarian democracy, could help Europeans tackle and challenge from
a progressive point of view the tendency to disaggregation which is affecting
many national states.

A common and inclusive European search for a credible alternative is made
more complicated by the absence of any established, inclusive and recognised
European public space.

A real public space needs citizens. The EU´s democratic deficit, demon-
strated by the results of the referendum on the Treaty and by the very low
participation in the last European elections, is already well known. Current-
ly, Europe is also facing a mounting democratic crisis inside the national bor-
ders of its states.

In France and in Italy, the last local and regional elections (the ones which
usually have the most citizen participation) have seen the abstention of al-
most half the population. So, at the very moment when the European Parlia-
ment has finally conquered more power and can have more influence on
Commission policies, the Parliament itself represents only 30 % of the EU-
population, and national parliaments risk suffering the same fate.

People’s participation in political life, which was a specific feature of dem-
ocratic achievements in Western Europe, is disappearing at a frightening rate.
The relationship between political parties and citizens is lost in many coun-
tries, while at the same time the crisis of representation is opening up an
enormous space to populist and plebiscitary tendencies.

Eastern Europe, with its incomplete democracy, adds its own contribution
to the diffusion of these negative phenomena.

A real European citizenship has never emerged, if citizenship is to mean
anything more than public opinion. Such a concept needs the democratic or-
ganisation of power. And a European public space, which is the prerequisite
for building a transnational civil society and a European people, has never
been established.

The only existing European democratic public spaces have been created
through experiences coming from social organisations, social movements
and organised civil society outside the dynamics of institutions.
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out the centuries, the “winning” model always has been one based on human
and natural exploitation, war and violence as well as homologation.

Europe is among the winners in the history of hegemonic civilisation. If
Europe wants to search for a credible and strong vision for the future, capa-
ble of convincing people to move and to take their destiny into their own
hands, we should start from this. And the left and progressive cultures have
to accept that they, too, must rethink themselves.

To resist is crucial and necessary, but it is not enough. It is natural and ob-
vious for progressive and leftist organisations to support the struggles of in-
dustrial workers all over Europe against the dismantling of factories. And
much more effort should be made on their behalf.

At the same time, trade unions and the workers themselves know very well,
for example, that it is nonsense to defend intensive car production, or to de-
fend devastating chemical factories.

However, for people defending their work and their basic rights, to be ide-
ological is not enough. Concrete plans are needed for positive alternatives.
What kind of economy, what kind of work, what kind of social guarantees,
what kind of rights and who will pay for them? – these are the questions to
be answered. And they are not the same all over Europe, due to the different
social, economical, geographical and environmental conditions.

The main characteristic of the ESF and of all European social mobilisations
has been and still is to gather together diverse social resistances. But in the
face of the lack of a credible alternative project of the future, which is not
provided by anybody in Europe, social movements and progressive civil so-
ciety can do more.

A new project for Europe

The positive experiences and the good practices, which exist everywhere and
in great number in all the local laboratories of “good life” in Europe, are not
utilised, but remain fragmented. Most of the new ideas live in isolation and of-
ten those in power try to prevent the spread of their contents to a general level.

At present, it could be important to try to put together these fragments to
build from them a new project for Europe. A new project, as we learned from
the terrible mistakes of history, will not aim at homologation; it will be plu-
ral and pluralistic. But a common starting point is needed.

Somewhere a space is needed in which to put together all the fragments of
alternatives and to try to combine them, without any fear of discovering – as
we certainly will – that some of them are so contradictory as to be mutually
exclusive.

56
P

o
rt

o
 A

le
g

re
: 

Th
e 

W
o

rl
d

 T
en

 Y
ea

rs
 A

ft
er



There is still a high and strong invisible wall between the two parts of the
continent. And the colonialist, paternalistic approach does not only belong to
the market protagonists and the businessmen.

Even inside progressive civil society and leftist social movements, Europe
still means Western Europe, the old and strong democracies, the democratic
constitutional laws and the anti-Nazi-fascist resistance.

The story of the other part of Europe is denied and forgotten. In this way,
we will not understand what could happen there. And what happens in the
East will now heavily influence our common destiny, whether we want it to
or not.

Conclusion

So, to conclude: The situation in Europe is difficult. Whenever European
people were in the past dispersed, confused, frustrated and manipulated, very
bad things happened. So, we have to be as serious as possible about this.

We need to look at reality, to search for allies, not to be alone, not to be iso-
lated. We should get deeply involved in the discussion, trying to address all
the tendencies which are against populism, racism and the degeneration of
the feeling of insecurity, which are affecting a lot of our people. We should
fight for a very basic common ground, avoiding competition among our-
selves and starting a real dialogue between different approaches. We should
try to start from the right questions, because nobody has the truth and what
we need is a common search.

Without this kind of common and strong effort and commitment, it is dif-
ficult to imagine that even the European Social Forum in the present condi-
tion can overcome its difficulties. The ESF represents the European situation;
there is no way to overcome its difficulties without taking into account the
deep reasons of its weakness.

There are progressive social and cultural forces in Europe which are inter-
ested in this kind of debate. Perhaps it is time to strengthen these links and
to start the debate.
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Despite all the difficulties of the last period, the European Social Forum is
certainly one of these, and one of the most important ones. Others are the
European workers’ and trade-union struggles, the anti-war movement, the
immigrants’ and the women’s rights struggles, and so on.

The need today is probably to anchor these kinds of self-organised public
spaces both to the grassroots and to the institutions, so that they do not re-
main marooned in cyberspace – too much politics stops at the virtual level.

To anchor the democratic public spaces deeply in society means to connect
them to real communities, to real territories, to the real space where people
live. In my own country, the only struggles able to defeat right-wing and
neoliberal hegemony are the ones which are able to involve whole communi-
ties of people at the grassroots level, and which are aimed at conquering the
minds of the citizens one by one – not just claiming to represent people’s will.

The dangerous involution of popular European culture does not permit
the use of simplifications or illusions.

It is necessary to return to doing basic work inside the communities, close
to people – to their fears, to their anger, to their needs – mainly to those who
do not know, who do not have the tools to decode the propaganda messages
coming from power: to return to politics as a tool for popular education and
for personal and collective emancipation, as was the case with the left in its
beginning.

To anchor the democratic public space below – to the grassroots – means
to connect, much more than previously accomplished, the self-organised and
independent public space built by social movements and civil society beyond
the existing institutional framework.

It is really counter-productive to leave the new space for civil dialogue es-
tablished by the Lisbon Treaty only to the organised civil-society lobby in
Brussels and Strasbourg.

In 2010 the Commission, for example, will decide how to implement Arti-
cle 11 of the Treaty which adds participatory democracy and civil dialogue as
fundamental components of EU-democracy. They are discussing how to reg-
ulate the so-called “civic initiative”, the possibility of collecting one million
signatures in order to ask the Commission to discuss specific topics.

The EU-institutions are the ones which decide a great part of our future.
Independent civil society, the self-organised social movements, should force
open the door of EU construction and claim its right to be part of the debate.

Last but not least, it is impossible to build a European public space without
taking seriously into account the Eastern European countries and societies.
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Only the Beginning is Always “New”
10 Years of the World Social Forum

The emeregence of the World Social Forum (WSF) occurred at a time
when neoliberalism was determining the agenda of the ruling classes.

Flamboyantly, they announced that “There is No Alternative” (TINA) to it.
The initiators of the WSF were determined to turn the world-wide protests

against capitalist globalisation into an alternative movement. The traditional
political left had not yet overcome its defeat which had manifested itself in
the 1990s of the last century. To many who were opposed to neoliberal hege-
mony, they did not represent an alternative. In this context, the slogan “An-
other World is Possible” was not only courageous, but formed the rallying
point for those to whom the proclaimed “end of history” was not an accept-
able hypothesis. This is the main and undeniable merit of the WSF.

Ten years later, the picture has changed. The over-accumulation of capital
and power prompted by neoliberal capitalist globalisation has led the world
into the deepest crisis of capitalist economy since the 1930s. This has also
confronted the Social Forums with new challenges. Economic and political
conflicts have shifted to the global South, and Latin America – only 20 years
ago a centre of neoliberal structural reforms – became a major site of the
struggle for economic, social and political independence. In this develop-
ment too the World Social Forums have played a role.

Transform! accompanied this process right from the start. Transform!
was founded as a network of European left educational institutions in the
context of the first World Social Forum in Porto Alegre. There it represent-

Walter Baier



The two aspects of transformative politics

In the meantime, left parties have learned that social action is not exclu-
sively levelled at the state. This leads to a problem. The traditional left, in-
cluding reformist Social Democracy and Communism, regarded the ques-
tion of power as “a fundamental question of any social change”. This under-
standing of transformative politics has failed, as became obvious by the end
of the 20th century. The sometimes widespread agreement with John Hol-
loway’s postulate of changing the world without seizing power, i.e. of ignor-
ing the state, reflects the disappointment of many people with the tradition-
al political praxis of the Left. Nevertheless, this hypothesis is delusional.

There is also a theoretical aspect to the discussion. Antonio Gramsci analysed
two sides of the state: political power and hegemony. If we accept this point of
view the two sides of the state correspond to two logics of political action: the
struggle for power, which requires the ability for strategic action, for bringing
about a relative political unity and making decisions, would be one such logic;
achieving cultural hegemony on the level of argument, with the Aufhebung [si-
multaneous retention and transcendence] of difference, and at the level of com-
munication would be the other. There is no formula for determining the right
combination of these two dimensions of politics, which is true for all situations.
Rather, what is clear is that politics must always consist of both these elements.

The innovation of the World Social Forum lies in providing a space in
which it is possible to develop a vision of counter-hegemony to the global
system of neoliberal capitalism. The innovation inherent in this has two as-
pects: one is going beyond the national framework in endorsing the struggle
against neoliberal hegemony; the other is accepting the methods of political
action within civil society, in accordance with the concept of hegemony. This
means first and foremost accepting that the Social Forums have no guaran-
teed space for a priori self-defined “revolutionary subjects” and their politi-
cal representatives. This is true no matter how important they might regard
their own historical merits. Ways of acting such as conquering space for one-
self in the struggle for power with other political forces did not work, or
worked only to a very limited extent. In order to move within the context of
the World Social Forum such groups had to learn to make useful contribu-
tions to the development of this vision of counter-hegemony and they had to
acquire new political and communicative skills.

The challenge of the crisis

The profound crisis of capitalist global economy presents a new historical
challenge. We are experiencing how neoliberal hegemony is disintegrating
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ed a platform for the joint appearance of different protagonists of the left
in Europe. In 2006 Transform! was admitted to the International Council
of the WSF. It is no secret that the political challenge which became evi-
dent in the organisation of the first European Social Forum in Florence
played an important role in the foundation of the European Left Party.
From our own experience we can therefore confirm that the Social Forum
became an incubation space for the emergence of new structures and can
indicate how this occurred.

Innovation: The Porto Alegre Charter

We occasionally hear today that the original dynamic of the Social Forums
has been lost. And, indeed, the original euphoria has somewhat abated. This
is in part because every “new social movement” is new only for a short time.
Its historical importance can only be adequately assessed later, when the in-
novation it embodied can exist even without the attraction of newness.

The innovation of the World Social Forum, as it finds expression in the
Porto Alegre Charter, can be summed up in the following points:

The Forum is an open, pluralist space in which different social activists can
meet at eye-level. In theory, there should be no hierarchy, either of activists
or of struggles.

The diversity of activists is not regarded as a weakness of the movement
which would have to be overcome as quickly as possible. Rather it reflects the
reality of capitalist oppression and the forces of resistance against it. Thus the
acknowledgement of diversity becomes an actual strength.

The owners of the Social Forums are not governments or political parties
but civil society, i.e., trade unions, ecological and human rights movements
and NGOs.

Are these methodological principles still relevant today?

In particular, the last principle has been a controversial one right from
the start and is still regarded as such today. In part, this has even got to do
with the success of the Social Forums which were able to exert their influ-
ence not only on the agenda of parties but also of governments. The ques-
tion is therefore a highly disputed one of how the Social Forum should deal
with governments and political parties which have a positive attitude to-
ward the Forum’s goals. At times, this question is put forward not in a po-
litical but in an “ideological” way. However, in my opinion this question
cannot be discussed from the point of view of what is right and what is
wrong; rather, we have to be aware that the debate expresses a contradiction
which exists in reality.
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al social justice. In order to take steps in this direction, the native inhabitants
of Amazonia, of the Andes, of the different regions in Africa or the excluded
populations of India are specially addressed in the WSF-process. Their voic-
es will also be clearly heard at the WSF in Dakar.

The left must not be nostalgic

The crises which have seized finance, economy and civilisation are not
simply added one to the other, but are interdependent. This has conse-
quences for Left political alternatives in the capitalist centres of the global
North. Expressed somewhat schematically, the left is facing two difficult
tasks: On the one hand, it must defend, and speak in the interests of, to-
day’s working-class, of men and women, of the unemployed, of those liv-
ing in precarious conditions and of migrants in society, that is, of those
who are expected to pay for the world economic crisis through unemploy-
ment, poverty and destruction of the welfare states, while the profits of
capital are increasing and managers are pocketing millions in bonus pay-
ments. Who, if not the left will call this reality by its name as a “class war
from above”?

On the other hand, in the face of the crisis, the discourses of class politics
are experiencing a renaissance. Yet today, the terms of “class” and “confronta-
tion of classes” refer to a new and above all global reality. There is thus no way
back to the “Golden Age” of Fordist capitalism. Even if it deploys some it its
traditional terms, the left must not be nostalgic.

New technologies, new labour relations, socio-structural changes, the
pending climate catastrophe and the shift of world-political power relations
present new challenges for political action and for forms of communication
and organisation. They all must find their way into the imaginary cosmos of
the left in an all-encompassing manner.

Political and moral reform 

Alternatives cannot be devised in the field of economy alone. If the criti-
cism of neoliberalism first and foremost demonstrated that neoliberalism
aims at “disembedding” the economy from its social and cultural framework,
it can more clearly be seen today how deformed this framework itself is.
Therefore any change has to change the framework. The left has to focus on
a change of mode of consumption, of relations to nature and of self-percep-
tion of the populations of the North in relation to the global South. Also this
problem can be described using Gramsci’s phrase, as the need for a “politi-
cal-moral reform”.
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from inside. However, a new, progressive kind of hegemony has not yet de-
veloped. The struggle for an interpretation of the present crisis is in full
swing. An adequate interpretation of the global crisis would not restrict itself
to mere regulation to how the system is regulated. The cause of the crisis lies
in the system of capitalist accumulation itself. This accounts for its systemic
character. Therefore modifications of the regulatory system alone are not suf-
ficient. What is required are interventions into the process of accumulation,
a redistribution of property and income from top to bottom, which also
comprises a “redistribution” of power in everyday life, i.e. bringing about
economic democracy (in which a gender perspective is implicit).

Thus it becomes obvious that in the capitalist crisis it is not only ideas that
are in conflict but also interests. The struggle for the assertion of alternative
values, for a new hegemony, can only be successful if linked to the struggle
for a political alternative. Also, from the perspective of social movements and
the Social Forums, there is no formula for this which applies to all cases. In
any case, the changes prompted by the crisis are leading to new strategic de-
bates within the Social Forums. The Social Forums will not turn into a polit-
ical movement, yet many of their activists want to make better use of the
space they created, want to fill it politically, to turn it into a political space.
We should be part of this process of politicisation.

The World Social Forum has come a long way. From an event taking place
in Brazil once a year it has developed into a worldwide process. In 2010, 27
Social Forums will take place, including the pan-American and the pan-
Amazonian Social Forums, the Social Forum on Education in Palestine, the
US-American and the European Social Forums. Hundred of thousands of
people are expected to take part in these events. And finally, in January 2011,
the World Social Forum will take place in Dakar (Senegal).

The worldwide process of the WSF, is a practical precondition for inter-
preting the systemic character of the present crisis from a new perspective. It
is generally acknowledged that we are not only experiencing a crisis of econ-
omy but also one of ecology. Thus, the crisis comprises global politics and the
predominant capitalist mode of life and culture. The World Social Forum in
Belém, the mega-city on the periphery of the Amazonian rainforest, has
called this systemic aspect a “crisis of civilisation”.

This term is also linked to an epistemological principle. The global crisis
cannot be understood from the perspective, and with the knowledge, of the
capitalist and patriarchal civilisation ruling the world. This crucial modifica-
tion also applies to that critical knowledge which sets itself in opposition to
global capitalism. Understanding the crisis of civilisation requires “de-
colonising” knowledge itself. Or, as Portuguese sociologist Boaventura de
Sousa Santos puts it: Without global “cognitive justice” there can be no glob-
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Human civilisation is facing transition to a new model of development
which is full of contradictions and conflicts. The worldwide political subject
which could initiate this transition has not yet developed. It must arise from
present-day and future struggles.

The genesis of a global political subject of transformation and the develop-
ment of a progressive hegemony thus represent two sides of the same histor-
ical processes.

Having drawn attention to this question and having created space for the
debate is a substantial merit of the World Social Forum. The problem is even
more relevant today than it was ten years ago. Moreover, many of the protag-
onists of the process today feel the necessity to go one step further. From “cel-
ebrating” their diversity they want to arrive at a joint capacity for political ac-
tion. To take this step it is necessary to arrive at an understanding around the
strategic centrality of certain struggles. Centrality here means something
other than organisational centralism.

The Social Forum is trying to meet the need for an orientation towards ac-
tion with modifications of the programme and of the forms of decision-
making. Perhaps these changes are not far-reaching enough. Although it does
not claim monopoly status, the World Social Forum will in the second decade
of its existence still be the most important space in which the requisite de-
bates around this problem can take place.
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The Crisis and the Future of the ESF

The ESF has experienced many problems over the years, and we should be
honest enough to admit that it has been on a downward course ever since

the first and most successful one was organised in Florence in 2002. The ESF
is therefore in a crisis, and we need to analyse and discuss its current situa-
tion and possible future.

The context
In order to understand the crisis of the ESF, it has to be put in a broader

context. The ESF does not operate in a vacuum. On the contrary, the prob-
lems we experience in it in many ways reflect the current social and political
situation in Europe and in the world. At the very least the following four
points are important:

1. The labour movement and the political left have not been able to come out
of their deep ideological and political crisis in which they have more or less
been since the beginning of the neoliberal offensive (“globalisation”) from
about 1980 and the breakdown of the Soviet model in Eastern Europe as well
as the social-democratic partnership model in large parts of Western Europe.

2. For the political left in many countries in Western Europe the situation has
generally evolved for the worse. Attempts at joining centre-left govern-
ments without sufficient direction and strategic clarification have proven

Asbjørn Wahl



and the level of mobilisation and struggles increase in Europe. This is far
from obvious today. One example is that in a situation in which more and
more people in Europe face multiple crises, the ESF programme process is
fragmented into a number of different areas of struggle (called “axes” in the
internal language). It is probably time now to ask whether this is the best way
to meet the current challenges.

The future of the ESF

To the degree that the ESF is in crisis, it reflects an objective reality in the
world in which it operates. It therefore cannot be solved by any kind of vol-
untarism or moralism. We have to understand the causes as well as identify
possibilities and opportunities – and then come up with political and organ-
isational proposals for change.

None of us today have the solutions to these problems. That is the reason
why we will have to join our collective intellectual forces at the next ESF in
order better to understand the situation and hopefully improve the way the
ESF is working. To do so, we must analyse external as well as internal factors
at the same time as we question all aspects of the way we are working today.

Here are some questions which could guide us in the discussion on the fu-
ture of the ESF:
● How will we see the EU develop in the near future (the multiple crises)?
● Which are the most important arenas in which we can expect social strug-

gles to break out, and how do we relate to these struggles?
● What do we have to do to the ESF structure and process if we want to see

the ESF as a tool for unifying struggles across countries and across differ-
ent sectors of society?

● How can we renew the ESF and make it more attractive to new and other
groups and movements? (Included in this is also the aim of increasing Cen-
tral and Eastern European participation in the ESF process. So far, to a certain
extent, this problem has been dealt with as a question of financial support for
CEE representatives. Maybe it is time now to abandon this very narrow ap-
proach and to deal with it as the very political challenge it represents?)

Proposals for Istanbul

On the basis of the above, the discussion on the future of the ESF could be
organised through the following three seminars at the Istanbul forum:

I. ESF in Crisis? – The Context
II. ESF in Crisis? – Internal Factors
III. The Future of the ESF
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disastrous. Thus the parliamentary left both in Italy and France has expe-
rienced enormous defeats. The current experience with a centre-left gov-
ernment in Norway is not very encouraging. Despite these experiences, the
parliamentary left in countries like Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark
and Sweden is heading in the same direction without adjusting its course
on the basis of the negative experiences in the countries mentioned above.

3. In addition to this, there is also a crisis in the trade-union movement, which
has been put very much on the defensive. Great parts of it are still deeply in-
fluenced by the social partnership ideology, which increasingly acts as a bar-
rier against a more action-oriented practice. There has also been a backlash of
other social movements in most parts of Europe. At the same time we have
seen the growth of a number of right-wing populist parties (and neo-fascism
particularly in many Central and Eastern European countries).

4. Thus, neither the political left nor the trade-union or other social move-
ments have been able to develop a strong response or real alternatives to
the current financial and economic crises, which increasingly are becomo-
ing social and political crises. The same can be said of the increasingly im-
portant environmental and climate crisis.

The ESF itself

The lack of responses and alternatives also applies to the ESF. Even though
the social forums themselves, and many of the movements, organisations and
networks which work within the social forum processes, were developed
partly as a response to the crisis of the traditional left, they have not been able
to compensate for those weaknesses. The general setback of social and polit-
ical struggles does of course influence the ESF strongly.

One of the internal effects of these developments is that the vacuum which has
been created by the lack of real movements and struggles has to a certain degree
been filled by a number of small NGOs and full-time activists who play a dispro-
portionate role in ESF planning processes. Some of them also lack roots in, and
sufficient understanding of, class relations, social struggle and social power. As a
result there has been an increasing tendency towards sign-on statements, lobby-
ing perspectives and proclamation of European days of action which have had
very little basis in existing power relations and real on-going struggles.

It seems also that some informal power-structures have formed inside the
ESF processes, which some participants, particularly from Central en Eastern
Europe, experience as excluding them. This has particularly been the case in
the programme developing process.

The arguments above also raise the question of whether the ESF will be
seen as an important tool if and when the development of real movements
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New Strategic Orientations 
for the WSF?*

For the 10th anniversary of the World Social Forum (WSF), two encoun-
ters were organised in Brazil: the first at Porto Alegre, from January 25 to

29 and the other at Salvado de Bahia, from January 29 to 31. They took place
in the context of a year of action including dozens of events connected with
the Social Forum process throughout the world.

At Porto Alegre, five years after it was last held there, a series of internation-
al seminars was organised, under the overall title of “10 years after, challenges
and proposals for another possible world”. In parallel to this, nearly 300 ac-
tivities were organised: encounters, and seminars, workshops etc., which had
over 10,000 people taking part.

The state of Bahia, for its part, welcomed the World Social Forum with the
theme “Dialogues, Cultural Diversity and the Crisis of Civilisation”. The pur-
pose was to prepare for the next session of the World Social Forum, at Dakar,
Senegal, in 2011 and also to think more specifically about the question of ar-
ticulating the Forums and the progressive governments of Latin America.
Here, too, several thousands of people took part in the event.1

What was the international backdrop to these moments of visibility for the
alter-globalist movement? The year 2009 ended with several clear facts: the
crisis of capitalism is systematic – at once hitting financial, economic, social,
environmental and food supplies. It is not just one more recession, but the
chaotic outcome of a phase of maximising profits (begun in the 1970s) based
on liberalisation of movements of capital, the development of free trade and

Christophe Ventura



As is clear to see, the radical development of the international context is a
central datum that must be taken into account to understand the function-
ing of the “movement of movements”, ten years after its resounding entry
onto the political and media scene.

What, in the new period, can be its contributions to emancipation? Can the
alter-globalist movement facilitate concretely, in either short or medium
term, the world’s forward march at a time when the Social Forum process is
undergoing a situation of uncertainty?

It is a unique process of debate and networking for social and civic move-
ments from the whole world (whose structural limitation is that it cannot, as
such, lead to the drawing up of a political project) which has, after 10 Fo-
rums, already largely fulfilled its historic role. On the one hand, it provides
trade unions, parties, associations, NGOs, etc. with a new intellectual frame-
work for understanding the evolution of neoliberal globalisation over the last
decade. On the other hand, it has enabled all its active participants to build
new forms of internationalism – technical and/or sectional – by setting up
networks that develop their own agendas. And this will continue to occur re-
gardless of any centralism by the WSF.

Indeed, one of the paradoxes of this process is that many of its actors have
made themselves independent of it. New networks of trade unions, parties
and associations have gradually been created and consolidated international-
ly over these last few years: the São Pãulo Forum, the International Trade
Union Confederation, the World Forum of Alternatives, NGO thematic plat-
forms, etc. All this is due, in particular, to their contact or involvement with
the WSF.

The WSF must continue its work, seeking and consolidating its function as
an area of convergence of all these struggles and identities (a decisive task be-
cause of the evolution described above) building the conditions for the emer-
gence of a “collective consciousness”4 articulating innovative social practices
and the development of a critical intellectual collective at the international
level. This last must be capable of incorporating the thinking born of new so-
cial and cultural subjects (the indigenous movement in particular) and
broaden geographically, since many parts of the world have not yet been, or
have only very partially been, involved in its development.

However, this task is no less decisive for its future; it must also enable the
setting up of more advanced lines of action, especially in the political field.
The process must not be indifferent to this necessity, even while preserving
its status of common reference point; it is no longer the sole centre for the
building of a new socio-political subject at international level.

It is undeniable that this thinking is now making its way through the his-
toric organisations and networks of the WSF. Since 2009 and the WSF at
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establishing generalised competition of fiscal, social and legal systems on a
planetary scale. Hence the general compression of wages and, for households
and the need to resort to massive loans.

Through its reforms (deregulation, liberalisation, privatisation of all sectors of
activity including public and social services, monetarist policies, and balanced
budgets, etc.) this neoliberal phase of capitalism has organised the regular
bleeding of the countries and their institutions in the interest of finance. Every-
where, public action has been channelled in the direction of private profit.2

With the management of the financial crisis, which began in the autumn of
2008, this reality has come right out into the open. Indeed, there is no tangi-
ble sign, today, of any will amongst the decision-making elites to alter capi-
talism’s unbearably destructive course. The governments and their puppet
media, the directors and “experts” of international financial institutions, the
members of the world oligarchy (financial operators, the super-rich etc.)
have no intention of calling into question the system of exploitation that pro-
vides them with such abundance.

In the United States, the financial sector has blocked any reform liable to
affect it seriously. Everywhere in the world the countries, privatised and in-
strumentalised in the service of making financial and market interests more
secure, have rushed to the rescue of the protagonists of financial and eco-
nomic globalisation, without asking anything concrete in return. Describing
the phenomenon in Europe, Ignacio Ramonet sums up the situation in these
terms: “Through their central banks [the states] have lent massively at very low
rates of interest, to private banks who, in their turn, lend (at much higher rates
of interest) to families, firms, speculators and … back to the states themselves,
thus making exceptional profits. In consequence, several states (Greece, Portugal,
Ireland and Spain …) now find themselves heavily indebted, weakened and at-
tacked by the financial actors (banks, speculators, etc.) largely responsible for the
2008 crisis … and whom the states had contributed to saving from bankruptcy.
Some states, moreover, are obliged to impose drastic austerity plans on their cit-
izens to satisfy the demands of speculators. Which is arousing the fury of millions
of European wage-earners”3.

On the issue of managing the climate crisis, the worrying failure of the
Copenhagen Summit confirms the absence of any political will and the inca-
pacity of governments to understand the extent of the economic and social
transformations needed. We are even seeing the development of a reac-
tionary ideology (which the media calls “climato-sceptic”) supported by in-
dustrial interests.

Finally, in the geopolitical field of conflicts and imperialisms, the sources of
disturbance are not diminishing and the violence is multiplying – Iraq,
Afghanistan, Near East, Pakistan etc.
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forms”7 in the framework of a variable-geometry system of work (new inter-
national financial architecture, peace, the common good, public services,
etc.) bringing together, with full observance of the independence of each, so-
cial movements, political forces, government representatives (the nature and
status of which would need to be determined) to build another world.

In this context, some international forums for thematic analysis and ac-
tion, carried forward by the components of the alter-globalist movements,
and organised with the political actors and progressive governments ind con-
junction with the WSF process, could subsequently be envisaged.

These new areas would enable us to develop a dialectical relation ship be-
tween the movements and the institutional activists and to stimulate dynam-
ic thinking about a key question that arises, at every period of history, in all
emancipation movements. That is, the question of power, its conquest and
transformation, of democracy and its political, social and economic con-
struction, etc.

*) This article continues and brings up to date an article published in theMarch 2009 issue,
N° 47, of the review Utopie critiques after the Belém WSF. A version is available on the site
Memoire des Luttes (“2009: an alterglobalist consensus that needs defining”
http://www.medelu.org/spip.php? 

Christophe Ventura is member of the Memoire des Luttes (Memory of Struggles) Associa-
tion.

Notes
1) See the page “From climate change to post-alter-globalism: the (partial) diaries of the
days 27-28 January 2010” (http://www.medelu.org/spip.php?article333) and “Begun at Porto
Alegre, Will the 10th anniversary of the World Social Forum ends at Salvador de Bahia”
(http://www.medelu.org/spip.php?article 337).
2) See James K. Galbraith, The Predatory State, Paris 2009.
3) See Ignacio Ramonet, “The social question in Europe” on the site of Memoire des Luttes
(http://www.medeku.org/spip.php?article 394) and in Le Monde diplomatique in Spanish
(April 2010).
4) According to the expression coined by François Houart, member of the International
Council of the WSF and of the World Forum of Alternatives.
5) See the survey devoted to the international symposium of 26 January 2008 on “Alter-
globalism and post-alter-globalism” organised by Memoire des Luttes and the review Utopie
critique (http://www.medelu.org/spip.php?rubrique17)
6) Interview published by IPS/Terra Viva/Others News on 18 February 2010: “The WSF:
what has changed and what is still lacking in the way of change”. (http://other
news.info/noticias/index.php?p=3306)
7) According to a formula proposed by Emir Sader, member of the International Council
of the WSF and General Secretary of the Latin American Council for Social Science
(CLACSO)
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Belém, discussing the Forum’s relations with political forces and progressive
governments in Latin America is no longer taboo.

More time is needed to sketch the outlines of what some people (including
the author of these lines) have called “post-alter-globalism”5, but these lines
are shifting within the realm of alter-globalism. The issue now is knowing
how to build a new political subject and common tools enabling the emer-
gence of a new hegemony to confront capital. Should not the “movement of
movements”, based on the principles of pluralism, autonomy and on being
an oppositional force, envisage new long-term and constructive relations
with the political forces and institutions whose activity is part of a breach
with neoliberalism?

The answer will, perhaps, come from practical work. Indeed, it is interest-
ing to note that the People’s Summit on Climate Change and the Rights of
Mother Earth (April 20-22, 2010 in Cochabamba, Bolivia) was proposed by
President Evo Morales, who was himself “trained” in the WSF, of which he
was one of the first activists early in the 2000s.

The struggle against global warming will thus enable the establishment of
an international coordination of unparalleled extent and character between
social movements, trade unions, political parties and governments. The
countries of the Bolivarian Alliance (ALBA) have already replied “present!”.
From this point of view, the meeting will be an event whose results must be
carefully analysed.

According to the sociologist Boaventura de Sousa Santos, “the WSF played
a great part in redefining politics during the last decade. At a time of crisis in the
party system, the Forums asserted, with reason, that the parties did not have a
monopoly of representation. The social movements and civil society organisa-
tions are always more important for the building of a collective future. Howev-
er, as a result of this, many new or old parties have recognised the end of this mo-
nopoly: the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) in Bolivia, Alianza País in
Ecuador and some forces in Europe. They seek to develop new relations. They are
present in the social struggles, are allied to the movements and seek to develop
new relations. How should we respond to this new reality? Should we return to
the old idea that the movements are thematic and the parties are generalists?
Should we try to articulate different forms of democracy? Should we try to com-
bine a new vision of representative, participatory and community democracy,
with different actors in each sphere to see how we can create synergies between
different forms of activity for social transformation? The WSF should be an area
for discussing this”6.

Will the Cochabamba experiment encourage the introduction of such a
discussion inside the WSF? A concrete strategy of social transformation
could involve, for example, the setting up of thematic “post-neoliberal plat-

74
P

o
rt

o
 A

le
g

re
: 

Th
e 

W
o

rl
d

 T
en

 Y
ea

rs
 A

ft
er



77

Student Action Helsinki –
Experiences of Freedom And
Resistance

In this article, our aim is to outline how the Opiskelijatoiminta Network
(Student Action, henceforward OT) began at the University of Helsin-

ki during the academic year 2008-2009. We hope that this article will, in ad-
dition to giving a sort of “freeze frame” of the process and experiences be-
hind the protests in Helsinki during that time, provide ideas and encour-
agement for those who wish to come together and take control of their lives
and societies, independent of representative structures, at universities and
elsewhere.

In this article we have used collaborative writing and interviewing each
other as our methods. We have interviewed activists as broadly as possible:
people who have been active in the network during different phases and in
different ways, and also people on the sidelines of the movement. Through
this, we hope to have reached the subjective experiences of individuals be-
hind the movement, and to provide different viewpoints on our action.

The most central questions we asked were how we became organised as a
movement, and what that felt like. We describe experiences of political em-
powerment but also make critical observations of the weaknesses in the or-
ganisation of the movement.

We have wanted to describe these experiences vividly in a wide spectrum of
voices. Because the article is based on confidential interviews, we have not
singled out individual answers or persons, but have tried to give our action a
collective voice instead.

The Opiskelijatoiminta Network



The explicit purpose was to turn the research done at universities into poten-
tially commercial innovations, to accelerate so-called economic growth. This
was not what we wanted to study for.

The University of Helsinki administration brought the University Reform
openly into discussion as “the common project of the whole university”, with
which we strongly disagreed. Also, many groups like the very established
players such as Student Unions and the Finnish Union for University Re-
searchers and Teachers protested against the law with public proclamations.
Dissatisfaction with the proposal for new university law was widespread.

To attract attention to current social problems, the idea of occupying the
Old Student House was put forward on the eve of the 40th-anniversary cele-
brations of the House’s occupation by Helsinki University students in 1968.
This was done in order to turn people’s attention away from nostalgia and to
the very problems that affect us at the university today. A replica of the offi-
cial student magazine (”Vallankumousylkkäri” or “The Revolutionary Stu-
dent Mag”) was published before the event. It included the manifesto of OT
and various articles on educational policy, international student movements
and a press release about the occupation. Around 300 students attended the
occupation.

During the Science Forum held on January 7-9, 2009, we interrupted the
opening ceremony in the university’s main hall with banners, and issued a
statement about the state of research and teaching, which ended with a call
for a general assembly of the university community on January 29.

Posters for the general assembly were ordered and flyers were printed out
at the university and at the facilities of some activists’ employers; they spread
through the campuses in the following weeks. In the posters we announced
the event to take place in the main lecture hall of one of the central buildings
at the campus. We were willing to occupy it by force if it could not be
arranged otherwise. The university administration, however, let us use the
lecture hall free of charge. More than 500 people came to the event and we fi-
nally found a common ground for action and discussion. The thin and scat-
tered strands of criticism against the proposed university law were woven to-
gether, strengthened and united.

The idea of calling a general assembly spread to other university cities in
Finland, and within a few weeks similar meetings were organised in Tampere,
Jyväskylä and Joensuu.

On February 19, we organised a demonstration with the theme “Reform the
university reform!”. After traversing the main streets in Helsinki’s city centre,
the demonstration returned to our university and spontaneously occupied the
administrative building at the campus — instead of taking the traditional
route to the Parliament for listening to the lip service offered by the MPs. We
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How it all happened

”I always felt the university was somehow a depressing place; i felt dispos-
sessed or marginalised, like never really meet the demands. It felt good to find
other people who didn’t like the tightening regulations. I found a new chan-
nel to talk with people at the university”.

OT was formed in autumn 2008 when a group of students occupied the
university’s main building during the Night of the Homeless, an annual
happening in Helsinki (17 Oct 2008). After the occupation, a mailing list
was created, and a study circle was started which focused on questions of
housing, livelihood and the University Reform. Those active in this phase
were inspired by the university movements of Italy, Anomalia Sapienza and
the idea of getting organised into a political movement through the univer-
sity community.

During that autumn, the study circle’s purpose was to examine how
changes in public space and the university affected students’ lives, and on
whose terms these changes were being made. We also asked what kind of de-
mands we have for creating possibilities for a better life, and what forms of
protest should be organised in order to realise these demands.

A majority of students in Finland have been studying with the help of
state student financial aid. However, during the last 15 years this financial
aid has largely stayed at the same level although living costs have constant-
ly increased, especially in Helsinki. As a consequence, part-time jobs are a
very common way to earn a living when studying. At the same time, the
Ministry of Education wants to affect the overall duration of studies by ex-
plicit limitations and by controlling the progress of studies via financial
aid, which can only be obtained when completing a certain number of
study points. This leads many students to the edge of despair when student
financial aid requires full-time study, which is not possible because of
part-time jobs that are needed for paying, for example, the high rents in
Helsinki.

Many of us noticed that our individual experiences were in fact shared and
not at all uncommon: frustration with student life, living conditions, and the
university, especially the forms of (or lack of) democracy applied there. In
our study circle, the frustration within everyday student life turned into de-
mands for a better life.

In August 2008, the proposal for a new university law was published by the
Finnish government. In our study circle we discussed the even more tighten-
ing regulations for studying and research that the proposal contained. The
officials who had prepared the new law claimed it would be good for Finnish
society by connecting the universities to the “national innovation system”.
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makes it pointless to ask who is a legitimate member and who is not, the
movement continuously redefines itself based on which goals it calls people
to work for, how it presents itself and how it is publicly perceived. As we
have not had fixed rules, OT has shaped itself by the action taken and who
the participants have been. Making decisions in open meetings has made it
possible for everybody to participate in the planning of the activities.

”Since participants in OT don’t have official roles, trust between them is
based on knowing each other”. The network structure has made OT an open
organisation but has also served as a hotbed for the growth of various
kinds of inner circles. Some participants get along with each other better and
want to act together. Because of the lack of official roles, these inner cir-
cles have been essential in the formation of the activities. On the other
hand, the inner circles themselves have never been closed and immutable
but have been ready to accept active newcomers.

The open network structure has also caused problems. “We don’t have
structural means to solve conflicts (neither people nor conventions), just our
own goodwill and willingness to discuss the issues”. Solving conflicts has
been difficult because no institutions exist that could do the job. When every-
body has an equal right to participate in defining the action, no single par-
ticipant has the right to decide: the issues need to be settled by discussing
them together. Reaching consensus has been difficult given that the partici-
pants have different views of political involvement, the university and of the
kinds of action to take. “But if the action transformed into structures aimed
at solving inner conflicts, the goal-oriented activities would die”. Disputes
have surfaced especially when there has been disagreement about the mes-
sage we want to send to the outside. Trying to subsume all action under a
common message has led to collisions of different ideologies and ways of
speaking.

Since OT is not an officially registered organisation, we have received no
funding from the university or from any other direction. Financing is the
problem with the free-form network: how do we get the money for the ma-
terials we need for actions? Since no direct monetary support has been avail-
able, the activities have relied largely on private persons. Banners have been
painted on sheets from our own beds, flyers printed at the university or us-
ing employers’ facilities. Money needed to organise demonstrations was col-
lected during the marches or donated by individual activists. In addition to
this, some organisations supported OT by paying for printing posters, for ex-
ample. We still owe money to some. The Finnish resistance to market- and
capital-oriented reforms and attacks is still very fledgling for various reasons,
and the lack of money and resources available to an autonomous network
has been one front where this has become painfully obvious.
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occupied the building until the next morning and offered the incoming ad-
ministrative officials morning coffee spiced with a statement in which we de-
manded restarting the university reform process on a democratic basis.

The new university law was passed in the Parliament in June 2009 with
small changes to the original draft, which brought an end to the process of
resisting the reform. The left, however, was a network of people who wanted
to act autonomously working for a different kind of university, not forgetting
the questions of housing and livelihood. Even though the law was passed, we
know that without OT the critical voices against the reform might have not
been brought together. Moreover, the resistance linked us together; we
learned how to organise resistance and observe our daily lives from a politi-
cal perspective.

Of course it’s much more fun directly to make revolution

OT is organised outside official institutions and decision-making bodies.
Frustration with the current state of affairs at universities generated a will to
start accomplishing concrete things instead of leaving politics to the few stu-
dent representatives in the administration. In addition to acting au-
tonomously and creating a new kind of student culture, we have tried lobby-
ing within the representative system. Especially during the struggle against
the university reform, OT was a connecting network that brought together
separate critical voices, which were not always in unison. Instead of having
particular goals set together, we rather had many separate goals: stopping the
reform law and starting the process anew from within the university commu-
nity, politicising the situation of students, creating a counter-culture at the
university.

The informal organisation of the group is congenial to many people in-
volved in OT. Instead of having a pyramid-like organisation hierarchy, its
structure is more like a network. People can commit to the political goals
they choose and work for them with others in a very concrete and active way.
With OT, somebody throws an idea in the air and then we’re already doing it.
There are no motions you have to go through before actually doing the stuff
you want to do. As all action is planned and taken face-to-face, together with
other activists, everyone can be truly involved in deciding what is to be done
and how much responsibility they want. When people can do things them-
selves and not through other people, frustration is replaced by hopefulness.

The division between members and outsiders that characterises tradition-
al movements does not apply to a network structure in which anybody can
potentially be an active participant. The only things that set limits to the
network are the goals and struggles themselves. Because the structure of OT
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On the other hand, it also made our adversary take the movement more se-
riously”. In the occupations we met to follow up on the reporting, and had
collective experiences of satisfaction when we got our message through in the
media and politicians were forced to react to our actions after hearing of
them in the media.

When we used occupations to promote our demands, the attention of the
media also protected OT from police interference. The general public in Fin-
land is still so accustomed to viewing students as members of the academic
community that when the University Administration in Tampere summoned
the police to remove flyer-distributing students from its premises, the end re-
sult in the media looked ugly for the administration. OT has gained positive
attention in the media especially due to the positive and distinctive status of
students in Finnish society and the history of the student movement.

However, the most empowering moments of the occupations were expe-
rienced from independent messages coming from sources outside the main-
stream outlets: the short Skype-call with the demonstrators in Tampere dur-
ing the occupation of the administrative building; the message from the si-
multaneous occupation of New York University and the letter of support
from the organisers of the previous university occupation (in 1990). When
different groups within their own struggles connect with each other beyond
the mainstream media, another world is not only possible: we are, in fact,
living it.

Gendered experiences of the movement and direct action

Gender has not been overtly on the agenda of OT at any point. We have not
tried to politicise gender in our manifestos or made it a prominent issue in
our principles. However, gender equality and dismantling oppressive struc-
tures are, in practice, important goals for many of us.

Looking at who has done what, it is noticeable that gender has played a
role. Male activists have ended up in more prominent roles in action,
whereas female activists have done more of the practical jobs: work that is
not necessarily visible outside but is indispensable to the functioning of the
movement. Activists cite among other things making banners and taking
minutes in meetings as examples of the kinds of tasks that women have
ended up doing.

One female activist summarises her experience of the OT gender roles: “It’s
a pity that the stuff boys do is more appreciated and the things girls do are
looked down upon. The fact that both are missing something goes unno-
ticed. Within the movement we have tried to balance the gender roles when
distributing tasks. When choosing chairs and speakers for meetings the
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In addition to study circles, occupations have been an important form in
organising the activity of OT. First of all, we got the space we needed for plan-
ning our actions — open spaces for students don’t really exist at the univer-
sity. Moreover, occupations bring new people into the movement and force it
to reorganise itself. As an action, an occupation is fun, inspiring and func-
tional. People get to know each other through action and autonomous or-
ganisation. During our occupations, we have, for example, often established
working groups according to people’s interests and goals. Occupation also
symbolises taking possession of our own space. It is a means closing ranks,
creating solidarity and consciousness of action — a means of questioning the
status quo.

We have aimed consciously to use direct action to create autonomous space
as well as tried to influence the situation through representative democracy.
There are things the Student Union can’t say and OT can. This has created
pressure, which has really helped our student representatives in their work. It
has had an effect on how students and their demands are handled, all the way
up to the University’s council, when students started to rally around and oc-
cupy buildings. However, concentrating on lobbying can take strength away
from the core of the action. As one of our interviewees put it: “It can take the
edge and effect away from the movement”. The interviewee also thought that
we should focus on developing our own activities instead of lobbying. That
is, first building a counter-force, then maybe entering into dialogue with the
opposing side. So we should rather be saying “first give us what we want, then
we can talk”.

Media victories

We have consciously used publicity to further our aims. As an example, the
feelings of nostalgia evoked by the occupation of the old student house were
used to re-politicise the position of students. The occupations and demon-
strations have involved talking to the public just as much as it communica-
tion for ourselves. They have functioned as places of organisation and net-
working, but also as a means to get publicity for our demands and bring
wider audiences into the discussion. The attention given by the media to
problems and issues defined by students themselves has empowered the
movement. It has created the sense that as we come together we can change
the space around us – not only physical spaces, but also the space of public
discussion created by the mainstream media, into which we have managed to
bring other types of voices, rarely heard within the mainstream consensus.
“The media visibility created visible empowerment within the movement.
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in terms of the situation of precariety and knowledge workers. For instance,
the status of students in the labour market must be made a political question:
how to find new alternatives for the current situation in which students form
an inexpensive and unorganised but valuable reserve army of labour. What
possibilities are there for the precariat to organise itself using the university
as a framework?

Finding a place of our own for meetings and activities at the university
would help us continue the work in practice. Research work could also in
various ways be adopted to be part of OT activities: one of the interviewees
is looking for a new kind of studying community that would question the
dominant tradition of studying alone, writing and surviving. We could also
use research as a political tool, for example in our struggles in the labour
market and housing issues.

Our goal is to make more and more students not coming from political
groups aware of the link between these questions and their own lives, and
join our activities. University students in general don’t have a clear under-
standing of their own rights or a sense of being part of the university com-
munity. Due to the ever tightening degree requirements and study schedules
their role will be either that of a “schoolboy” or a customer. We want to show
that many of the problems at the university that look personal are often
shared and have their origin in the present structures.

OT has radicalised university members and spread the experience of
changing society through action. “People have gotten experiences of protest,
and the effects of these experiences may eventually show up much later”.

We wish to end with a call for support and contacts to all the readers of
transform! — our continued, worldwide resistance depends on shared re-
sources and knowledge, on solidarity and creating space for resistance, love
and friendship. Helsinki stands with you, with us.

Contact: opiskelijatoiminta@gmail.com
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prominence of both genders has been taken into account. This has not nec-
essarily been the policy when distributing the invisible tasks: Maybe it’s like
we’ve decided before that we try to emphasise the prominent roles which
boys usually have but the invisible roles have not been thought about in the
same way. We may want to guarantee that women get as much power. But
why don’t we want to guarantee men as much time sewing banners? The stuff
that boys do is given more weight”.

The means of taking action themselves feel masculine. They are related to
displaying power and occupying space. The masculinity of the means used in
trying to influence society is visible in movements of direct action and alter-
native cultures. In OT, it has been a matter of balancing two ends. Aggressive-
ness can turn actions into violent machismo. On the other hand, an academ-
ic tea party culture can water the movement down to an endless and invisi-
ble academic discourse. Does the movement have to be aggressive and mili-
tant in order to challenge the hegemonic political system and to be able to
function outside the parliamentary channels of influence? Could other kinds
of starting points for taking action be found? Feminine influencing could
mean doing things together and having discussions within the movement,
the kinds which might be hard to have in the current political culture. What
could feminine influence on society mean? Maybe it is a tea party. It could be
making ideas available — such that they first become visible after a while,
kind of quietly boiling beneath the surface. It could work as influencing each
other through discussions, but this does not reach other parties – except
maybe by extending the tea party.

On the other hand OT has also been a place to break away from gender
roles and expand the sphere of influence of an individual. A female activist
recounts her experiences in OT: “During this year I’ve got a lot more courage
to do things I don’t normally do, courage to take more visible roles. I’ve been
encouraged to speak. I’ve also started to understand why it is hard to, for ex-
ample, take the floor at the university, I’ve been like able to name the phe-
nomenon. It has been an eye-opening experience”.

The future of OT

“Students have become a political force. When people have been activat-
ed, chances are good that the work will continue”.

We’ll continue to raise the question of the status of students and the uni-
versity as a political one. Political awareness within universities must mean
something more than just acting through representative institutions. The
problems of housing, livelihood, and of the degree industry will become
more and more critical as time goes on. We want to analyse these problems
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Knowledge Is a Common Good
The Effects of the Open Source Movement 

on the Development of Politics and Society

Introduction

In October 2009, Transform! co-promoted the first Free Culture Forum
(FCF). The FCF is one of the first attempts to create an international space of
networking and strategic reflection for a wide range of movements that have
emerged across the world in different fields and are related to the production,
access, circulation and management of cultural works and knowledge goods.
It concluded an intense three days’ work with the release of a Charter for In-
novation, Creativity and Access to Knowledge, which condensed demands,
principles and concrete actions to differently regulate the legal, political and
economical challenges posed by the revolution taking place in the way that
knowledge, information and culture are created, accessed and transformed.
At the same time it offers a useful map of the crucial struggles, the issues at
play and the dangers1.

For Transform! the participation in this initiative represented the consoli-
dation of a path we started in 2004 with the project “Networked Politics”2,
through which we progressively established contacts with these experiences
and came to explore a wide range of issues mainly related to two critical new
terrains of contemporary politics: the new organisational forms of collective
actions and the implications of an economy increasingly based on informa-
tion, knowledge and communication.

In this article my aim is to give a picture of the experiences which represent
the background of the FCF, presenting some its salient characteristics and

Marco Berlinguer



sembled community of voluntary developers to complete a very complicated
technical project: the first free operating system (Linux). Since then Free
Software has massively expanded in many fields of application. Together with
its cousin, the Open Source Software (a more commercial-friendly section of
the movement) it contributed to the creation of “a new institutional ecology”
composed of volunteer communities, non-profit foundations, public bodies
and commercial actors “actively using and contributing to the common re-
source (the code basis) in the pursuit of their individual goals and strategies”.
Within it, an alternative economic model emerged which “focused on solv-
ing unique problems, rather than selling identical copies”, and which was reg-
ulated by new social norms combining “the competition for personal recog-
nition among peers with collaboration in solving shared problems”. Today
the FOSS is a technical, economical, political and cultural power: hegemon-
ic among the servers running the Internet; widely adopted by people, public
administrations, firms, large corporations; increasingly endorsed by a signif-
icant segment of the same IT-industry. Culturally it became a source of in-
spiration in many fields; politically it proved its strength in 2007, when it suc-
ceeded in blocking a change in software patent law in the EU-Parliament, for
the first time ever arresting the more than two-decades-long cycle of expan-
sion of intellectual property protections.

The same conditions which, in the beginning of the 1990s, had made pos-
sible the take-off of Free Software – the diffusion of software among pro-
grammers of personal computers networking through the platform of the in-
ternet – were made use of more extensively. The diffusion of means of “cheap
mass (self-) communication, easy transformation and decentralised distribu-
tion” within a population rich in communicative, cultural and creative skills
turned to reshape every field of the production of cultural works, informa-
tion and knowledge. Three main phenomena emerged: a massive entry and
empowerment of new, micro, not commercial or outsider producers (previ-
ously marginalised by the distribution mechanisms); remixing – using exist-
ing works to create new ones – as a central approach to cultural production;
and mass and public (online) infringement of copyright terms by making
and distributing unauthorised copies of digital cultural products. Together
they produced a de facto serious crisis of the copyright regime and of the cul-
ture and media industries.

The attempts to defend the copyright regime produced escalations of re-
pressive actions which up to now have been clashing with the creative inven-
tion of new solutions to bypass controls10. At the same time, partly as a reac-
tion to this escalation, partly drawing inspiration from the Free Software
movement, a loosely organised movement emerged, especially at US univer-
sities, to affirm and protect the democratic potential of this new cultural en-
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achievements. In the second part I will discuss some questions of wider con-
textualisation, with the intent of encouraging deeper research on such issues
within the Transform! network.

The Free Culture Movements

What we call here the Free Culture Movements comprises a wide range of
experiences mainly emerging in the framework of the internet and the digi-
tal revolution. Although they developed independently, they are in effect
loosely aligned along similar patterns and show a mutually reinforcing dy-
namism – or a “viral spiral”, as David Boiler puts it3.

All these movements emerged as a practical and cultural critique of what
has been called “the second enclosures movement”4 the northern state-aided
aggressive policies of extension of Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs)5 to
knowledge, culture, information, communication (and even organisms and
data). Resistance to these policies emerged with practical experimentations
of different approaches to the regulation of property in the digital era and of
how production can be organised in a networked world.

Following Felix Stalder6, we can group these movements in three different
clusters: the Free Software movement focusing on software code, the Free
Culture movement focusing on cultural goods, and the Access to Knowledge
(A2K) movement focusing on the access to knowledge-intensive goods.

The first to emerge and the most consolidated is the Free and Open Source
Software movement (FOSS). Its roots are in the 1980s, when it started to take
shape among programmers and software researchers as a reaction to the in-
creased “enclosures” of software coding, which frustrated their habit of freely
sharing, investigating and improving software. Two steps have been crucial in
the taking shape of the FOSS. First, when Richard Stallman, founder of the
Free Software Foundation, “hacked” the copyright laws, reverting their scope,
to release a new license in 1989 – the General Public License, GPL – which in-
stead of protecting the right of the producer, protects the access of the user
to the “source code”7 and her/his freedoms to “run, copy, distribute, study,
change and improve” the software (Stallman, 1996). Crucially, GPL includes
two further clauses: that whoever distributes copies or improvements of GPL
software must to do so under the same license and a prohibition to hybridise
GPL software with property software. GPL licence – under which most free
software is released today8 – provided an institutional framework shielding
an environment in which Free Software could develop in a cumulative and
expansive way9. The second decisive step came in the early 1990s, when in a
surprising – structured and at the same time self-directed – organisation of
cooperation, Linus Torvalds prompted a large, open, dispersed and self-as-
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prices. When in 1998 the South African government amended its laws to fa-
cilitate the import of generic versions of the drugs which cost 10 times less,
it was sued by 39 of the largest pharmaceutical manufacturers, supported by
US and EU governments15. The successful issue of the struggle in 2001 led
other developing countries to pass similar legislation and to become increas-
ingly vocal16.

A second successful development of the A2K movement was achieved
around the ACCESS TO SCIENTIFIC PUBLISHING. In this case, it
emerged in reaction to the continuous and unjustified increase in the last
two decades of the prices of commercial scientific journals17, which created
unbearable barriers for universities, public libraries and scientists, and not
only in the poorer countries. Such a situation also clashed with the tradition
of freely sharing scientific works, which likewise is a fundamental means of
submitting scientific work to scrutiny and to facilitate the further develop-
ment of research results within the scientific community. This movement
coalesced around the creation of open access journals (OAJ)18, which are
having a deep impact on the market of scientific journals, also because they
seem better to eflect the logic of scientific publishing19. But numerous oth-
er Open Access initiatives are spreading in education, school textbooks, uni-
versity courses, effectively combining the pursuit of principles of social jus-
tice and the conviction that sharing is also the best policy to knowledge im-
provement and development. Finally, one needs to remember that, though
up to now with no consequence, the A2K arguments even broke out at the
OECD, which undertook a scrutiny of the problematic burdens that the
policies of pervasive patenting are creating for technological and scientific
innovation, cooperation and advancement20, thus recognising the validity
of the paradoxical consequence of IPR-policies, which has been called “the
tragedy of the anti-commons”21.

Conclusion

FC movements have developed rapidly, effectively democratising crucial
layers of our society, such as software, culture and knowledge. For that rea-
son alone the would merit our appreciation. Yet, the struggle around the in-
stitutional architecture of these terrains is far from being won. IPR-policies
and control of media represent crucial stakes and pillars for the powers that
be. Signs of possible authoritarian turns abound in these terrains as in our
societies at large. And indeed the surveillance power which allows the con-
trol of the new pervasive digital flows, through which our life is increasing-
ly organised, casts further shadows on our future, justifying serious worries,
and opens up very new political problems, still to be adequately framed.
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vironment. The basic tenets of this movement are that in the new digital en-
vironment the attempt to protect the business model of the 20th-century cul-
ture industry inevitably clashes with a revolt against the “artificial scarcity”
this imposes and risks bringing about a world of pervasive surveillance and
mass illegality, while dramatically reducing the potential of democratic and
creative expression in culture. Also, in the taking off of this movement we can
identify two emblematic moments. One step followed the example of the
GPL licence and pursued the use of the existing copyright laws to design li-
cences which supported rather than restricted the practice of sharing and
transforming cultural works. In 2001, this research culminated in the release
of a set of new licences, the Creative Commons (CC), under which cultural
goods are released freely usable for non-commercial purposes11 and which
have since then been massively utilised (250 millions works published by
mid-2009 under one of these licenses)12, once again showing how a diffused
alternative attitude to cultural production was emerging under the radar of
the interests of political regulators. The second emblematic experience was
the development of the Wikipedia project. Originally planned in the wave of
dot.com as a commercial venture, Wikipedia had to change its model com-
pletely in 2001 in connection with the crash of the bubble of the new econo-
my. In this way, it turned out to be another demonstration – after the success
of the FOSS – of the emergence of a new paradigm of cultural production,
utterly surprising both for its forms and for its effectiveness13. But – like Lin-
ux for Free Software – Wikipedia is only the most popular case. In all the
fields of cultural production numerous free culture initiatives are under way,
experimenting with tools, practices, regulations and new economical models,
which aim to regulate differently the balance between the right of the creators
– to be socially and economically recognised and to control their works – and
the right of the community to access and build upon cultural works and ex-
pand over time their common pool of resources14.

A third cluster of struggles and initiatives has developed around the Access
to Knowledge (A2K) movement, behind which lies a loose coalition of main-
ly civil society organisations, scientists, educators and governments of the
South. Once again, the converging focus is the struggle against the policies of
maximisation of IPRs, this time for their limiting effects on the access to
knowledge-embedded goods, like drugs, education and science. Critiques are
based on principles of global justice; but increasingly also voices are raised
contesting the rationality of these policies for the blockages they create in
terms of economic efficiency and potential development. One emblematic
moment for the A2K movement was the fight over access to anti-retroviral
drugs during the 1990s, when a new class of drugs to fight HIV/AIDS had be-
come available, but were sold in developing countries at prohibitively high
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decades. How do we call this? Post-Fordism? Knowledge economy? Informa-
tionalism? Cognitive capitalism? I could continue listing terms, which have,
indeed since the 1970s, been proposed to capture this new reality. However,
in my opinion the fact that we do not have a consolidated concept of the
“thing” has to do with a still hybrid, highly contradictory and unresolved
phenomenon, which characterises forms of production, social relationships
and institutional forms we are living in. Let’s put it simply. We are still living
in a capitalist society; and in the last twenty years, one major change has been
a qualitatively new importance of information, communication and knowl-
edge in the economy, and in society at large. The point which I want to raise
here is that these two frameworks are overlapping, but they do not necessar-
ily coincide23. On the other hand, there are various tensions and many open
problems. The FC movements can help us to explore them.

I will list here just three, in a very schematic and tentative way:
First, where knowledge, information and communication play a central

role, the processes of production appear intrinsically and more immediately
social. They benefit and rely on flows and networks of production which go
beyond the formal boundaries of any specific organisation (not to say single
individuals). This gives more prominence to the forces of cooperation and of
mutual interdependence and presses any institution to experiment organisa-
tional logics based on the openness to the “outside”. This is, for example, one
reason for the success of open source within a growing segment of IT-indus-
try24. More significantly this “openness” is the logic behind the internet itself:
an open architecture is its initial conception and the secret of its incredible
(and fundamentally unplanned and decentralised) development.

But there is also another aspect of this social nature of production that
needs to be noted: in many senses, the flows of production appeared to have
shifted away from the formal boundaries of what is traditionally considered
productive work, to spread into society at large. The gargantuan literature in
business and media studies about the increasing blurring of the divide be-
tween consumer and producer has to do with this phenomenon. But just
consider Google’s model of value production – that is, offering for free on-
line services and platforms of social networks, to then exploit the user- gen-
erated data and contents in various ways – and you get one emblematic ex-
ample of this shift.

In any case, the general problem which emerges here is that the social na-
ture of these processes seems to put pressure on any regulatory, governance
and account system closed within the boundaries of formally isolated or-
ganisations. This is well reflected in the proliferation of mechanisms of gov-
ernance that stems from the necessity of regulating frames of the collabora-
tive action of a multiplicity of protagonists who are autonomous and so not
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However, concluding this survey, I would like to suggest some areas of re-
search which the potential expressed by these experiences can help to fur-
ther explore.

When we started Networked Politics, we wanted first of all to deepen the
comprehension of the problems that had emerged in the innovative forms
and principles of organisation in the global movements. It was in this way
that we came to discover parallels with the organisational forms that had
emerged in the Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) movement, as well as
with various experiences of web communities of collaborative production,
like for example Wikipedia. Here there is a first cluster of issues which – I
think – ought to be looked at more deeply. These experiences have con-
tributed to re-framing and managing, in rather weird ways, very complex
problems related to the aggregation and coordination of communities of
highly individualised members, the management of (diffused) conflicts and
new styles of leadership. They experimented with the potential opened up by
the new technologies for more accessibly distributed, more decentralised and
finer tuned and differentiated capacities, knowledge, needs and aspirations of
the protagonists involved. There isn’t any general working model there, but
they offer a very rich field of concrete – sometimes very effective – experi-
ences to better understand the current reshaping of fundamental political
problems.

This goes together with a second question we have often dealt with, that is,
why these “networked forms” are emerging in so many movements and indeed
in so many aspects of present-day society. Of course, technology matters. But
the emergence of the network as dominant socio-economical paradigm has
preceded (and well transcended) the technological dimension (and the weak-
ening of the institutions centred on the nation-state). There are other forces at
work which themselves contributed to shaping the technological transforma-
tion, at least in so much as they have been shaped by it. Discussing this issue –
within the limited but stimulating seminars we organised in the “Networked
Politics” project – we arrived at the conclusion that these forces have one of
their fundamental roots in the movements of the 1960s and 70s and specifical-
ly in two salient facts: the shake-up of the Fordist, patriarchal, hierarchical in-
stitutions of post-war capitalism and the (connected) repercussions of the
massive expansion of higher education22. This, whether it is convincing or not,
refers to another set of problems. We need to better conceptualise the anthro-
pological transformation which underlies these new patterns of social relation-
ships, because such an exploration could facilitate a deeper understanding of
the ambivalent and confused “transition” we are trapped in.

Which leads us to a third area of issues: The movements analysed in this ar-
ticle have been emerging from the very core of societal innovation of the last
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dently further complicated by the digital revolution, which made it possible
that a digital product, once created, can be potentially reproduced “easier,
faster, ubiquitously and almost free”30; and which, moreover, is subversively
creating social practices that are exploring an economy based on principles
like, “not scarcity, not rivalry, not exclusivity”, that is something which evi-
dently troubles basic rules both of economy and of the control of the appro-
priation of value. In this lies another clue that fundamental difficulties are
emerging, which point toward what could be called a crisis of the system of
value – which, indeed, has many other roots, well beyond this realm.

All this doesn’t mean that these problems are not solvable in principle
within a capitalist framework. We can already observe innovative mecha-
nisms of accumulation which effectively deal with these novelties31. What is
more dubious is that they can be managed without fundamental changes in
the institutional framework.

To conclude then, let me refer to an earlier historical sequence: Fordist
forms of production, to be deployed in a non-destructive way, required the
invention of a new institutional framework, which crystallised in the Keyne-
sian revolution; which, in turn, to be effectively deployed required the inven-
tion of a new system of (public and private) measures and accounts, which
culminated in the famous – and today widely contested concept of – Gross
National Product32. Doesn’t this resonate with the present?

Notes
1) Released as a work in progress open to further developments (beginning with the next
FCF planned for this year), it can be consulted at: http://fcforum.net.
2) www.networked-politics.info
3) See David Boiler, “Viral Spiral”, The New Press, 2008.
4 )See, for example, James Boyle, The Second Enclosures Movement and the Construction
of the Public Domain”, at: www.law.duke.edu/pd/papers/boyle.pdf
5) Intellectual property rights include a variety of legal rules that prevent people from hav-
ing free access to the use of various kinds of knowledge and information: patents restrict
the use of inventions; copyrights prevent the duplication of intellectual products and artis-
tic creations; trademarks protect the use of brand names.
6) This short presentation of the FC movements heavily relies on an article by Felix Stalder,
though I have to add that the article is much richer and theoretically denser than this pres-
entation. Quotes were extracted from that article. For consulting it, see: Felix Stalder (in
press). Digital Commons. In: Keith Hart, Jean-Louis Laville, Antonio David Cattani (eds).
The Human Economy: A World Citizen’s Guide. Cambridge, UK, Polity Press.
7) In computer science, source code is a collection of statements or declarations written in
some humanly readable computer programming language. In proprietary software it is “en-
closed”, it is not readable. In such a way you cannot understand how it works and what it
does. The problem is a double one: lack of transparency and the impossibility to copy or
improve it.
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governable by simple authoritative mechanisms. But, more deeply, this con-
figuration also brings people to question the adequacy, legitimacy and effi-
ciency of the property regimes as we know them, be they private or state
ones. The increasing rediscovery of the notion of commons by the FC move-
ments – and indeed beyond these movements – has its roots here. Though
yet arguably indefinite, it reflects the search for a new conceptual guide in
the design of new institutional frameworks more attuned to these relations
of production.

Let’s now turn to another aspect: the nature and organisation of work.
When we look at the qualities which need to be mobilised and at the forms
of organisation of production in these spheres, we observe an increasing im-
portance of attitudes and capacities such as creativity, flexibility, develop-
ment of information, continuous learning, problem-solving, initiative, com-
municational and relational skills, decision-making, attention,
experiential/practical/”tacit” knowledge. Now, what makes these qualities pe-
culiar is that they are embedded in the individuals and are not easily repro-
ducible and controllable through planned command or automated mecha-
nisms25. Moreover, they depend on motivations which are not easily re-
ducible to the monetary ones, as is recognised in the same management lit-
erature and experience and as the experience of FC-movements widely con-
firm. The necessity to deal with such a workforce and processes of produc-
tion has been indeed one of the major sources of the crisis of the Fordist or-
ganisation of production and of innovation in management styles. But the
puzzle of the governance of these productive forces – which reflects a blur-
ring of entrepreneurial and managerial functions and of dependent work26 –
is far from being solved27. However, there is another dimension where the ex-
perience of the FC-movements is interesting. There are experiments of a dif-
ferent kind around these problems and these potentials28. These experiences
have contributed to re-frame and manage in a different way complicated
problems related to the meshing and mobilisation of different motivations,
non-hierarchical division of labour, collaboration and coordination, and so
on. And quite interestingly, they have done all this by experimenting with
new notions of what constitutes property, working on the basis of a distrib-
utional/sharing – rather than exclusive – approach to property, conceiving
themselves as producing common resources29.

There is, finally, a third cluster of problems which I would like to highlight
in this brief and very incomplete map. The increased immaterial and social
nature of the processes of production and of products is creating a series of
problems in the systems of measures. Economists, policy-makers and busi-
ness literature are struggling to define new parameters for the measure of the
value of capital, of work, of wealth, of productivity. Such problems are evi-
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See: http://www.wipo.int/ip-development/en/agenda/recommendations.htm. The scan-
dalous case of drugs, indeed, reveals the existence of a second vast and wider front of po-
tential and actual massive infringements of IPR-regimes in developing countries, which
goes well beyond the drugs issue and which is going to be – in terms of the practices of file
sharing online – very difficult and costly to police.
17) Prices have risen four times faster than inflation since 1986. See
http://www.earlham.edu/~peters/fos/overview.htm
18) In OAJ, the same principles of rigorous scientific review are applied, but the accepted
papers are made digitally available online, free of charge and often released under a CC-li-
cense. OAJ were initiated with the Budapest Open Access Initiative in 2002, but soon fol-
lowed by an increasing number of similar initiatives. In April 2010, 4,868 journals were list-
ed in the census of the directory of Open Access Journals. See: http://www.doaj.org/
19) OAJ seem to work, because scholars traditionally do not earn money from their journal
articles, which they write for prestige, research or career interests. OAJ better answer to
problems created by the exponential growth of published knowledge, lowering costs of
production, archive, retrieval and dissemination, while expanding readerships, and thus the
visibility and utility of the works published. The increasing influence of the A2K arguments
is also reflected in an increasing number of policies adopted by public, non-profit – and
sometimes private – funding bodies, which require that research funded by their grants are
made freely accessible.
20) See the 2004 OECD Declaration on Access to Research Data From Public Funding at:
http://www.oecd.org/document/0,2340,en_2649_34487_25998799_1_1_1_1,00.html
21) The tragedy of the anti-commons is a neologism coined by Michael Heller to describe a
coordination breakdown due to the existence of numerous rights holders who fail to coor-
dinate to achieve a desirable end. It applies to projects which involve the use of many
patented techniques and components and which fail to negotiate effectively with all the
patent holders at once. “The Tragedy of the Anticommons”, Harvard Law Review.
22) A similar connection is richly deployed also by Boltanski and Chiapelo in their impor-
tant book; see Boltanski and Chiapelo, The New Spirit of Capitalism, Verso 2005.
23) In some ways, Castells also argues in this direction, when he distinguishes between
mode of production (capitalist) and mode of development (informationalism), though he
considers too much of this overlapping as having been solved. See Manuel Castells, The
Rise of the Network Society, Blackwell Publishing Ltd, Oxford, 2000.
24) See Bruce Perens, The Emerging Economic Paradigm of Open Source, 2005, at:
http://perens.com/Articles/Economic.html
25) Of course, it can be argued that the frontier between living and dead labour, to use
Marx’s notion, shifts continuously; that nothing is completely new about this situation;
that the expropriation of skills and knowledge and its incorporation in machines and
planned division of labour continuously progresses. For a good line of arguments about
this, see: Ursula Huws, “Material World: The Myth of Weightless Economy”. I think this ar-
gument is valid. Nevertheless, in contemporary capitalism the structural instability and dy-
namism of all the references – technological, cultural, geographical –, the continuous shift
of opportunities, the strategic role of innovation and its structural integration in the
process of production, give to these qualities of the workers an undoubted new and struc-
tural importance.
26) Yann Moulier Boutang, Cognitive Capitalism and Entrepreneurship. Decline in Indus-
trial Entrepreneurship and the Rising of Collective Intelligence, 2007, availabe at:
www.economyandsociety.org/events/YMoulier_Boutang.pdf
27) There is a lot of complaining among the managers of companies, especially when they
heavily depend on knowledge and creativity, who believe they are “tapping into the 25 or

8) As of August 2007, the GPL accounted for nearly 65% of the 43,442 free software proj-
ects listed on Freshmeat, and as of January 2006, about 68% of the projects listed on
SourceForge.net.
9) Or, to use the rancorous words of Microsoft top executives: in a “viral” and “cancerous”
way. In 2001, Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer referred to GNU/Linux as “a cancer that attach-
es itself in an intellectual property sense to everything it touches”. The GPL has been de-
scribed as being “viral” by Craig Mundie, Microsoft Senior Vice President.
10) Copyrights were strengthened by a series of international agreements – most impor-
tantly, the World Intellectual Property Organization Copyright Treaty (1996) and legisla-
tion like, for example, the US Digital Millennium Copyright Act (1998) and the EU Copy-
right Directive (2001) -, the intensification of litigations and the implementation of tech-
nologies of ubiquitous surveillance of social communication, like the DRM (Digital Right
Management). Up to now they have not succeeded in arresting the crisis. One of the most
popular legal and technical inventions to bypass these controls have been the systems of
P2P file sharing, which create puzzled and fragmented networks of exchange of micro
pieces of files and which further boosted the popularity of these “permissive” and “illegal”
cultural practises of sharing music or film.
11) Some versions also allow free transformation of the works, and others for commercial
use. See: http://creativecommons.org
12) http://wiki.creativecommons.org/Metrics
13) Just to give some data, in the English-language version only, the encyclopedia contains
more than 3 million entries, cooperatively and voluntarily written by 10 million registered
users and countless anonymous ones. Financed mainly by donations, Wikipedia is actually
one of the most popular and comprehensive online reference sites, used by about 330 mil-
lion people every month.
14) The Charter released in the FCF lists a variety of ways of achieving sustainability devel-
oped by initiatives based on free culture principles, some more consolidated, some still ex-
perimental: “The economy models for sustaining cultural production include among others:
non-monetary donations and exchange (i.e. gift, time banking and barter); direct financing
(i.e. subscriptions and donations); shared capital (i.e. matching funds, cooperatives of pro-
ducers, inter-financing / social economy, P2P-banking, coining virtual money, crowd fund-
ing, open capital, community based investment cooperatives and consumer coops); founda-
tions guaranteeing infrastructure for the projects; public funding (i.e. basic incomes, mutu-
alized fundings, grants, awards, subsidies, public contracts and commissions); private fund-
ing (i.e. venture investment, shares, private patronage, business investment infrastructure
pools); commercial activities (including goods and services) and combination of P2P-distri-
bution and low cost streaming. The combination of these options is increasingly viable both
for independent creators and industry”. The Charter also promotes the principle of combin-
ing several sources of finance, as a way of guaranteeing independence of the creators. For a
concrete example see also: http://www.archive.org/details/netlabels
15) This prompted an international campaign of protest. But, as it was, when a South
African court pressed the pharmaceutical companies to open their books and prove the re-
search costs they claimed to have suffered, they preferred to withdraw their suit. See: “Yale
University Shares Profits from AIDS Drugs”, Le Monde diplomatique Feb. 2002, available at
www.mindfully.org/Industry/Yale-University-AIDS-ProfitsFeb02.htm.
16) This culminated, in 2007, in the adoption of a “development agenda” at the World In-
tellectual Property Organisation (WIPO), a sub-organisation of the United Nations, which
recognised the “benefits of a rich public domain” and of “protection of traditional knowl-
edge”. As for the defeat of software patents in the European parliament, this represented a
second political victory in getting knowledge regimes other than IPRs officially recognised.
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30 percent of what their employees have within them”. And it is sufficient to look at the
shelves of a bookshop dedicated to management to get a sense of the importance that is
given to the problem of mobilising the motivations of the “team”. As has been said, the is-
sue at stake here is to win the “worker’s soul”. For an interesting analysis of these processes
of production, see: Maurizio Lazzarato, Immaterial Work, available at: http://www.genera-
tion-online.org/c/fcimmateriallabour3.htm.
28) As Weber poses it: if they “have found a way to tap a greater percentage of human cre-
ative motivation (if only a 10 percent extra), then the question of how to generalize and ex-
pand the scope of that experiment becomes a very interesting one to a much wider group
of people”. Steve Weber, The Success of Open Source, Harvard University Press, 2004.
29) This is one of the conclusions of the excellent book by Steve Weber, The Success of
Open Source, Harvard University Press, 2004.
30) Matteo Pasquinelli, The Ideology of Free Culture and the Grammar of Sabotage, avail-
able at: www.generation-online.org/c/fc_rent4.pdf. Pasquinelli is an acute critic of what he
calls the “Ideology of Free Culture”. There are four aspects of his critique which are impor-
tant: the usually missing conceptualisation of capitalism; the connected removal of the
problem of labour exploitation; the obliteration of the fundamental and persistent role of
material production and of its asymmetrical relation of power with the immaterial sphere;
the emergence of new forms of accumulation in the immaterial sphere different from the
ones founded on the IPRs.
31) Putting aside the complex issue of how finance relates to these processes, the same
Open Source model, when adopted by commercial companies, represents a case of this
kind. The model of Google and of the commercial social media is probably one of the most
interesting examples. An interesting discussion of these models is by: Tiziana Terranova,
who frames the concept of “free work” (which means both self-chosen and not paid), to
capture the way the commercial social networks produce value, exploiting a wide range of
spontaneous behaviour of their users. But traces of this can be identified also in other sec-
tors, like media, fashion, marketing, advertising and even in consumption behaviours. See:
Tiziana Terranova, Cultura Network, Manifestolibri, 2006,
32) Much critique, since the 70s, has been accumulated toward the irrationalities of the
GDP-system, of which the problems considered here represent only one of the sources.
That the problem has reached a critical dimension is demonstrated by the recent promo-
tion of official initiatives by governments, like the British and the French.
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About Good and Bad of 
Copenhagen

In recent months climate policy was on the top of the agenda of inter-
national politics. Many international meetings took place in the run-

up to the climate summit in Copenhagen. However, despite some ex-
travagant statements by the big international players they were not real-
ly willing to tackle the climate challenge. Consequently, the Copen-
hagen Summit failed. Instead of a binding international agreement to
combat climate change the conference did not even agree on the final
declaration – which was completely unambitious – but only made note
of it.

The Copenhagen Accord does not contain any number for the reduc-
tion of greenhouse gas emissions. Voluntary emissions targets that were
conveyed to the UN as a follow-up to Copenhagen would most probably
lead to an increase of average global temperature of 3.5 degrees Celsius.
This would have disastrous effects for many regions in the world. The so-
cial and economic consequences can hardly be underestimated.

Meanwhile, the newly elected commissioner for climate policy Connie
Hedegaard already announced that the EU will not push for a decision
on a binding agreement at the next UN climate conference in
Cancun/Mexico at the end of this year. Although this reflects a quite re-
alistic analysis of the current state of negotiations it is exactly the wrong
signal for the EU to send, especially if it still sees itself as playing a lead-
ership role in these negotiations. On the other hand, one could say, this

Lothar Bisky



change. On the other hand, climate protection measures will only be ac-
cepted if they are conceived in a just and fair way.

It is our responsibility to succeed in our efforts for climate protection:
It is our responsibility for our children and grandchildren. Because it is
true and remains true that we have only borrowed the earth from our
children.

Excerpt from the address by Lothar Bisky at the “Climate Party Initiative”-Meeting, March 26 to

28, 2010, Lisbon
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is completely in line with the reluctance of the EU to push negotiations
by committing itself to a 30 percent greenhouse gas reduction target for
the year 2020. However, the EU is now only proposing a 20 percent re-
duction which is far from being consistent with the 2 degree goal the EU
agreed upon.

Most EU governments have not learned their lessons from Copenhagen.
For example, in Copenhagen Germany’s Angela Merkel promised 420 mil-
lion Euro as “climate finance” for developing countries. Recent budget deci-
sions (March 19) only contained 70 million Euro of new and additional
money. This is what remains of the former “climate chancellor”.

Nevertheless, Copenhagen had its positive sides. We have seen some
developing countries like Bolivia, Venezuela, but also small island states
like Tuvalu, acting more self-confidently in the negotiations than ever
before. And beyond the convention centre we saw the initial steps of a
new movement for climate justice. There were 100,000 people demon-
strating before the final negotiation week started and tens of thousands
at the alternative summit during the two conference weeks. This creates
new opportunities to build alliances between left parties/left govern-
ments and social movements. Against this background – the failure of
the official negotiations and the growing resistance – Evo Morales issued
an invitation to an alternative climate summit in Cochabamba at the end
of April. It is expected that about ten thousand people from social move-
ments, left parties and environmental organisations will convene in
Cochabamba to explore alternatives to current climate policies to over-
come the current deadlock in negotiations.

Another positive outcome of Copenhagen: There is a growing under-
standing that we can’t wait for an international agreement before we
start tackling climate change. Instead of too much focussing on the in-
ternational negotiations we have to focus on the required structural
change in the energy sector, in the transport sector and production pat-
terns as a whole. What does this mean? It means: promote renewable en-
ergy and energy efficiency; no new coal-driven power plants in industri-
alised countries that would perpetuate the fossil-fuel mode of producing
electricity; expansion of public transportation at reasonably low prices
to offer alternatives to individual automobile transportation.

Public transportation is a good example showing that social and eco-
logical change are two sides of the same coin. This is why the environ-
mental challenge is fundamental for left parties. As the impact of climate
change is going to hit the poorest people first and hardest, globally and
within countries, the prevention of climate change is a social justice is-
sue. Aiming at global social justice therefore requires tackling climate
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Document:
System Change – Not Climate
Change 
A People’s Declaration from Klimaforum09 

SUMMARY

There are solutions to the climate crisis. What people and the planet
need is a just and sustainable transition of our societies to a form

that will ensure the rights of life and dignity of all peoples and deliver a
more fertile planet and more fulfilling lives to future generations.

We, participating peoples, communities, and all organizations at the Kli-
maforum09 in Copenhagen, call upon every person, organization, govern-
ment, and institution, including the United Nations (UN), to contribute to
this necessary transition. It will be a challenging task. The crisis of today
has economic, social, environmental, geopolitical, and ideological aspects
interacting with and reinforcing each other as well as the climate crisis. For
this reason, we call for urgent climate action:

A complete abandonment of fossil fuels within the next 30 years, which
must include specific milestones for every 5-year period. We demand an
immediate cut in GHG of industrialized countries of at least 40% com-
pared to 1990 levels by 2020.

Recognition, payment and compensation of climate debt for the over-
consumption of atmospheric space and adverse effects of climate change
on all affected groups and people.

A rejection of purely market-oriented and technology-centred false and
dangerous solutions such as nuclear energy, agro-fuels, carbon capture
and storage, Clean Development Mechanisms, biochar, genetically “cli-
mate-readied” crops, geo-engineering, and reducing emissions from de-



ensure the rights of life and dignity of all people and deliver a more fertile
planet and more fulfilling lives to present and future generations. This
transition must be based on principles of solidarity – especially on behalf
of the most vulnerable – non-discrimination, gender equality, equity, and
sustainability, acknowledging that we are part of nature, which we love
and respect. To address the climate crisis, however, awareness creation and
determined actions adhering to a rights-based framework are required. All
nations have an obligation to cooperate internationally to ensure respect
for human rights everywhere in the world, in accordance with the Charter
of the United Nations.

We, participating peoples, communities, and all organizations at the Kli-
maforum09 in Copenhagen, call upon every person, organization, govern-
ment, and institution, including the United Nations (UN), to contribute to
this necessary transition. It will be a challenging task. The crisis of today
has economic, social, environmental, geopolitical, and ideological aspects
interacting with and reinforcing each other as well as the climate crisis.
This very moment of conjunction of crises – climate, energy, financial,
food, and water crises, among others –, urges us to unite and transform the
dominant social and economic system as well as global governance, which
currently block necessary solutions to the climate crisis. For this reason, a
movement from below is called upon to act now.

Environmental and climate debts must be paid. No false, dangerous, or
short-term solutions should be promoted and adopted, such as nuclear
power, agro-fuels, offsetting, carbon capture and storage (CCS), biochar,
geo-engineering, and carbon trading. Instead, we should implement a tru-
ly sustainable transition built on clean, safe, and renewable resources as
well as energy conservation. We welcome alliances across social move-
ments and sectors, representing all ages, genders, ethnicities, faiths, com-
munities, and nationalities. We want to take the future into our own hands
by building a strong and popular movement of youth, women, men, work-
ers, peasants, fisher folks, indigenous peoples, people of colour, and urban
and rural social groups; a movement that is able to act at all levels of soci-
ety to deal with environmental degradation and climate change. We call
for a new international economic order and support a strong and demo-
cratic UN as opposed to G8, G20 or other closed groups of powerful coun-
tries.

2. The challenge as we see it: 
The concentration of greenhouse gasses (GHGs) in the atmosphere is al-

ready so high that the climate system has been brought out of balance. The
CO2 concentration and global temperatures have increased more rapidly
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forestation and forest degradation (REDD), which deepens social and en-
vironmental conflicts.

Real solutions to climate crisis based on safe, clean, renewable, and sus-
tainable use of natural resources, as well as transitions to food, energy,
land, and water sovereignty.

Therefore, we demand that COP15 reach an agreement that will initiate
the restoration of the environmental, social, and economic balance of
planet Earth by means that are environmentally, socially, and economical-
ly sustainable and equitable, and finally come up with a legally binding
treaty.

The adverse impacts of human-induced climate change cause gross vio-
lations of human rights. All nations have an obligation to cooperate inter-
nationally to ensure respect for human rights everywhere in the world in
accordance with the Charter of the United Nations. Any specific agree-
ment on climate change must be seen in the broader context of achieving
a sustainable transition of our societies.

We, participating peoples and organisations at Klimaforum09, commit
to continue our full and active engagement in promoting such a transi-
tion, which will require a fundamental change in social, political, and eco-
nomic structures and a rectification of gender, class, race, generational,
and ethnic inequalities and injustices.

This requires a restoration of the democratic sovereignty of our local
communities and of their role as a basic social, political, and economic
unit. Local and democratic ownership of, control over, and access to nat-
ural resources will be the basis for meaningful and sustainable develop-
ment of communities and simultaneously for reducing greenhouse gas
emissions. There is also a need for stronger regional and international co-
operative arrangements to manage common and shared resources, as well
as for a stronger and democratic UN.

We call upon every concerned person, social movement, and cultural,
political or economic organisation to join us in building a strong global
movement of movements, which can bring forward peoples’ visions and
demands at every level of society. Together, we can make global transitions
to sustainable futures.

System change – not climate change 

A People’s Declaration from Klimaforum09 
1. Preamble 

There are solutions to the climate crisis. What people and the planet
need is a just and sustainable transition of our societies to a form that will

104
P

o
rt

o
 A

le
g

re
: 

Th
e 

W
o

rl
d

 T
en

 Y
ea

rs
 A

ft
er



with the threats of climate change and environmental degradation. The
so-called strategy of “green growth” or “sustainable growth” has turned
out to be an excuse for pursuing the same basic model of economic devel-
opment that is one of the root causes of environmental destruction and
the climate crisis.

3. The causes as we see them: 
The immediate and primary cause of humaninduced climate change is

an unprecedented emission of greenhouse gasses (GHGs) into the atmos-
phere originating from the increasing burning of fossil fuels for industri-
al, commercial, transportation and military purposes, to mention a few
but significant sources. Other important drivers of climate change are for-
est degradation – excluding indigenous people’s sustainable practice of
shifting cultivations – deforestation, extractive industries, disturbance of
the water cycle, expansion of industrial agriculture areas through land
grabbing, increased industrial meat-production, and other types of unsus-
tainable use of natural resources.

Uneven control and ownership over resources 
These immediate causes are the results of an unsustainable global eco-

nomic system built on unequal access to and control over the planet’s lim-
ited resources and the benefits that accrue from their use. This system is
premised on the appropriation of local, national, and planetary commons
by local and global elites. What has been praised as great strides in tech-
nology, production, and human progress has in fact precipitated global
ecological and development disasters. Still, a privileged global elite en-
gages in reckless profit-driven production and grossly excessive consump-
tion while a very large proportion of humanity is mired in poverty with
mere survival-and-subsistence consumption, or even less. This is the situ-
ation not only in countries of the South but also in the North. The world’s
largest transnational corporations (TNCs), based mainly in the northern
countries and tax-havens, but with expanding operations, have long been
at the forefront of these excesses.

The competition among global corporations and rich nations for re-
sources and greater market shares, as well as trade agreements and treaties,
have led to a neo-colonial suppression of southern peoples, denying them
rightful ownership and control of their resources. The World Trade Orga-
nization (WTO) and international financial institutions, as well as the Eu-
ropean Union (EU) and United States (US), using bilateral trade agree-
ments, are increasing the privatization and commoditization of public re-
sources, intensifying the plunder of natural resources of underdeveloped
countries, and imposing conditions that increase their dependence.
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in the last 50 years than ever before on Earth, and will rise even faster in
the coming decades. This adds to a multitude of other serious ecological
imbalances, the impacts of which threaten the lives and livelihoods of the
people of the world, most acutely, impoverished people and other vulner-
able groups.

The imbalance of the climate system leads to greater and more frequent
extremes of heat and rainfall patterns, tropical cyclones, hurricanes and
typhoons, extreme flooding and droughts, loss of biodiversity, landslides,
rising sea levels, shortage of drinking water, shorter growing seasons, low-
er yields, lost or deteriorated agricultural land, decreased agricultural pro-
duction, losses of live-stock, extinction of ecosystems, and diminished fish
stocks, among others. These phenomena result in food crises, famine, ill-
ness, death, displacement, and the extinction of sustainable ways of life.
Interacting with this is the introduction of genetically modified organisms
(GMOs), monoculture farming, and industrialized agriculture, all strong-
ly promoted by corporations. These seriously threaten the stability and di-
versity of ecosystems, marginalize and impoverish small-scale farmers,
and undermine food sovereignty. Corporate-controlled agriculture is
geared to meet an inflated global demand generated by over-consumption
especially in the North, rather than for local basic needs. The same can be
said about modern industrial fisheries, intensive forestry and mining,
which destroy ecosystems, diminish biodiversity and destroy the life and
livelihoods of local communities.

These effects of climate change together with growing social inequalities
and severe impacts on our common environment are already devastating
the lives of millions of people as well as their local communities. Howev-
er, we – the people – are not prepared to accept this fact as our fate. That
is why there are fast growing popular movements determined to defend
their livelihoods and stand up against those forces and causes that have led
us onto this ultimately suicidal route of environmental destruction.

In Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Oceania and South and Central Ameri-
ca, as well as the periphery of North America and Europe, popular move-
ments are rising to confront the exploitation of their land by foreign inter-
ests, and to regain control over their own resources. A new type of activism
has revitalized the environmental movements, leading to a wide variety of
protests and actions against mining, dams, deforestation, coal-fired power
plants, air travel, and the building of new roads, among others. There is a
growing awareness about the need to change the present economic para-
digm in a very fundamental way. Among various movements, alternative
ways of life are proliferating. At the same time it is becoming evident to the
public that the present holders of power are unwilling to face and deal
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agricultural production must be primarily geared towards meeting local
needs, encourage self-sufficiency, promote local employment, and min-
imize resource use, waste and GHG emissions in the process.

● Democratic ownership and control of economy: The reorganization of
society’s productive units around more democratic forms of ownership
and management, in order to meet people’s basic needs, such as employ-
ment creation; access to water, housing, land, health care, and education;
food sovereignty; and ecological sustainability. Public policy must make
sure that the financial system serves public interests and channel re-
sources for the sustainable transformation of industry, agriculture, and
services.

● Energy sovereignty: A dramatic reduction of energy consumption espe-
cially in the enriched countries, combined with a mix of renewable and
public energy sources such as solar, wind, geothermal, mini-hydro, wave,
and tidal; the development of off-the-grid electricity distribution to se-
cure energy supplies to communities; and public ownership of the grid.

● Ecological planning of urban and rural zones: The aim is a radical re-
duction in the inputs of energy and resources and the outputs of waste
and pollution, while encouraging locally based supply of basic needs of
the citizens. An urban and rural planning built on social justice and
equal service to all, reducing the need for transport. Promoting public
transport systems such as light and high-speed rail-systems and bicycles,
reducing the need for private motor vehicles and thus decongesting the
roads, improving health and reducing energy consumption.

● Education, science and cultural institutions: Re-orientate public re-
search and education to meet the needs of people and the environment,
rather than the present bias for developing commercially profitable and
proprietary technologies. Research and development should be primari-
ly an open and collaborative endeavour in the common interest of hu-
mankind. Eliminate patents on ideas and technology. Fair and just ex-
change of appropriate technologies, traditional knowledge, and indige-
nous innovative practices and ideas between countries should be en-
couraged.

● An end to militarism and wars: The present fossil fuel based develop-
ment model leads to violence, war, and military conflict over control of
energy, land, water, and other natural resources. This is demonstrated by
the US-led invasion and occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as
militarization across the globe in regions rich in fossil fuels and other
natural resources. Peasants and indigenous communities are also being
violently displaced from their lands to make way for agrofuel planta-
tions. Trillions of dollars are spent on the military-industrial complex,

D
o

cu
m

en
t: S

ystem
 C

h
a

n
g

e – N
o

t C
lim

a
te C

h
a

n
g

e 
109

Prevailing patterns of thought and alternatives 
The development model promoted by these institutions is not only a

question of “economics.” The prevailing economic paradigm is strongly
related to a system of thought that is based on an imagination conception
of the human being as “economic man.” This ideology is reinforced by cor-
porate media and marketing firms that promote egoism, competition, ma-
terial consumption, and boundless accumulation of private wealth in ut-
ter disregard of the social and ecological consequences of such behaviour.
This system of thought is intimately intertwined with patterns of patri-
archy and paternalism.

If we really want to address this crisis, we need to recognize that the hu-
man species is part of both nature and society and cannot exist without ei-
ther. Therefore if humanity is to survive, we need to respect the integrity
of Mother Earth and strive for harmony with nature and for peace within
and between cultures. We are at once citizens of different nations and of
one world. Everyone shares responsibility for the present and future well-
being of the human family and the larger living world. The spirit of hu-
man solidarity and kinship with all life is strengthened when we live ac-
cording to the principle of “One among many.”

4. A just and sustainable transition 
It is clear that solving the climate crisis requires far-reaching transfor-

mations, which are currently excluded from the agenda of policy-makers
in governments and multilateral institutions. People are calling for system
change, not “business-as-usual” and the uncritical use of technology and
market fixes to which powerful interests have confined the climate agenda.

People’s movements embrace a number of alternative visions for society
and concrete steps that must be taken in order to move towards a sustain-
able future while addressing the climate, water, food, and economic crises
at the same time. Such a sustainable transition will begin by many differ-
ent initiatives. Some of these steps towards sustainable transition are:
● Food sovereignty and ecological agriculture: Uphold the rights of peo-

ple, communities, and countries to determine their own systems of pro-
duction, including farming, fishing, food, forestry, and land policies that
are ecologically, socially, economically, and culturally appropriate to the
circumstances. People’s, especially women’s access to and control over
productive resources such as land, seeds, and water must be respected
and guaranteed. Agricultural production must rely principally on local
knowledge, appropriate technology, and ecologically sustainable tech-
niques that bind CO2 in the diverse and native plant systems, bind wa-
ter, and return more nutrients to the soil than were taken out. Food and
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Climate Change of Rio de Janeiro and later in the 1997 Kyoto-protocol, re-
sults are meagre and the problems have not been solved. Indeed, it has
worsened as the principles, targets, and timelines of both the Convention
and the Protocol have made little headway.

The same big corporate interests that are largely responsible for causing
the climate crisis appear to have immense influence on climate policies at
the national and global level. We strongly oppose this undemocratic influ-
ence of corporate lobbyism in the current COP-negotiations. Contrary to
this, we call on states to put in place an appraisal mechanism for all poli-
cies and policy instruments under the UNFCCC, to ensure inclusive and
deliberative multi-stakeholder processes that repair existing inequalities,
whether based on gender, colour, age, disability or other forms of discrim-
ination in the COP-negotiations. We demand that COP15 reach an agree-
ment that will initiate the restoration of the environmental, social, and
economic balance of planet Earth by means that are environmentally, so-
cially, and economically sustainable and equitable, and finally come up
with a legally binding treaty.

Our demands 
We are raising our voices to the leaders in the UNFCCC to put forward

the people’s demands and alternatives.
1. Phasing out fossil fuel: We call for a clear strategy for dismantling the

fossil fuel era within the next 30 years, which must include specific
milestones for every 5-year period. We demand an immediate cut in
GHG emissions of industrialized countries of at least 40% compared
1990 levels by 2020.

2. Reparations and compensation for Climate Debt and crimes: We de-
mand full reparations for southern countries and those impoverished
by northern states, TNCs, and tax-haven institutions. By this, we
partly address historical injustices associated to inequitable industri-
alization and climate change, originating in the genocide of indige-
nous nations, transatlantic slave trade, colonial era, and invasions.
This must be accompanied by an equally clear strategy for compen-
sating impoverished people for the climate and broader ecological
debt owed by the enriched. A global and democratic fund should be
established to give direct support to the victims of climate change.
Developed countries must provide new, mandatory, adequate, and
reliable financing as well as patent-free technologies so that develop-
ing countries can better adapt to adverse climate impacts and under-
take emission reductions. This would allow developing countries to
play their part in curbing climate change, while still meeting the
needs and aspirations of their people. International financial institu-
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thus wasting enormous material and human resources, which should in-
stead be devoted to implementing a sustainable transition.

By taking steps forward, we can learn by doing. These steps will help us
to convince the broad majority of people that a sustainable transition en-
tails the promise of a more fulfilling and good life. The social, political,
economic, and environmental fields are closely interrelated. A coherent
strategy must therefore address them all, which indeed is the central idea
behind the concept of sustainable transition.

One aspect of this concept is the restoration of local communities rather
than the global market as a basic social, political, and economic unit. So-
cial cohesion, democratic participation, economic accountability, and eco-
logical responsibility can only be accomplished by restoring decision-
making at the lowest appropriate level. This is a basic lesson we have
learned from ethnic cultures and local communities.

A community-based approach does not, however, contradict the need
for extensive international cooperation. On the contrary, it will need
stronger alliances within and across all borders between direct producers
in agriculture, forestry, fisheries, and industry. Alliances also built on the
strength of gen-der equality and on recognizing and overcoming unjust
power relations at all levels. It also includes the need for stronger regional
and international cooperative arrangements to manage common and
shared resources, such as cross-border water resources. Furthermore, in-
ternational cooperation will promote the full mutual exchange of ideas,
technologies, and expertise across all boundaries, as well as an open-mind-
ed dialogue between different cultures, based on mutual respect.

5. Paths to transition 
Many people are involved in the practical creation of more sustainable

industry, agriculture, forestry, and fishery as well as in the renewable ener-
gy sector. These initiatives within the system have furthermore created al-
liances with other sectors of society, trade unions, consumers, city
dwellers, teachers, and researchers, all of whom are striving towards sus-
tainable ways of life.

United Nations (UN) and Conference of Parties (COP) 
We need to address the UN negotiations on Climate Change, and the

15th Conference of Parties (COP15) on the UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The lessons from previous rounds of ne-
gotiations are not very promising. Despite the high-profile schemes for
concerted action launched first in the 1992 Framework Convention on



sovereignty over resources, and promote solidarity between people
and nations. A mechanism for strict surveillance and control of the
operations of TNCs should be created as well.

Finally, we commit ourselves to a full and active involvement in carrying
our sustainable transitions of our societies along the lines put forward in
this Declaration.

6. A global movement for sustainable transition 
Irrespective of the outcome of the Copenhagen Summit on Climate

Change, there is an urgent need to build a global movement of movements
dedicated to the long-term task of promoting a sustainable transition of
our societies. Contrary to the prevailing power structures, this movement
must grow from the bottom and up. What is needed is a broad alliance of
environmental movements, social movements, trade unions, farmers, civ-
il societies, and other aligned parties that can work together in everyday
political struggle on the local as well as national and international level.
Such an alliance entails at the same time the creation of a new mindset and
of new types of social activisms, and must be capable not only of reacting
to unsustainable practices, but also showing by example how a new sus-
tainable economy can indeed function.

We, participating peoples, communities, and social organizations at Kli-
maforum09 are all committed to build on the results achieved at this event
in the further development of a global movement of movements.

This Declaration aims to inspire the further development of such a
movement by pointing to the general direction in which we choose to
move. Together, we can make global transitions to sustainable future. Join
us.
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tions, donor agencies, and trade mechanisms should have no part in
reparations.

3. An immediate global ban on deforestation of primary forests and the
parallel initiation of an ambitious global tree-planting program
based on native and diverse species in partnership with indigenous
peoples and forestdependent communities. Similarly, a ban on large-
scale industrialized fishing methods and a return to primarily local
and sustainable fishing practices. Finally, a ban on land grabbing by
foreign interests and the full acceptance of people’s sovereignty over
natural resources.

4. We express strong opposition to purely market-oriented and technol-
ogy-centred false and dangerous solutions put forward by many cor-
porations, governments, and international financial institutions.
These include nuclear energy, agro-fuels, carbon capture and storage,
Clean Development Mechanisms, biochar, genetically “climate-read-
ied” crops, geo-engineering, and reducing emissions from deforesta-
tion and forest degradation (REDD) as currently defined by the UN-
FCCC. These only produce new environmental threats, without real-
ly solving the climate crisis. Carbon trading and offsetting are also
false and unjust instruments, because they treat a common planetary
resource – the atmosphere – as a commodity that can be owned and
traded. So far, the system has not proven its merits, and by allowing
rich countries to offset their reduction obligations, it has maintained
this unjust and unsustainable system.

5. Equitable tax on carbon emissions: Instead of the regime of tradable
emission quotas we demand an equitable tax on carbon emissions.
Revenues from this carbon tax should be returned equitably to peo-
ple, and a portion should be used to compensate and contribute to fi-
nance adaptation and mitigation. This is, however, not a substitute
for repayment of already accumulated climate debt. This compensa-
tion and funding should be unconditional and free of market mech-
anisms and financial institutions. Reduction of emissions must be
strongly encouraged by a briskly increasing, transparent carbon tax,
in addition to direct regulations to drive the phase-out of fossil fuels,
while enabling safe, clean and renewable energy.

6. Multilateral institutions and TNCs: Unjust, unsustainable, and unac-
countable global economic and financial institutions like the WTO,
the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), regional
development banks, donor institutions, and trade agreements should
be replaced by democratic and equitable institutions functioning in
accordance with the United Nations Charter, that respect people’s
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Crisis, Europe, Alternatives 
and Strategic Challenges 
for the European Left1

After the EU-summit in March it is becoming even more obvious to what
extent the EU and the governments are in quite a dogmatic and irrespon-

sible way setting the course for a downward spiral. Merkel and her coalition
are continuing their aggressive policies. And without showing the faintest sign
of doubt, Olli Rehn, Commissioner for Economic and Monetary Affairs,2 is
heading straight towards the abyss when he emphasises that after the fire
brigade’s intervention in Greece, in a second phase the budgets of the individ-
ual states have to undergo a process of scrutiny before they are adopted for
good and that in a third phase the EU treaties should be amended in the spir-
it of economic governance. In this situation, the IMF is conceded, not only in
the peripheries, the role of austerity-policeman, but after interventions in
Eastern Europe it is expanding its field of action directly into the euro-zone.

The situation is provoking ever more pessimism as far as the future of
the EU, the EU-zone and the individual countries respectively is con-
cerned. Thus, within the EU, the left and the trade unions are confronted
with the strategic questions with a new urgency.3

Greece, the South, the Baltic and Eastern European countries 

Greece is the first in the series of European debt bombs. The discussion
about the “PIGS” should not make us forget that the situation in many

Elisabeth Gauthier



mand, through their austerity “recommendations”. France feels that the ef-
fort required is already considerable, while Germany would like to make it
even tougher.

A real test of strength between the interests of the people of Europe, and
those of the European powers is beginning now. It is in the name of a “Eu-
rope for the peoples” and of “another Europe for another world”, in the in-
terest of all the peoples of Europe to find alternative solutions for all the
countries in need (including Greece), helping them to face the crisis.

New answers are required of the left

The problems on the left derive – partly at least – from the fact that dur-
ing the last decades left forces continual to be unable to come up with a
compelling interpretation of the deep transformations of the capitalist
system: the development of “financial market capitalism” after the crisis of
Fordism and over-accumulation of capital with growing imbalances in the
global system. This has had immense impact on the evolution of the work-
ing classes, on political and ideological power. The left, which has to be
built up by a variety of social forces – e.g. by members of the working
classes as well as by long-term unemployed with loose contact with the
“world of labour” – has to integrate different social experiences and cul-
tures of radical thought. The left lost a hold on labour or was not able to
renew it in a period of deep social transformations. During periods of
mass unemployment, the left (in different countries) focussed its dis-
course and programmes on employment problems and ignored the labour
question as a field of social, political and ideological confrontation. These
deficits have made it difficult to understand the “big crisis” and to develop
adequate alternative thinking.

What we are dealing with actually are two simultaneous crises: a financial
crisis and a crisis of the real economy. With the advent of finance-market
driven capitalism the foundations of production, of wage labour and hard-
fought-for social achievements as well as the cohesion of entire societies
have been undermined. The unfolding, the interrelatedness and the depth
of the financial, economic, ecological, social and debt crises clearly show
that the overall crisis is one of the entire accumulation and regulation
model in the phase of financial-market capitalism. The current situation is
not the consequence of globalisation but of global financial-market capital-
ism. Further consequences of the social, economic and ecological failure of
global capitalism are geo-political changes, which lead to new tensions,
dangers and armed skirmishes. In the EU, contradictions will become so
acute that a collapse of the Euro-zone is not entirely out of the question.9
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eastern countries is even more explosive. “The post-communist economies
were structured from the start to benefit foreign interests, not local
economies. All these debts are unpayably high because most of these coun-
tries are running deepening trade deficits and are sinking into depression.”
4

The reality of the crisis shows that, in many respects, Europe is a conti-
nent that is increasingly split. This is firstly due to the dominant compet-
itive position of German capital as against that of “Mediterranean capital-
ism”. This then feeds a differentiated tendency to indebtedness … the
member countries develop in divergent ways in terms of their competi-
tiveness”5. Germany is successfully playing the game of “beggar my neigh-
bour” regarding the other countries of the Euro-zone by creaming off their
economic demand and exporting its unemployment. Concern is growing
regarding Italy and Spain (their fiscal revenues are plummeting) – two
countries where the grey economy represents a major and uncontrolled
part of the GDP – and Portugal, where the government adopted a drastic
austerity plan at the end of March.

In the framework of the single currency, the lack of co ordination, of
measures in favour of harmonisation and of reducing inequality leaves the
weakest economies without any means of reacting. They are thus driven to
adjust to the situation either through indebtedness or austerity measures.
If there is certainly criticism to be made of the Greek government’s poli-
cies, including its large military expenses (in complicity with those coun-
tries interested in arms exports), one should also condemn the egoism of
the most powerful European states, so harmful to the whole region. The
aggravation of the crisis in Greece will also have disastrous effects in the
Balkans, where Greek bank capital is very present and where an estimated
8,000 Greek firms have invested.6

While the banks enjoy loans at 1% from the ECB, speculators and in-
vestors require 7% from the Greek state, more than double the rates paid
by Germany. The rates demanded by the markets cost more than 0.5% of
Greece’s annual GDP.7 We must urgently break with operations in which
states take over all the risks and accelerate the pauperisation of their soci-
eties while the banks use these safety nets to still further extend their risk-
taking. It would be more suitable to urgently refinance those states in dif-
ficulty under conditions that are clearly below market rates.

In the case of Greece, the EU has decided to set an example and so to test
the available instruments for surveillance of economic and budgetary
policies as a whole, which are being implemented for the first time.8 The
president of the Euro-Group, J.C. Juncker and the 16 Finance Ministers of
the Euro-zone have decided to supervise the disciplining of Greece and de-
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The left has to interpret the political changes in public policies during
the crisis and to develop a line of argument on public debt. It must insist
on the fact that the criteria of economic, social and ecological develop-
ment as well as of world stability require the development of domestic
markets – not on the basis of private or public indebtedness but on the ba-
sis of a distinctly fairer distribution of added value in favour of work and
the public interest.

Looking for a new model of political intervention in the economic field,
the concept of “economic democracy” – in a new and wider definition –
seems an interesting research axis. This multidimensional concept allows
for alternative thinking integrating different levels (new redistribution of
wealth and welfare model, public sector as vector for alternative logics,
growing public power and social property, revalorisation of labour, de-
mocratisation of macroeconomic decisions and of companies, new ambi-
tion and content of regulations). This concept should be one of the fields
where we put together elements in order to form a new picture. In terms
of ecology, we must develop a left standpoint on environmental questions,
through the introduction of class dimensions. We should examine the
concept of a “new mode of development”.

Rehabilitating and updating the concept of class struggles

The present crisis is also an opportunity to rehabilitate the concept of
class struggle, of course not in an old-fashioned, dogmatic or mechanistic
way, but as a powerful concept for social and political change. Harvey un-
derlines the importance of the “economy of dispossession”, making the
rich richer and the poor poorer, and also of the struggles going on simul-
taneously in the world against the different forms of “dispossession” (land,
natural resources, commons, water, public property, social rights, housing,
patents…). Marx always insists on the concept of class as indispensable to
both theory and action. This does not mean trying “to reduce questions of
nature, gender, sexuality, race, religion or whatever to class terms; this is
unacceptable. But,… it is rare for any of them not to internalise a signifi-
cant class dimension the solution to which is a necessary though never suf-
ficient condition for, say, an adequate antiracist or pro-environmentalist
politics….” 12. It is not easy to find the right words – and this is what we
have to try to do – in order to imagine the necessary political answers.

In the current crisis, which might appear as one of antagonism between
Germany and Greece, it is important to show how class struggles are
presently developing within the Euro-zone. In Germany, the capitalist
classes have for more than one decade been trying to involve the employ-
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of systemic reforms. The rescue and stimulus packages are designed only
for the short run without the new dynamism of a new accumulation
regime. The left must prepare for the long run. More than before, the im-
mediate alternative proposals have to be nourished by alternative logics.

We must not lose sight of the fact that the crisis in Europe is not one
favourable to the left but to abstention, to sanctions against the left. Na-
tionalist, or right-wing populist trends, even extremist ones may find
favourable ground here, especially as divisions are intensifying between
East and West, North and South.

If we fail to present a credible left approach, there is a great danger that
hopes and a discourse of change may be taken up by right-wing, populist
and sometimes extremist forces. The feeling of impotence is in danger of
spreading among those at the lower end of society, even if significant
struggles may sometimes allow us to think the opposite.

The crisis also provides an opportunity for learning, understanding and
discussing what is new – and therefore a chance of becoming more com-
petent in theory and practice. We observe in different countries major ef-
forts on the part of the left to renew itself in autonomy from the social-
democratic parties, to building new alternative platforms and undergoing
new political processes. The left has to aim at interpretations which dis-
solve political and ideological blockages. At the European level it is neces-
sary to work out what a left criticism of the EU consists of. In the present
crisis, the left forces must seek more effective means of enabling citizens to
get involved in politics and recognise the social options that are at stake in
the present confrontations.

On state, governments, political action and economic democracy

This field is changing with the crisis, and the analysis has to be deep-
ened. Government policies in 2008/09 cannot be considered Keynesian.
With a “market-state” perspective10, they massively mobilised public funds
– but without touching the distribution of wealth between labour and cap-
ital, between private and public interests. David Harvey speaks of a “finan-
cial coup d’état”.

The EU and the states have unceasingly shifted the balance in favour of
shareholders11 and the transformation of the latter into “investors” with-
out any lasting connection to the firms concerned. They can no longer be
content to remain spectators while providing public assistance to the pri-
vate sector – they must intervene to the benefit of another distribution of
the added value and another way of managing firms.



alism continue to be dominant, although they are lacking a clear vision for
the future.
New political creativity is required to advance the potential of resistance
and the radicalism present in our societies to overcome the crisis of pas-
sivity and to help turn passive resentment into active resistance, into the
demand for a change of direction in politics, a transformation of society
which implies replacing capitalism.
For this kind of political creativity a political culture is required of deter-
mined openness, which invents new forms of cooperation between differ-
ent social forces with different traditions. Numerous experiences have
shown that non-hierarchical, non-centralised (or self-blocking) and deter-
minedly cooperative practices promote new forms of the collective action
of different forces and strengthen the role of European left activists.

The challenge for left forces consists of working for counter-hege-
monies, and particularly of helping the working classes and the groups
most severely threatened by the crisis and the austerity plans to achieve the
capacity to interpret reality that will enable them to take over the issues of
the moment and intervene as actors, to gain the capacity for united action,
to realise that very deep changes affecting power and property have be-
come an immediate necessity

The concrete policies that the left forces propose must aim at creating a
social bloc on the basis of common immediate interests, which may lead
to the creation of “fronts” – certainly of variable character according to the
social and political conditions of each country. This seems a fruitful path,
to the extent that such open structures make easier the cooperation be-
tween protagonists of different types (political organisations, movements,
elements of civil society, trade-union representatives, intellectuals, net-
works…) and consequently a social and political dynamic. “The systemat-
ic crisis obliges us to think about social and political questions in a de-
compartmentalised, transversal and global manner”.

On the EU-crisis and concrete alternatives

The present crisis of the Euro and the EU – one of the centres of the cri-
sis – is not just the consequence of the worldwide financial collapse. It
brings right out into the open the failure of the Euro and the serious de-
fects in the construction of Europe, in a way that has been rejected by a
majority of the voters during the referenda in France, Holland and Ire-
land. Neither the EU nor the respective governments have respected the
decisions of the people but, on the contrary, have continued to implement
the same policies as before.
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ees and the trade unions in a struggle for “locational competition”, which
resulted in wages being dumped faster and social rights being dismantled
more drastically in Germany than anywhere else (Hartz IV). At the same
time, capitalists are making extra profits by an aggressive export policy to
the “periphery” within the common monetary and regulation zone. The
challenge consists in promoting the understanding that the conflicts are
not ones between nations but between classes, to develop new contents
and forms of social and political struggles in a period where “some states
are able to displace the costs of crisis-management to other states and/or
social forces...[where] world market integration does not challenge the
state in general but challenges specific states with particular powers, and
[where] states can be redesigned and reordered to facilitate [or limit] new
forms of accumulation on a global scale.” 13

The struggle for cultural hegemony

The last few weeks have shown the awakening of a considerable popular
fighting spirit in a number of European countries. However, the obstacles
to emancipatory transformations remain intact even during the crisis. We
must succeed in deeply and lastingly altering the balance of power to en-
sure that important political forces and governments be led to translate the
demands of those who resist and struggle into concrete political choices.
The necessity to radically break with the dominant logic is becoming
much more obvious than before. Beginning with the concrete and sharp-
ened contradictions we have to find alternatives whose content is provid-
ed by a “different” logic. The ripening of contradictions before the out-
break of and during the big crisis makes clear the need to connect ideas for
immediate action to ideas for an alternative social project.

The character of a systemic crisis of legitimacy becomes particularly ob-
vious – not only the representatives of the existing order but increasingly
the conditions themselves become the object of criticism. In countries
such as Germany14 and France15 a massive erosion of trust has been grow-
ing in the past twenty years, a process which does not in itself open up a
perspective to overcome fatalism. Therefore it is crucial to find new con-
ceptions and a new content of politics as well as forms of not merely for-
mal participatory democracy but really socially activating and transforma-
tive democracy.
Although neoliberalism is losing its ideological and political dominance,
we are still a long way from the development of a new cultural hegemony
– which is the precondition of a political break with the dominant logic
supported by the majority –, and the political forces inspired by neoliber-
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been particularly strong and effective, which corresponds to the objectives
of increasing competitiveness. It is inside each country of the EU that the
hunt for increased competitiveness produces devastating economic, social
and political effects that are today being deepened by the crisis.

The whole debate around “new governance” is in full swing. However,
Sarkozy and Merkel only consider “new governance” an increased source
of power for the most powerful, without altering the orientations whose
manifest failure can nevertheless no longer be concealed. No re-orienta-
tions are envisaged by the principal European powers. The timid European
attempts, aimed at supervising and regulating the financial system, are in-
adequate and only very partially address the issues at stake.19 The propos-
al for a new Pan-European tax on financial transactions is indeed useful,
but should be linked to a multi-dimensional offensive to confront the
markets in the sphere of circulation and production.

From a left point of view, the issue is that the demands expressed by the
people should be conveyed by alternative objectives and methods, by a
new political coordination at the level of the EU. Without converging sys-
tems of taxation, common industrial and research policies, complementa-
ry budgetary choices, public services working in cooperation, wage and
social protection levels that are harmonised upwards, the monetary union
can only lead to a rule of market law and social regression. The left should
only say “yes” to stronger cooperation when it is a matter of building al-
ternative objectives.

What political response for Greece, for PIGS and for Europe?

The peoples or the markets? That is the choice we must make. Emerging
from the crisis requires a radical change of policy. Today, every major de-
mand comes up against the logic of the capitalist system in an acute state
of crisis.

On a European scale as well as in each of our countries, it is a matter of
fighting for real political breaks as well as emergency measures also in-
spired by an alternative logic.

The governments, which have a major responsibility for the outbreak of
the crisis, must be made to break with this logic of “debts for the states,
tightened belts for the peoples, a casino for finance”.20 Instead of consult-
ing experts with interests of their own in the markets, they must make
democracy work by taking measures, and undertaking reforms, in favour
of social and economic democracy.

Finance must be democratised, re-directed, resized in a responsible
manner.
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The very nature of European integration has turned out to be a factor in
the crisis. The crisis has been fraught with particularly serious conse-
quences in Europe. Even if the intensity and the concrete effects of the cri-
sis are not the same in all the countries, in the North and in the South, the
East and the West, the trends are nevertheless identical. The Euro and EU
orientations were not designed to stimulate real cooperation in favour of
the populations, of a new industrial or agricultural policy, public research,
the development of public services and infrastructures, in short, in favour
of a new mode of development. The treaties that encouraged fiscal and so-
cial dumping, the Stability Pact (that has been completely exploded)
sought to direct the flow of money towards the markets. The whole collec-
tion of measures to set wage-earners and regions in competition against
each another only help the big business groups, the financial markets and
the most competitive economies of the most powerful countries. In fact,
the Stability Pact – which is now being permanently violated by most
countries of the EU – has burst asunder.

According to prevailing EU-dogma, integration should take place
without conflict, to the extent that capital and labour could move freely
between the former “national economies.” “The monetary union has
failed, at least in the form that Germany itself imposed with all its force.
The German objective of giving the Euro (through the Stability Pact and
the European Central Bank) the strength of the D-Mark, of excluding
any transfer payment to weaker countries and ensuring its all-important
ability to export to the other European countries has not been and will
not be achieved during the crisis”.16 According to Heiner Flassbeck, chief
economist of UNCTAD, Greece may have lost its resources because of
the downward spiral its economy has entered as a consequence of being
brought into competition with Germany’s wage dumping. The German
short-term perspective will end up by threatening the German elite and
employers with the loss of their export markets.17 New policies of com-
pensation, of gradual integration, would be necessary if they wished less-
developed countries to buy the products of the leading countries… The
transfer of governance from the centre to the periphery (by privatisation
and austerity) strengthens the most important powers at the European
level in the same way as it does the dominant classes inside each coun-
try.18

As the contradictions are growing between the centre (the most power-
ful countries in Europe) and the periphery, inside each country the in-
equalities, employment and social problems, attacks on democracy and
conflicts, are increasing. Thus, in the most powerful countries of the Euro-
zone, the pressure exercised by the employers and the governments has
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”Tightening the Belt” is Not the Answer. 
Every Measure that Suffocates the Real Economy is Irresponsible.

Any rapid budgetary restriction should be rejected, which would lead to
the danger of a massive plunge into recession.

There must be moratoria to stop the growth of public debt, to reduce the
growth of public indebtedness, to reduce the pressure on the states, to gain
the time needed to set up instruments that favour transparency (enquiry
commissions, etc.), to set up new democratic policies and methods. A se-
lective treatment of debts must also be envisaged.

New means (new deals) must be mobilised, bypassing the markets, so as
to meet the needs of public expenditure, to face the crisis and emerge from
it.

Interest on public expenditure must be radically reduced. The ECB must
be endowed with the power to buy public bonds to the extent that they
could be useful for a new kind of development of jobs and of industrial
and research policies, for restarting public services and social protection.

The assignment and management of the ECB as well as its orientation of
credit must be altered to support objectives of development, by abandon-
ing the straightjacket of monetarist policies and modulating the condi-
tions of access in accordance with the contents of the projects, making it
impossible for credit to contribute to speculation and overdraft loans.

Economic redistribution and democracy as principles 
for anti-liberal reforms.

A fairer distribution of surplus value is indispensible to fight the devel-
opment of the crisis. Income from work (including insecure jobs …) must
be valued more highly than that from capital. A greater part of business
profits must be invested in favour of human and ecological development.
Solidarity economy should be promoted and also the rights and powers of
wage earners.

The directive “on the rights of shareholders” and its adaptation in the
various countries must be suspended and measures taken to counter the
volatility of investment and to make more permanent the relation between
firms and investments, to separate management from shareholder logic to
strengthen the “social interest of firms” and the requirements of the real
economy as against the interests of shareholders, investors and the market.

The use of public money must be democratically controlled. The mobil-
isation of public funds, particularly in favour of big groups, must be based
on democratic principles (their use must generate new power for public
authorities and wage earners), on social criteria (the criteria of creating or
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The EU must decide to apply specific ways of controlling the movement
of capital and taxing financial transactions. The tax havens must be closed
down. Bank secrecy must be reviewed.

The banks must– by a convergent effort of the governments and the EU
– immediately be brought to change their orientation, to stop using sav-
ings for speculative activity on the stock exchanges and to re-orient credit
towards the financing of useful activities and the creation of jobs and in-
frastructures.

All policies must be aimed at stopping the crisis of over-accumulation,
at intervening massively in favour of the fairest distribution of surplus val-
ue, in favour of work and the public interest and of freeing them from the
power of the market.

At the international level, the EU must counter the aggressiveness of the
United States and act in favour of the stabilisation of the real economy, the
use of SDRs as a reserve currency, replacing the G-20 by a Global Econom-
ic Council under UN auspices, the development of instruments to favour
equity in trade, removing common and public property from speculation,
in favour of multi-lateral and bi-lateral agreements as opposed to setting
up competition between peoples, wage earners and regions, and in favour
of ambitious and shared policies for resolving the ecological crisis. The EU
must contribute to preventing raw materials from being turned into “fi-
nancial products”21. In international bodies the EU’s voice carries some
weight – it must be heard in favour of a world of solidarity, which presup-
poses a radical change of direction.

We must break with the dogmas of European neoliberalism that Junck-
er, Trichet and Gonzales continue to defend tooth and nail.

The Stability Pact, designed to ration social expenditure, must be aban-
doned; the European peoples need a pact of cooperation in favour of so-
cial and ecological development and of solidarity.

The European budget must be significantly increased and must enable
positive actions by the EU. Fiscal, social and ecological dumping must be
banned.

The European social model must be renovated and re-invented. A radi-
cal break with precariousness and the strategy “Europe 2020” is urgently
needed.
The privatisation of whole areas of retirement benefits – urged by the Lis-
bon strategy and particularly developed in the Eastern countries – has led
to serious dangers because of losses in the context of the financial crisis.
Stopping the privatisation of pensions, one of the motors of the financial-
isation of the economy, is therefore a major issue22.
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defending decently remunerated quality jobs…) and ecological objectives
(in favour of a new kind of development). The capacity of local authori-
ties to react must be strengthened rather than restricted.

Any allocation of public money must help develop economic democra-
cy and open the way to a change in power, in property and orientation, ac-
companied by new power for wage earners and citizens.

With regard to banking systems, the setting up of public financial cen-
tres, subject to control by the state and society, is more than ever indispen-
sable to ensure that credit works for the public interest.
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Can PIGS Fly?

”Thinking again?” the Duchess asked, with another dig of her sharp little chin.
”I’ve a right to think,” said Alice sharply, for she was beginning to feel a little
worried.
”Just about as much right,” said the Duchess, “as pigs have to fly....”

Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Chapter 9

One cannot be sure that the acronym PIGS (Portugal, Italy, Greece,
Spain), which I first saw in the Economist of July 9, 2008, was invented

by a smart-alecky journalist because of its racist, xenophobic and insulting
connotations. However, it certainly corresponds to the stereotype of the peo-
ple in the South of Europe that is held by the people of the European North
and, in any case, its extensive use in the public debate is strongly indicates
who has the ideological hegemony in the EU today.

There is no doubt that Greece is the most vulnerable of the pigs, i.e. of the
profligate, irresponsible, gross spenders of the European South. With a huge
public deficit,“discovered” to be 12,7% or more of GDP after the October 2009
elections1, an equally huge public debt of almost 300 bn. euro or around113%
of GDP (a large part of which will mature by 2012) and an alarming current
account deficit (14% of GDP), it is no surprise that this country has been put
into the sausage grinder of the financial markets, although there is a wide-
spread suspicion that the target of the international speculators is the euro it-
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The EU inaction also shows the instability of the neoliberal compromise
forged in the 1990s among the founding EU big states (especially France un-
der Mitterand and Germany under Kohl, but also the UK under Thatcher),
reflected in the Maastricht Treaty and henceforth carried forward to all
treaties (Amsterdam, Nice, Lisbon). A currency union of independent capi-
talist states, with big divergences in productivity, each with its own fiscal, in-
come and social policy, with a minimal common budget, a Central Bank that
not only is not a lender of last resort (as is, for example, the Federal Reserve
in the US and the Bank of England in the UK), but whose only aim is to en-
sure low inflation, is not sustainable in the long run. In case of a serious cri-
sis, like the one we are in, everyone knew that European Monetary Union was
doomed to act in the context of ever more severe troubles, even if the Euro-
pean subaltern classes were consistently squeezed under the wheels of the
Stability Pact. However, in the period of the western world’s arrogance fol-
lowing the collapse of Soviet communism, the dominant political forces in
Europe believed that crisis-free neoliberal capitalism would soon lead to the
end of history.

One should, however, be careful not to interpret what happened in the
1990s and is still happening today as choice or policy “mistakes”. The admis-
sion of Greece, Portugal and Spain to the EU was not a mistake – it was the
result of state decisions of both the then “new entrants” and the old mem-
bers, taken in a bi-polar world, mainly for geopolitical reasons. Holding Ger-
man wage increases to levels below productivity increases, for the last fifteen
years, a policy which has resulted in this country’s big current account sur-
plus and its Southern European partners’ corresponding big deficits is not a
mistake; it is the result of the balance of social and political forces – the weak-
ening of the segmented German working class – in post-unification Ger-
many. The abandonment up to now of an EU member to its fate, a decision
which may cost dearly not only for the stability of euro but for the very exis-
tence of the European Union, is not a mistake – it is the result, on the one
hand, of the decision of most EU states and their conservative or centre-left
governments to abide by the rules of the financial markets and, on the other
hand, of the policies of Mrs. Merkel’s government which apparently influ-
ence and at the same time express the will of the majority of the German
people.

Greece: A not so innocent guinea pig

It is neither wise nor radical to be silent about the very bad shape the Greek
economy is in. Its extreme fiscal imbalances are not due only to the world cri-
sis, but also to past and recent political choices reflecting the balance of po-
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self. At the time this article is being written, the rate of return for the 10-year
Greek government bonds in the “markets” is almost 7%. That means that the
Greek government’s cost of borrowing from the international institutional in-
vestors and speculators (i.e. foreign hedge funds, pension funds and big
French, German and English banks, which incidentally hold 70% of the total
Greek debt) is double that of the German government.

Greek fiscal imbalances are, to a large extent, related to the so called “sov-
ereign debt crisis”, which is the third phase of the on-going economic tur-
moil, with the financial and the “real economy” crises considered as the first
and second phase correspondingly. The “bail out” of the banking sectors, as
well as counter-cyclical policy measures intended to prevent a deep recession
and/or social explosions, is the main reason behind the general increase of
public debt all over Europe and most parts of the developed world. Accord-
ing to European Commission estimates, public debt will be steadily rising in
the future and, if governments don’t change their policies, the average EU-27
debt/GDP ratio could reach 100%, by 20142. In this context, the “Greek prob-
lem” is also a “Southern European problem” and an “EU problem”.

European Union: The moment of truth 

The way the EU has up to now handled the Greek problem is indicative of
its own identity crisis and the rivalries between its member states, as well as
between them and the EU institutions (European Commission, European
Central Bank, European Parliament). In contrast to any concept of “Euro-
pean solidarity”, Greece has been left to the mercy of the markets. The so-
called “EU fiscal support mechanism” agreed, decided on in the March 25,
2010 meeting of the sixteen leaders of the euro-zone countries (the Eu-
rogroup), seems to be nothing more than a euphemism for a compromise
which was acceptable to Germany, a country that seems to have abandoned
not only the “Rhenish” model of capitalism, but also its traditional leading
role in the process of European unification, replacing this with the new goal
of becoming one of the new world powers3. According to this decision, if a
majority of the members of the Eurogroup want to lend to Greece, they can
do it, together with the International Monetary Fund, at the prevailing mar-
ket rates, only after a unanimous decision of the Eurogroup members and
only if Greece cannot borrow from the international markets, i.e. until it is
on the verge of default. However, since the danger of such a default might
contaminate the other countries of the European South and ultimately the
euro-zone itself, it is not improbable that the “support mechanism” can be
put into practice and Greece be obliged to follow the rules of IMF Condition-
ality, to the absolute discontent of the European Central Bank.
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any social cost, or will it ask for the “support mechanism” to be activated? If
the latter decision is taken how will it be implemented and what will the re-
action of the Greek people be? What will IMF intervention mean for Euro-
Atlantic relations? Will Greece and possibly other intractable countries of the
South voluntarily decide to quit the euro-zone, or should they be expelled
from it, and how will this development influence the euro? 

The Greek government’s IMF-type policies, praised by all its partners in the
EU, have not managed, until now, to reduce the spreads between Greek and
German government bonds. The markets and the notorious rating agencies
are pushing the country to the “support mechanism” in order to test the
strength of the euro itself, and it seems that Germany, having second and
more reasonable thoughts (for its own and the euro-zone’s interest), will not
veto an EU decision.

Radical left alternatives: Easy to conceive, difficult to apply

The radical left in Europe can feel completely vindicated for its criticism of
the neoliberal construct established by the various European Treaties since
Maastricht. The neoliberal European project is staggering and nobody can
guarantee its future. Pigs cannot fly and this is no a fault of the PIGS! How-
ever, ex post vindication is not an achievement per se, although it can be a use-
ful weapon in the ideological and political struggle with both the right and
the centre-left political forces, which are responsible for the state of the
Union. The problem is that the left has neither managed to prevent this dis-
astrous neoliberal process of integration nor change it after it started. Effec-
tiveness is even more urgent today, since the situation in Europe is extreme-
ly difficult for the working people in all countries.

I am in a position to know that in Greece Synaspismos has a coherent pro-
gramme for a progressive exit from the crisis, which includes specific propos-
als for the euro-zone and the EU in general, and I am sure that the same is
more or less true for most European left parties. What we don’t know is the
way the radical left can gain the ideological and political hegemony in our
countries in order to change the balance of political and social forces, with-
out which no social transformation is possible at national and European lev-
els. Here are some, not so original, personal ideas on this effort.

In the face of the ongoing crisis and the problems in Greece, the countries
of the South of Europe, the euro-zone and the EU in general, the European
radical left should:
● Seize the opportunity to speak about the irrationality, instability and injus-

tice of financialised capitalism, i.e. the capitalism of our times. It is an out-
rage that humanity is dependent on the mood and plans of a handful of

C
a

n
 P

IG
S

 Fly?
133132

C
ri

si
s 

a
n

d
 C

a
p

it
a

li
sm litical and social forces in this country, as well as the way of reproduction of

its capitalist social formation which has the following, among others, charac-
teristics: a weak productive basis, low savings and investment, a wasteful and
inefficient public sector (underfunded and understaffed hospitals, schools
and universities), clientelism and corruption connected to bi-partism, huge
military expenditures, extreme income inequalities, a large shadow economy,
a large native and immigrant precariat, low wages and pensions and, last but
not least, a very slim tax base due to low actual tax rates of firms and high in-
comes and an extensive tax evasion practiced by a “cross-class alliance” of big
Greek, foreign and off-shore companies, but also of medium and small en-
terprises as well as professionals (lawyers, doctors, taxi owners, plumbers
etc).

As we said above, with the German government’s insistence, the EU has not
only abstained from taking any positive policy measure for the support of the
Greek economy, but has not even issued a clear official declaration of sup-
port, which could hopefully tame the “beast” of the financial markets. The
Papandreou government’s Stability Programme, approved and supervised by
the European Commission, the ECB and the IMF which, according to official
statements, provides only its “technical expertise”, has set policy targets that
are both unrealistic and disastrous for the Greek economy and society. It is
aiming at reducing the deficit from 12.7% of GDP in 2009 to 8.7% in 2010
and 5.6% in 2011! The country is supposed to reach the Stability Pact target
in 2012, when the deficit will fall to 2.8% of GDP. No sane person believes
these targets can be reached without plunging the country into stagnation
and extreme poverty. It is noteworthy that the government of the UK, a
country which has a deficit/ GDP rate equal to Greece’s, is not thinking of re-
ducing it in an abrupt way, and in this decision it has the support even of the
usually hawkish Financial Times4.

Being the “weak link” of the EU, as a small, indebted and powerless coun-
try of the European periphery and not in Lenin’s anti-imperialist sense,
Greece is the guinea pig in a big social, political and geostrategic experiment.
The dominant classes and political forces (mainly, but not exclusively) of the
big EU countries expect this experiment to provide answers to the following
questions, among others:

Will the government of the naughtiest of the PIGS manage to cut real
wages, fire “excessive” public employees, increase labour flexibility, privatise
what is left of the public sector including the pension system, increase the re-
tirement age, etc.? Will Papandreou be able to reach social and political con-
sensus in the name of Greek national interest, or, if this proves not possible,
how will he manage to suppress popular anger? Will Greece finally manage
to convince the markets that it is able to follow its Stability Programme, at



a return to a depreciated national currency which will increase public and
private debt denominated in euro, reduce real wages and pensions and lead
to a huge flight of capital that will increase fiscal and foreign exchange dif-
ficulties, making inevitable the recourse to the IMF. Furthermore, it will
enhance the divisions between the working class of the country in question
and the working classes of the other EU countries to the benefit of the pop-
ulist and extreme right.

The situation in Greece, the South of Europe and EU is really worrying and
unstable. One cannot say if the crisis will destroy the dilapidated neoliberal
project of Europe’s dominant classes and mainstream political forces or will
be a catalyst for a so called neoliberal “political governance” of a Union with
or without some or all of the PIGS. In these historic circumstances, the Eu-
ropean radical left should try to regain its transformative outlook which is
constitutive of its identity. Our comparative advantage in this arduous task is
internationalist solidarity, cooperation and common action. Let’s try to con-
cretise this aim.

Notes
1) The initial target for the 2009 public deficit/GDP ratio included in the New Democracy
government’s budget was -2%; the Commission’s January 2010 update raised it to -3.7%
and its Spring 2010 update to -3.7% (see Council Decision Establishing whether effective ac-
tion has been taken by Greece in response to Council Recommendation of 27 April 2009, Com-
mission for the European Communities, Brussels, 11.11.2009, SEC (2009) 1549 final).A re-
port published by the European Commission, on January 12, 2010, written after a request
from EU finance ministers, found “deliberate misreporting of figures by the Greek authori-
ties in 2009”. According to an article of Louise Story, Landon Thomas and Nelson D.
Schwartz published in the New York Times, on February 13, 2010, the known investment
bank Goldman Sachs has, from 2001 when Greece entered the euro zone until recently,
been helping successive Greek governments to “massage” Greek statistics.
2) European Commission, Directorate General for Economic and Financial Affairs, Sustain-
ability Report 2009
3) For an excellent presentation of the changes in this country, see Perry Anderson, “A new
Germany?” New Left Review, 57, May-June 2009.
4) See “World economists join UK fiscal fray”, editorial, Financial Times, February 18 2010,
referring to a letter to the newspaper by 67 eminent economists with the title “First priority
must be to restore robust growth”, in which among other things they say that “There is no
disagreement that fiscal consolidation will be necessary to put UK public finances back on a
sustainable basis. But the timing of the measures should depend on the strength of the
recovery”.
5) See C. Lapavitsas et al., “Euro-zone Crisis: Beggar Thyself and Thy Neighbour”, RMF oc-
casional paper, Research on Money and Finance, SOAS, March 2010.
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hedge funds and big banks. Markets should not be allowed to rule our lives.
● Denounce the neoliberal architecture of the European project as reflected

in the Lisbon Treaty and at the same time propagate the need for the “re-
foundation of Europe” along new lines that must be based on the popular
will. If this does not happen, the “actually-existing EU” will, sooner or lat-
er, meet a fate similar to that of “actually-existing socialism”.

● Try to build broad political and social alliances on the national, Southern
European and EU levels. Here I would like to mention the symbolic impor-
tance of the flash visit paid last February by the President and a small del-
egation of Synaspismos to Portugal and Spain in order to discuss with the
leaderships of Bloco, the Communist Party of Spain and the United Left
ways of coordinating the struggles of the countries of Southern Europe.
This visit was followed, a few days later, by an international meeting in
Athens under the title “Crisis and the European South”, with the participa-
tion of Lothar Bisky, representatives of the radical left parties of the Euro-
pean South, Pedro Páez of the Banco del Sur and representatives of Trans-
form! (Elisabeth Gauthier and Haris Golemis).

● Explain the impasse of the policies dictated by the Stability Pact and effect-
ed through the national Stability Programmes and remind the people of
the infamous history of the IMF which, after having disciplined some new
EU entrants (Latvia, Hungary, Rumania), is now being invited to save a
member of the Eurogroup.

● Propose credible but not necessarily detailed programmes for the exit from
the crisis, including radical measures (i.e. debt adjustment, socialisation of
part or all of the banking system, etc.), which should be carefully designed
in terms of their effectiveness and consequences.

● Avoid falling into the trap of defending national interests, by supporting
“social contracts”. Despite what mainstream parties claim in order to re-
ceive cross-class support, there are no win-win solutions, especially during
a major crisis.

● Don’t hesitate to support possible government measures that can increase
the tax base without hurting the wage earners who usually bear the heavi-
est tax burden in the countries of the European South. Populism does not
pay in terms of a long-term radical left strategy.

● Reject hostile or friendly proposals for the exit of a country from the euro-
zone or the EU. Recently, some left intellectuals and extreme left groups in
Greece, but also a number of distinguished members of Synaspismos and
Syriza, are flirting with the idea of a so-called “progressive” exit from the
euro-zone5. My view is that, with the present balance of forces, an exit of
Greece or another country of the European South from the euro-zone can-
not be but ineffective and is “conservative”, even dangerous. It would mean
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A Waste of Time and Effort?
The Need for a Strategic Re-orientation of the Trade

Unions’ European Policy

There is no doubt: the trade unions, particularly the German ones, represent
reliable supporters of Europe. Although the unions repeatedly emphasise

that Europe could be more social, they mostly support European unification
without voicing any fundamental criticisms. However, this unswervingly pro-Eu-
ropean stance is increasingly faltering in view of the structural shifts now dis-
cernible in the European integration process.When we ask what it is precisely that
has triggered the present debate on the future of the trade unions’ European poli-
cies, the first things that spring to mind are the recent judgement by the European
Court of Justice and the obvious inadequacies displayed by the European Union
(EU) in coping with the current financial crisis and its repercussions on the shape
of the economy.

However, from this perspective we lose sight of the fact that, as a whole, the EU’s
present evolution entails risks for employees and their unions.And those risks will
not simply vanish if the European Court of Justice revises its judgement or a new
economic upswing occurs. The trade unions are facing the challenge of effecting
a strategic realignment of their European policies with a view to developing a
carefully thought-out form of European realism that provides a constructive pro-
European criticism of the European Union. This new realism would include ac-
knowledging the fact that the ongoing questioning of social standards and the
erosion of the trade unions’ power to organise and negotiate are not merely tran-
sient phenomena but are structurally anchored in the political economy of the
present path to integration and the institutional design of the EU – and that the

Hans-Jürgen Urban



freedom and an undercutting of social benefits that has already been favoured by
the EU’s expansion to the east.

If we extrapolate these current developments, it becomes immediately apparent
that efforts towards establishing social policies with a corrective effect on the mar-
ket or a social welfare state at the European level would have little prospects of suc-
cess in the near future. In addition, stepping up the dynamism of the internal mar-
ket is threatening to damage the basic institutions of the welfare state at the na-
tional level. This applies not least to the German system of collective bargaining,
co-determination and various other labour-related and social rights. In the wake
of all this, the institutional clout, the economic negotiation power and the politi-
cal influence of the trade unions would dwindle further.

Correcting trade-union policy towards Europe

So the trade unions must face up to the new and dramatic challenges posed by
this situation. What is to be done? A basically anti-European retreat to the nation-
state is not a viable option for the trade unions. Company decisions, labour mar-
kets and distribution conflicts have irreversibly transcended the borders of the na-
tion-state. Market-corrective socio-political interventions by nation states and
trade unions must follow suit and make good their transnational deficits. But the
mostly unsuccessful forays undertaken so far in the direction of a “social Europe”
indicate that the asymmetry between economic and social integration is struc-
turally anchored in the political economics of the integration process, the socio-
economic balance of power and the institutional design of the EU. Under these
conditions, employees are bound to systematically forfeit rights, while the trade
unions are equally bound to systematically forfeit bargaining and organising pow-
er. So they are quite right to point to the dimensions and the dramatic nature of
current developments – and simultaneously to the deficits existing in the trade
unions’ Euro-policy to date. If the absence of social standards, damage to the na-
tional welfare state and the loss of trade-union power result from structural de-
fects in the European integration process, counter-strategies must be of a kind
that can bring about structural change. Social policies of a merely rhetorical na-
ture addressing normative appeals to the elite of European decision-makers will
not be capable of diverting the market-dominated process of unification to a
more social path. What we need is a strategic reorientation of the trade unions’
European policies. This is true not least for the German trade unions.

Reorientation of the development path towards Europe

So far, the response of decision-making elites to market radicalisation and Euro-
scepticism among the population has not been to institute a change of course but
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ic reprogramming of the integration process.

Radicalisation of internal market integration?

This assessment calls for explicit substantiation. The “Lisbon Strategy” was in-
tended to make Europe the most competitive economic region in the world.
This resulted in extensive restructuring measures of the Union according to
competitiveness. Member states – often supported by national competition
pacts between labour, capital and government – attempted to gain territory by
means of power politics. This is part of the reason why, even before the onset of
the financial crisis, Europe was increasingly perceived not so much as a harmo-
nious confederation but as an arena for the clash of political power interests in
which negotiation strategies were hardly beneficial for the Union as such. Pub-
lic admission that the Lisbon process had failed and the implementation of the
“Europe 2020” initiative as a follow-up project are likely to fuel such develop-
ments. And at the same time, reversion to political self-seeking at the national
level undermines the ability of the European Union to achieve an expeditious
agreement on a common strategy to fight the global financial crisis and its ef-
fects on the workings of the economy. In the grip of long-term basic trends and
of pressing problems in the wake of the financial and economic crisis, the EU
sometimes appears ineffectual and disunited. Much is to be said for Paul Krug-
man’s assessment that this “structural weakness in times of crises” points to de-
fects in the overall complexion of the EU that are now being mercilessly revealed
by the effects of the world economic crisis. The EU’s problem-solving capacities
have proved to be highly deficient and a division of Europe as a result of inade-
quate crisis management cannot be entirely ruled out.

Like the political classes in general, the trade unions have also been compara-
tively ineffectual in the face of these developments. At all events, their pro-Euro-
pean stance is increasingly at odds with the growing disenchantment with Europe
and the power-political realities in Europe. At the same time, trade unions find
themselves penned in between radical market integration and spiralling liberali-
sation policies. Accordingly, they are faced by the threat of losing members, nego-
tiation power and political influence even more quickly than before. At present,
they even have to cope with the threat of radicalised internal market integration.
In its more recent decisions, the European Court of Justice has given precedence
to fundamental economic freedoms to the detriment of a restriction of such free-
doms by governments and trade unions, a move that is not commensurate with
primary European law. This establishes a preferential treatment of competitive
business interests over and against the distribution, employment and security in-
terests of employees. The upshot is a trend towards untrammelled competitive



ditions are forbidding layoffs for operational reasons, orientation of corporate
policies to sustainable business development, ecological modernisation of prod-
ucts and production, compliance with collective bargaining and co-determina-
tion rights, and first steps towards a new model for management board remu-
neration. The decision to provide public finance and equity holdings must take
due account of the macroeconomic situation and societal aspects. The decision-
making and steering body would be a tripartite council made up of representa-
tives from business, the trade unions and the government.

● However, the need for strategic innovations goes even further. Before the eco-
nomic crisis, the German “export champion” model shone with the outstand-
ing successes achieved by excellence in production and products. The quality
and the dynamic innovations of the German mechanical engineering industry
were legendary. But under pressure of the shareholder-value regime, ecological
criteria for sustainability were increasingly ignored and the tendency towards a
progressive “precarisation”of human labour was exploited to achieve a compet-
itive edge. We should not simply continue along this path once the crisis is over.
Neither the industrial value chain nor employment can be safeguarded in Ger-
many just by re-conquering global markets. The voices criticising the German
“export champion” model are getting louder. At the same time, political ten-
sions between the member states are bound to increase. Strategic innovations in
the form of employment- and ecology-oriented reorganisation schemes are re-
quired by all key actors, businesses, government and trade unions alike.A strate-
gic development model is required that reconciles the social reproduction inter-
ests of labour with the development interests of society and with ecological sus-
tainability. The German value-chain model based on exports would have to be
reoriented towards an economic regime focussing on the massive strengthening
of the domestic economy via public investment, dramatic wage increases in the
production and service industries and fair economic structures in Europe and
the whole world.

● This requires institutional reforms expanding existing channels for the exertion
of democratic influence or opening up new ones. Further strengthening of the
European Parliament and the disentanglement of institutional decision-making
structures would be conceivable ways of achieving this objective. In the Euro-
pean Union, there is discussion of more generous expansion of qualified major-
ity voting into further socio-political fields in order to facilitate market-correc-
tive regulations. Direct participation of populations in basic decisions should
also be accorded key functional status. To a hitherto unprecedented extent, ref-
erendums on the EU Constitutional Treaty or quasi-plebiscites in the form of
civic protest movements against the “European Services Directive” have put
“Europe” squarely on the agenda for the national publics and clearly demon-
strated the political potential of direct forms of democracy.
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to push for accelerated preferential treatment for economic interests and an
alarming disregard for democratic principles. Here it will suffice to point to how
the vote against the EU Constitution in some member states has been dealt with.
Europe seems to be mutating into a detached “elite process” (Max Haller) where
the institutions of representative democracy remain outwardly intact but the re-
fusal of the European demos to agree with and participate in this process is in-
creasingly apparent. In this context, the absence of socio-political regulations and
the striking democracy deficit should be the crucial targets of a revision of trade-
union strategies with regard to European policy. We need strategic Euro-political
realism that without falling into the trap of anti-European re-nationalisation en-
tertains no illusions about the status and prospects of employee interests in a mar-
ket-dominated Europe, a realism geared to the correction of social and democrat-
ic deficits via structure-changing reforms. Our analysis so far suggests that the req-
uisite strategy should operate at a variety of different political levels:
● As the emergence of a European welfare state is not a realistic proposition in the

near future, it is a particularly urgent requirement to defend and further devel-
op national welfare-state models and the rights associated with them. On a Eu-
ropean plane, minimum standards and existing rights in fiscal, social and co-de-
termination policies need to be safeguarded in order to preserve welfare-state
institutions in the member states from getting dragged down into competitive
economic and institutional dumping and to open up new scope for market cor-
rection. The inclusion of a “social progress clause” in the Lisbon Treaty – as
called for by the German Trade Union Confederation (DGB) – could be a step
in the right direction. At the same time, minimum fiscal, social and labour-pol-
icy standards could be defined on a European level as relative standards orient-
ed to economic power and substantiated at a nation-state level in order to take
account of the different economic development levels in the member states.
Where necessary, their implementation should be temporarily subsidised in
weaker economies.

● From a German perspective, this strategy should be supplemented by far-reach-
ing reorganisation of the industrial value-chain model.The crisis has caused cen-
tral foreign markets to collapse, which represents a threat to the German export
business as the country’s most important growth-driver. Safeguarding jobs by
shortening work time is not likely to be an option that can be perpetuated indef-
initely. More sophisticated plans for protecting employment and the industrial
value chain are indispensable. IG Metall has proposed endowing a Public Equi-
ty Fund with at least 100 billion Euros so that the government can acquire stakes
in companies faced by threats to their very existence. This fund would be fi-
nanced by mandatory loans on assets over 750,000 Euros. The provision of pub-
lic equity should be used as a channel for exerting public influence on business
policies by linking it with conditions that have to be fulfilled. Among these con-
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Such a programme of union revival will first obey an intrinsic logic of its own
and accordingly is a task to be tackled by the unions themselves. Nonetheless,
trade unions should integrate their revival efforts into a broader context of civic
activism. The objective should be to assemble all those sectors of society whose in-
terests are liable to be quashed by the capitalist crisis and the currently prevailing
capital-compliant solution strategies of the elite. Such a movement should focus
not only on the increasingly obvious cracks in the structure of neoliberalism but
also relate to the fully-fledged systemic crisis affecting the species of capitalism
that is driven by the financial markets. Such a counter-hegemonic bloc would
have to bring together the trade unions with anti-globalisation movements, non-
governmental organisations, numerous social interest groups and finally the crit-
ical minds of the cultural left, i.e. academics, intellectuals and others. With a belief
in the principle of autonomous cooperation it would have to search for common
political projects and objectives, but should guard against over-harmonisation.
The chair of the works council of an industrial enterprise, the human-rights or
environmental activist and the political professional from the Attac coordination
group come from different cultural worlds and different social backgrounds. But
if they want to join forces for common political projects, a new culture of mutu-
al tolerance and acceptance for specific movement and organisation cultures
would be the key resource for such an alliance.

Maintaining the autonomy of the organisational cultures of those cooperating
would not necessarily diminish the attraction of such a movement. Just as a mo-
saic displays its beauty as an ensemble though its individual parts remain recog-
nisable, a newly-established left could be perceived and appreciated as a heteroge-
neous collective actor. Particularly in Europe, the emergence of such a “mosaic
left” would be something of a bumpy ride. It would be a process requiring collec-
tive theoretical efforts in order to truly understand the dimensions of the crisis
and to locate entry points for counter-measures. In addition, it would require
practical political resistance. The unions should not delude themselves into believ-
ing that they can offset their power-political weakness by integrating themselves
into the new corporate anti-crisis mechanisms sometimes offered to them in the
nation-states and in Europe. The range of specifically trade-union policies and the
scope of radical union protest must keep pace with the crisis process itself and the
expectations of our membership base. This is surely the only course that would
enable the trade unions to make genuine progress in their efforts to achieve sus-
tained political revitalisation.

Translated from German into English by Ursel Reineke und Andrew Jenkins, Reineke Team.

Note
1) See e.g. EuroMemorandum-Gruppe: EuroMemo 2008/2009. Supplement der Zeitschrift Sozial-
ismus 4/2009.
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Crisis management put to the test

Given the severity of the current economic crisis, a successful anti-crisis policy
at a European level can fairly claim to be something like a litmus test for Europe.
Concerted and multidimensional crisis management cannot function without ac-
tion promoting economic consolidation, growth, employment and ecological
modernisation. Should successes in these fields fail to materialise, extensive re-
form efforts will rapidly run out of steam. There are at least four components on
which a policy of economic revitalisation could be based.1 First: There is a need
for democratic control and regulation of Europe’s financial sector in order to sta-
bilise the financial system that is essential for the economy as a whole and redirect
it towards the function of promoting investments in the real economy and foster-
ing innovations. Second: We need a European programme to stimulate the
economy, to improve infrastructure and ecological transformation. Its scope must
be equivalent to the dip in growth that we have incurred and meet the transporta-
tion requirements needed for ecological transformation. Third: In response to the
acute crisis of the automotive industry and the foreseeable crises affecting other
industrial sectors (such as steel and chemicals), we need a strategically aligned Eu-
ropean industrial policy that integrates the necessary activities into a long-term
investment and development concept, guarantees further development, moderni-
sation and re-proportioning of industrial production, and organises master plans
for conversion to renewable energies. Fourth: What is finally required is a depar-
ture from the policy of liberalising public enterprises. We need a debate on new
schemes for delivering public and general-interest services in order to counteract
the decay of public infrastructure and to develop new forms of social services.

A new European “Mosaic Left” as a perspective?

However, such a socio-economic paradigm-shift collides with the income
and power interests of capitalist elites operating on the financial markets. In
spite of the hegemonic crisis of neoliberalism, they have not yet had to relin-
quish their unrestricted control. The crisis is gaining momentum and some
isolated protests have been heard, but despite this the European trade union
movement still seems to be marooned by a “peculiar lull” (Jürgen Haber-
mas). Once again we see that crisis alone does not generate political action.
Protest does not grow automatically. The urgently required politicisation of
the masses only occurs when there are societal movements, actors and forces
that crystallise frustration and indicate perspectives. If the trade unions want
to play a more important role, they must revamp their organising and bar-
gaining power at a national level and pursue their specific political interests
on the European plane.
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Are We Capable of “Reading”
the World as it Really Is?

Since the collapse of the Berlin Wall, most of the discussion about the
world has been structured by two theses emerging from American neo-

conservatism: Francis Fukuyama’s “End of History” and Samuel Hunting-
don’s “Clash of Civilisations”. The fact that these two ideological theses of the
1990s were able to underpin most of the political-media debate at a time in
history when neoliberal rhetoric was crumbling speaks volumes for the in-
ability of those who want to change society and the world to propose alter-
natives equal to the challenge and so impose new terms of debate.

Are we capable of changing the terms of the debate? Indeed, are we capa-
ble of “reading” the world as it really is?

With the emergence of new powers, particularly in Asia, with the failure of
George Bush and his project of global US hegemony, we have a situation in which
the end of Western domination in the history of capitalism and imperialism has
become a question – to such an extent that the defence of the Western world is
presented by some as an existential issue. Hence the reaffirmed importance of
“law and order” and of armed force in the dominant Euro-Atlantic world view.

An upheaval in international relations

Before the collapse of the wall, the overall shape of international relations
was clear-cut. There was a system of international relations – a strategically
stable system, even though accompanied by many regional conflicts.

Jacques Fath



This system disappeared with the system of blocs. It gave way to a uni-po-
lar view of the world, marked by domination by the US super-power. Indeed,
the collapse of one bloc suggested that the other had triumphed. It was noth-
ing of the kind.

The rise of new powers (emergent or re-emergent) like China, India, Brazil
and Russia and yet others, has burst the former pattern asunder, particularly
in what used to be called the Third World.

The North/South confrontation, which structured the Third World’s diver-
sity of political options, its anti-imperialism and demands for a new order,
has also disappeared as an overall political reality.

The United States was rapidly put in check despite its quasi-total hegemo-
ny. It had considerable difficulty in inventing a fresh strategic initiative in
Afghanistan and in Iraq. It was countered by Russia in the Caucasus. Its pol-
icy towards Iran is not working. It is coming up against a Latin America that
is affirming, in myriad ways, a will to sovereignty and transformation, which
goes so far as to call neoliberalism into question – and even the rules of cap-
italism. It no longer controls international relations at will. Even the Atlantic
Alliance and NATO are challenged to adapt to this world, in a state of multi-
ple crisis and upheaval.

Are we in a “multi-polar world”? What do we mean by that term? If we just
mean that other powers are emerging in the world, the expression “multi-po-
lar world” is not wrong – but it doesn’t explain anything. While the concept
of “bi-polarity” was significant, since in itself it synthesised the then existing
system of international relations as a whole, the expression “multi-polarity”
does not take into account the essential characteristics of the new state of the
world.

The ideological, political and strategic contradictions and antagonisms
East/West and North/South have been swept away by history. This strategic
compass of the 20th century no longer exists. We are living in a world in
which the problems are essentially born of the crisis in the mode of capital-
ist growth and development, of the consequences of power politics and the
dead end created by dozens of years of domination strategies that are increas-
ingly rejected by the peoples.

It is also a world of rival powers and of inter-capitalist contradictions. It
has reached the point where even the mode of waging war has changed. The
traditional conflicts of the 20th century are obsolete. Nuclear weapons no
longer play the same role. They no longer structure the strategic antagonism
of power. Today the armaments race no longer turns around nuclear
weapons. It is no longer quantitative. It turns on classical weaponry, on so-
phisticated technologies, on communication, etc. There is also a rivalry be-
tween armament industries. Most of the conflicts today, in Africa for exam-
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… and also from rejection of the principles of power. We are living with a real
mutation of international conflict, which is profoundly altering the concep-
tion of security (which has become a major global issue), of peace and of the
political responses needed.

Limitations and thresholds have been reached in the modes 
of capitalist management and in power politics

It is not only international relations that have been drastically changed.
Moreover, the collapse of the wall, while it is a decisive factor in the world’s
transformation, is not the sole cause. The 1990s constituted a decisive
decade, with the rise of neoliberalism that makes the whole planet into a
commodity, with the explosion of new information and communication
technologies in the “information revolution”. Everything has changed in a
globalisation that suddenly brought out all the problems and contradictions
of the capitalist mode of development. Everywhere, in all fields, limitations
and thresholds have been reached.

This situation is provoking a multitude of resistances and struggles. This is
the case in Latin America, where the peoples are forcibly rejecting Washing-
ton’s neoliberal policies and will to hegemony. It is the case in Europe with
the NO votes to building the EU on neoliberal and Atlanticist premises, and
with the rise of concrete and real responses to popular expectations regard-
ing wages, employment, and new rights. The question of the conditions of an
alternative policy is being raised with increasing force. With the crisis, the
idea of overcoming the capitalist system itself is beginning to appear essen-
tial in people’s minds.

Thus the 1990s marked a dramatic change in the state of the world. The
collapse of the wall, the worsening of the capitalist crisis, the rise of rivalries
between the powers, all present a totally new situation in permanent and rap-
id evolution. This is decidedly not the end of history but, on the contrary, its
“acceleration”.

This is indeed, an historic process. The world today is the fruit of a deep-
seated structural transformation of capitalism that began in the 1960s. The
1968 movements expressed the economic, technological, social, societal and
ideological upheavals of that modernisation of capitalism, which today is re-
sulting in a crisis that is affecting its foundations, a crisis that has taken the
whole of the system, and management methods, to its limit. For some peo-
ple, this is an existential crisis or “terminal phase” of the system. Whether this
understanding is accurate or not, the question raised is, in any case, that of
the political factor and its consequences – that is, of the struggles, the popu-
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out the world. All the problems inter-react. It is one single system, with its
own contradictions, that structures the present world. The “information rev-
olution” is a decisive driving force of this global capitalism.

A global world, however, is not a “smooth” world. Capitalist globalisation
is, in fact, a powerful machine for producing inequality, injustice and ex-
ploitation. There is no more “exteriority” but there are extraordinary break-
ups and antagonisms born of the system itself.

Let us take an example. There is no longer a South or a globally under-de-
veloped Third World faced with an “industrialised” and prosperous North.
This economic, ideological and geopolitical antagonism characterised a peri-
od of the 20th century that today is over. The capitalist system, the neoliber-
al policies and the constraints of structural adjustment (we can see how this
is being imposed on Greece) have created polarised wealth for the benefit of
certain privileged strata and dominant classes while contributing to the mar-
ginalisation of the poorest and most exploited (when they are not simply ex-
cluded from the system).

This is a major factor that is found everywhere, in a topsy-turvy hierarchy
of dominant powers, of emerging powers and in an exploded Third World.

Is not the world today becoming, in the North as in the South, to very dif-
ferent degrees, a world of generalised inequalities, of immense wealth and
great fortunes that accompany, in each country, mass poverty and exclusion?
The system even produces states that are bankrupt or decaying.

Thus the world’s globalism is at once violent, chaotic and profoundly un-
equal. In the absence of a regulative system of international relations, this is
what makes the world uncertain and unstable. A dangerous world, but very
different from the previous one.

What does this alter in the struggle for social transformation?

This worldwide upheaval of historic dimensions forces us to think differ-
ently about the relation of human beings to the world. It compels us, in par-
ticular, to be vigilant in the face of worrisome developments in practices,
strategies and ideologies.

Thinking differently about the relationship of human being to the world is,
nevertheless, not an easy path, in the absence of intellectual and political dis-
cussion today, in the qualitative retreat from crucial debate about the future.
This difficulty is all the greater, as the essential characteristic of today’s world
is an uncertainty that weighs on both the present and the future, an uncer-
tainty that, evidently, produces deep anxiety and confusion. Thus it is essen-
tial to propose a path, a project and a future for the transformation of the
world.
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lar movements, the alternative to be built and, let us say, of the revolution
that is called for by the loss of steam, the decline, of a mode of development
born of the Second World War.

Thus the new epoch in which we are now living must be translated into de-
cisive social and democratic progress, into advances in civilisation to which
the peoples aspire. At issue is, indeed, human emancipation and political
choices and strategies that can contribute to this, and starting now.

The 21st century is opening with global instability

With the collapse of the Eastern bloc, the Warsaw Pact and what used to be
called “real socialism”, capitalism no longer has any external adversary. With
its structural and financial crisis it has become … its own worst enemy.

Let us take full measure of how untenable this situation is for the political
and economic powers that be. They have continuously to deflect the criti-
cisms, rejections and the struggles onto targets other than the capitalist sys-
tem and its associated policies. The rising aspirations must be channelled
into areas other than those of genuine political change of structures and
management modes. Hence the crucial importance of the ideological issue.

This is what the Bush Administration had fully understood in making ter-
rorism a new adversary following September 11 –an “existential” adversary,
an external adversary against which war must be waged, a “global enemy”
that would be all the more credible since terrorism is a reality.

However, terrorism has causes and a history that tend to be confused with
the dead ends and crises of capitalism and the consequences of power poli-
tics. Today, terrorism is essentially the product of a system in a state of per-
manent violence, not an external “enemy”. As if the better to affirm its “exte-
riority”, it is principally linked with the Moslem world, thus fuelling the idea
of the cultural and religious clash against a world so distant from the West-
ern world that it could not be ours. This is how they legitimise prioritising
“law and order” and the policies of force.

Not everything that characterised the Bush period has been abandoned in
the strategy of the new US Administration – far from it. However, Barack
Obama should turn over the neo-con page to reaffirm an ideologically ac-
ceptable and politically manageable “leadership”. A new phase of internation-
al relations should necessarily open up to validate a new mode of orientation
and management of American capitalism in globalisation

Globalised capitalism constitutes a really new state of the world. It has not
knocked down the borders. It has not made nations disappear nor their na-
tionalisms. The crisis has even given birth to some protectionism. However,
globalisation has “erased” time and distance. Every problem echoes through-
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struggles at the European level, so as to re-orient – right now – the course of
this construction and to change its very conception.

We will probably have to change the view we have of the world. The open-
ing of the European Centre for Nuclear Research’s Large Hadron Collider
(LHC) on the French-Swiss border shows that the most extraordinary of sci-
entific tools ever created raises philosophic questions and enables complete-
ly new (European) research into both the nature of matter and the origin of
the world.

Thus human beings are now exploring all the dimensions of this world of
ours, including the most extreme ones: the dimensions of the individual per-
son and his/her conquest of individual freedom right up to the global issues
of the mode of development; from the infinitely small to the planetary and
cosmic level, from the origins to the future.

Because the world is one and because consciousness of the uniqueness of
the world has progressed in a remarkable way, it can be said that there is no
solution or perspective outside of bringing people together, outside of coop-
eration, of solidarity, of respect and dialogue, of the mixing of cultures.

This requirement is common and universal and specific to a new interna-
tional order – as against a globalised capitalism that divides. This must be
made our political aim and ambition. Capitalism, indeed, is opposed to pop-
ular interests but, at the same time, it fuels this need for universality, for
equality, for multilateralism and collective responsibility.

We cannot say that we have to “opt out” or withdraw from worldwide trade
– as one sometimes hears – and close ourselves up in the hope (or rather il-
lusion) of protecting ourselves. We must now think of change in every coun-
try as an integral part of the political confrontations and advances possible –
in Europe and in the world.

Globalism also affects politics and that is what is at stake right now.
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ly useful. The inadequacy of political thinking about change, the mixture of
conformism and radicalisations, often reactionary or without perspective,
the hesitation about values … all these weaken the guidelines needed for any
politics of progressive transformation.

In a cynical political exercise, doubt is sometimes cast on the very validity
of values. Nevertheless, the crisis in the mode of development is also an eth-
ical crisis, which comes from the rules and practices inherent in the capital-
ist system and the politics of power and domination. The workings and the
deviations of financialised capitalism illustrate this, as well as the retreat in
freedom and democracy, the contempt for human rights and the way ex-
treme policies of “law and order” have become accepted as normal.

We must combine, in political action, fundamental ethical guidelines with
the strategies needed to carry weight in the balance of power. From a progres-
sive point of view, there can be no political action unless legitimised by hu-
man values. The fight for social transformation is both an aspect of human-
ism and a revolution.

Second, we must think differently about international relations. The strate-
gic East/West and North/South antagonisms having disappeared in the great
mutation of international conflict, we no longer have to choose a bloc or
camp as against another as we could have done before the collapse of the
wall. Certainly, the major geopolitical balance of power weighs on our strug-
gle.

However, our essential responsibility starts from our aims for society, for
Europe and the world and our need to show what we want to build, how and
with whom and in what dynamic spirit of openness and broad unity. The po-
litical issues come before any geopolitical ones.

Hence the importance of defining the conditions of internationalism suit-
ed to our times – of a new generation, so to speak – as an alternative to glob-
alised capitalism. Today’s capitalism has a neo-imperialist power whose dom-
ination is relatively weakened by the crisis, and also by the emergence of new
powers and by the rising tide of a variety of resistances.

This challenge is, evidently, not an easy one to face, to the extent that the
interested forces have been divided and weakened. Nevertheless, there are no
other ways forward than a European and worldwide convergence of strug-
gles.

In this context, the question of Europe takes on a crucial importance. The
three principal contemporary themes for the construction of Europe – Eu-
rope as a protector, Europe as a power and Europe as a social project – have
all collapsed. The legitimacy of the project has been undermined. This rais-
es, as an immediate issue, the question of its refoundation, of joint political
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The Social Crisis in Europe: 
Politics of Precariousness or Shift to
a New Social Model of Regulation

One year and a half after the outbreak of the current economic reces-
sion, generated by the financial crisis that began in the USA a year ear-

lier, all international organisations are announcing the beginning of recovery
in Europe, but recognise that unemployment is going to rise further in the
coming years due to a continuing downward adjustment of employment
meant to bring labour productivity back to its pre-crisis level.

”Adjustment”, “correction” and “clearing” mechanisms for capital to pro-
tect or redress (rates of) profits during economic crises always imply painful
social consequences for the working classes, labour market (re)entrants, and
vulnerable social groups. However, the extent and acuteness of such conse-
quences differ in time and space, as a result of state intervention and nation-
al institutional settings that may reinforce or mitigate them. Finally, crises
can also be moments of rupture of the prevailing social and institutional or-
der and of major reshuffling of class coalitions, power relations, and institu-
tional architecture at the national and international levels.

The aim of this short paper is to take stock of the social consequences of
the recent crisis in Europe until today, given the policy reactions at the EU-
level and in view of the different policy responses to the employment crisis at
the national level. EU and national levels of policy making have interacted to
produce the outcomes.

This paper presents three major arguments. The first is that, although the cri-
sis has brought about a severe deterioration in the condition of the working
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Temporary workers – either agency workers, employees on fixed-term con-
tracts or false self-employed on project/service contracts – were the first vic-
tims of dismissals. Temporary jobs were reduced by 6.3% against a reduction
of 1.3% in permanent jobs between the second quarter of 2008 and the same
quarter of 2009. Across the same period full-time jobs declined by 2.1%
while part-time jobs increased by 1% both because of the conversions of full-
time to part-time contracts and of hires under this form of contract. As a re-
sult of the above-mentioned trends, the part-time employment rate in-
creased while that of temporary employment declined.

The share of temporary jobs in total employment is very sensitive to the cy-
cle and is expected to rise with the upswing of economic activity, especially
during the first period of uncertainty over the robustness of recovery. The
main phenomenon we can thus see as regards the impact of the crisis on em-
ployment is that dismissals have started from the periphery of temporary
workers and reached the core of permanent workers thus generating employ-

ment insecurity among the previously “stable” workforce. Mass dismissals
have profoundly destabilised internal labour markets in big firms. Bankrupt-
cy or closure accounts for 22%, while internal restructuring of firms for 70%,
of job losses between March 2008 and August 2009. Besides, a large number
of workers have been affected by wage decreases either because of conces-

Th
e S

o
cia

l C
risis in

 Eu
ro

p
e: P

o
litics o

f P
reca

rio
u

sn
ess o

r S
h

ift to
 a

 N
ew

 S
o

cia
l M

o
d

el o
f R

eg
u

la
tio

n
155154

Fa
ct

 F
in

d
in

g

classes and has particularly hit vulnerable groups all over Europe, the extent and
particular forms of social damage has significantly varied among EU Member
States according to the employment and welfare regimes in place and the politi-
cal management of the crisis at the national level to mitigate its adverse social ef-
fects; by political management we mean the type and degree of state interven-
tion. A second argument is that, while macroeconomic, industrial and employ-
ment policy responses in most EU countries have diverged from monetarist and
neoliberal orthodoxy and exclusive focus on labour supply and flexibility meas-
ures during the first one and a half year of the crisis, these should be considered
as a temporary parenthesis in a state of emergency, rather than the adherence of
ruling classes and political elites all over Europe to a new social model of regula-
tion. This temporary parenthesis corresponds to a demand-side management of
the crisis. The final argument of the paper is that EU institutions and global finan-
cial markets act as a straitjacket to permanent policy deviation from the main-
stream and “social experimentation” at the national level. EU pressure leads to a
continuous erosion of labour standards and social rights, gradually accumulated
during the golden era of fordism or the “socialist”past of Central and Eastern Eu-
rope. In fact, monetarism and neoliberalism are built into the institutional con-
figuration of the EU and automatically generate “return-to-order” mechanisms.

The impact of crisis on employment – 
unemployment and precariousness

The slump in output was spectacular in the current crisis. Between the sec-
ond quarter of 2008 and the same quarter of 2009, GDP in the EU-27 fell by
5% and employment by 1.8%, while the unemployment rate – though an im-
perfect indicator of joblessness in its current ILO definition – increased from
7 to 9.5% between August 2008 and December 2009.

Table 1: Growth of GDP and employment in the EU-27

% change compared to same quarter of previous year

2008 2009
Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

GDP -1.8 -5.0 -5.0 -4.3 -2.3
Employment 0.2 -1.1 -1.8 -2.1 -2.1
Temporary -6.3
Permanent -1.3
Part-time 1.0
Full-time -2.1
Average weekly hrs worked by full-time employed -0.7

Total
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14 out 27 EU-Member States will apply restrictive macroeconomic policies
in the next three years, which may plunge the European economy into a new
downturn and employment crisis and further undermine social protection
systems and the provision of public goods and services.

Political management of the crisis at the national level – 
low elasticity of employment to output

An interesting feature of the current crisis compared with the recessions of
the mid-1970s and early 1980s and 1990s is the low elasticity of employment
declines to GDP in the first year. This reveals a different management of ad-
verse employment repercussions by governments in the current crisis than in
previous recessions, for purposes of avoiding a collapse in demand along
with social turbulence. This does not imply that the full negative impact of
this crisis on employment will be weaker but that it will spread out in more
years than in previous recessions. Firms are expected gradually to adjust em-
ployment until the pre-crisis level of productivity is reached, by eliminating
surpluses or delaying hires, thus augmenting unemployment. However, it is
certain that by preventing a greater job loss, especially in the big EU
economies, national governments have prevented – for the time being – a
downward spiral of demand and production that would transform the severe
recession into a real depression.

National patterns of adjustment – 
employment vs. work-time or pay

Although the crisis has brought about a severe deterioration in the condi-
tion of the working classes and has particularly hit vulnerable groups all over
Europe, the extent and particular forms of social damage has significantly var-
ied among EU Member States according to the type and extent of state inter-
vention to mitigate job losses, the freedom of firms to dismiss – depending
on the employment regime in place – and work-time reductions and pay
concessions used to prevent dismissals.

It is important to note in this respect that, between the second quarter of
2008 and the same quarter of 2009, increases in unemployment rates have
been marginal in Germany, Belgium, Italy, the Netherlands, and Austria.
These were also the countries with the lowest decline in employment, in spite
of drops in GDP ranging from 4.2 to 5.9%.

The elasticity of employment to GDP contraction is an indicator of the in-
tensity of effort undertaken by firms and governments to maintain employ-
ment. We have estimated this elasticity for all EU-27 Member States using an-
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sions in order to save jobs or because of pay freezes in the public sector de-
cided by governments. Income precariousness has thus increased next to em-
ployment precariousness. Last but not least, the crisis has harshly undercut
the pace of hires which has boosted unemployment among young labour-
market entrants and women returnees.

Men, youth, the low and medium-educated and non-EU nationals saw a
larger increase of their unemployment rate than women, prime-age and old-
er workers, the highly educated and EU nationals. It should be taken into ac-
count though that employment contraction was the highest among prime-
age workers while women have a higher propensity to discouragement and
exit from the labour force than men.

Wage reductions, foregone earnings/income loss due to unemployment,
and the exclusion of large groups of the labour force from unemployment
benefits and/or severance pay (first-job seekers, temporary workers with low
contribution records, short part-timers whose jobs are exempted from social
security contributions, false self-employed etc.) have reduced wage income
and increased the risk of poverty among wage earners and working class fam-
ilies.

Recovery does not mean that the crisis is over – 
macroeconomic policy matters

Although the signs of timid recovery in most European countries are real,
this crisis is a major/structural crisis of capitalism and is here to stay for more
than a decade during which the growth rates will fluctuate around a very low
level (see last issue of European Economy). These growth rates will not only
be unable to absorb joblessness but will possibly lead to a further increase in
unemployment rates. In the short run, the imminent changes in the orienta-
tion of macroeconomic policy in EU Member States will certainly have reces-
sionary effects on EU economies in the coming years.

Expansionary monetary policy and fiscal policies since the beginning of
the recession helped mitigate its impact on growth and employment in many
EU countries. Public deficits passed from -0.8% in 2007 to -6.9% in 2009 on
average, while the fiscal stimulus was the largest in Ireland, the UK, Spain,
Greece, Lithuania and Latvia. However, in its last decision of December 2,
2009, the Ecofin Council put Greece’s fiscal policy under strict surveillance
for excessive deficit and called on Greece, Belgium and Italy to reduce their
deficits below the 3%-of-GDP threshold by 2012, and the Czech Republic,
Germany, Spain, France, the Netherlands, Austria, Portugal, Slovakia, Slove-
nia to do so by 2013, Ireland by 2014 and the UK by 2014-15. This means that
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tion is what income loss the employees involved have incurred. We will deal
with this question further below.

Wage concessions by employees to employers to save their jobs at the com-
pany level indicate the increased power over labour that the crisis has con-
ferred to capital. Examples of negotiated pay freezes or cuts can be found all
over Europe, but most of them come from the UK and Ireland.

Policy responses to the employment crisis 

The deleterious effects of the financial crisis on the real economy through
the slump in demand and output obliged EU Member States and EU author-
ities to allow a temporary deviation from the monetarist and neoliberal prin-
ciples and their institutional configurations. The deviation consisted in direct
credit facilities provided by the ECB to commercial banks along with ex-
tremely low interest rates, expansionary fiscal policy at the national level in
breach of the Growth and Stability Pact and state aid to economic sectors and
big firms particularly hit by the crisis, distorting competition in the Internal
Market. Macroeconomic and industrial policy measures had a more impor-
tant impact on employment than labour-market policies, but unemployment
benefits and other social benefits distributed to low-income groups acted as
economic stabilisers while employment preservation measures had a direct
positive impact on employment.

Four important points should be underlined, though. First, the resources
allocated to the financial sector were incomparably greater than those spent
to promote employment. Second, job creation in the public sector has been
a marginal tool of employment policy. Third, public policies have mitigated
but not prevented job and income losses for millions of European workers
and the spectacular rise of youth unemployment. Fourth, with the first signs
of economic recovery the ruling classes and political elites in the EU are call-
ing for the return to the monetarist and neoliberal order: restrictive fiscal
policies, horizontal industrial policies that do not distort competition in the
Internal Market, activation labour-market policies and flexicurity measures.

EU-level response

The first response was the European Economic Recovery Plan, which called
for fiscal stimulus at both the Member State and EU level, but of the overall
€ 200 billion package only € 30 billion corresponded to EU spending. The
Plan also recognised that beyond the aggregate demand support provided by
macroeconomic instruments, there might also be a case for temporary gov-
ernment support targeted to sectors where demand had been disproportion-
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nual data for 2009 and present comparative data in Figure 2. Elasticity is the
highest in Spain, Ireland, Portugal, Latvia, Estonia, Hungary, Bulgaria and
Greece, indicating the apathy or inadequacy of governments to take up the
challenge and the great freedom enjoyed by firms in these countries to dis-
miss workers. For instance, Spain has the highest rate of temporary workers
in the EU and alongside Greece, Italy and Portugal large pools of informal
workers and pseudo-self-employed who can be fired on the spot at zero cost.
At the other extreme, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, Malta, Cyprus,
Slovenia, Austria, and the Czech Republic display extremely low elasticity of
employment to GDP contraction. The UK, Italy, France, The Nordic coun-
tries, Lithuania and Slovakia lie in between the other two groups.

Another important difference between EU countries is the extent to which
the reduction of work time has been used to prevent dismissals. Estonia, Aus-
tria, Germany, Slovenia, Slovakia and the Nordic countries, with a great tra-
dition in negotiated work-time flexibility at the plant level are the EU Mem-
ber States with the greatest reduction in weekly work hours of full-time em-
ployees. At the other extreme, Luxembourg, Latvia, Hungary, Portugal,
Cyprus, Greece, Malta, the Netherlands and the UK have seen the least reduc-
tion or even an increase in the work time of full-time employees. Since there
is a trade-off between employment and work time for the same volume of ac-
tivity, it seems that firms and governments in the first group of countries
have made large use of work-time reduction to avoid dismissals. The ques-

158
Fa

ct
 F

in
d

in
g

D
E

N
L*

B
E

M
T*

C
Y*

SI A
T

C
Z

U
K

IT FI SE EU
-2

7

LT FR SK D
K

*

EL B
G

H
U

EE LV PT IE*

ES

Figure 2: EEllaassttiicciittyy  ooff  eemmppllooyymmeenntt  ttoo  GGDDPP  ((22000099))

002

002

002

001

001

001

001

001

000

000

000



Th
e S

o
cia

l C
risis in

 Eu
ro

p
e: P

o
litics o

f P
reca

rio
u

sn
ess o

r S
h

ift to
 a

 N
ew

 S
o

cia
l M

o
d

el o
f R

eg
u

la
tio

n
161160

Fa
ct

 F
in

d
in

g

ately affected by the crisis and could cause important dislocations. Tempo-
rary public support could help prevent unnecessary and wasteful labour-
shedding and the destruction of otherwise viable and sound companies.

A second response was the decision of the Spring 2009 European Council
on the three key policy priorities to address the employment crisis and ac-
cordingly allocate the resources of the European Social Fund and the Euro-
pean Globalization Adjustment Fund. The priorities were a) maintaining
employment and creating jobs, b) upgrading skills and c) increasing access to
employment for vulnerable groups.

The new element in this anti-crisis EU employment policy framework
was the emphasis on maintaining labour surpluses in firms by subsidis-
ing labour costs. This was conceived as a temporary policy direction
meant to avoid an abrupt fall in aggregate demand in the economy, a
permanent loss of knowledge and skills by firms, and the escalation of
industrial conflict and social protest due to mass redundancies. Howev-
er, unless accompanied by a training requirement, temporary lay-off and
short-time working allowances can be classified as “passive measures”,
functional equivalents to unemployment benefits, and their provision
contradicts the EU flexicurity agenda calling for easing dismissals of em-
ployees on permanent contracts. This explains why this policy direction
was not integrated into the European Employment Strategy (EES), dom-
inated by the activation and flexicurity rationales.

National responses

The introduction for the first time, or the improvement and extension, of
existing temporary lay-off schemes or short-time working arrangements in
firms with substantial fall of production is by far the most important devel-
opment regarding the policy instruments used to avoid redundancies and
control unemployment during the current crisis. The employment relation-
ship is temporarily maintained but at the cost of more or less important in-
come loss. Today compensation is rising from 60% to 100% of foregone
earnings, depending on the country and the workers’ participation in train-
ing during the hours not worked. It goes without saying that income loss is
greater in the case of temporary lay-off than in the case of short-time work-
ing, while income replacement is roughly equivalent to that of unemploy-
ment benefits.

Since 1947, Italy had a special fund (CIG) providing benefits to workers
laid off temporarily or working short time in factories undergoing temporary
difficulties since 1947, but extended its coverage to apprentices, employees on
fixed-term contracts and the false self-employed (parasubordinati) last Janu-

ary. At the end of July 700 to 800 thousands of workers were receiving such
benefits. In France, where temporary lay-offs also have a long tradition, the
benefit increased from 60 to 70% of the wage last year. Belgium made tem-
porary lay-offs applicable to white-collar workers last June; before then this
scheme could be used by firms only for blue-collar workers. In Sweden tem-
porary lay-offs were first introduced in manufacturing by collective agree-
ment last year, and employers put pressure on white-collar unions to sign a
similar agreement.

On the other hand, Germany, Austria, Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Re-
public, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Luxembourg and the Netherlands introduced or
amended short-time working arrangements during the current crisis. In Ger-
many and Austria allowances are now payable for a maximum of 24 months,
while in the Netherlands and the Czech Republic training is compulsory for
receiving the allowance. Last June 1.4 million workers were receiving short-
time working allowances in Germany.

Rebates on social-security contributions and hiring subsidies to boost
labour demand were the second most popular employment policy instru-
ment used during the current crisis. Rebates for particular groups of labour-
force participants have been introduced in Belgium, Spain, France, Hungary,
Portugal, Sweden and Slovakia, while job subsidies were re-introduced in the
UK after their abandonment in the early 1980s.

These measures are consistent with the activation rationale of the EES, but
their effectiveness in producing sustainable outcomes is debatable, even more
so in times of crisis when job creation depends on forecasts of the evolution
of demand rather than on production costs. On the other hand, social con-
tribution rebates certainly erode the long-term sustainability of social secu-
rity systems and if applied on a wide scale are equivalent to “social dumping”
practices among EU Member States.

Last but not least, although active labour-market policy measures em-
ployed to curb youth unemployment were reinforced – especially apprentice-
ships and work experience schemes – they were too limited in scope in times
of severe reductions in hires, to produce any substantial effect on unemploy-
ment statistics, and the youth unemployment rate has shown the largest rel-
ative increase. The anticipated downward adjustment of the firm’s perma-
nent staff and its reluctance to hire, unless on temporary or part-time con-
tracts, is going to aggravate and generalise throughout Europe the precari-
ousness that youth experienced in most EU countries before the crisis.

A final observation is that direct creation of permanent jobs in the public
sector was not used by EU Member States as an employment promotion pol-
icy tool – at least officially -, in line with the prevailing long-standing neolib-
eral commitment to retrenchment of public-sector activity and employment.



interests as usual. In such circumstances, the role of the EU as a straitjacket
for the alignment of national governments and of the European people to
such interests will be reinforced.
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However, public investment has been used as a job creating tool in the pri-
vate sector through tendering.

Rapidly closing the Keynesian parenthesis – 
return to order – business as usual

Predictions about the future social consequences of the crisis are gloomy
since the “clearing effects” of the crisis and their impact on employment and
wage income have not yet unfolded and even the timid recovery that ap-
peared in the third quarter of 2009 is still very fragile. Gloomy predictions are
further reinforced by the anticipated gradual neutralisation of all policy in-
struments used in the last one and a half year and corresponding to a de-
mand-side management of the crisis.

The decisions of the last Ecofin and European Councils do not leave the
slightest doubt. A binding timetable for the exit from fiscal stimulus policies
has been set for all Member States that have produced “excessive deficits” un-
der the definition of the Stability Pact, and Greece is the first to experience a
strict EU surveillance on an unprecedented scale. State austerity measures
such as pay freezes, cuts in social-security budgets, in healthcare and educa-
tion, have been applied or are being prepared in Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania,
Hungary, Ireland, Greece and Belgium. A social-security reform is being pre-
pared in Greece transforming the pay-as-you-go and defined-benefits system
to a capitalisation-based and -defined contribution system, inspired by anal-
ogous reforms in Sweden, Italy, Hungary and Slovakia in the 1990s and
2000s.

As for the employment policy framework, the last European Councils have
stressed the need to refocus labour-market policy to activation and flexicuri-
ty initiatives 

We should also not forget that next year collective bargaining on wages will
be much more difficult, since 2009 wage increases had been decided through
pre-crisis negotiations whose outcome was in general respected. However,
state-defined minimum wages have already been frozen in some countries
e.g. Hungary, while in other countries, such as Sweden, there is pressure by
employer organisations to change the whole system of collective bargaining
if unions do not consent to pay freezes or moderation in their wage claims.

Overall, after a short parenthesis of implementation of an heterodox poli-
cy mix to face the crisis in the EU, and given the incapacity of the working
classes and their representatives in the social and political arena to organise
not only common resistance but also and above all propose credible alterna-
tives at the EU and national levels, we are quickly heading towards the re-es-
tablishment of the hegemony of neoliberalism, financial markets and capital
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Electoral Performance of the Left –
A Survey

The following information was gathered in the context of a soon-to-
be-published critical statistical survey of the results of the 2009 EU

Parliamentary Elections.

The following presentation of political power relations takes into ac-
count three perspectives:

a long-term perspective (1946-2009)

a medium-term perspective (1980-2008)

a snap-shot (EP-Elections 2009)

When comparing the data, we must realise that the survey is based on
different sources. We must also be aware of the general problems of im-
promptu interpretations of statistical data. In any case, a further specifi-
cation of the data is planned, taking into account regional and socio-cul-
tural aspects.

Under these premises, some characteristic European trends can be
gleaned from the data, which may also provide the basis for qualitative
evaluations.

Barbara Steiner



Within the general trend it is also possible to discern different paths of de-
velopment for the different groups of parties.
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The table above shows a continuing downward-trend in average election
results. Specific deviations from the trend in an upward-direction can be seen
between 1970 and 1973, a trend in which the rise of Italian Communism
finds expression. Unsurprisingly, deviations from the average trend can be
seen in the period after the 20th Party Congress of the Soviet Communist
Party and the crushing of the national uprising in Hungary. A downward
curve can also be noticed for both the time of the capitalist crisis of 1973 and
the breakdown of the state socialist systems in Eastern Europe.
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Evolution European Leftist 

20th century
source: Pedro Marset Campos

Evolution European Leftist 

20th century
source: Pedro Marset Campos

Evolution PCP, KKE, CPBM
source: Pedro Marset Campos

Significant Far Left Parties in Parliamentary Elections 

( European Economic area), 1990-2008



It is not possible to speak of a slump in voter turnout in the most recent
EU-elections. However, by the same token, the long-term downward trend
could not be stopped.

The figures underlying the following diagrams represent the average data
weighted by the eligible voters in the individual states.
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Also within the past 20 years the election results of the European left parties
vary greatly when regarded in detail. An interesting aspect presented in the table
above is the link between election results and the participation of left parties in
centre-left-governments or their tolerance or support of such governments in
parliament. The table shows that this form of alliance within the institutions has
consistently resulted in a decline in the percentage of votes. In the discussion of
the data, it was emphasised that the data can lend expression to very different
political experiences. Therefore they must be interpreted with great care. Still, it
also seems to be true that the data point to a problem which requires a profound
debate with regard to the strategic perspectives of the left.
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Far Left Participation in Government after 1989

Source: Bale and Dunphy (2007), author’s own calculations

Voter participation %
2004/07* to 2009

EP elections
2004/07* and 2009

EUwide (weighted average)

EP elections EU 15
2004 and 2009

(weighted average)



The numeric distribution of power as expressed in the percentage ratio be-
tween social-democratic parties, on the one hand, and, on the other, the par-
ties of the transformative left has slightly shifted to the left, with both the per-
centages of votes and the voter turnout generally decreasing. Yet there are
clear differences between the EU-15 and the EU-12.
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Yet there are characteristic differences between the EU of the 15 (”Old
EU”) and the EU of the 12 (new members from Central and Eastern Europe
plus Cyprus and Malta).
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EP elections EU 12
2004/07* and 2009
(weighted average)

Leftist parties and Social democratic

parties in comparison
EUwide

2004/07* and 2009
(weighted average)

Leftist parties and Social democratic

parties in comparison
EU15 and EU12 countries

2004/07* and 2009
(weighted average)

EU15

% Development 

Conservatives 2004-2005

EU12

% Development 

Conservatives 2004/07*-2005

�Conservatives 04* �Conservatives 09
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The wins of the conservatives whose wins were especially high in the “new”
EU-12-states. The conservatives have won in all countries except in Germany,
Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Romania and the level of the con-
servative successes in elections is higher in the new EU-states.

172
Fa

ct
 F

in
d

in
g

Loss/Gain

Conservative parties
EU12 2004/07*-2009 (in percentage points)

Loss/Gain

Social democratic parties
2004/07*-2009 ( percentage points)

Loss/Gain

Social democratic parties

in EU15 countries 2004 to 2009
(in percentage points)

Loss/Gain

Social democratic parties

in EU12 countries 2004/07 to 2009

(in percentage points)



The left’s votes have remained constant, that is, they are increasing a little
in the EU-15 on the basis of a weighed average while they are decreasing a lit-
tle in the EU-12.
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The social-democratic parties are weaker in the new EU-states in general,
but unlike in the “old” EU-15-states they have won slightly. In Europe as a
whole they have lost.
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Loss/Gain Leftist parties

EUwide (without Lithuania, Malta, Slovenia)

2004/07*-2009 (in percentage points)

Development Leftist 2004/07*-2009
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Regional Elections in France: 
Victory for the Left – Abstention
and Comeback of the National
Front

Regional elections, the fifth in a history which only began in 1986, took
place in France on March 14th and 21st of this year. What are these elec-

tions? Regions have existed since 1972 but only began to have elected assem-
blies in 1986. They were a level inserted between the central state on one
hand, the departments, created from 1790 on, and very numerous munici-
palities on the other hand. To put this in order, there are 22 regions in France
(apart from the overseas territories), which makes an average of a little more
than 4 departments per region. It should be noted that the competencies and
especially the financial means of regions remain modest when we compare
them for example with similar structures in states organised on a federal ba-
sis, even if the successive laws on decentralisation adopted since the 1980s in
France have gradually increased their importance. But in France, especially
with Nicolas Sarkozy, local democracy always gets short shrift.

The election is based on a list system, proportional, with two rounds. Only
lists having gotten more than 10 % of the votes cast in the first round can
run for the second round. They can then merge with any list having ob-
tained at least 5 % of the votes. This process allowed, as a general rule, most
lists of the left to merge (Socialist Party, and the Left Front comprising the
Communist Party and Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s Party of the Left, together with
smaller groups), and Europe Ecology, which is a grouping of ecologists
wider than the Green Party). In 12 regions out of 22, the National Front was
able to maintain its list, which led to “triangular ballots” (left, right and ex-

Louis Weber



Two major phenomena in the electoral results were generally highlighted:
the tremendous victory of the left and the very high rate of abstention. A
third feature was less often commented, but its importance is nevertheless
considerable: the “comeback” of the extreme right.

The victory of the left

For months, all the polls were predicting it – to the point that Martine
Aubry, the first secretary of the Socialist Party, could even set a particularly
ambitious objective: the grand slam, i.e. winning in all the regions. It should
be noted that in 2004 this was almost the case: only Alsace and Corsica re-
mained governed by the right. Today, only Alsace has a right-wing majority.
And this time the “triangular ballots” are not the reason: with two exceptions,
the total of the votes for the left was indeed higher than right and extreme-
right votes together. In the second round, the total of the votes for the left
amounted to more than 52 % (35 % for the right, a little less than 10 % for
the National Front).

Does this mean that France is at a turning-point, after fifteen years of right-
wing presidents? One would have to be cautious about such an assertion for
at least two reasons. The first is the fact that the left won the 2004 regional
elections in a comparable way, and this did not prevent Nicolas Sarkozy from
winning the presidential election in 2007. This lends credence to a thesis of-
ten put forward in France, according to which the French people would rely
on the left to manage municipalities and regions, but not the state. The sec-
ond reason is the very widely admitted fact that this vote was more a vote
against the right, and more precisely against Nicolas Sarkozy, than a vote for
the left. This is confirmed by various polls indicating that two-thirds of the
French people have a bad opinion of the current right-wing government, but
that the same proportion does not believe that the left would do better.

This being said, the shock was still severe for the right. Its leading figures
hesitated for a long time before recognising the defeat. But, today, there are
strong tensions. Some of its elected representatives no longer hesitate openly
to consider Nicolas Sarkozy’s responsibility for the defeat. Others are break-
ing rank, in particular the former Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin, in
anticipation of the 2012 presidential election, for which perhaps many of his
political friends no longer think Nicolas Sarkozy would be the best candidate.
This can partially be explained by the fear of not being re-elected. The logic
of the French electoral system, with the presidential election some weeks be-
fore the legislative one, almost certainly indicates that a defeat of the right
(or, the case being, of the left) in the first one is followed by a defeat in the
second. It remains to be seen to what extent the current excitement is a long-
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treme-right). On the other hand, all the lists of Olivier Besancenot’s NPA or
other groups of the radical left were eliminated. The lists of the Modem (the
centrist party of François Bayrou) met with the same fate, with one single
exception.

This second big defeat of the Modem (after the 2009 European election)
has clarified, at least for a while, one of the main issues within French (left-
wing) politics: what kind of coalition should be sought in the future, one
including Bayrou’s party or not? Ségolène Royal and other leaders of the
Socialist party have in the past expressed the wish for such a broad coali-
tion. That seems now to be out of the question. On the other hand, Europe
Ecology (and especially its representatives coming from civil society), surf-
ing on its unexpected good results in the latest European and regional elec-
tions, are inclined to look for new forms, “overcoming the traditional po-
litical parties”. On March 22 (a wink at March 22, 1968), Daniel Cohn-Ben-
dit launched an appeal to found a “political cooperative able to produce
sense and to pass on political sense and strategic decisions”. However, with-
out any hesitation Europe Ecology in fact opted for its traditional left al-
liance for the second round (with one exception: in Brittany they could not,
after the first round, get the slots they thought they were entitled to on the
joint list and decided to run on their own, obtaining 17% of the votes in-
stead of 12% in the first round).

Attempts of the radical left to present common candidates failed once
more, as they did for the 2009 European elections and the 2007 Presiden-
tial, although polls showed that they could expect more than 15% of the
votes. The main reason was the NPA’s refusal to join for the second round
coalitions with the Socialist Party (unless this party was prepared to en-
dorse a clearly anti-liberal programme !). NPA’s possible partners, especial-
ly the Communist Party, did not accept such a solution, considering it im-
possible to campaign while excluding any future participation in the Re-
gional Executives. Behind the scene, there was of course also the question
of the means (symbolic, financial, human) provided by such participation.
The actual outcome was diverse, the local boards of the parties making the
final decisions: for the first round and in most regions, two and sometimes
three radical left lists were in competition (i.e. NPA; Lutte ouvrière, the par-
ty formerly represented by Arlette Laguiller; the Left Front together with
some smaller groups); in a few of them, the communists joined the social-
ist list from this early stage, the rest of the Left Front running together with
other radical groups; in two cases only (in the Montpellier and Limoges re-
gions) the NPA and the Left Front ran together for the first round, getting
8.6% in the first case and over 13% in the second (thus the only region
where the radical left could run on its own for the second round)



votes cast, with peaks of over 22 % for Jean-Marie Le Pen in the south, of which
Marseille is the capital city, and for his daughter Marine, who will very proba-
bly succeed him, in the North). But, on average, we are still far from the 19 %
obtained by the right-wing extremist candidates in the 2002 presidential elec-
tion. Why then speak about a comeback? Because meanwhile Nicolas Sarkozy
and his party (UMP) made strong efforts to “siphon” off the votes of the ex-
treme-right, not unsuccessfully as the National Front fell to 10.5 % in the 2007
presidential election and even to 6.3 % in the 2009 European elections. But the
UMP managed this not by implementing policies likely to get rid of the in-
equalities in the country, which feed the vote for the National Front, but by tak-
ing back some of the themes which made the National Front a success: a little
populism, and much stress on the issue of security, which is a relatively new
theme and puts the theme of national identity on the agenda. When the new
government was founded in 2007, a Ministry of Imigration, Integration, Na-
tional Identity and Solidaristic Development was created. On the symbolic lev-
el, amalgamating immigration and national identity was a strong gesture,
clearly making immigration into a problem for the national identity, which is
very close to the most familiar themes of the National Front. This ambiguity
was to be stressed by initiating a “debate on the national identity” taken in No-
vember, 2009 by the Minister, Éric Besson, a former top-officer of the Socialist
Party. The dates chosen revealed the real objective pursued: the debate was to
end with a big national colloquium two weeks before the regional elections of
March, 2010. In fact, it very quickly turned around immigration and not na-
tional identity, which opened a path to the most extreme opinions – so much
so that the government was very quickly forced to put the debate aside. The real
winner was the National Front, whose favourite themes thus came back on the
public agenda.

By way of conclusion

These regional elections were a brilliant success for the left and its con-
stituencies (socialists, ecologists and the Left Front). This success is, howev-
er, a little marred by the feeling that the voters voted more against Nicolas
Sarkozy than for the left and by the low rate of participation in the ballot,
which expresses the loss of confidence in the political parties in general and
the dominant parties (the right and the Socialist Party) more specifically.
This “crisis of citizenship”, whose roots are in part the consequences of years
of liberal economic and social policies, is particularly perceptible among the
most socially disadvantaged part of the population. It truly puts democracy
at risk, as does from another point of view the relative “comeback” of right-
wing extremism.
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lasting phenomenon or just a manipulation to persuade people that some-
thing will change. As far as current policies are concerned, the president of
the Republic and the Prime Minister have already promised “to pursue the
reforms”, which in the rhetoric of the right means continuing the liberal poli-
cies, the very same policies which the voters have in fact just rejected.

For the left, unity has paid. There was a noteworthy exception, which might
prompt rethinking in the future: in the Limoges region, the common radical
left list mentioned above got 19 % of the votes (against 48 % for the socialist
list and 33 % for the right). It is thus the only region where the NPA has elect-
ed representatives. In the other regions, one can suppose that the voters saw
the NPA as the party that divided the left and they thus rejected it.

The abstention

These results must, however, also be seen in the context of the very high
level of abstention. If we take into account non-valid votes, participation
amounted to only 49 % of the electorate in the second round, certainly a lit-
tle more than in the first round (less than 45 %). The decline is considerable
when we compare this with the 2004 regional elections (63 % participation).
This drop between 2004 and 2010, at the very moment when the main par-
ties made these elections a national matter, shows the distance between the
dominant political parties and the electorate. Seen in this way, it is very prob-
ably tied to the voters’ lack of confidence in the ability of the political parties
to really change things. This crisis of confidence is further strengthened in
what in France is called the sensitive areas, i.e. the areas where the most dis-
criminated people live, often but not always of immigrant origin. In the de-
partment of Seine-St-Denis, in the midst of the former “Red Belt” of Paris,
the number of valid votes amounts on average to 38 % of the electorate,
sometimes less than 30 %, in particular in the cities where confrontations
with the police occurred recently. However, contrary to what is sometimes as-
serted, the electorate in the sensitive areas does not benefit the extreme-right,
which did not manage to get 10 % of the valid votes in the Paris region, which
would have made it possible to run for the second round.

The comeback of the extreme-right

Nevertheless, many people talked rightly of a “comeback” of right-wing ex-
tremism in these elections. What does this mean exactly? In the first round, the
lists of the National Front and some other small right-wing extremist groups
got more than 12 % of the valid votes. In the second round, the National Front
was able to run in only 12 regions out of 22 (obtaining from 15 to 20 % of the
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Quebec Solidarity: 
An Introduction for Potential 
Sympathisers in Europe

When general elections took place on December 8, 2008, Quebec Soli-
darity saw its first deputy elected to the Quebec National Assembly.

This electoral victory demonstrated the relevance of a new political forma-
tion on the left, still not very well known in Europe1, but which should be
better known by progressive people across the Atlantic. Having been respon-
sible for the political orientation of the party for three years,2 I take the lib-
erty of presenting Quebec Solidarity in a way that is my own but that prob-
ably would be shared by other members of the party.

I will begin with a broad outline of the historical context that led to the cre-
ation of this party.

This initial survey is necessary, it seems to me, not only because our nation-
al history is not very well known outside of Quebec, but also because I can
offer, here, a particular interpretation that I feel provides some coherence to
the emergence of a party like Quebec Solidarity. A brief explanation of the
political positioning of the party and of the way that it functions organisa-
tionally will follow. I will conclude by presenting the challenges that I see
ahead.

A little history3

The big blackness
After World War II, Quebec was a Canadian province alienated from a

Simon Tremblay-Pépin



The party of Quebec
This desire for emancipation was expressed politically through the As-

sembly for National Independence (RIN – Left) and the National Rally
(RN – Right). In 1968, René Lévesque, a former Liberal minister who left
his party, rallied these two organisations behind his Sovereign Move-
ment Association (MSA) and founded the Quebec Party (PQ)11. Split-
ting from the PLQ, the PQ succeeded in attracting nationalist voters
hitherto inaccessible to the PLQ and rapidly gained popularity, winning
the 1976 election. René Lévesque became Prime Minister of Quebec.

The first mission of the Quebec Party was its most progressive, and it
claimed to be in phase with the quiet revolution. Initially, the PQ pre-
sented itself as being “favourably disposed” toward working men and
women. Despite certain measures that were clearly beneficial to the
working classes, it is possible to argue that the PQ established an eco-
nomic and political power structure more favourable to the caste of
technocrats that emerged in the early 1960s as well as to certain small
Quebec capitalists who spotted potential (or immediate) profits in the
nationalism of the “péquistes” (members of the PQ).

The referendum through which the Lévesque government asked the
population for “a mandate to negotiate” a “new understanding” with
Canada turned out to be a sizzling defeat, with 60% of the population
voting NON. The Canadian government of Pierre-Elliott Trudeau took
the opportunity to repatriate the Canadian Constitution without the
agreement of Quebec. Political disillusion accompanied an economic
crisis that afflicted the world at the time. In the same period, several
groups on the extreme left dissolved and many progressive militants pre-
ferred to work actively for socio-community groups, ecologists and fem-
inists. The political party no longer was the political vehicle of the Que-
bec left.

After the referendum and up until the mid-90s, Quebec went through
a somber period, darkened by the neoliberalism and the Thatcherism
that haunted the rest of the planet. The providential state and good gov-
ernment-labour relations became the sacred cows to slaughter. The
Lévesque government opened the dance with anti-union and anti-social
measures, subsequently taken up by the government of Robert Bourassa.
With his Canadian counterpart, Robert Mulroney, Bourassa tried to re-
solve the “constitutional problem” of Quebec. This effort failed and in-
spired the PQ – now led by Jacques Parizeau, René Lévesque’s former
Minister of Finance – to conduct a second referendum on the sovereign-
ty of Quebec in 1995: 49.5% of the population voted OUI. A near victo-
ry that would nevertheless feel like a defeat.
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provincial government led by Maurice Duplessis, a man with behaviour rem-
iniscent of Salazar in a cassock. While he himself was a layperson, Duplessis,
in fact, delegated what today are considered public services (health, educa-
tion, etc) to the Catholic Church. The rest of his political organisation was
based on a remote nationalism and on institutionalised political favouritism
not very different from that of certain South American countries today.4

The Duplessis system collapsed in 1959-1960 for various reasons. Let us ex-
amine several: the sudden death of the man himself, who took with him not
only his panache but also a good part of the system that kept his party in
power; the emergence of a caste of technocrats, engineering and social sci-
ence graduates, that had no place in the ecclesiastical bureaucracy kept to a
minimum by the “Chief”5 ; the rise of a French-Canadian middle-class that
did not have the means necessary to develop in the face of the British-Cana-
dian and American middle-classes6 ; the beginning of a certain political and
cultural effervescence that questioned antique systems of power and validat-
ed a certain transformation of Quebec society.

Quiet revolution
Already begun by Prime Minister Paul Sauvé (1959-1960), important re-

forms were implemented by the government of Jean Lesage (1960-1966).7

The creation of important ministries would deprive the Church of its hold
on public services, which would lead a large number of young technocrats
into the state fold, and, at the same time, toward large state-owned compa-
nies charged with managing certain key resources of Quebec.8 French-Cana-
dian capitalists eventually would find the capital that they needed when the
state mandarins decided that the time had come to form quite private na-
tional champions that, nevertheless, owed their rapid growth and develop-
ment to large public investments.9

During this period, cultural and political effervescence was manifest in
many ways: in the rise of a cultural universe peculiar to Quebec; and in the
greater power of social organisations, including the unions, of course, but
also of social movements like community groups and the women’s move-
ment. Another particular dynamic reflected this cultural and political eman-
cipation: a desire for national emancipation.10

In itself, nationalism is not new in Quebec. The Duplessis government and
many of its predecessors relied on the differentiation between French-Cana-
dians and British-Canadians or that between the governments of Quebec and
Ottowa to mobilise the electorate or to win constitutional victories. All the
same, the clear will to make Quebec a country follows a more troubled path,
since the destiny of the people of Quebec has only rarely put them in the
forefront of their own history.
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Area of the Americas (FTAA), discussed during the summit, that plans for
FTAA had to be abandoned.13

A grouping of organisations
The will to form a veritable party of the left had subsisted timidly in the

shadow of the PQ since the 1980s. Marcel Pépin, the union leader, organised
the Socialist Movement of Quebec (MSQ) around a manifesto signed by
about one hundred political personalities. In 1985, some activists joined
forces to found the New Democratic Party of Quebec (NPDQ), which at one
time was the provincial branch of a centre-left federal party with representa-
tion in a majority of Canadian provinces before it broke with its federal
brother in 1989. In the mid-1990s, the NPDQ became the Party for Social
Democracy (PDS), mostly energised by the Quebec branch of the Fourth In-
ternationale of the Socialist Left. This party participated in general elections
in 1998, presenting 97 candidates. The Communist Party of Quebec (PCQ)
moved through time without ever taking up any overwhelming public space
and going through numerous disagreements with its Canadian brother, no-
tably on the question of Quebec sovereignty.

The Union for a Progressive Alternative (RAP) was founded in 1998. Gath-
ering up some leftist personalities from labour, politics and the people, its
objective was clear: find a way to offer Quebec a leftist political alternative to
the dominant parties. A new option appeared: bringing the PDS, the PCQ
and the RAP together into one party. The party was not even official when an
electoral opportunity presented itself in 2001, in the electoral district of
Mercier, particularly favourable to progressive ideas. Longtime leftist activist
Paul Cliche ran and won 25% of the votes. This token success encouraged the
activists, and, shortly afterward, the Union of Progressive Forces (UFP) was
founded. The UFP went on to participate in the general election of 2003 and
its spokesperson, Amir Khadir, a physician of Iranian origin involved in in-
ternational solidarity movements, won 18% of the votes, always in the Merci-
er district, from which he would finally be elected five years later.

During this time, in the fall of 2002, feminist and community activists,
worried about the rise of the right, rallied around Solidarity First (DS). This
organisation dedicated to political awareness and popular education aims to
address and validate social questions usually shunted aside in the course of
political debate in Quebec. DS offers an analysis of the political programs of
the different parties, as well as wider understanding of what constitutes neo-
liberalism.

Within this formation, some would like to go further and see the birth of a
political party corresponding to the values of feminist, ecological and social
groups. In 2004, Françoise David and François Saillant pulled these activists
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Towards Quebec Solidarity

Social momentum
As of 1995, the conditions necessary for the emergence of Quebec Solidar-

ity slowly fell into place. In 1996, on the occasion of a socio-economic sum-
mit, Lucien Bouchard, then Prime Minister of Quebec and head of the PQ,
traded his image as the standard-bearer of sovereignty12 for that of a cham-
pion of economic conservatism. Faced with a budget deficit, the government
succeeded in obtaining the support of certain groups in civil society for dip-
ping into public services in order to wipe out the deficit. Certain leftist or-
ganisations then walked out, refusing to support such a proposition. Among
these organisations were the Quebec Women’s Federation (FFQ) represented
by Françoise David, and the Popular Action Front for Urban Planning
(FRAPRU) represented by François Saillant.

This pivotal moment is important because it removed all ambiguity from
the political positioning of the PQ. Contrary to what it sometimes pretends,
it is neither a party of the left nor a social-democratic party, but rather a so-
cial-liberal party occupying the centre-right of the political spectrum. If
opinions still differed on the exact positioning of the PQ, there was no doubt
after this socio-economic summit that a rightist fringe with neoliberal con-
victions was active and powerful. As of this moment, political activists on the
left undoubtedly became orphans without a party. The PQ’s positioning on
the right was accompanied by the rise of a new political party, also a splinter
of the Liberal Party: Quebec Democratic Action (ADQ) which took a right-
ist hard line on the economy from the beginning before coming to add a cer-
tain social conservatism to its proposals later on (in the mid-2000s).

Social movements also became more and more agitated as of this moment.
The women’s movement would undertake in 1995 and 2000 two large marches
that made it possible to reanimate its organisations, as well as to broaden its
platform beyond typical “women’s issues.” The student movement had taken a
turn to the right in the early ‘90s with the dissolution of its national organisa-
tion; now, it would give birth to the Movement for Student Democracy (MDE)
in 1996 which would subsequently stabilise around it new leftist organisation,
the Association for Student Solidarity (ASSE), in 2001. This organisation would
be responsible for a historic student strike in 2005.

Like everywhere else in the world, the alter-globalisation movement took
hold in Quebec, with events in Seattle in 1999 having swift repercussions
here. In April, 2001, when the Summit of the Americas took place in Quebec,
the force of the alter-globalisation movement was felt in full. Thousands as-
sembled in Quebec to organise not only what became a seminal event for a
whole generation of activists, but, also so much resistance to a Free Trade



The big challenges
Even though the political left in Quebec has succeeded, with Quebec Soli-

darity, in forming a political party, and, just recently, sending an elected
deputy to the National Assembly, many challenges still loom. At program lev-
el, Quebec Solidarity laid out, last November, the first part of its political pro-
gram, which concerns the independence of Quebec, the integration of citi-
zens and democratic institutions. In 2010, it will be a question of focusing on
equally important issues: ecology, the economy, the world of work and agri-
culture. In this time of crisis, it is necessary to have a program that is clear on
these questions. It is critical to the future of the party.

Quebec Solidarity must also better stake out its space for action in Quebec
society. The party is resolutely not centred solely on electoral or parliamen-
tary politics: yet, it is not clear how far to go in each domain. What role to
play in the face of other social movements and leftist groups? How to partic-
ipate in necessary cooperation with the left without falling into the trap of
identifying with past parties who thought they “led” the movements? Who to
approach (and how) as a party of the left, without sinking into dated identi-
fication with the worker, but preserving an antagonistic analysis of society?
How to organise in order to be present at the ballot box and on the street at
the same time, despite very limited resources?

The life of a leftist party in Quebec is precarious at best. Over the next few
years, Quebec Solidarity will have to demonstrate its relevance at national
level by transposing an expressed popular sympathy into votes, on the one
hand, but by becoming, on the other hand, an indispensable force for social
transformation that is as deep as it is exciting.

The author is a member of Quebec Solidarity and was responsible for the political direction
of this party from 2006 to 2009. He has been one of the people responsible for the party’s
communications since the general elections of 2007 and 2008.

Notes
1) See a portrait of the deputy in LIBERATION: http://www.liberation.fr/por-
trait/010184613-saint-laurent-rive-gauche
2) From November, 2006 to November, 2009.
3) For a less slanted but more detailed history of Quebec, see : Linteau et al., Histoire du
Québec contemporain, Montreal : Boréal Express, 1989, 2v.
4) A recent biography by one of his close collaborators describes the ties of the Duplessis
regime to a certain latent ideology of the extreme-right: Jean-François Nadeau, Rumilly,
l’homme de Duplessis, Montreal: Lux, 2009, 416 p.
5) See GUINDON (1988), Hubert, “The Social Evolution of Quebec Reconsidered” in Hu-
bert Guindon, Quebec Society : Tradition, Modernity, and Nationhood, Toronto, University
of Toronto Press, 1988 (c.1960), 180 p.
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together to found Citizens’ Option (OC), a political movement with the in-
tention of transforming itself into a political party. OC and the UFP began to
negotiate in order to prepare for a potential merger. Quebec Solidarity (QS)
was created in February, 2006, before about one thousand people.

A political process from the street to the ballot box 

Not like the rest
As may be seen from this short look across the history of Quebec, QS is

pretty much a strange political animal. It does not come from a split in the
Liberal Party over the question of independence for Quebec, as is the case for
the PQ and the ADQ. Rather, it has formed very slowly, by trial and error, at
the instigation of organisations with very different outlooks. It is a parti-
processus14 that may not remain forever in its present form so that it can in-
tegrate other forces into its own.

The way it functions also is different from that of other parties. There is no
chief. Instead, there is a joint coordinating committee of 16 people that in-
cludes two spokespersons: Françoise David and Amir Khadir. National deci-
sion-making meetings take place regularly, two or three times a year (so far).
Several different tendencies are accommodated within the ranks (Commu-
nists, partisans of “degrowth”, Web activists, etc.), which is fairly unusual for
Quebec. Members are called to mobilise for questions that go far beyond the
electoral interest of the party and regularly turn out for issues such as the en-
vironment, social justice, international solidarity, etc. Quebec Solidarity does
not try, either, to stifle debate and confronts members with essential ques-
tions from the very start, without promoting a state of permanent conflict:
positions are clear, but debates take place calmly and with respect.

Of course, its most distinguishing feature is its philosophy. It is the only po-
litical party in Quebec to question the capitalist system and to link this sys-
tem to the destruction of the environment and its deleterious effects. Quebec
Solidarity also offers a unique position on the question of Quebec national-
ity. The party proposes that people in Quebec can use their popular sover-
eignty to put in place a constitutional assembly so that the idea of founding
a country coincides with the opportunity to create and implement a differ-
ent kind of society. Instead of betting on the lowest common denominator in
order not to put people off, we believe that it is only by putting forward an
exciting plan to transform society that we can succeed in making Quebec not
only a country, but a country where it would be good to live. In the same
breath, we propose that Quebec should fully respect the right to self-deter-
mination of Canada’s First (Indian) Nations by recognizing the territorial
consequences of this right.
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6) This thesis is defended by, among others: Gilles Bourque et Anne Legaré, Le Québec: La
question nationale, Maspero, Paris, 1979, 232 p.
7) The fundamental reference for this period remains, Kenneth McRoberts et Dale Posgate,
Développement et modernisation du Québec, Montréal : Boréal Express, 1983 (c. 1980), 350
p.
8) An excellent example is Hydro-Quebec, responsible for developing the enormous hydro-
electric potential of the territory.
9) Think here of the engineering firm now called SNC-Lavallin or of the aeronautical con-
structor Bombardier.
10) The French-Canadian cultural effervescence of the early Sixties has been the subject of
ample literature, too vast to be enumerated here But the context is conveyed in the film
C.R.A.Z.Y. by the director Jean-Marc Vallée, which, despite certain weaknesses, renders the
atmosphere of the period very well. To better understand the link between culture and pol-
itics, see Malcom Reid, Notre parti est pris. Un jeune reporter chez les écrivains révolution-
naires du Québec, 1963-1970, Québec : Presses de l’Université Laval, 2009, 364 p.
11) Choice of the word “Québécois” comes from the dramatic increase in the use of this ex-
pression, which differs from “French-Canadian” in the distance that it takes from Canada.
Today, the term “French-Canadian” is hardly ever used to describe the people of Québec.
12) It had been very much in the forefront during the 1995 referendum campaign.
13) See: David Graeber, Direct Action: an Ethnography, Oakland : AK Press, 2009, 568 p.
14) This term is borrowed from François Cyr and Gordon Lefebvre.
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Transform! at the LF in New York

March 19 – 21 at Pace University in New York City saw the 29th annual
gathering of the conference first known as the Socialist Scholars Con-

ference (SSC) (1981 – 2004) and then the Left Forum (LF) (2005 to the pres-
ent).1

The first SSC in 1981 was actually the refounding (without mention of its
predecessor) by Bogdan Denitch, Stanley Aronowitz and others of the 1960s
of Socialist Scholars Conference which involved people closer to the Com-
munist Party than to Denitch’s DSOC. The earlier conference was a broad ef-
fort by new left academics to create a forum in which to present theoretical
and historical work, for the most part in a scholarly format but with an au-
dience reaching far beyond academic circles.

When the conference was refounded in 1981 by leading personalities of
Democratic Socialists of America – a 1983 fusion of DSOC, a social-demo-
cratic grouping, whose best known personality was Michael Harrington, and
the more radical New American Movement – it could, after the first year,
move to a venue within the City University of New York system where it en-
joyed the active support of the socialist chancellor of the City University,
Joseph A. Murphy, giving it nearly unlimited space and many advantages. In
this period, precisely during the Reagan onslaught, the conference grew such
that there were on average 1,500 – 2,000 attendees a year, some 300 – 400
speakers and ca. 50 exhibitors (book publishers, including some university
presses, journals, organisations). By now, with a great number of panels (up

Eric Canepa



The keynote speaker this year was Rev. Jesse Jackson. His appearance at the
Forum was historically significant in marking a new interest on the part of
the radical left to interact with figures connected to institutional politics, as
well as the interest of someone like Jesse Jackson to acknowledge his relation-
ship to the radical left. The US left is notable for its separation from the in-
stitutions and from the political centre, even from the centre left. It was un-
doubtedly the relationship to the Obama campaign that prompted debate on
what combination of support, tolerance, constructive pressure or opposition
the left should practice in relation to Obama, and this debate was very much
in evidence in this year’s LF.

The economic/social crisis received a lot of attention in high-quality ses-
sions, featuring some of the top US and Canadian left political economists.
(It should be noted that ironically the U.S. and Canada have a higher propor-
tion of Marxists and leftists teaching in universities than Germany and Italy,
for example, have. This is due to the large number of radicals who obtained
tenured positions during what is known as the “Marxist renaissance” of US
universities in the 1970s. The presence of Marxist political economists in US
universities is especially striking in comparison to Europe.) 

Problems of unionism and of new union strategies were addressed in a
large number of lively panels. An attempt was also made to address in a bal-
anced way the recent splits in the US labor movement. The panels featured a
large trade union participation both from significant functionaries and rank
and file.

The Rosa Luxemburg Foundation continued its by now more than 10-year
tradition of organising panels at the SSC and LF with a panel on “Union
Strategies, Poor People’s Movements and Crisis,” with Christina Kaindl, Jan
Rehmann, and speakers from poverty and labur-organizing initiatives in the
US. as well as a major session “Can Obama Be Moved? Movement Strategies
to Pressure Party Politics” with Margit Mayer and an impressive panoply of
speakers ranging from supporters of third-party initiatives to those cooper-
ating with the Democrats, as well as from other initiatives.

For the first year, the Transform Network had a presence – and an impor-
tant one – with three major panels: “Social-Security Systems in Comparison:
Europe and the US” with Robin Blackburn, Lucy apRoberts, Daniel Ankar-
loo and Ruurik Holm; “Roundtable on Left Strategies in the Core Capitalist
Countries,” with Sam Gindin (Socialist Project, Toronto, formerly with the
Canadian Auto Workers), João Romão, Greg Albo (Socialist Project, Toron-
to), Cornelia Hildebrandt (Rosa Luxemburg Foundation and Die LINKE),
Richard D. Wolff and Ruurik Holm; “Understanding and Responding to the
Crisis: The Left in Europe and the U.S.” with Walter Baier, William K. Tabb,
Jeremy Brecher, Rainer Rilling and João Romão.

Tra
n

sfo
rm

! a
t th

e LF in
 N

ew
 Yo

rk
193

to 200), the conference largely lost its scholarly character, taking on the func-
tion, as it has done ever since, of being the largest annual gathering of the left
in North America. Indeed Paul Sweezy once pointed out that if it hadn’t been
for the hegemonic control of the media, this large gathering of the left, with
university support and taking place “in the shadow of Wall Street” would
have been a fascinating mainstream newspaper story for the general public.

Bogdan Denitch, while making the largest panels reflect a somewhat social-
democratic outlook (which was nevertheless important and interesting in the
US context, as it meant the presence of elected officials and contact with
more mainstream thinkers), observed a strict policy of pluralism in the con-
ference as a whole, which he worked out with a broad spectrum of left jour-
nals, for example Monthly Review.

Practically every major socialist thinker appeared at one time or another at
the SSC, and many international unionists and political officials. By 2000, af-
ter Chancellor Murphy’s death, and with the growing costs imposed by the
Borough of Manhattan Community College, a reflection of the neoliberal
impact on public university budgets as seen in the tendency to rent out uni-
versity space at a commercially competitive level, the organisers explored the
possibility of finding a more stable anchor outside the City University, and of
making the conference economically self-sufficient. To this end, the writer of
these lines was hired to coordinate the conference (which he did from 2001
to 2006). The SSC was able to stabilise itself.

With space no longer unlimited, the SSC (now moved to Cooper Union)
cut down the number of panels to 60 – 70, with the board of directors plan-
ning half of them and, for the remainder of the panels, working with a re-
duced number of journals and some organisations, e.g. the Rosa Luxemburg
Foundation, coordinating these as well, ensuring complementarity and no
redundancy.

Right after the 2004 SSC, the organisers associated most closely with DSA
split from the newer members of the board. The latter continued to organise
the conference, which for legal reasons was obliged to change its name. One
difference was the fading away from then on of what some felt was the social-
democratic character of the large sessions (”plenaries”). However, it should
be said that zealous supporters of each side in the split exaggerated the polit-
ical differences between each side and the level of felt enmity.

Due to building construction at Cooper Union, LF had to move again
before the 2008 Forum, and the new venue, Pace University, has put at
LF’s disposal a space nearly as unlimited as that of the pre-2001 venue.
The board and the new director, Seth Adler, have been able to make the
Forum grow to its maximum size to date – with 3,400 attending and over
200 panels.
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The final plenary featured Noam Chomsky, and included a tribute to
Howard Zinn from Arundhati Roy and Frances Fox Piven, along with a per-
formance of Zinn’s play “Marx in Soho.” The Zinn tribute and Chomsky’s ap-
pearance drew the expected enormous crowds, with people lining up around
the block. It was a fitting end to a very exciting and rich weekend.

Note
Board of Directors: Stanley Aronowitz, Roderick Bush, Eric Canepa, Vivek Chibber, Nancy
Holmstrom, Jamie McCallum, Lorraine Minnite, Frances Fox Piven, Hobart Spalding,
William K. Tabb, Richard D. Wolff, Julia Wrigley,
Advisory Board: Gilbert Achcar, Tariq Ali, Robin Blackburn, Barbara Bowen, Rose Brewer,
Renate Bridenthal, Michael Brie, Stephen Brier, Stephen Eric Bronner, Paul Buhle, Joseph
A. Buttigieg, Luciana Castellina, Angela Dillard, Stephen Duncombe, Hester Eisenstein,
Barbara Epstein, Deepa Fernandes, Héctor Figueroa, Harriet Fraad, Josh Freeman, Barbara
Garson, Marvin Gettleman, Arun Gupta, Jack Hammond, David Harvey, Gerald Horne,
Boris Kagarlitsky, Robin D. G. Kelley, Christine A. Kelly, Peter Kwong, Joanne Landy, Jesse
Lemisch, Michael Löwy, Manning Marable, Randy Martin, Liz Mestres, Susan O’Malley,
Leo Panitch, Christian Parenti, Thomas Ponniah, Barbara Ransby, Michael Ratner, Jan
Rehmann, Gerardo Rénique, Rainer Rilling, Colin Robinson, Nan Rubin, Stephen R.
Shalom, Neil Smith, Eleni Varikas, Victor Wallis, Ross Weiner, Joseph Wilson
Endorsing Organisations: Brecht Forum, Center for the Study of Culture, Technology, and
Work, Graduate Center, CUNY, Critical Sociology, Logos, Monthly Review, National
Lawyers Guild, New Political Science, New Politics, Radical Teacher, Rethinking
Marxism/AESA, Rosa Luxemburg Foundation, Science and Society, Situations, Social Text,
Socialism and Democracy, Social Register, Souls, Union for Radical Political Economics

Exploring Left Alternatives for
Ending Poverty in the “First World”
Transform! Working Group Brussels 

Exceeding all expectations, a critical mass of over 50 people (a milieu of
left-wing social activists, academics, politicians, radical intellectuals and

employees of European Union institutions) met on March 1 to discuss a key
issue of the European left political agenda: fighting poverty in the European
Union. Within the framework of the 2010 European Year Against Poverty
sponsored by the European Commission, the Transform! Working Group
Brussels organised a debate to explore left alternatives for the fight against
poverty in the “First World”, held in the García Lorca Centre, a historic gath-
ering place of the critical left in Brussels (and headquarters of Spain’s Com-
munist Party during the Franco dictatorship).

This event marked the kick-off of a series of initiatives and debates aimed
at filling up a vacuum in the current Brussels-centred political debate around
pan-European issues of crucial importance for the left. The crowded meeting
room and the feedback collected after the event clearly demonstrate this vac-
uum and the need for discussing realistic left alternatives to social problems
impacting left constituencies.

Four important keynote speakers contributed to the Monday evening
event: Gabi Zimmer, MEP, Group GUE-NGL (Die Linke, Germany);
Francine Mestrum, lecturer in social science at the Université Libre of Brus-
sels and member of Global Social Justice Network and Social Forum Bel-
gium; Stephen Bouquin, senior lecturer in labour sociology at Amiens Uni-
versity, France/Belgium and member of Les Mondes du Travail’s editorial

Nicolás Muzi



come deprivation, Zimmer concretely proposes to guarantee heated homes
to everybody in the EU by implementing programmes to increase energy ef-
ficiency in private buildings with already existing technologies. Fighting “en-
ergy poverty” is crucial as the energy bill eats up 10% of average household
disposable income.

From an academic perspective, the social scientist Francine Mestrum drew
attention to a change of paradigm in EU political strategy on poverty eradi-
cation. She argues that there is an unquestionable shift in the EU’s political
agenda away from the social insurance principle to “floor protection” in the
last two decades, that is, a race to the bottom to secure minimum levels of
welfare, just basic provision of certain public goods (basic education, basic
healthcare, basic unemployment benefits).

A detailed analysis, Mestrum argues, of all EU documents on poverty re-
duction strategy shows that there are three policy recommendations on
which the EU’s political philosophy of poverty eradication is based, namely
budget constraints, modernisation of social protection and employment
strategy. The budget-constraints strand is self-explanatory: public money for
social policy and social security systems is not only limited but in many 
cases budget cuts are recommended. There’s no clear view on what the EU
means by “modernisation of social security”, but it is evident that there is of-
ficial discontent for the “distortions” that “copious” unemployment benefits
cause in labour markets. In this sense and due to the proliferation of jobs
(junk jobs) whose remuneration is not high enough to sustain basic human
needs, there are recommendations from EU officials of lowering unemploy-
ment allowances to motivate people to work for indecent wages instead of
raising salaries. Likewise, there is a process underway by which the safety net
built within the framework of the welfare-state consensus has to serve the
purpose of the employment strategy. In other words, social policy is contin-
uously undermined with the sole objective of subordinating it to the perva-
sive mandate of economic policy. Social policy within this orientation is con-
ceived as a complement, and not a correction to, neoliberalism.

In sum, a careful reading of the Amsterdam, Nice and Lisbon Treaties
demonstrates that there is no real strategy for poverty eradication. In the Lis-
bon Strategy there is no specific mention of poverty. Legal instruments to
combat poverty and social exclusion are weak, demonstrated by the fact that
the predominant tools devised are the exchanges of best practices, “open
methods of coordination” and soft law. Moreover, goals are extremely limit-
ed and rather vague. Last but not least, no harmonisation of social protection
programmes across the EU is envisaged. On the contrary, the EU’s strategy of
combating poverty seeks a convergence around social minimal standards that
mainly involves extreme poverty and social marginalisation.
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team; and Michel Rousseau, member of Euromarches. Elisabeth Gauthier, di-
rector of Espaces Marx, France, and member of the Managing Board of
Transform! Europe, moderated this high-profile panel and the discussions
with the audience that followed.

MEP Gabi Zimmer, member of the Development, Employment and Social
Affairs Committees of the European Parliament, set the scene by noting that
poverty is the principal cause of hunger and undernourishment in the world.
As an advocate of active inclusion, she explained that poverty is more than
just money deprivation.

Despite the tremendous economic growth of the world economy in the ten
years preceding the Great Recession, poverty didn’t decrease, but grew over-
all. Nowadays, 14.6% of the world’s population lives below the poverty line,
and 1.42 billion human beings currently live on less than US$ 1.25 a day. Ex-
acerbated by the financial crisis, an additional 53 million people became
poor in 2009 according to the World Bank. The worldwide increase in child
mortality is another alarming indicator of the increase of poverty, rendering
utopian the realisation of the UN’s Millennium Goals on poverty.

As Zimmer rightly pointed out, there’s a clear opportunity to link the glob-
al struggle against poverty to the same fight within European borders, since
the situation in Europe is no less distressing. Over 20% of the population of
Spain, Greece, Bulgaria, Romania and Latvia are currently at risk of poverty.
This estimate is rather optimistic if, as seems to be the case, the sluggish eco-
nomic recovery in these countries does not take off.

With this picture in mind, Zimmer criticised as narrow-focused and techno-
cratic the EU’s efforts to address poverty and social exclusion. In fact, she sees
a dearth of ideas and policy proposals in the last 15 years from the EU politi-
cal institutions as well as no concrete signal indicating that poverty eradication
targets will be included in the 2020 strategy. Yet the European Commission’s
leadership in this matter is crucial to ensure some sort of success.

The left-wing MEP called for serious and tangible efforts to tackle poverty
and social exclusion, profiting from the EC’s push to raise awareness of these
issues in 2010. In this sense, Zimmer stresses the fact that poverty eradication
has to be key to all policies devised and implemented in the European Union
at all levels – local, regional, national, European or global. The broader goal
is to ensure that Europeans enjoy a comprehensive safety net of minimum
social standards. The ambitious but concrete targets she would like to see on
the EU’s political agenda are the end of homelessness by 2015 and the end of
child poverty by 2020.

Moreover, she highlights the importance of a guaranteed minimum in-
come. A concrete proposal in this sense would be to raise the minimum wage
to 60% of the EU27 average salary. In another set of policies to alleviate in-
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billions to rescue the banks, they could easily give billions to the poor if they
were forced to do it. His organisation will be organising demonstrations for
effective measures to tackle poverty in Brussels during the European Week
against Poverty, which will take place on October 10-17, 2010.

During the discussion section one of the main topics of debate was the sit-
uation of the “working poor”. This rising social phenomenon shows that for
more and more workers, wages do not guarantee the minimum for subsis-
tence. A new kind of double dependence – from the employer and from pub-
lic social assistance – emerges. Falling wages and growing public assistance
for the working poor constitute another aspect of redistribution in favour of
capital. Social divisions and political tensions within the subaltern classes,
between those who have to pay taxes and those who need “assistance”, are
growing and paving the way for populist discourses from far-right political
groups and forces. A left alternative has to build solidaristic approaches –
policies that can unite workers, working poor, jobless and poor people.

In an effort to synthesise the alternatives proposed and discussed on March
1, it could be said that there was general agreement among speakers and at-
tendees that rebuilding the welfare state along with the implementation of
minimum income policies is the starting point for eradicating poverty in the
“First World” in the 21st century.
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A case in point of the way the EU is devising the strategy against poverty is
the fragmentation of the decision-making process in this matter. Social secu-
rity was always the exclusive competence of national governments. More and
more we are witnessing a process of splitting responsibilities and decisions
among different levels: regional, national and European. And, suspiciously
enough, the most difficult decisions that usually imply an important social
cost are being moved to the European level where robust resistance and pub-
lic pressure is harder to organise and execute.

Mestrum reads the push for modernising European social security systems
as part of the neoliberal agenda pursued by the political institutions of the
European Union. It could be seen as another attempt to dismantle the wel-
fare state and consequently the end of social protection based on citizenship,
social rights, universalisation and solidarity. The fact that income inequality
is absent from EU policy recommendations and political strategy is another
sign that solidarity is severely under attack these days. For Francine Mestrum
the best protection from poverty is the welfare state.

With regards to the conscious erosion of solidarity from an EU social pol-
icy perspective, Stephen Bouquin stressed the radical shift to individual re-
sponsibility in this domain. The EU has been adopting an increasingly indi-
vidualistic approach in its social policy via focusing all efforts on people’s
“employability” and self-reliance. In other words, it is up to individuals to en-
sure that they acquire the necessary skills to become attractive in labour mar-
kets and take measures to cover periods of unemployment. Meanwhile, col-
lective welfare provisions have been weakened while informal work and mi-
cro-credits to help out the poorest are on the rise in the European Union. For
Bouquin, an inverse logic of wealth distribution is underway, which he calls
the “welfare state for employers” in which working poor people, who cannot
make ends meet on their meagre salaries, get public social assistance to secure
minimum subsistence.

Given that poverty has risen in parallel to GDP growth in the last two
decades (GDP has tripled in the last 20 years), he advocates relaunching the
debate on wealth redistribution, since our societies are wealthy enough to
end poverty in Europe. A first step in this direction should centre on setting
social standards guaranteeing that no social allowances are below the pover-
ty threshold. The labour movement should integrate the fight against pover-
ty into its broader struggle.

The failure of the EU’s strategy of eradicating poverty is undeniable,
claimed Michel Rousseau of Euromarches. He reminded us that the Lisbon
Treaty set the goal of eliminating child poverty by 2010. As an activist of a Eu-
ropean network, he vigorously calls for strong mobilisation and social protest
against this social scourge, following the premise that if Member States gave
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