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Editorial

Dear reader,

The focus of the current issue of Transform is the crisis of the capitalist econ-
omy and of the whole reproduction process it governs. It is far from being
overcome, as the mass media would have us believe. In fact, the shifting of the
burden of the crisis onto the shoulders of the working population has, espe-
cially in Europe, just begun. In some countries there has been, and there is,
massive resistance to it; in other countries massive austerity measures are be-
ing pushed through without large protest actions.

This issue’s Essays section contains fundamental analytical articles on the
character of the crisis and its consequences. They deal, on the one hand, with
the stubborn persistence of the current crisis phenomena in the EU and
world economies, and, on the other, with the systematic cutbacks in the re-
productive conditions of the working population, which threaten to lead to
a new phase of national-position competitiveness. One of the bases for the
underlying over-accumulation of capital is the increasing precarisation of an
ever greater number of workers. In “Modern Times” Karola Boger, Thomas
Händel and Frank Puskarev uncover the underlying conditions of this devel-
opment as related to working-time regimes in Europe.

Aspects of the crisis are also featured in the contributions in our Focus sec-
tion. In the ESF/WSF section, there is an assessment of the development of
the European Social Forum, which needs more initiative and engagement,
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above all in relation to the situation that is gaining ground in the USA and
which the WSF is confronting. The challenges are illuminated from an
African point of view in the interview with Demba Moussa.

The Chronicles section contains reports and analysis of the consequences
of the crisis in individual countries. For various reasons, no comprehensive
overview can be given. Completing and filling in these reports will be the task
of upcoming issues of Transform!

Our journal itself is in a kind of transitional phase. In the General Assem-
bly of transform! last September, a European Editorial Board was elected,
which includes the following people: Walter Baier, Lutz Brangsch, Elisabeth
Gauthier, Haris Golemis and Ruurik Holm. The main responsibility for the
journal’s preparation is now being assumed by Lutz Holzinger (who was,
among other things, editor-in-chief of the “Volksstimme”, until 1992 the dai-
ly newspaper of the Austrian Communist Party).

The cover and illustrations for this issue of Transform! were created by
Magdalena Steiner. The artist lives in Vienna where she attended the Graph-
ic Conservatory. After a series of passionate nude drawings and her work
with handicapped people in Vienna’s Centre for Drama, she studied painting
from 1985 to 1990 in the Conservatory for Applied Art in Vienna. She has to
her credit numerous exhibitions, stage scenery, calligraphic work, teaching in
schools, workshops and seminars and illustrations. She says of her work:
“The human being is my theme. Politics, philosophy, literary elements, social
criticism and religion have meaning. Painting, drawing, art is my language.
The language of images, which constantly changes its colours and its expres-
sion, which is in movement, which exaggerates, loud, soft, incomprehensible,
brutally open. I don’t let myself be defined or categorised”.

Lutz Holzinger, Editor

October/November 2010
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For years the EU-Commission has been complaining about society in the
Euro-zone being divided into two classes. The gap between those Euro-

states able successfully to compete, with Germany as the market leader, on
the one hand, and, on the other hand, those countries with high deficits, in
southern Europe in particular, has indeed widened in recent years. If the
member states drifted even further apart, the union as a whole would be in
danger of falling to pieces. Germany’s aggressive export strategy is even fur-
ther impoverishing the weaker Euro-countries.

Thus there is increasing danger that the emergency parachute of 750 billion
Euros established by the EU and the IMF will be claimed. In a paradoxical
way, their booming economy could turn out to be costly for German citizens,
because as the largest national economy Germany is standing surety with a
lion’s share.

While Spain, Greece and Ireland are indeed drastically cutting back their
state budgets, the cuts will in Germany turn out to be clearly less far-reach-
ing than government rhetoric might suggest. Even according to the original
plans Germany has not embarked on an exorbitantly strict course of consol-
idation.

Due to its strong export orientation, the German economy can be expect-
ed to catch up temporarily. By dedicating public means on a global scale to
stimulate the boom and by maintaining the prevailing low-interest policy the
shrinking process of the global economy could be stopped. In particular,

Europe in the Great Crisis

Joachim Bischoff
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some of the countries on the periphery of the global capitalist system – In-
dia, China, South Korea and Brazil – could avoid the slump through their
adoption of strong economic stimulus plans and even enhance their positive
economic development. German export industry was positively affected by
this boom thanks to its strong capacity to compete in the price sector.

The opposite must be said about the domestic economy: Neither in Ger-
many nor in Europe is it the motor of economic recovery. Not only is Ger-
many the European export champion, it is also the European champion
when it comes to wage restraint. In the past ten years, gross wages and salaries
have nowhere in the European Union (EU) risen as slowly as in Germany.
Compared to the year 2000, they increased by merely 21.8% to the first quar-
ter of 2010, while in the entire EU wages increased by 35.5% in the same pe-
riod.

Even the neoliberal president of the EU-Commission, Barroso, could not
avoid coming to the conclusion, “As one lesson from the crisis we have
learned that the stark contrasts in the capacity to compete must be levelled
and that the social market economy has to be modernised. Europe must show
that it represents more than 27 different national solutions. Either we swim
together or we go down separately.”

Despite its strong growth the German economy has only made up for 60%
of the losses of the economic slump which was caused by the financial crisis.
Most prognoses assume a tendency towards economic slowdown also for
Germany. This is due to the fact that the process of recovery depends on the
storage cycle and the reduction of an investment jam. Many storage facilities
are empty now and have to be filled up again. Part of the postponed renewal
of fixed capital is also prompting growth. On the other hand, there is, in the
entire global market, a trend towards flat growth rates.

In Europe, further recovery stands and falls with the course of develop-
ment in the USA and in the aspiring threshold countries, most of all China.
And for these countries the early indicators have for some time now been
pointing downwards, which means that it will not be possible to maintain the
speed at which the global market has been expanding so far.

The idea that, due to its export orientation, Germany will be able to stay
outside this trend is naïve. The growth of the Chinese economy has already
slowed down, which means that the demand from China too is on the de-
cline. The worsening development in the USA will have consequences for the
German boom. Since, at the same time, domestic demand remains weakened
due to the development of wages and salaries and the massive austerity pol-
icy, a decrease of growth in the months to come will be the most probable va-
riety of development.
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The USA and the challenge of deflation 

For months now, unemployment in the USA has remained constant at a
high level, and also with regard to first-time job applications there is no eas-
ing of tension. Experts consider this to be a sign that the situation of the
labour market remains difficult. Thus the chances for a boom in the world’s
biggest national economy are vanishing, with 70 % of this economy’s devel-
opment depending on private consumption. The economic crisis has cost the
jobs of more than 8 million Americans. Experts fear that it will be years be-
fore this number of jobs can be created again.

Thus the development in the USA differs strongly from that in Germany
and the EU. According to the FED, economic recovery has “slowed down in
recent months”. In the face of the low key interest rate it can rely only on un-
conventional methods to stimulate the economic cycle. Just as at the begin-
ning of the crisis, it now wants to buy state bonds from the US Treasury. To
do so it wants to use money from its huge packet of bonds secured by real-
estate assets, which it has acquired in its struggle against the financial crisis
and which amount to a volume of 1.25 billion US Dollars. This announce-
ment by the FED can also be understood as a signal that there will be no
more recourse to exit strategies from the liberal monetary policy, as had been
discussed only a few weeks ago.

Obviously, the US is still in a structural crisis. Mass unemployment, low
economic growth as well as high budget deficits and pressing public debts
will presumably be the characteristic features of the US economy in the years
to come. Many private households, but also enterprises and public institu-
tions, are still paying off the debts which were accumulated in the period of
the “irrational abundance“ of the financial markets. This holds particularly
true for the real-estate sector. After the expiration of relief measures, such as
tax relief for house buyers, the weakness of this market segment is becoming
particularly obvious. There is now the threat of pressure on prices again. Fan-
nie Mae and Freddie Mac are holding up the sector at present. Both enter-
prises are buying or guaranteeing 90% of the mortgages that are currently
being provided. Altogether, the market for mortgages subsidised by the gov-
ernment comprises 5,000 billion US Dollars.

In terms of the current trend of development, US experts are quite afraid
of a transition to a deflationary process: We are closer than ever before in re-
cent history to a permanent crisis, as in Japan. Therefore a deflation-fighting
tendency is prevailing in the FED. The politics of the central bank and the
government is no longer to focus on possible risks of inflation, which hardly
exist anyway, but instead on the potential danger of the economy drifting
into a phase in which both wages and prices are falling. Since the prime rates
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are only a little above zero and thus a further reduction of interests is incon-
ceivable, there has been discussion for some time now of pumping addition-
al means into the economy via the pension market.

The central challenge remains the structural condition of the US economy.
However one is to view the status of a super power whose liquidity depends
on China assiduously continuing to buy its debt titles, it is still clear that in
the USA a deindustrialisation process has been going on for years. Relatively
unsophisticated branches of production are wandering off to Asia, with
hardly any substitutes replacing the losses – and all this despite the techno-
logical power of the USA. Incomes are stagnating, the middle classes are
Thinning out and unemployment is increasing. That is the real problem the
political class would have to tackle.

The USA is losing its industrial basis, and the attempt to compensate,
through the financial industries, for lost profit opportunities led to the
2007/2008 crash. The solution probably lies in a new surge of investment, on
the one hand into the infrastructure, on the other into environmental tech-
nology. The recent measures of the Obama Administration – a programme
of boosting infrastructure and of tax reductions for medium-sized enterpris-
es – point in the right direction but will be far too underfunded.

In the ranks of US economists, a majority is sceptical in the face of the cur-
rent trends. Nobel Prize laureate Paul Krugman is shocking the elite with the
thesis that the US is entering a third phase of the Great Depression. “The
economy is still in the sphere of attraction of the Great Recession.” And for-
mer US Labor Secretary Robert Reich emphasises, “All rockets to take us out
of there are failing just now”. In the US the hope for a boom is now receding.
Worries about the economy are growing. In the second quarter, GNP was
growing by just 1.6%, with the unemployment rate amounting to an historic
high of 9.6%.

The upswing in Japan has stalled

In Asia, the upswing in Japan is coming to a halt. The growth of the world’s
second largest national economy has clearly decreased in the second quarter.
Compared to the first quarter, the real GDP has increased by a mere 0.1 % be-
tween April and June. Thus, the country has the weakest growth rate among
the world’s six leading economic powers. Experts had predicted a plus of
2.3 % after the Japanese economy had grown by 4.4 % in the first quarter as
compared to the same period the year before.

Causes for the slump in growth in Japan are a decline in the export stimu-
lus but also a continuing weakness of consumption at home. As compared to
the first quarter of 2010, public investments have fallen in the past three
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months by 3.4 %, while expenditures of private households were stagnating.
Investments by enterprises only rose slightly by 0.5 %.

It is expected that the continuing high of the Yen as compared to the US
Dollar and the Euro might be an obstacle to economic recovery in Japan also
in the second half of the year. Exports will remain solid due to the dynamic
boom in Asia, but as a consequence of the revaluation of the Yen the growth
rates will not continue, which in turn hampers the companies’ expectations
of profit and sales.

At first sight, the current picture of the Japanese financial world appears
absurd. On the one hand, the country is highly indebted, while, on the oth-
er, investors are taking refuge in the Yen and buying Japanese state bonds to
an extent which caused the interest rate for ten-year-bonds to fall below 1%.

With their fervour for saving, the Japanese population has amassed
1,400,000 billion Yens in savings. In this respect they are the world champi-
ons, although it should be pointed out that the Japanese have lost the title to
the Chinese when it comes to the saving quota. Enterprises are not lagging
behind citizens in this respect; neither can the state be accused of sluggish-
ness when it comes to saving. Former Prime Minister Koizumi had already
drastically pruned back public building projects, and local governments re-
duced the salaries of their officials. The new government of Democrats is de-
ploying live publicly broadcast forums on saving, with the aim of axing the
various ministries’ prestige projects. Despite all this, the government wants to
freeze the budget in 2011 and the new indebtedness only to the present lev-
el, and only by 2015 reduce the budget deficit, which is currently 9 % of the
GNP, by half.

It is certain that a political majority in favour of a harsher austerity course
could be found. However saving alone would not help. Japan must increase
the tax revenues which decreased by 37 % between 1990 and 2009. The val-
ue-added tax, for example, amounts to 5% and has not been increased since
1998, despite the explosion of the mountain of debt and expenses for social
security.

In the beginning of autumn 2011, the Bank of Japan is leaving the key in-
terest rate at the very low level of 0.1 %, while at the same time expanding the
credit facility by 10 trillion Yen (140 billion Euros). Business banks are able
to supply this sum within an expiration date of six months, again by deposit-
ing papers, and in addition to the already available 20 billion Yen (12 million
Euros). At the same time, the government has declared its readiness to pro-
long expiring relief measures at the level of 920 billion Yen (13 billion Euros).
This involves subsidies for ecological building projects, cheaper loans for
smaller and medium-sized enterprises and benefits for university graduates
searching for a job. Together with the fiscal political stimulus, if such a stim-
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ulus can be detected at all, the economy receives an impulse of less than 0.1 %
of GNP.

This deflationary pressure can be observed in all industrialised countries.
The recent crises affecting the real-estate, banking and currency sectors all
have one origin: an excessively high indebtedness. This deflationary pressure
remains and is slowing down the economic cycle.

What can be done against this? The private sector has to reduce its debts,
and both the government and central bank have to stick to the policy of stim-
ulating the economic cycle. This will take some more years and nobody can
tell what the outcome will be. In that period a systemic crash like that of the
1930s is not realistic, at least not for Japan; instead, an economic rollercoast-
er ride can be expected, that is, a deviation from the normal economic cycle.
In the deflation phase, Japan has had to write off about three times the value
of its GNP with the crash of assets such as bonds and real estate. In the US,
the losses were only equal to the GNP and in Europe the losses vary from
country to country. Germany, for example, has got off relatively lightly.

In the near future we will not witness a destruction of values in any of the
capitalist centres as high as that of Japan, but we see that the process will fol-
low a similar course, that is, no transition to a self-supporting boom or a
prosperity configuration. The deflationary development will dominate and
so will an economic rollercoaster ride and a slowly deepening social divide.

To say it even more clearly: At present, Europe and the US are closer to a
deflation in the style of the one Japan underwent with economic stagnation
and sinking prices. It is blindingly obvious that most classical symptoms of a
deflation are already observable in the US: continuous reduction of the high
indebtedness in the private sector, a hesitant demand on the part of the con-
sumers who are confronted with losses of values, low capacity utilisation by
the enterprises, loans by the banks only supplied to blue-chip debtors stag-
nating amount of money in circulation despite massive stimulation. The pic-
ture is completed by wage cuts in the public service sector but also in the pri-
vate sector in the USA and the endeavours in Europe to reduce state debt.

Perspectives

Under the weight of the stagnation in the USA and the ongoing calamities
on the labour market, the US Federal Reserve Bank is postponing an exit
from its anti-crisis-policy. For 18 months now, the FED funds rate has prac-
tically been zero. Temporarily, a crisis can be softened by fiscal policy, i.e. by
the note-issuing bank providing liquidity and trying to incite investment ac-
tivities with low interest rates. Yet, if this only has a marginal effect, note-is-
suing banks and the political institutions would have to resort to more offen-
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sive means of fighting the crisis. Also the European Central Bank and the
Japanese note-issuing bank have postponed exiting from their anti-crisis
policies. By an expansive note-issuing bank policy it is indeed possible to
forestall the melting of the core of the international financial system and the
slipping of the real economy into a steep downward spiral, but the indispen-
sible correction of over-capacities and of accumulated loans has not taken
place.

It will be years before the imbalances in the relations of distribution and in
the global economic structures are corrected. Against this background, it is
naïve to announce a sustainable upswing for the German economy. Rather,
the speed of growth will slow down and the extent of growth will be deter-
mined by global economic-developmental tendencies. A decoupling of the
German economy from the development in other capitalist metropolises is
rather improbable, considering the actually existing weaknesses of the do-
mestic economy.

Both the FED and the ECB have pumped hundreds of billions in liquidity
into the markets. Nearly every western government has tried to boost their
economies through economic stimulus programmes. In the US, both fiscal
and monetary stimulus policies have gone up in smoke. Through them it was
indeed possible to avoid total disaster, but sustainable growth has not set in
either. We are now seeing a kind of helplessness on the part of note-issuing
banks. The FED has expanded its total assets by 1,500 billion US Dollars
while keeping the key interests at almost zero. Still, the unemployment rate
remains at a level of almost 20 % if the unofficially unemployed are also
counted.

The core of the problem is that the flows of financial capital are misdirect-
ed: the business banks are bunkering money instead of lending it out: since
October 2008 they have increased their money reserves from almost zero to
about 1,000 billion US Dollars. Households are made insecure and as a con-
sequence have increased their savings quota from zero to almost 6%. Enter-
prises hesitate to invest, because all in all there is too much insecurity in the
entire system.

FED Chair Bernanke has clearly stated that the note-issuing banks alone
cannot set things right. Too much is expected of the note-issuing banks.
Bernanke knows that he must do everything to save the USA from a Japan-
ese-style lost decade.

The US Federal Reserve has taken high risks to enforce the boom. The to-
tal assets of the note-issuing bank amount to 2,300 billion US Dollars, which
is three times as much as in the year 2008. Almost half of the money is tied
to mortgage-secured bonds which were at the core of the financial crisis be-
cause of their high risks. Thus the FED has insecurities and risks in its hands
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amounting to billions. Despite this the growth rate has decreased to 1.6 % in
the second quarter.

At least in Europe and taking the strength of the German economy into ac-
count, an effective step against a chronically deflationary downward spiral
would be a change of direction in distribution policy, in particular regarding
wages and salaries. As early as 2003, Heiner Flassbeck was right when he said,
“Why is deflation such a dangerous illness? Standard answer: Fiscal policy
does not have any effects on deflation, because it is not possible to reduce the
interests to below zero. Everyone is talking about even the limited possibili-
ties of fiscal policies to stimulate a boom because private consumers are be-
ing very cautious… Deflation is always the consequence of the attempt to live
below one’s means. Since the relative costs are decreasing the enterprises have
to reduce prices … Deflation is dangerous, because it is the logical conse-
quence of the reigning abstinence tendencies in society. Everybody is warn-
ing against inflation, but only a few warn against deflation. Those who want
to prevent Japanese conditions or even a depression kindled by deflation
such as that of 1929 and the years following, must keep their hands off the
costs of labour. Those who want to reduce the non-wage benefit costs must
increase wages accordingly, to prevent the well-intentioned reduction of
costs turning into a bad deflation.” (Financial Times Deutschland, 23, June
2003).

Although the impressive recovery of the economic cycle of recent months
seems to suggest other conclusions, the big crisis of the 21st century has not
yet been overcome. Due to the value loss of loans having been stopped by
means of public loans and due to the renewed and aggravated increase of
debts in the USA and in Europe we are threatened by massive deflation in the
years to come – and not the inflation normally depicted. In many enterpris-
es there continues to be a great need for depreciation.

A combination of low interest levels, deregulated credit standards, the de-
velopment of exotic financial instruments and the formation of a global mar-
ket for structured bonds has led to the development of a massive credit and
asset bubble. After the real-estate and mortgage bubbles had burst, the result
was a chain reaction with the prices for houses falling sharply, which in turn
plunged the economy into a deep recession. Since in some countries con-
sumption has in recent decades contributed to as much as 80% of growth
rates, investments and state expenditures must take over a bigger share of
economic activities. If this is possibleat all, it would only be after the devalu-
ation of capital claims and the clearance of over-capacities.

The basic problem is that as a consequence of a speculative movement too
many debts have been accumulated. Brokers bought assets expecting to be
able to sell them at higher prices later and the ability to do so required ever
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more loans. This mechanism was central to the US economy, that is, the
money was not earned by the production of goods but by speculation with
further price increases. We have to understand that we are still stuck in the
midst of the biggest finance bubble of all times, which was stabilised by so-
cialising the losses. The cause of this development is a financial sector that to
a great extent is out of control.

As soon as the policy of low interests and of boom-creating impulses ex-
pires, the temporarily interrupted process of debt write-off will lead to a
shrinking economy, in particular in countries like the US, which are charac-
terised by a high ratio of debts to GDP. Even if the national stimulation
strategies were to be prolonged or renewed they will hardly suffice to outbal-
ance the depressive effect. Thus a development similar to Japan’s is looming
and it will take some time before the recognition fully penetrates public
opinion and politics that the recipes currently applied are not effective. Only
then can the problems and imbalances created in the last 20 years be tackled.

Our political problem: In his inauguration speech, Franklin D. Roosevelt
declared in 1933, that is, four years after the outbreak of the great depression,
“The loan-givers determined the religion and as the only solution to the debt
crisis propose still more debts.” In their approach to the problem, today’s po-
litical class has not advanced beyond the solutions Roosevelt criticised.

And because they have not made any progress on this question, the danger
is looming of a rise of right-wing populist movements and parties, with their
frontal attack on the political system and the political class and with their
racist strategies of exclusion of immigrants and welfare recipients, which
tries to appeal to corresponding resentment among broad segments of the
population, while in the background the struggles for fairer distribution and
against the massive precarisation of wage labour are intensifying.
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The insecurity concerning the further course of the economic cycle is om-
nipresent in politics and economy. Even if at surface level there is peace

and quiet, the decisive question remains unanswered whether considering
the economic recovery we can indeed speak of overcoming the crisis. With
the extensive state interventions of the past two years the framework require-
ments for further economic and social development were fundamentally
modified. Yet, this intervention has first and foremost focused on the finan-
cial side of the crisis. The consequences of a classical crisis were thus ab-
sorbed to a great extent. The problems of over-accumulation lying at the root
of the crisis were not touched. The improvement of the situation was used to
again push back further-reaching concepts of regulation especially with re-
gard to the financial sector.

In this article I will examine the similarities and the differences among the
EU-states in their reactions as regards budget policy. Furthermore, I am pos-
ing the question of how these approaches, including the respective measures
taken by the EU, interact and to what extent a new quality of state interven-
tion within capitalist economy can be discerned, that is, to what extent is it
possible to speak of a new quality of interaction between politics and econo-
my.

This is by no means an academic question. Rather, it involves determining
the consequences for left political action after a thorough analysis of the
movements of and within the dominant bloc. This is important also because

Establishing a New Framework 
for Coordinated International 
Economic Competition

Lutz Brangsch 

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:47 Uhr  Seite 16



the weakness of left movements was a factor determining the character of the
economic crisis that erupted in 2007. The combination of economic, finan-
cial, food and climate crises was considerably determined by the political
power relations encountered in reality.

The framework of crisis reactions

By now it is generally acknowledged that the economic crisis since 2007
was triggered by the deregulation of the financial markets, which set in dur-
ing the 1980s and 90s. Redistributive and privatisation processes were con-
nected to this deregulation, in that they provided fodder to the financial mar-
kets. The privatisation of social security systems, of old-age security in par-
ticular, also caused millions of wage-earners to become dependent on the de-
velopment of the financial markets. Changes in financing enterprises in all
branches of the economy led to a change of the power constellation within
capital itself, to a shift of interests as well as to a change in the standards of
entrepreneurial action. With “innovative financial-market products” the dy-
namics of redistribution processes within the entire society and throughout
the whole world were enormously accelerated. The resulting capacity of fi-
nancial capital to dispose, in fact, of all the resources of the world, the cen-
tralisation of power in financial corporations and the integration of the in-
terests of other capital factions into the resulting economic circuits – all this
provided space for the over-accumulation of capital in the different branch-
es. The financial crisis which consolidated in 2007 brought all that to the sur-
face.

The EU played an active and supporting role in these processes. In doing
so, it did not act independently of or even against the will of the member
states. Of course, there were contradictions between the interests of individ-
ual countries. All in all, however, the political approaches of the member
states and the EU supplemented each other. The orientation established by
EU policy was also what the member states wanted. In case of doubt, refer-
ring to EU-law, initiated as it was by the member states, provided an argu-
ment for continuing along the neoliberally dominated course.

But with its policy, the EU also set a frame which was to guarantee politi-
cal stability. This became particularly obvious in social policies and in subsi-
dies for the development of structures. In this process, mechanisms for con-
sultation were created beyond the national level, as for example the method
of open coordination. Furthermore, the promotion of citizens’ community
engagement in the member states or the orientation towards the norms of
good governance have to be counted among the consequences of this process.
Most of all, the budget restrictions based on the Maastricht Criteria, the ori-
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entation towards the privatisation of social-security systems, the commer-
cialisation of the market of public services and the preservation of the free-
dom of competition represent constitutive determinants of reactions to the
crisis in the individual member states.

Finally, the procedures and institutions have to be mentioned, which since
the 1990s have been responsible for the surveillance and regulation of budg-
et policy.

With the decisions and debates in the course of the year 2010, and more
specifically with the strategy of “Europe 2020”, the orientation towards a uni-
formisation of budget policies has been strengthened. Due to this, the pat-
terns of shaping the economic and social order in the different member states
will increasingly converge into a single one. In the period preceding the cri-
sis, comprehensive preparations were made toward that aim. This concerns
both the development of institutions and the changes of political culture.
Budget policy and its concrete realisation are in this process pushed ever
more to the centre of political conflict. This is not only about mere redistri-
bution but also and increasingly about the question of how redistribution
processes and budget policy are organised.

This thesis will be supported by a comparison of the reactions of the dif-
ferent countries to the budget crises. The comparison is based on sources in
German and on official EU publications. In this respect, this article is to be
understood as encouraging a continuation of this empirical-comparative as-
pect of the analysis of EU policy on a broader basis.

A short description

In the context of the implementation of the norms of the Stability and
Growth Pact, regulations in favour of the limitation of public expenses were
created in most member states already in the years before the outbreak of the
crisis. This happened partly by means of laws, partly on the basis of political
decisions (such as coalition agreements). Austria, Belgium, Finland, France,
Germany, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia,
Slovenia and Spain have made respective arrangements, some of them hav-
ing done so even before the turn of the millennium. A part of the political
approaches which are now in effect were developed prior to the crisis in mu-
tual interaction with the Maastricht Criteria. With the outbreak of the glob-
al economic crisis and the path chosen to fight its consequences this ap-
proach could not be maintained. Even those countries which until then had
not experienced any sort of legally or politically determined limitation on
their expenditures are now being brought into line with all the other coun-
tries by means of the Excessive Deficit Procedure (EDP) – beyond existing
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national regulations. In September 2010, regulations were established for
sharpening sanction mechanisms.1 That means that beyond the causes of the
states’ indebtedness resulting from the crisis, fundamental decisions about
redistribution are being legitimised and enforced.

This approach is substantiated by an understanding of the sustainability of
public finances which moves exclusively within the framework of the finan-
cial side of budget policy:

“The concept of the sustainability of public finances relates to the ability of
a government to assume the financial burden of its debt currently and going
forward. There is no clear-cut definition of a sustainable fiscal position,
though the concept is rather intuitive. At a first instance it involves a debt lev-
el that does not entail – either now or in the foreseeable future – interest pay-
ments so large that they cannot be paid.”2

The criterion referred to here of the sustainability of public financial poli-
cy is one inherent in the budget itself. The significance of budget policy as an
instrument of securing a certain social or political balance is in fact not con-
sidered. This also does not change if the Stability and Growth Pact and the
further strategic statements on behalf of the EU (most of all, Europe 20203)
are taken into account. The strict growth orientation is an expression of a
strict orientation toward public intervention in the interest of developing
companies in the context of EU internal and international competition. The
attempt at further subordinating budget, social and economic policies to the
primacy of budget policy means a new step towards the subordination of so-
ciety to the new oligarchy of top executives, state creditors, top management
and big capital. Last but not least, this policy is also underpinned by the ECB,
which has itself moved into the position of big creditor by buying public
bonds from EU member states.

When it comes to putting into practice all these approaches in the end
shared by all the EU member states, quite remarkable differences reveal
themselves. These becomes obvious in the current decisions for overcoming
the crisis, but already in the stability and convergence programmes of the in-
dividual countries adopted in the beginning of the year 2010.4 The conse-
quences of the budgetary decisions in the different spheres of policy are tack-
led in different ways.

Nevertheless it can be said that in general hardly any innovative approach-
es are coming out of the decisions. The stability programmes have not led to
astimalation of the structural politicy elements in the policies of either the
individual countries or the EU. In this context we note, in the period between
2007 and 2010, a change in what could be important details.5

At the core of all efforts at consolidation we instead find social policy. It is
not astonishing that this path towards budget consolidation is followed with
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particular consistency by Germany. The other decisive moment is the area of
public services. On the public revenue side, in so far as this is meant to be an
important contribution to budget consolidation, we find an increase of indi-
rect taxes. This has to be understood as a strategic orientation on the level of
the EU: “Personal and in particular corporate income taxes, through their
negative allocation effects, are the most detrimental in this respect. On the
other hand, there is wide consensus that property and consumption taxes
(including environmentally related taxes) are the least detrimental to growth.
Against this background, there has been a general tendency over the last few
years to shift taxation from labour and capital towards the taxation of con-
sumption.”6

Let us first focus on the field of social policy:

Regardless of the still incomplete decision-making processes the core areas
are clearly discernable. Cutbacks in the area of public-retirement provisions
and in the area of benefits for families and children have gotten absolute pri-
ority. By contrast, in the majority of countries the instruments of labour-
market policy are handled with care. Indeed, this focus is compatible with the
EU-strategy throughout. The indirect effect of budget policy on the social-
security systems can be illustrated by the interrelatedness between budgetary
action and the utterances found in the “Green Paper Towards an Adequate,
Sustainable and Safe European Pension System”. While the Green Paper de-
mands a balanced development of the different elements of a future pension
system7, the exclusive orientation of budget control towards the expenditure
side means pressure to reduce the role of pensions generated by social-secu-
rity or state systems. In the same document, a guaranteeing of pension levels
(also of private pensions) is demanded, which means an additional burden
for public budgets and thus eventually a subsidising of insurance companies.
Finally, the stricter regulation of the financial markets, which according to
the Green Paper is necessary, is turning out not to be enforceable.
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The apparently low cost of labour-market policy (unless financial benefits
for unemployed are concerned) can be explained by the same strategic goal
– the creation of “employability”, providing labour that is disposable and as
cheap as possible. In particular the pressure exerted on the sensitive areas of
old-age pension security and family aid kindles competition on the labour
market and thus improves the position of employers. After a deregulation of
labour relations in recent years this aspect is not playing a dominant role in
the concepts of consolidation – loosening protection against dismissals and
measures to “increase flexibility” in the labour market are partly present in
the consolidation concepts but can always be found in the arsenal of politi-
cal demands.

A second important source of budget consolidation is the area of public
services.

In some countries even ministers’ incomes are affected by the measures,
but this is mainly for propagandistic purposes. What is more important is the
following:

These concepts continue a trend similar to that seen in the 1980s. Since that
time there has been an attempt to make these areas embrace the norms of en-
trepreneurial and private-economic thinking through reforms of public serv-
ices and privatisations of public benefits. The loss of a sense of the public
realm and loss of public space is being accelerated in the present crisis. With
this, the focus of state action, and the activity of public services, shifts in-
creasingly to a repressive focus. If in the strategies to overcome the crisis cut-
backs in the sensitive areas of social policy are tied to the tendency to com-
plete the erosion of the public services, the character of state action is neces-
sarily undergoing change.

Except for those immediate cuts in the public services the consolidation
measures provide for cutbacks in development aid (for example, Denmark),
in education (e.g. Bulgaria, Denmark, Great Britain) and in public invest-
ments (e.g., Great Britain, Luxembourg, Portugal). In some countries such as
in Germany and in Portugal the military budgets also are to be included in
the consolidation processes. In Germany, in particular, this is to become the
starting point for reorganising the approach to war and the capacity of con-
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ducting wars. The reduction of armed forces is primarily a restructuring
measure connected, it is true, to the always contested, yet at the same time all
too obvious, demand for defending economic interests throughout the
world.

On the revenue side of the budget two trends are discernible. First, as al-
ready mentioned above, the increase of consumption taxes (that is, taxes that
have to be paid by the masses of the people) is an important component of
consolidation politics.

Second, the drama inherent in this situation is seen in the fact that in some
countries even high incomes, assets, luxury goods, etc. are to be more highly
taxed or just taxed at all.

The general trend, however, is taxation of the mass of the population. Even
if not said explicitly, Latvia seems to represent the ideal when it comes to the
distribution of revenues – high value-added tax (21 %) and a corporate in-
come tax amounting to 15 %. The only concession made to the crisis is a
change of the basis of assessment.8 In contrast to this and as a consequence
of the crisis, the value-added tax was increased from 18 to the above-men-
tioned 21 %.

Consequences

It is interesting how the focus of interventions proposed by the EU and the
consolidation policies in the individual member states complement each
other. Beyond all antagonisms with regard to interests, a sufficiently flexible
frame for enforcing an austere competitive-position policy seems to have
been found with the formation of the EU strategy. The decisive competition
component is the ability to carry out the dismantling of the public realm in
an “intelligent” way – that is, to avoid social disruption. Social politics is the
crucial manoeuvrable factor of budget consolidation. This permits the re-
verse conclusion that the extent to which the EU strategy can be put into
practice is increasingly dependent on the ability on the part of the left move-
ments to counteract them. After all, Germany’s aggressive trade policy and
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the competitive advantage of German companies are reinforced by the new
complex and differentiated regulation of labour relations and of the social. If
Angela Merkel demands a Global Social Market Economy she is very close to
that goal today – at least as far as the EU is concerned.9 Of course, that is not
the social market economy most people imagine – for example, with stable
social security. It is the social market economy Ludwig Erhard once demand-
ed – a market economy with weak trade unions and patriarchal entrepre-
neurship.

Against this background we cannot expect, for example, an EU “govern-
ment of economic interests”. This regulatory path means “adaptation of the
lowest possible standards”. Certainly, the regulation of trade policy in the EU
is a useful instrument to re-shape the relations of competition among the
member states. Yet, if we take into account the interplay mentioned here of
the components of budget and social politics, public services and tax policy,
this alone will not lead to a shift of political weight. We can increasingly see
that budget policy itself must become the subject of social conflicts. By now,
budget policy has replaced the former social partnership between companies
and trade unions as a method of meeting strategic decisions on social policy.
While in budget policies top management and entrepreneurship are conced-
ed space due to their role of articulate state creditors, the greater part of the
population cannot claim such a role for itself. As a consequence of the pri-
vatisation of social security the people are indeed state creditors to a much
greater extent today than before, yet they do not have a voice as such. There-
fore, the ways in which political struggles are fought will become ever more
important. From this point of view, realising the procedures of direct democ-
racy becomes a decisive instrument for defending the interests of the major-
ity of the people.

Notes
1) Proposal for a COUNCIL REGULATION (EU) No .../... amending Regulation (EC) No

1467/97 on speeding up and clarifying the implementation of the excessive deficit proce-
dure. Brussels, 29 Sept 2010 COM(2010) 522 final 2010/0276 (CNS), p. 5

2) European Commission, Directorate-General for Economic and Financial Affairs: Euro-
pean Economy - 9/2009 — Sustainability Report — 2009, Luxembourg: Office for Offi-
cial Publications of the European Communities, 2009, p.10

3) COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION - EUROPE 2020 A strategy for smart,
sustainable and inclusive growth Brussels, 3 Mar 2010, COM(2010) 2020

4) See http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/sgp/convergence/programmes/2009-
10_en.htm

5) see Communication from the Commission to the spring European Council: Integrated
Guidelines For Growth And Jobs (2008-2010), COM(2007)803 final, Brussels, 11 Dec
2007, p.11 
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6) European Commission: Monitoring tax revenues and tax reforms in EU Member States
2010. Tax policy after the crisis. EUROPEAN ECONOMY 6/2010 p. 28

7) European Commission: COM(2010)365 final Brussels, 7 July 2010, Green Paper towards
adequate, sustainable and safe European pension system SEC(2010)830, p.7

8) Convergence Programme of the Republic of Latvia 2009-2012, January 2010, p. 34 
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/sgp/pdf/20_scps/2009-10/01_programme/lv_2010-
01-29_cp_en.pdf

9) „Wir brauchen einen Weltwirtschaftsrat“. Interview for the Stuttgarter Zeitung, Dec 1,
2008, see: http://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/nn_700276/Content/DE/Archiv16/Inter-
view/2008/12/2008-12-01-merkel-stuttgarter-zeitung.html 
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Resistance and Struggles 
Against Austerity in Europe
A Round table was held in Paris on October 24 with the following participants:
Elisabeth Gauthier, Espaces Marx (Paris)/Transform!, Alessandra Mecozzi, 
International Secretary FIOM-CGIL (Italy), Petre Damo, Romanian Social Forum,
Mirek Prokes, Czech Social Forum, Yannis Almpanis, Network for Political and So-
cial Rights, Greece, Jean-Michel Joubier, European/International Representative
CGT, France, Christian Pilichowski, International Responsible FTM-CGT, Willy van
Ooyen, Peace and Future Workshop (Germany)/Deputy to the Hessian State
Parliament (Die Linke).

Elisabeth: The second half of 2010 is marked by resistance movements
against austerity in Europe. Please tell us something about the social situa-
tion in your country – and please focus on the new elements that are charac-
teristic for today’s actions. What is the social basis of the movements? What
is the content of the struggle? Is there any new content in it? What questions
are mainly discussed? 

Willy: In Germany, actions are mainly against the federal budget, since the
government wants to cut social expenditures. These actions are being pre-
pared with the trade unions. After September 29 we see there is a need for
other actions at the national level, we will have these in Stuttgart, Nuremberg,
Hanover, and so on. On November 26, there will be a day of manifestations
against the anti-social budget in Berlin.

Alessandra: The political and social situation in Italy is extremely difficult.
There are general reasons for this: the violent impact of the crisis on employ-
ment and social conditions, the use of the crisis by employers to cut rights
and the lack of adequate responses by government policies. On the contrary,
they are trying to find a way out of the crisis through heavy social cuts. But
there are also specific reasons, an Italian peculiarity! That is the “answer” of
two of the big labour confederations to the crisis: they decided to sign sepa-
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rate agreements (without the CGIL) diverging from the national contract to
accept lower conditions in cases of company crisis or when company invest-
ment is considered important. This means the disruption of the National
Collective Contract and the collective bargaining system. And these agree-
ments have been signed without consulting workers and letting them vote on
them. What is new in Italy at this moment is the mobilisation of a strong al-
liance between the unions which did not sign these agreements and the so-
cial movements. The trade union of the metal workers (Fiom-Cgil) said no
to Fiat’s blackmail proposal to lower the level of workers’ rights in compen-
sation for new investments in Italy, a proposal which the other trade unions
accepted, supporting in so doing Confindustria’s [the employers’ association]
project aiming at dismantling the system of collective bargaining.

This has been the start of a new resistance movement, with strikes in Fiat
and other plants and the support of very diverse movements, also of those
working for democracy and civil rights. A huge manifestation was organised
on October 16, by Fiom, supported by the Cgil, with the strong slogan “work
as a common good”. Workers from different sectors, precarious workers and
students participated. And what is new, again, is that this alliance is also
working with other altermondialist movements, like the ecologists, who are
preparing the COP in Cancun, since we have to reflect also on how to change
the current economic development model that failed. We have to prepare an
exit from the crisis with good alternatives, including a new industrial policy,
aiming also at some industrial reconversion.

Petre: The context in Romania is one of neoliberal policies against public
services, against civil society, lowering wages and pensions, dismantling edu-
cation and health systems. It means that society, which is not responsible for
the crisis, has to pay for it.

In this movement, the basic democratic principles and values of the Euro-
pean Union are threatened. Our constitution is not respected. The situation
is extremely difficult. The responses of the trade unions are coming late; they
are not the result of a thought-out strategy, but are a reaction to proposals of
the government. This is not the best way to handle this.

Nevertheless, we did organise in Bucharest in September a Joint Social
Conference with trade unions and civil society. This was a first step, and we
tried to follow the Brussels model and turn this into a new process, but
adapted to the Romanian context and realities. The objective is not to substi-
tute the trade unions; the problem is that there is no culture of protest in our
country, there is hardly any political culture in the democratic sense. There
are, obviously, historical explanations for this, and that is why reactions come
only after the government has taken the first steps.
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There will be an important demo organised by the trade union confedera-
tions in Bucharest on October 27 in front of the Parliament, because the need
is very real. We launched a call to civil society and to the population, and we
hope that there will be at least 100,000 people to participate. On October 27
a motion will be presented in the parliament, and there is a possibility that
the government will fall. The demo will represent additional pressure on this
neoliberal government. We do not know whether this can succeed, but it has
to be done, and we will do it.

Mirek: In the Czech Republic the situation is similar to the one in Romania.
We have neoliberal policies since 2007, and today, with the crisis, the situa-
tion is even worse. People do not come to elections anymore. The crisis has
created a huge number of unemployed and homeless people. The first trade
union that called for a demo was the police union. But at the beginning of
September, teachers, doctors and civil servants joined in. Their wages could
be decreased by 10 %. About 40,000 people were in the streets and this was
the strongest trade union demo since 1997. But we also have to see that the
people in the private sector and the most precarious workers can neither
strike nor protest. There is no culture of protest.

Up to now, there is no change in politics. Activists now want a general
strike, but the trade unions do not agree and want to negotiate with the gov-
ernment. There will be two elections in the coming months, for parliament
and for municipalities, and it is probable the social-democrats will win. Un-
fortunately, they will have no absolute majority and the parliament will con-
tinue to have a rightwing majority, including in the big cities and in the gov-
ernment. The Communist Party is not seen as a partner for the social-de-
mocrats or for leftwing civil society members. There is room for a new left-
wing party, with some social democrats, communists, greens and members
of civil society. New civic platforms are being created for the protests.

Let me also add a word on Slovakia: there the situation is even worse. There
are no leftwing civil initiatives as there are in the Czech Republic. Instead, in
both countries, nationalism and racism are on the rise, as a scapegoating
mechanism.

Yannis: Greece has a very violent and extremely difficult situation. We are
facing a tremendous social regression related to a process of “internal deval-
uation”. Massive amounts of people are being laid off; soon there will be more
than one million people unemployed. And the jobs that are created are main-
ly precarious and flexible. We are witnessing a Latin-Americanisation of the
country; it is a real social catastrophe. You can compare it to Argentina at the
moment of the collapse of 2001.
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We lost the first round of the resistance movement against the austerity
plan. In November, there will be municipal elections, and the left, to the left
of the social-democracy, will be present with six different lists, all against ne-
oliberalism. The ruling parties do not concede anything, they will most prob-
ably lose these elections, but at the same time the left will not win.

The actions of September 29 were very weak in Greece, as a consequence of
the defeat of the first round of the resistance. Now our main duty is to build
a real grassroots movement against the lay-offs and in defence of the unem-
ployed. The situation is very difficult, and also very unstable. It is not exclud-
ed that in a couple of weeks or months the situation will explode.

Jean-Michel: In France a very important movement is taking place against
the proposed reform of the pension system. It is said that the system cannot
be financed beyond 2018, and that the level of pensions will necessarily be
lowered, as well as the unemployment allowances. Today more than 50% of
people 60 years old or older are not on the labour market anymore.

In fact it is the rating agencies that oblige our governments to impose these
policies, and the pension reform, as well as the austerity policies, are coordi-
nated at the level of the European Union, with the Green Paper on pensions
and the new EU2020 agenda. Today, the new law has been adopted in the two
chambers of our national parliament, but the fight will continue. According
to the last surveys, 63 % of public opinion supports the movement. Trade
unions are still united, after six important days of mobilisations. This week is
a week of school holidays, but there is another day of mobilisation on Octo-
ber 28 and then November 6.

In our trade union, the CGT, talks are particularly strong on the public
services, but there is a multitude of very different actions, with very differ-
ent sectors from private enterprises. It is a real grassroots movement against
the pension reform, but at the same time for better wages and against lay-
offs. And we note that all of a sudden some companies are announcing new
jobs.

The government has already lost the battle of public opinion, and this is
very positive for the future. It has been some time since we had a similarly
strong movement. We had success with our actions against the CPE (separate
and precarious labour contracts for youth) – the CPE was cancelled. This
time, we have no formal success, the government is not conceding anything,
but the action is much stronger and is really rooted in society. There are to-
kens of solidarity from other trade union movements, as from the DGB in
Germany which has similar problems; and there are similar struggles in all
countries. The response of the ETUC on the European Green paper on pen-
sions has really been excellent.
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What is new in this French movement is the fact that young people are par-
ticipating, and this is very important. There is real convergence; young peo-
ple understand that the longer older people stay on the labour market, the
fewer jobs there are for them, and they also understand that they will have
fewer pensions later. So they are doubly concerned: for now and in the future.

Christian: What is new in this current French situation is the articulation
and the continuity with the fights of the past three years. We are fighting for
our rights and for a real policy for industry, and we have already made some
progress by saving some companies. There was a very long strike of 505 days
in a shipyard; we were told that ship reparation had no future in France, but
we continued our fight and now the company is working again. The same
happened with SBFM in Brittany, a subsidiary company of an Italian corpo-
ration which went bankrupt.

It is also a fight at the level of wages, and we are winning. Just one exam-
ple, last week, a negotiation had to start in a company, and the employer im-
mediately promised twice what he proposed last year – this is but one exam-
ple. In fact, this fight against the pension reform is also a fight for wages and
for employment, as you can clearly see in the demonstrations. We are fight-
ing for an exit from the crisis with more jobs and better wages. The real new
element in this struggle is the articulation with former struggles. But in our
struggle for an industrial policy, we stand alone, the political dimension is in-
existent, and this is the weakness of the movement.

Elisabeth: My impression is that there is a real convergence in these various
struggles in different countries. The fight is assuming new forms; there are
new alliances and there is an increased general awareness of inequalities and
injustices, and a consciousness-raising of social actors. In that framework,
September 29 is but one moment of the expression of this new emerging
combativeness and convergence at the European level.

In France, there is a real resistance against President Sarkozy, and the bal-
ance of power is changing, with some successes. The conclusion is that the
balance of power can indeed change with a strong mobilisation. But we also
have to say that our governments persist, that the employers persist. A second
question we have to answer is why our governments refuse so persistently to
concede anything. The political risk for them is important. And finally, a last
question, what are you expecting from the left?

Petre: The common denominator in this crisis is the austerity policies. The
governments are not stepping back. An example: we had in Romania a
teacher form a trade union who was on his 56th day of hunger strike. The re-
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action of the Minister was: even if you are 22 million, we will not step back,
we will not withdraw. This is no coincidence. Trust in the government and
the president fell from 50 to 11 %, and if elections were held, the government
would lose. At the same time, the whole system is being questioned, but as
long as the government is in power, it is in power. And they will not concede
anything, because if they do, they have to recognise that the system has failed
and they will have to pay the political price; their political capital is lost.

There is also convergence in Europe, governments are in contact with each
other and support each other. As for expectations, they are high, but there is
no viable left; the only option is social-democracy, it calls itself leftwing but
it is not credible and there is a serious mistrust. This is an opportunity for
the extreme right. Expectations are high but there is a political emptiness on
the left.

Mirek: The problem is the same in all countries; all governments insist on
the necessity of their reforms. What they say is: “If we do not cut social ex-
penditure and privatise the commons, the rating agencies will lower the rat-
ing of the country and lending will become more expensive for our compa-
nies”. This is an open abdication and a confession that the government works
for financial groups and not for the people.

Our expectations concerning the left are very weak. If social-democrats can
enter the governments, it will again be reforms and privatisation and dereg-
ulation. It is as if we were waiting for a new Messiah.

Yannis: It is true that politics are not changing, but the system is not stable.
The slightest change can lead to a total collapse. If the Greeks really block the
Memorandum, the whole European banking system will be shaken. The
Memorandum (the agreement between the Greek government, the EU and
IMF) is such that the Greek debt, which was mainly to European banks, has
now changed and is mainly to European states and European taxpayers.

In our global world, all fights are international. The French movement is a
sign of hope for the people in Greece. Their fight is our fight. If Sarkozy con-
cedes something, this will be important for all other countries. But of course
the ruling classes will do everything they can to avoid breaking the holy ne-
oliberal alliance. The crisis has to be seen not only as an objective reality; the
ruling classes are also using it as a pretext and as an opportunity to push their
agenda: to make of flexibility the dominant form of labour and to dismantle
social protection and collective labour agreements.

As for the left, I want to be modest – we should just expect four things: 1.
that the personal ambitions of left leaders become less important than the
suffering of the people. 2. that the left stops conceiving of politics as repre-
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sentation, and becomes more active in building social resistance. 3. that the
left stops conceiving political intervention only as media intervention. 4. that
the left stops giving fragmented national responses to the crisis. There is no
Greek or French answer to the crisis. Giving separate responses is to play
with fire.

Jean-Michel: We have been talking of proxy strikes, those who have social
protection are allowed to strike while the others cannot. But we should take
care: the French cannot strike for the rest of Europe. I am very happy with
the messages of solidarity from other trade unions in other countries, but it
would be better if there were also actions and mobilisations in other coun-
tries. This is what we need: concrete struggles in different countries, and this
is the best way to help each other.

It is also important to note that if the movements in France still have 63 %
of support from public opinion, this goes far beyond the right/left divide; it
means these struggles respond to real social needs. What trade unions expect
from political parties is real political support. At the personal level, I want to
say that I think that the left, in the plural, is in a serious crisis, all leftwing par-
ties in Europe are in crisis, and this is a real problem. With whom can we
work in France? Some countries in Europe have leftwing governments, but
this is no guarantee of better policies.

Alessandra: The reason governments do not concede anything is that the ne-
oliberal austerity project is a very authoritarian project for the whole of Eu-
rope. There is not one government which resists it. Spain has a leftwing gov-
ernment; all the same there had to be a general strike against economic and
labour policies and the trade unions are far from being extremist. The govern-
ments feel strong and they support each other. It is very difficult to force them
to change. More European mobilisations are needed, more mobilisations like
that of September 29, but I think that we need a European strategy for labour
and for changing current economic and productive model.

Secondly, I agree with Jean-Michel: there is no European left. Italy has no
leftwing party, the old radical left is divided and it is not represented in par-
liament anymore (neither nationally nor on the European level). It pays the
price for its many errors, and (I think) these errors are not yet fully under-
stood; on the contrary, my impression is that they are being repeated also in
other European countries.. As for the PD, the centre-left party: our expecta-
tions are modest, though there is a demand for them to represent workers in-
terests, protect their rights and push for democracy.

In Italy, as in other countries, there is a serious democracy problem and
people are increasingly dropping out of politics. So, the governments, and the
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Italian government in particular, can promote regressive laws concerning the
freedom of press, the legal system, and civil rights, without facing a strong
political opposition. We demand of the political left and centre-left that they
support our struggle for democracy in the workplaces. Workers must have
the right to vote on what concerns them and decide in the event there are dif-
ferent positions between trade unions.

Willy: There are different discourses in different countries on the pension
age. But all these discussions are on the national level. Some discuss pensions
at 62, others at 65 and still others at 67 years of age. The situation is difficult
for the governments. They do not want to change the slightest element in
their proposals. It makes me think of 1984 and the discussions with Kohl on
the Euromissiles. He said: we govern while they have demos. Today some-
thing similar is happening in all Europe. We need regulations on the social
level; there is no room for any change in their proposals. Our leftwing parties
are too “parliamentarian”, they are not present in movements.

Christian: I expect a political dimension in every struggle. We need progress
and we need to look at the meaning of progress and at the meaning of labour.
Today, we live longer, and this life expectancy is a result of our fights of the
past, of our education system and of poor health systems. And precisely this
is questioned today. We need the benefit of these struggles; that is what
progress is about. But today there are doubts on the meaning of progress.
Our leisure time is being questioned. Since we live better when we are 60
years old, we are supposed to work more, whereas we should have the possi-
bility to just live better and work less. That is progress and that is the politi-
cal dimension of our fight.

Elisabeth: Thanks for your contribution.
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Modern Times: The New Attack 
on Working Time in Europe

“Time is the delimiter of human development. A person who has no free time at
his disposal, whose whole lifetime –  aside from the mere physical interruptions of
sleep, meals and so on – is taken up by his work for the capitalists, is less than a
beast of burden. He is a mere machine for the production of alien wealth, bodily
broken and intellectually brutalised. And yet, the whole history of modern indus-

try shows that capital, when it is not reined in, will ruthlessly work to bring the
whole working class to this extreme degree of humiliation“. 

Karl Marx

From the beginning of industrial history we have been in a continual strug-
gle to shorten the work day – and we have had considerable success. Only

the extension of the individual work week and the so-called machine run-
ning time – so goes capital’s “modern” argument – are able to keep the econ-
omy competitive, which then – almost automatically – leads to more and
more secure jobs. A further employer’s offensive at the European level is im-
minent.

Since the 1980s the fronts and conditions for action in the shaping of
working time have fundamentally shifted. The realisation of the 35-hour
work week in the 1980s and 1990s was the answer to the growing intensity of
work through the weakening of the dependently employed by mass unem-
ployment. Aside from the negotiated work-time shortening in Germany’s
metal and electrical industry, the legalised reduction of working time in
France to a 35-hour work week, with the creation of about 500,000 jobs in
France alone, was a great success. Despite this historic success, its extension
to the European level was only rudimentary. In the central and eastern Euro-
pean countries, as in Portugal, the 40-hour-week standard was gradually
legally anchored, in the wake of the European Working Time Directive
(EWTD) that had a maximal working time of 48 hours per week.

Capital never accepted its defeat in the working-time question of the 1980s
and has been pushing ever since to reverse it. The struggle around working
time is the most bitterly fought social confrontation, as here redistributive is-
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sues come together with questions of power over access to labour power. The
empire strikes back: the pressure on employers led to increasing working
time for full-time employees – especially in Germany and France.

Since the 1980s, the flexibilisation of working time forced through by em-
ployers and the increasing transformation of plant-level working-time regu-
lation became a lever used against a socially regulated work-time regime.

Modern societal tendencies to individualisation, self-determination and
individual responsibility were misused by employers so as to introduce “ho-
nour-system working time” (working time in this case is no longer meas-
ured), which tends to the removal of limits on working time and to self-ex-
ploitation. In so doing, a differentiation of working time according to em-
ployment groups is effected. In Germany, France and Great Britain, high-
skilled workers, in particular, work on average two hours more than employ-
ees with medium or low qualification.

The loss of the trade unions’ power to shape the question of working time
is also the expression of a general defensive in which unions find themselves
in the course of neoliberal hegemony. For this, the generation of a new mar-
ket regime – financial-market-driven capitalism – has been decisive.

The long slowing-down of economic growth in the developed capitalist
countries and the “rise” of hitherto developing regions such as, for example,
Southeast Asia, led to a spiral of weak growth, unemployment and to a mas-
sive redistribution of income and assets from bottom to top. The growing
capital assets lusted after ever more profitable investment forms and ever
higher rates of return. All economic and social processes were forced to sub-
ordinate themselves to the maxim of ever quicker profit maximalisation. Pre-
carity and poor relief are replacing social security. The rich become richer,
and the number of poor people – with or without jobs – is increasing. Indi-
vidual competition is replacing social solidarity.

The neoliberal paradigm shift has also reached the workplaces: “The most
important task of the leading forces is to create an environment in which the
co-workers passionately resolve to be successful in the market. Fear plays a
big role in developing this passion and maintaining it. The fear of bankrupt-
cy, fear of making a mistake and the fear of losing can be powerful motivat-
ing forces”, wrote Intel chief Andrew S. Grove in his 1966 management best-
seller. The significantly titled book – “Only Paranoids Survive” – received a
lot of attention.

The absolute orientation toward the customers and the pressure of the fi-
nancial markets “to penetrate down to each individual co-worker, that is the
achievement which will decide the survival of the workplaces” –  thus the
2000 rallying cry of the metal industry employers association Martin Kan-
negiesser. Enormous ideological pressure was applied in the workplaces (“It
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isn’t we who pay your salaries; it’s the customers”), which prepared the
ground for the ruthless use of so-called “high-achieving performers”, while at
the same time the “less useful” were separated out, and are still being separat-
ed out.

Under the primacy of national-position competitiveness, the work-time
question degenerated also in social consciousness into a  workplace “regulat-
ing screw”. The work-time prolongations tolerated by the – often blackmailed
– work teams became a “pressure valve” to save salaries and to make work
cheaper and thereby make national labour-competitive positions “competi-
tive”, at least in the short term. The blackmail potential deriving from mass
unemployment and the threat of poverty (Hartz IV in Germany) did the rest.

The effect is massively felt by the employees. “They say: ‘You have to con-
struct your own job, so that you can become quick enough, and if you don’t
do it, then we can’t keep your department and your job anymore!’ The com-
petition, which we formerly had with other firms, has now been completely
shifted to our departments”, is the way a factory council member from
Nuremberg describes the situation.

The “market” appears as an anonymous, objective and existence-destroying
power, while management presents itself as an “ally” in the struggle for jobs,
and it consequently keeps squeezing more concessions from the employees.
Where securing jobs becomes the theme that displaces all others, it is very
difficult for the union to resist it.

European regulation of working time

The pressure on working time continues. The current focus is the EWTD
of 1993 and 2003. As an expression of the preceding conflicts around work-
ing time, it is  indeed a compromise on the basis of the lowest common de-
nominator; nevertheless a study commissioned by the European Parliament
group of Die LINKE clearly shows its determining effect regarding the stan-
dardisation of the 40-hour work week and the limiting of working time to 48
hours in Europe. In the last legislative period, the European Parliament did
indeed reject a worsening of the existing Working Time Directive (Directive
2003/88/EC). However, it would be naïve to think that the discussion will end
there.

At the European level the starting shot for the further deregulation of
working-time law has been initiated. On March 24, 2010 the Commission de-
cided: “The Commission recommends a comprehensive reworking of the
Working Time Directive and enjoins the social partners “thoroughly (…) to
reconsider the question of which kind of labour relations the EU needs in order
to be able to cope with the challenges of the 21st century”.
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Where this journey is to end is spelled out by the European Employers As-
sociation BusinessEurope in its last Briefing: “The reworking of the Working
Time Directive should not lead to stricter rules at the EU level and impede
the flexibility of enterprises and employers. … Flexibility is decisive for en-
terprises. They have to be able to organise working time according to their
activity, to the production cycle and the demands of customers... The indi-
vidual employees should be given the possibility of working more than 48
hours a week, if they want to. They should not be restricted in so doing by
excessive EU legislation”.

The goal is the further watering down of the existing regulations, more ex-
ceptions, averaging of working time and annual working time models with
ever longer compensatory periods. Already existing so-called opt-out regula-
tions within a whole law or in single rules, which are generally not applied or
from which one is allowed to deviate – are to remain untouched. In the Work-
ing Time Directive it is possible to exceed the individual maximum working
time of 48 hours – completely “voluntarily” justified by the particular labour
relation. What is obviously involved here is the removal of restrictions on the
working time of those who are “useful”; for the “less useful” precariety is okay.

The European Court of Justice’s judgements on standby times are mostly
aimed at BusinessEurope, stipulating in their SIMAP judgement that stand-
by time has to be calculated as working time. Any erosion here would have
massive effects on the majority of those employed in public services. Impor-
tant here is also the determination of the concept of “equitable compensa-
tional rest periods”.

A further point of attack is the calculation of working times. This is in the
future not to be oriented to the single employee but to the labour contract. If
an employee had several employment relations, the single working times
could be separately counted, which could lead to a massive exceeding of the
maximal work-week times.

That the EU Commission is completely inclined to follow this kind of ero-
sion of the existing regulations, was clear in Fall of 2009: with an attempt to
expand the travel time of employees in the trucking industry, the driving
time of independent drivers are to be excepted from the regulations in effect
and thus be increased from 60 to 80 hours. With the threadbare reasoning
that one cannot “prescribe working times for independent workers” (COM)
this was a test balloon for the new (rightwing) majorities in the European
Parliament. Only through the intensive alliance and lobbying work of the
red/red/green group of the European Parliament, reaching into the ranks of
the left-liberals and the social conservatives, could this attempt at expanding
driving times be fended off by a clear majority in the early summer of 2010.
The question of labour and health protection, street transport security and
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distortion of competition and equitable legislation supplied the needed links
in a way that could cross boundaries between political groupings in the Eu-
ropean Parliament. Whether this can succeed in the case of the whole Work-
ing Time Directive is a completely open question. It is a preliminary victory
therefore – the confrontation will continue.

The European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) is still adhering to the
general binding force of a 48-hour work week maximum with short compen-
sational periods, to the abolition of the opt-out rule and to the recognition
of standby service, in its entirety, at the workplace as working time. “The
ETUC and its member organisations will support no proposal that con-
tributes to the weakening of the current directive”. Instead of this it wants to
concentrate on the improved realisation and carrying out of the current di-
rective and jurisprudence.

Employment Commissar Lazslo Andor has, however, recently announced
that he would introduce the second phase of the consultation procedure ? …
with good possibilities for an understanding…” According to him, the Com-
mission wants to present a draft for a new working time directive in the first
half of 2011.

In the context of these clear utterances, it should not be difficult for the so-
cial left forces to put the issue of working time on the agenda and craft de-
fensive and proactive alliances. This can only succeed if one is ready to take
off the blinders which hinder cooperation. This is – as the campaigns around
shortening of working time in the 1980s show – indispensable in view of the
tremendous importance the European employers have attributed to the is-
sue. In this conflict it is possible to succeed in winning back lost terrain and
go on the offensive. For this reason, it is worth glancing at the various facets
of this issue:

Working time and health

In the whole history of industry, protecting the health of the dependently
employed has been the predominant question in working time regulation.
“But in its enormously blind drive, in its werewolf hunger for surplus labour,
capital goes beyond not only the moral upper limits of the working day but
also its pure physical limits…” Marx writes in 1867.

This has hardly changed in the 21st century, aside from retreat from the
purely physical diseases: throughout Europe psychological and psycho-social
diseases have grown to an extreme degree, according to a 2009 investigation
of the German Federal Institute for Labour Protection and Labour Medicine
(BAuA). The questions addressed to 50,000 people in Europe provide the
most comprehensive proof up to now of the connection between working
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time and health. The longer people work, the greater is the danger to their
health. Insecure working conditions, shift work, variable working times,
evening or weekend work or bad planability increase the impairment of
health.

For this reason, the existing level of protection has to be defended, standby
times must from now on be counted 100 per cent as working time, and at-
tempts to go beyond the current work-week maximum time of 48 hours
must be prohibited.

In work team assemblies of recent years – especially since the constant at-
tempts to raise the pensionable age – the employees are reacting very sensi-
tively to their own question: “Can I sustain the increasing working times and
pressure until I retire?” By using the EU as bypass, capital and neoliberal gov-
ernments are now trying, under cover of a dubious scholarly cover (the
COM’s Green Book 7/2010) to justify a pensionable age of 70.

Working time and employment

Working time policy is always employment policy. It makes no social sense
to make millions of people work more than a 40-hour work week, while mil-
lions of others are condemned to a 0-hour week.

While the EU Commission has for years been praising “flexicurity” (“Indi-
viduals increasingly need employment security instead of job security, be-
cause fewer people work for their whole life at the same job” – EU Commis-
sion 2007), the balance-sheet is devastating: about 50 million people in the
EU have to work for the lowest possible wages or are poor despite work – and
this tendency is increasing. A further 23 million are unemployed – an em-
ployment standstill with more social insecurity – a dreary “model of success”.
The new EU Commission is formulating its flexicurity credo in 2010 even
more starkly: “The main thing is work – at whatever conditions.“ Alongside
some positive aspects of the deliberations that could be carried out in the Eu-
ropean Parliament, the new European employment guidelines 2020 are
breathing the same spirit.

It is high time for a new employment policy with the hard core of a strict
limitation at first to 40 hours and the drastic shortening of working time
with full wage compensation. This and the drastic slashing of overtime are
means of fighting mass unemployment and organising the distribution of
work to the greatest possible number of people.

Integrated into the concept “good work”, this is humanly decent work, em-
ployees’ rights to shape and determine conditions, just compensation, sus-
tainable work and health protection as well as more social security, this ap-
proach is a new European general orientation to non-temporary employ-
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ment. Social minimum standards, such as a Europe-wide minimum wage
regulation and binding guidelines for outsourced work, service provision and
employee dispatching, whereby the basic principle of “equal working condi-
tions and rights for the same wage in the same place” cannot be circumvent-
ed, necessarily belong in this new orientation. The goal must be to give the
greatest possible number of people the opportunity for a poverty-free, inde-
pendent life and work.

Time to live

Even 25 years after the struggle for the 35-hour work week, working time
is living time. The struggles and strikes for the 35-hour week have created im-
portant milestones in the development of employment and working condi-
tions. IG Metall’s campaign model “Give us a good life” (Her mit dem guten
Leben!) can also serve for a new debate on the further development of work-
ing time policy. The same is true for gender relations.

While the working time of (predominantly) full-time male employees is
increasing, the average work week of the (overwhelmingly female) part-time
employees in Germany continues to decrease. There is no sign of the ability
to secure an independent existence or old-age security. If children are pres-
ent, men work more and women less. Instead of an emancipatory approach,
of a real “work-life balance”, the road is leading back to the conservative fam-
ily model, in which the woman earns extra money. Other roads are indicat-
ed by the northern European countries and by France. There the difference
between the working time of women and men is significantly less than in
Germany; and the work times of part-time work are on the average clearly
higher. “Five hours more for love and traffic” was a favourite slogan of the
battle for the 35-hour work week in Germany!

Where do we want to go?

The continued high and prolonged unemployment forces people to accept
deterioration in their working time and conditions – for fear of being left on
the street at the next wave of lay-offs. What is now in place is degraded social
security with a guarantee of becoming poor.

Slowly, however, we see debates on working time questions germinating
again in trade unions and social movements. Workplace resistance against
working-time prolongation and so-called “honour-system working time”
are still growing only sporadically. For the first time in many years in a
wage struggle the Austrian metal workers are now fighting for shorter
working time at union negotiated wages. The new debate formulates in a
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self-conscious way the basic principle of reduction of extraneously, non
self-determined work as a form of participation in the growing well being
of society, the principle which has guided us since the struggle for the
eight-hour day. A comprehensive shortening of working time is absolute-
ly affordable in view of the real increases of productivity. In view of the
massive, decades-long redistribution from bottom to top, this would
merely be a re-redistribution of society’s wealth.

The situation in Germany has recently shown that a reduction of working
time through the short-time-worker regulation, accompanied by a batch of
workplace and wage measures, would secure jobs – indeed with (partial-)
wage compensation. And one could do still more.

While in pre-industrial times, belonging to a social estate determined the
social position of a person, in the industrial age it was income that was de-
termining. In post-modernity we run the danger of the valorisability of a
person becoming a societal principle. “At the end of modernity a new bar-
barism is awaiting us”, as Jeremy Rifkin wrote a few years ago.

If we want to impede this, it is high time to take again into our own hands
the matter of how we want to work and live in the future.
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Most serious people understand that we are not looking at a cyclical cri-
sis typical of the history of capitalism and also not a crisis of capitalist

regulation, but one which involves the accumulation regime of capitalism
and also its political and international system – in other words, we are deal-
ing with a systemic crisis.

Even for the ruling elites the situation still is precarious. The jolts of the fi-
nancial markets were overburdening the available regulatory instruments.
Even today nobody is able seriously to predict what will become of the Euro-
zone. Despite all the lack of concepts which became obvious in the improvi-
sations of the recent weeks, the elites are reacting with a class-political offen-
sive the objective of which is to do away with those remains of the Fordist
class compromise which have survived the neoliberal counter-reforms. In the
first place, the austerity programme is directed against the former working-
class that has integrated into the “middle class”. Their living conditions are to
be assimilated to the living conditions of those social classes suffering from
precariousness in capitalist societies.

Europe has arrived at a turning point. It might well be that we are at the be-
ginning of a longer phase of social and political instability, trapped in a

“Transformation”: 
Antonio Gramsci and Karl Polanyi*

“It may be ruled out that immediate economic crises of themselves produce
fundamental historic events; they can simply create a terrain more favourable
to the dissemination of certain modes of thought, and certain ways of pos-
ing and resolving questions involving the entire subsequent development of
national life”.1 Antonio Gramsci

Walter Baier

* Based on the talk given at the seminar “Meaning, Subjects and Spaces of Transformation”,
May 29-30, 2010 in Florence) 
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process in which the geo-political and geo-economic importance of Europe
is on the decline. In theory, “organic crises” (Gramsci) of this kind create
openings for the dissemination of a theory of social change. However, since
the crisis of the dominant hegemony is not outweighed by a counter-hege-
mony finding general consensus, there is considerable danger in the offing.
“When these crises appear, the immediate situation will be delicate and dan-
gerous since the field is free for all violent solutions, for the activity of ob-
scure forces represented by charismatic or violent men,”2 he warned in the
13th book of the Notebooks which he wrote between 1932 and 1934.

In our opinion, the greatest danger lies in underestimating the drama of
the historical moment.

I. The first question that arises has to do with the character 
of the left we want to be part of.

The most important political legacy of the 20th century to the left in Eu-
rope, to speak more precisely, to the left in continental Europe, is the organ-
isational division of the labour movement into a moderate and a radical
wing, or, put more positively: the existence of mass parties with their own
culture and institutions who independently and often in stark contrast to the
social-democratic majority current represented the more radical currents of
the labour movement. Despite being inspired by the October Revolution
their first historical lesson paradoxically was accepting that the Russian rev-
olutionary model was fundamentally not transferable. As we know, this mod-
el was characterised by a social reality in which, as Gramsci writes, “the state
was everything, yet civil society was still primordial and gelatinous”. If ap-
plied in the West, where “there was a proper relation between the state and
civil society”, a relation which therefore proved robust against revolutionary
ambitions, this could only lead to defeat”.3

The resulting change of paradigm, that is, the “change from the war of ma-
noeuvre to the war of position”, called by Gramsci “the most important ques-
tion of political theory that the post-war period has posed”,4 represented the
first historical breach within Communist identity, which for an entire histor-
ical period represented the left of the left. In declaring this, Gramsci was not
reflecting, as is often simplistically assumed, the ebbing of the revolutionary
post-war crisis.5

The time at which he wrote those words, between 1930 and 1932, indicates
something different, namely that he is implicitly referring to topical ques-
tions concerning the party: the turn introduced by Stalin in 1928 towards
sectarian and authoritarian forms of politics and their negative effects on
parties in the West, which proved to be the case in the following years of eco-
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nomic crisis and ultimately led to the defeat of the German labour move-
ment.6

What is particularly significant for us here is that Gramsci establishes a link
between the theory of war of position and hegemony, on the one hand, and
the problems posed by the crisis, on the other. “If the ruling class has lost its
consensus, i.e. is no longer ‘leading’ but only ‘dominant’, exercising coercive
force alone, this means precisely that the great masses have become detached
from their traditional ideologies, and no longer believe what they used to be-
lieve previously, etc. The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dy-
ing and the new cannot be born: in this interregnum a great variety of mor-
bid symptoms appear.”7

Why are we referring to Gramsci to understand today’s problems?
In his fundamental study of Benedetto Croce’s historical philosophy,

Gramsci calls the most important methodological problem of historical and
political research the fact that the “philosophy of praxis”, that is Marxism,
“does not only not exclude ethico-political history but that, indeed, in its
most recent stage of development, it asserts the moment of hegemony as es-
sential to its conception of the state and to its “taking into serious account’
the cultural fact, cultural activity, a cultural front as necessary alongside the
merely economic and political ones”.8

II.

Using Gramsci’s arguments makes a difference – in two ways: First, the no-
tion of “hegemony” makes sense only in relation to “major social groups”
who form a subject of their own. To use “hegemony” in Gramsci’s sense im-
plies, just as in Marx, interpreting history as a history of class struggles; sec-
ondly, since – as Gramsci emphasises – “people become conscious of the con-
flict between content and form of the world of production in the sphere of
ideologies”,9 a major political group must “traverse the ambit of the econom-
ic group” to become a leading group, that is, it must assert itself in the area
of ideology and culture.

This includes two concepts: on the one hand, the idea of alliances, or, if you
like, of exterior and mechanical relations of social forces under the leadership
of a “major group”, as Lenin also conceptualized them in both bourgeois rev-
olutions in Russia. This alone is a demanding project, since it presupposes
that the “major group” can be convinced of compromises and the necessity
of subordinating its selfish corporate interests to a political universal interest.

On the other hand, and this is the second of the two concept included in
Gramsci’s arguments, it is even more complicated that in the theory of
“structure and superstructure” the notion of “hegemony” involves what we
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today may call the “software” in the functioning of a “major group”, namely
its capacity for intellectual and moral leadership in society, its subjectivity.

Gramsci’s famous formula according to which the state in the integral
sense is hegemony protected by the armour of coercion – please note that he
did not say coercion mitigated or masked by hegemony – must be under-
stood against this background.

Intellectual and moral leadership means neither an aesthetic completion of
the unrefined struggle for power nor a surrogate for it. Still, it is true that
Gramsci regards the concept of hegemony as the general principle of domi-
nance of one class, and power as one of its moments.

Thus the notion of “transformation”, which in everyday political language
mostly involves a process of restructuring of society over long periods of time
and in the midst of tedious disputes, acquires an additional aspect: subjectivi-
ty. Gramsci asks, in regard to the tendency to “economistic” positions in the
labour movement,“Why do you exclude the transformation of the subordinate
into a dominant group either by not considering the problem at all or by pos-
ing it in an inadequate and ineffective form (Social Democracy) or by claiming
that it is possible to leap from class society directly into a society of perfect
equality (theoretical syndicalism in the narrower sense of the word)?”10

The self-transformation of the oppressed class into a class able to dominate
– this is what is at stake when we speak about transformation.

III.

In the German Ideology Marx and Engels had written that “Communism is
for us not a state of affairs which is to be established, an ideal to which reali-
ty [will] have to adjust itself. We call communism the real movement which
abolishes the present state of things”.11

As already mentioned, Gramsci’s concept of hegemony does not float freely
in the political scientist’s heaven, but is rooted in the material contradictions
of society. This becomes particularly clear in the term “historical bloc”, which
denotes an entity comprised of “structure and superstructures”, with “the
complex and contradictory ensemble of superstructures being a reflection of
the ensemble of social relations of production”.12

While in general political language, by “social” or “political bloc” we under-
stand an alliance of different groups on the basis of converging interests, the
term “historical bloc” refers to something more in the nature of a principle,
namely the ability in a certain epoch to mobilise social and political forces ac-
cording to fundamental and long-term requirements of development. This
describes the legitimacy and function proper to a political party. Political
parties of historical importance can thus and in the first place be identified
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by means of the historical bloc, the formation of which they are more or less
consciously involved in.

“If a social group is formed which is one hundred per cent homogeneous
on the level of ideology, this means that the premises for this revolution are
one hundred per cent present: that is, that the ‘rational’ is actively and actu-
ally real.”13

The same idea of a dialectical relationship of “structure and superstruc-
ture” was developed by the Austrian Karl Polanyi in a pedagogic text which
he wrote about the same time and which is addressed to left Christians: It is
a misunderstanding, he writes, that the economic interests of a class are re-
garded as the final driving force of history. “Rather, Marx’s theory claims that
the interests of society as a whole are the decisive factors in history. That
these interests coincide with the best possible usage of the means of produc-
tion; that therefore that class is meant to lead in society which is able to guar-
antee the best method of production; and that in case of change in the
method of production a new class might be eligible to take over leadership
… (…). In other words: not class interests but the interests of society as a
whole are the last [final] agent in society’s history.”14 

According to Gramsci, two conditions can guide us in determining what
this interest is: “1) that no society sets itself tasks for whose accomplishment
the necessary and sufficient conditions either do not already exist or are not
at least beginning to emerge and develop; 2) that no society breaks down and
can be replaced until it has developed all the forms of life which are implicit
in its internal relations.”15 The programme of historical research outlined
here by Gramsci is of decisive political importance.

The sentence, that “mankind always sets itself only such tasks as it can solve
and that the task itself arises only when the material conditions for its solu-
tion already exist”, refers to the problem of the development of a collective
will. Analysing critically the meaning of this sentence requires us to investi-
gate how these enduring collective wills are formed and can set themselves
concrete long- and short-term goals, that is, arrive at a collective line of ac-
tion. … It is the problem that in modern times finds expression in relation to
the party or the coalition of parties related to each other: how is the consti-
tution of a party initiated, how does its organised power develop, the power
that enables it to have an influence in society, etc.16 

To Karl Polanyi we owe the term “great transformation”, which he used to
describe the complex transition from feudal societies to capitalist market
economy more than 300 years ago and which he correlated to the great eco-
nomic and political crisis of the 1920s and 30s. “Fascism, like socialism, was
rooted in a market society that refused to function. Hence it was worldwide,
catholic in scope, universal in application; the issues transcended the eco-
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nomic sphere and generated a general transformation of a distinctively social
kind. It radiated into almost every field of human activity whether political
or economic, cultural, philosophical, artistic or religious.”17

Following Polanyi and also Antonio Gramsci, I would like to propose an
understanding of the current global crisis as a crisis of transition, a crisis of
transformation.

This includes understanding the crisis which we are living through in Eu-
rope as a crisis of the capitalist form of life. Defending our living standards
and the social welfare states in the face of the offensive of the dominant class
must be linked to the cultural and psychological assimilation of human be-
ings in general and of the working classes in particular to a globally changed
reality. This is a process described by Gramsci as the “transition from the
merely economic to the ethico-political moment, […] as a catharsis”.18 

IV.

An initial condition must be mentioned here: By the end of the last centu-
ry, not only had state socialism disappeared in Eastern Europe, but also the
impact of the Left in capitalist Europe, as shown by election results, declined
from 15 to 7%. In this context there is also a striking qualitative change to be
noted. While in the 1940s and 1950s big Communist Parties functioned as
flagships of the European Left, their influence has decreased in two historical
stages, in the 1970s and in the 1990s. This was counterbalanced by an increas-
ing importance of new types of left parties: left-socialist, left-ecological or
left-populist. To a great extent they reflect the political cultures of their re-
spective countries, but do not yet represent one characteristic and general
model of a new formation of the left. Therein also lies a theoretical problem.

What then is today’s new left if it accepts the principle of a war of position
and hegemony as its premises? Is it a Social Democracy with a more radical
language, what Bruno Kreisky predicted as the future of Euro-Communism?
Gramsci raised the question arising from this theoretical problem with the cat-
egories he found: “Does there exist an absolute identity between war of posi-
tion and passive revolution (that is, of a revolution without a revolution, an as-
similation of society, from the top to the bottom, to a newly developing mode
of production)? Or at least does there exist, or can there be conceived, an en-
tire historical period in which the two [strategic] concepts must be considered
identical …One problem is the following: Are not both components – passive
revolution / war of position, on the one hand, and popular initiative / war of
manoeuvre, on the other, although in struggle with each other – equally indis-
pensable?”,19 so that only as they flow into an integrated political approach can
a rational balance between them be derived for our strategy?
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One may also ask, from the point of view of present-day challenges,
whether the difficulties, paradoxes and tensions involved in the participation
of left parties in governments result from precisely the incapacity, or also the
paucity of opportunities, to bring about such a balance.

To Gramsci, this question is sufficiently important that “… one should see
if it is not possible to draw from this some general principle of political sci-
ence and art”.20 And he hints at a solution, namely that in the frame of a pro-
ductive dialectic between reformist and revolutionary socialism – one should
remember that he was writing when the Communist International spoke of
“social fascism” – “each member of the dialectical opposition must seek to be
itself totally and throw into the struggle all the political and moral ‘resources’
it possesses, since only in that way can it achieve a genuine dialectical ‘tran-
scendence’ of its opponent”.21

The imbalance that arose in the course of 19th-century bourgeois revolu-
tions between the moderate tendencies, on the one hand, and the people’s
initiatives, on the other, consisted in the fact that “the thesis alone developed
to the full its potential for struggle, up to the point where it absorbed even
the so-called representatives of the antithesis: it is precisely in this that the
passive revolution consists”.22

This “being entirely itself” refers to the formula outlined above: the ability
to take part in the formation of an historical bloc is equal to the ability to
contribute to the constituting of a progressive class which, in the historical
sense, is the equivalent of forming a political party.

V.

I have tried to bring up some of Antonio Gramsci’s categories in order to
facilitate our debates by defining them more exactly. A second reason for go-
ing back to them is that since they arose in the context of the Great Crisis and
the defeat of the European left in the 1930s these categories can help us more
easily understand the present situation.

Third and most important, I refer to Gramsci, because his categories may
be useful in outlining the programme which we have to master in the process
of a new foundation of the left in Europe. Recommending theoretical discus-
sions does not mean working to turn parties and movements into expert
committees of social scientists.

Yet indeed in a number of respects today’s world requires a new interpre-
tation. Let me mention a few aspects:
l the revolutionary changes in the world of labour, where according to

Gramsci, “hegemony originates”.23

l the disruption of sex and gender relations
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l the reaching of ecological boundaries
l the crisis of hitherto existing forms of representation
l the inexorable upheaval of the global economic and political order

In the face of the new “great transformation”, which finds expression in to-
day’s “crisis of civilisation”, all political and cultural forces are facing the task
of leading to the birth of a new civilisation, through those who are taking it
upon themselves to suffer in order to create the foundations of this civilisa-
tion: they “have to” find the “original” system of life … to let “freedom” grow,
which is today’s “necessity”.

Notes
1 Antonio Gramsci: Gefängnishefte/Prison Notebooks, vol. 7, Berlin 1996, p. 1563
2 Antonio Gramsci: Gefängnishefte/Prison Notebooks, vol. 7, Berlin 1996, p. 1578
3 Antonio Gramsci: Gefängnisschriften/Writings from Prison, vol. 4, Berlin 1992, p. 873
4 Ibid., p. 816
5 Cf. Ernst Wimmer: Antonio Gramsci und die Revolution. Vienna 1984, p. 15
6 Cf. Valentino  Gerratana: Einleitung zu/Introduction to: Gramsci, Antonio: Gefängnisschriften, Bd. 1,

Berlin, 1991. (Writings from Prison, vol. 1), p. 31
7 Antonio Gramsci: Gefängnisschriften/Writings from Prison, vol. 2, Berlin 1991, p. 354
8 Antonio Gramsci: Gefängnisschriften/Writings from Prison, vol. 6, Berlin 1991, p. 1239
9 Antonio Gramsci: Gefängnisschriften/Writings from Prison, vol. 3, Berlin 1992, p. 500.
10 Ibid., p. 499
11 Karl Marx/Friedrich Engels: Die deutsche Ideologie/The German Ideology. – In: Marx/Engels:

Werke/Works (MEW), vol. 3, Berlin 1969, p. 35
12 Antonio Gramsci: Gefängnisschriften/Writings from Prison, vol. 5, p. 1045
13 Antonio Gramsci: Gefängnisschriften/Writings from Prison, vol. 5, p. 1045
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Transformation. Article and Essays (1920-2947), Marburg 2005, p. 270
15 Gramsci, vol. 3, ibid., p. 492
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The renaissance of Marxism will occur on the soil of “the globally net-
worked brave new world of transnational high-tech capitalism”, and “as

analysis, critique, alternative praxis and resistance, … Marxism as a move-
ment will reinvent itself. What we can do, and therefore must do, is to place
on the agenda thinking about societal mutations. For this we need real de-
bates. (emphasis B.K.) … It is impossible for us to wash our hands in inno-
cence…. The collective memory of entire peoples precludes this, which pre-
serves like an elephant the injuries inflicted in the name of Marxism. …
Nothing is more precious than errors comprehended, nothing more lethal
than a compulsion to blind repetition. Disillusioned, we are, in the words of
the Manifesto, ‘at last compelled to face with sober senses’ our ‘real conditions
of life’ and our relations to our kind. (MEW 4, 456)” – Wolfgang Fritz Haug1

1. The assertion that the (real) left has (had) “Manichean” characteristics
and thus legitimised violence against human beings under the banner of a
purified world is one of the commonplace statements of liberal features sec-
tions. Yet, in this way, the structural violence of the existing order slips out of
sight; a collectivised mentality is taking hold that forgets the a/social precon-
ditions of its own existence. “The leading neo-conservative and neoliberal
thinkers have hoisted their flags of deregulation and globalisation for over a
generation. In the current late phase of imperialism, the social liberties wrest-
ed from capital by the workers’ movement after World War II are being

A Dearth of Organisational Wisdom
Leaves Us Political Orphans

Birge Krondorfer
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snatched away again in the metropolises. In the Third World a gigantic re-
colonisation process is in motion, which operates, in contrast to classic colo-
nial politics, primarily by means of trade wars (Terms of Trade, IMF, World
Bank, etc.), but also no longer hesitates to engage in open war over resources.
The former stereotyped enemy of “Communism” has been transferred in the
last decade to Islam … and since September 11th increasingly to “interna-
tional terrorism”. … Under the guise of fighting terrorism, torture penetrates
deeper and deeper even into the consciousness of the metropolises them-
selves. Against the foil of this backdrop, contemporary social Darwinism op-
erates increasingly openly using the fear of shame, and with the direct sham-
ing of a large portion of the population. A third of the population as a whole
has been pushed into the ghetto of New Poverty (the jobless, those no longer
eligible for benefits, single mothers, the working poor, invalids and many
others)”.2 And this social Darwinism is not only a “right-wing” phenomenon,
but also a “left” one – in relation to xenophobia and European asylum legis-
lature, among others. It is not only populist social-democrats who share the
responsibility for these inhuman politics and position themselves protective-
ly in relation to their national workers; leftist parties not only have this reflex,
but their assemblies are also clearly marked by the absence of immigrants,
people of colour, so-called minorities of all kinds. “In part it [the proletariat]
throws itself into doctrinaire experiments, exchange banks and workers’ as-
sociations, hence into a movement in which it renounces the revolutionizing
of the old world by means of the latter’s own great, combined resources, and
seeks, rather, to achieve its salvation behind society’s back, in private fashion,
within its limited conditions of existence, and hence necessarily suffers ship-
wreck”.3 So everything repeats itself… or does it really? Marx remarked that
historical life occurs twice, so to speak, once as a tragedy, then as a farce.4

2. The farce of the present is expressed in the (western) comfort zones in the
fatalistic denial of the motif of “being against” in favour of maintaining a
world ethos that seeks good for all people. As members of the 1,5 billion win-
ners of globalisation, we thus play along in the “farce”5 of the “full cup” and
live in this comedy, that is, “the inner world space of capital comprises … de-
mographically barely a third of the current population of the soon-to-be sev-
en billion people and geographically barely a tenth of land surface areas.
…Those who speak of globalisation are thus talking about a dynamic and
comfort-animated artificial continent in the ocean of poverty, even though
in the dominant affirmative rhetoric it seems that the nature of the world sys-
tem is all-inclusive. …The expression ‘globalised world’ consequently only
applies to the dynamic installation that functions as a ‘life-world’ shell for
that fraction of humanity represented by the owners of purchasing power.
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…For this reason, it is no accident that debates over globalisation are almost
exclusively conducted as a soliloquy of prosperity zones…”.6 As long as there
is a world market – especially the financial markets –, imaginings of a social-
ly comprehensive inner space of humanity will be obsolete. For the sense of
attention [observation] of those greenhouse-consumers (i.e. “us”), who do
not want to come to terms with how very embedded their critique is – in oth-
er words all those who do not believe in the fatality of “inherent necessities”
and hold that a lack of alternatives means political destruction – every fiction
of abstract progressiveness must be regarded as de facto (self-)deception, if it
is meant seriously: “Some aspects of the values of the Alternative List (the
predecessor grouping that gave birth to the Greens in the early 1980s) more
specifically some of the demands for a meta-life, whose relation to the world
would be forgetting immunity, preferential towards the alien, inclusive, uns-
elective, symmetrical, ‘duty-free’, and compressible and reversible as needed,
can occasionally be realised in the real, but only those for which the first list
shares responsibility … immune, self-preferential, exclusive, selective, asym-
metrical, protectionist, incompressible and irreversible. …As long as the left
plans to remain or to become an earthly life, it will have to come to terms, de-
spite all love of symmetry, with these stipulations, unless, of course, it prefers
an affair with eternity…“.7 It must not be a sometime or a somewhere that
concerns us, but we must begin instead with ourselves. As Marx already fa-
mously noted, the critique of religion is the precondition for all critique.

3. The only “religion”, it seems, that has remained not solely speculative ide-
ology, but has, on the contrary, mutated into the materialisation of the spec-
ulators, is really existing capitalism. All ethics and aesthetics, all forms of in-
tercourse and politics, even all forms of thinking have congealed into the
money form.8 The “grand narratives” – under which Marxism has also or
even especially been subsumed – are no longer valid; every reference claim-
ing universality has been disavowed. Critique, literally an indicator of crises,
has lost the ground beneath its feet and the horizon in its head. Ideas are con-
sidered good ideas today if they fit seamlessly into existing circumstances;
murmurs of consensus instead of controversy, depoliticised tolerance talk in-
stead of intolerance against postmodern liberalism; this corresponds to the
ideology of a global capitalism that knows no social controls. The post-polit-
ical establishment obscures the depoliticised economy of capital, which rep-
resents a fundamental fantasy (denied as such) of postmodern pseudo-poli-
tics. The antagonistic character of society is incessantly neutralised.9 The
“parentage” of partisanship and political resistance are dead positions. For us
orphans: powerlessness, resignation, cynicism, in other words ossified states
of emotion and reflection – in the requisite permanent stress of self-optimi-
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sation – define the “dead” subject, which “celebrates” its prosthetic resurrec-
tion as a labour-consuming individual.10 Trapped in the absolute imma-
nence of capital, orphaned from transcendental securities and ideals, home-
less in thinking and in doing: role models that have become obsolete, and
utopian mental images that have decayed, generate the private and the polit-
ical as decals to be consumed at will. Collective proposals, on the other hand,
do not correspond to the mirror relationship of individualism and post-lib-
eralism that resides with the archaic principle of “divide and conquer” (in the
farce of an evacuated autonomy and participation). Even in the early phase
of liberalism it was sceptically noted that liberalism posits the principle of
atoms, the individual will; “…everything should transpire through their ex-
plicit power and explicit consent. With this formality of liberty, with this ab-
straction, they do not allow any fixed organisation to arise”.11

4. The term organisation(-al development) is occupied by economic enter-
prises – all the way to the profitable adaptation of grassroots democracy
principles. An outstanding example of this is the “open space” procedure,
which has been “gratefully” taken up in alternative scenes after dispensing
precisely with those principles. This is also another example of the historical
trajectory from tragedy to farce. In the same way, flexible networks are ap-
plauded especially by women as an – also political – achievement, but with-
out questioning their “technological idealism”, when there is in fact no longer
anything “solid” about them.12 Identity – even if it is one of organised
women – is subject today to the suspicion of the construction of exclusion-
ary “we”-formations and is no longer regarded as the expression of a desire
for resistance and (taking a) stance. From the perspective of gender differ-
ence, however, and integrated in independent feminist women’s politics, the
motif and motivation of maintaining a stance has not yet estranged me. And
in and with this motivation, it is still strange and estranging, when mean-
while even the no longer narrow-minded left no longer disparages “women’s
issues” as a minor conflict and proclaims openness for (feminist, ecological,
immigrant, homosexual, etc.) “minority” movements, yet is in fact empirical-
ly unwilling to work through the (historical, anthropological-historical) fun-
damental conflict of genders. To this extent, alternative/leftist contexts still
present themselves as blind and deaf to gender and are thus well fraternised
with themselves and with all the fortresses of globalised male economy – in
thinking as well as in action. This observation does not apply to the quanti-
tative presence of women, which is indeed a given in some leftist organisa-
tions, but rather to the fact that women in western culture cannot be a recog-
nised subject, unless it is at the price of masculinisation. Since antiquity, in
the connection between the military and the political body the military corps
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is constitutive “in terms of engendering political spaces and a body politic as
a corps of citizens with a correspondingly incorporated ‘soul’”.13 Women are
bodily and representationally organically excluded from these spaces of rep-
resentation, because they do not correspond to the homogeneity of male uni-
formness. A further reason that woman is an alien body in political spaces is
the extrapolation of the female into an “abstractly or religiously transcenden-
tal space …as counterpart to the male monopoly of the effective collabora-
tive exercise of power [and this] not least of all for reasons of a projected es-
tablishment of unity…”14 This legacy is a perennial (unknown and uncon-
scious) burden. The imagination of the female body deformation that has
been in place for thousands of years is the counterpart of male formations.
Exploitable mother/matter and the “notion of the amorphousness of female
corporeality … is inextricably linked with the historical impossibility of [polit-
ical] female corporate bodies as figures of formed collective bodies (emphasis B.
K.), which all evoke the phantasm of the mob suspected of hubris or the
amazon, thus again indicating disfigurement”.15 These phantasm orgies are
still empirically painfully evidenced and virulent today in mixed alternative
scenes, as soon as women loudly name men’s concrete transgressions; then it
can happen that an entire meeting hall reacts completely hysterically. In light
of this historical and contemporary injuring of feet, hearts and heads, offers
of integration from leftist organisations to a political feminism hardly appear
edifyingly attractive.16 As long as taking their ideas of perceiving and shaping
the world into their own hands and their own minds is denied to women, it
is deceptive to presume that commonalities are taken for granted.

5. Denying and repressing differences thus only confirms the status quo. Yet
in light of the barbaric reality in us and all around us, we are simply facing
the question of shared insights and outlooks. These are not to be had, how-
ever, without antagonistic conflicts in and around a “radical democratisa-
tion” (also of the economy).17 Those who do not accept a world as it presents
itself today could be advised to self-critically and communicatively (not pro-
ducingly and representingly) think and speak and radically politically to act.
The content and forms involved would first – and starting with oneself as a
left organisation – have to be negotiated. Self-reflection, conveying a social-
critical consciousness and developing shared paths – this is all urgently nec-
essary: And what is needed for this is the freedom of empty tables that are
worth sitting down at – because it would be a start. The core of a “radical
democracy” envisioned by current political theories is the assertion of the
hegemonically contested “empty middle” that must not be occupied, if it is
not to become totalitarian. In other words, no more old boys’ club tables that
have always had the knowledge and the power; but a miraculous multiplica-
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tion of women’s tables for clarifying differences to form and as yet unrepre-
sentable sociability. This may indeed be sometimes particularly universal – in
the knowledge that it is so and in the consciousness that, in order to achieve
something, there is nothing else we can do in order finally to do something
other than supporting white male western economies or exhausting our-
selves in pure negation. Instead of the perpetual “counter-part”, an “other-
part” would first have to be explored. Otherwise, “with-one-another” re-
mains an endless affair and an impossible task.

This version is based on the article “Denktropfen auf den Stein der politischen Waisen. Die wir sind?”;
published in: Otto Bauer und der Austromarxismus. ‘Integraler Sozialismus’ und die heutige Linke, Walter
Baier, Lisbeth N. Trallori, Derek Weber (Eds.), Berlin 2008.

Translated from German by Aileen Derieg

Notes
1) Wolfgang Fritz Haug, Dreizehn Versuche marxistisches Denken zu erneuern [Thirteen At-

tempts to Renew Marxist Thought], Hamburg 2005, p. 32.
2) Emilio Modena, “Demütigung und Gegengewalt”, Widerspruch 46/2004, p. 130.
3) Karl Marx, 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, quoted from:

http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1852/18th-brumaire/ch01.htm
4) Ibid.
5) Cf. Oxford English Dictionary
6) Peter Sloterdijk, Im Weltinnenraum des Kapitals, Frankfurt/Main 2005, p. 305 f.
7) Ibid., p. 413.
8) In allusion to the Marxist theoretician Alfred Sohn-Rethel and his writing, which is un-

fortunately hardly discussed now, including Warenfom und Denkform. Aufsätze, Frank-
furt/Vienna 1971.

9) Cf. Slavoj Žižek, Ein Plädoyer für die Intoleranz, Vienna 2001 [A Plea for Intolerance]
10) Cf. Gerburg Treusch-Dieter, “Die Abschaffung der Arbeit. Von den Zumutungen der

‘Modernen Dienstleistung’”, Widerspruch, op. cit., p. 5-17.
11) G.W.F. Hegel, quoted from: Röttgers, Kurt, “Freiheiten und Macht”, Freiheit oder

Gerechtigkeit. Perspektiven Politischer Philosophie, Peter Fischer (Ed.), Leipzig 1995, p.
98.

12) The feminist network of the European Left Party represents this kind of fleeting organ-
isational form – fleeing from internal power issues and external power claims.

13) Alice Pechriggl, Chiasmen. Antike Philosophie von Platon zu Sappho – von Sappho zu
uns, Bielefeld 2006, p. 175.

14) Ibid., p. 178.
15) Ibid., p. 179.
16) Who as a subject wants to integrate whom as an object? Just imagine this the other way

around!
17) Paradigmatic readings about/with partly leftist theoreticians such as Claude Lefort,

Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe, Jacques Derrida on questions of radical democracy:
Reinhard Heil/Andreas Hetzel (Ed.), Die unendliche Aufgabe. Kritik und Perspektiven der
Demokratietheorie
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In your Report to the European Parliament on the Financial, Economic and So-
cial Crisis you stress that the crisis is the consequence of the mutation of capital-
ism, with a corresponding increase in global inequalities and a reduction of the
ratio of wages to capital in the calculation of value added as well as of the pur-
chasing power of households. How was this analysis received? What is at stake
in the debate over your report?

Surprisingly or not, this analysis of the origins of the crisis was perceived
as ideological by the current political majority in the European Parliament,
and, as a result of the power balance, it was mostly deleted from the report.
Even though I was aware of the blunt nature of some of my statements and
proposals, I was surprised at this battle over the causes of the crisis, because
I had the impression that I had only put on paper what a majority of experts
had already explained in numerous hearings over the last year, or what IMF
economic advisor Raghuram Rajan wrote in his last book Fault lines. I have
the impression that, at least as far as the causes of the crisis are concerned, we
are facing the same difficulties as the US’s Financial Crisis Inquiry Commit-
tee, with some politicians refusing to question their belief in a system that
failed. But, paradoxically enough, this divergence of views did not prevent us
from putting forward many ambitious recommendations for the future.

You stress that the Growth and Stability Pact has not diminished the inequalities
and divergences between countries; quite the contrary. You warn against the

Transition Must Go On
Remarks on the Report to the European Parliament 

Transform conducted this interview with Pervenche Berès, French Member of the
European Parliament, Socialist Party, S&D Group (Progressive Alliance of Social-
ists and Democrats in the European Parliament), Rapporteur of the Special
Committee on the Financial, Economic and Social Crisis to the European Parlia-
ment, Chair of the Employment and Social Affairs Committee.

Pervenche Berès as interviewed by transform!
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threat that a return to balanced budgets poses to social protection systems and
to public services, and higher public debt to cover spending for the future (edu-
cation, research and infrastructure) seems acceptable to you. You declare that
the Union has reached the limits of a market based on “fair and undistorted
competition”. Doesn’t all this undermine the liberal concept of the current con-
struction of Europe? What is the role of the ECB?

The report “recognises that within the European Union the construction of
the internal market without some tax harmonisation, notably regarding cor-
porate taxes or a definition of the components of social protection, have led
to some extent to excessive competition between member states seeking to
attract taxpayers from other member states”, and it “considers it essential that
the Single Market Act include an ambitious agenda for social and consumer
protection by way of a social clause in all legislation related to the Single Mar-
ket, legislation on services of general economic interest, a legislative agenda
to strengthen workers rights, an ambitious legislative package for consumer
protection which makes a difference to the daily life of citizens and better tax
coordination through harmonisation of the corporate tax base and VAT
rates”. I believe this to be a promising step.

Regarding the ECB’s role in the near future, I call for astrong vigilant atti-
tude toward the shift of power that will result from the new supervisory ar-
chitecture that has just been adopted. However necessary and welcome the
establishment of the three new authorities and the European Systemic Risk
Board was, we should be aware that it strengthened the ECB even further, in-
cluding macroeconomic surveillance. That is why the forthcoming develop-
ments in the field of economic governance are so important.

Your proposals are based essentially on the need to reinforce the European level,
to build the EU’s own competences and to allocate a real budget to the EU with
its own resources. How would all this help prevent or manage any future crises?

The central statement in this report is that “what Europe needs is a more
united, efficient and less bureaucratic Union and not just more coordina-
tion“. This means that “the Commission, whose task it is to define and defend
the general European interest, must, as a priority and in line with its right of
initiative, commit itself to action on behalf of the Union in those fields where
it has shared competences or has the competence to coordinate member
states’ actions“. We are very critical of the model developed in the last decade,
in which the Commission merely set guidelines for member states’ liberalisa-
tion policies to build the internal market. What we are calling for through
this report is a more interventionist model, where the EU takes direct action
to ensure the completion of the objectives we have set in terms of employ-
ment, the fight against climate change and energy independence. The first
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field test of such a change of paradigm in EU governance should be the cre-
ation of an energy union. I strongly believe that if implemented, this change
in governance will ensure that all dimensions, not only the liberal internal
market one, will be integrated when shaping public policies.

Isn’t the democratic deficit one of the problems? Wouldn’t reinforcement of the
European level constitute a danger from this point of view? How do you envision
democracy on a European scale, the connection among national parliaments
and with the European level, particularly with regard to budgetary policies?

As a strong advocate of economic coordination to counterbalance the inte-
grated monetary policy, I believe that we need to overcome a contradiction.
We have been calling for more ex-ante coordination because growing diver-
gences over the last ten years have shown how inefficient ex-post control and
sanctions alone are. But reinforcing economic governance will necessarily
mean that the members will accept more budgetary sovereignty at EU level.
The question is how do we ensure that the new economic governance does
not boil down to finance ministers dictating member states’ choices in terms
of employment, social policy and pensions from a mere accounting and
budgetary consolidation perspective and under the pressure of financial
markets. The European as well as national parliaments need to be at the cen-
tre of budgetary policy and on the side of the executive; social ministers need
to be involved on equal footing with economic and finance ministers.

One of the forward-looking proposals in the report is that to embody eco-
nomic coordination, we need a Mr/Mrs Euro along the lines of the High Rep-
resentative for Foreign and Security Policy, i.e. a Vice-president of the Com-
mission who would also chair the Eurogroup and represent it at the global
level.
At the end of your Report, you briefly touch on the question of moving to a
“green economy”. Isn’t it a question of a new model of production and what role
the EU could play toward this end?

In the report we underline that “the absence of a more sustainable pattern
of production, distribution and consumption in the face of climate change,
the loss of biodiversity and the depletion of natural resources feeds into the
root causes of the crisis“. As a consequence, we call for a “fair and equitable
gradual transition to a green economy; [we believe] that the job losses result-
ing from the transition need to be anticipated with measures to step up train-
ing and improve workers’ skills in the new technologies“.

I strongly believe that we missed an opportunity in Copenhagen and that
we shouldn’t wait for the rest of the world to start its environmental transi-
tion before we move. It might create a competitive disadvantage at the begin-
ning but will pay in the medium term. Moreover, we have many other assets
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in the global competition to put forward: developed transport, communica-
tions and social infrastructures and our human capital.

It is up to the EU level to ensure that our regulatory framework fosters
long-term investments geared towards a job-creating growth, so as to avoid a
situation as in the .com bubble, where dynamic growth rates didn’t translate
into the creation of jobs, not to mention decent jobs.

In the report we call for a tax on financial transactions as well as Eu-
robonds. I believe that the revenue from these new tools could, among other
thingss be used for investments needed for our economy’s transition.
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What does the GUE/NGL Group think of the Pervenche Berès report on the fi-
nancial, economic and social crisis, particularly the analysis of the causes? What
are the challenges presented by this report?

In fact, we have two Berès reports. The first one corresponded to the analy-
ses that were put forward during the hearings, which were defined by a plu-
rality of points of view and the inexistence of a dominant and orthodox
thinking. The responsibility of financial capitalism and of political power for
the crisis was clearly expressed. This is very different from the second version,
which was negotiated with the right wing and thus minimises the systematic
chain of responsibility that rests with capitalist globalisation, as well as the
role of the political powers.

What do you think of the proposals made in the report, particularly the need to
reinforce the European level, build the EU’s own competences and allocate a real
budget with its own resources? Would this help to prevent or manage crises in
the future? What are your Group’s proposals?

The reinforcement of the European dimension is of itself neither good nor
bad. It depends on various factors. If the reinforcement is inter-governmen-
tal then there are democratic deficits which cannot be ignored. If this rein-
forcement means – as is now the case – the transnational imposition of na-
tional austerity programs, which reduces internal demand and throws mil-
lions of people into unemployment and poverty; then we are not interested

Employment in the Centre
Interview with Miguel Portas, Portuguese Member of the European Parliament,
Bloco de Esquerda (Left Bloc), regarding the Pervenche Berès report on the fi-
nancial, economic and social crisis.

Miguel Portas
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in this “political europium“. In this sense, the first version of the report was
contradictory. On the one hand, it contained proposals for European eco-
nomic governance which were questionable in terms of democracy; on the
other hand, the financial and economical proposals were good, in particular,
the expressed need for a reinforced budget with its own resources, which
could emerge from a fiscal policy targeting financial capitalism. The aim of
this report was still to prioritise the reinforcement of the economy and of
employment in relation to the deficit and the public debt. Unfortunately, ne-
gotiating the compromise version with the right wing resulted in back step-
ping on several issues. Even when the final report supports the enforcement
of a tax on financial transactions, this is nevertheless intended to help finan-
cial interests. For the Left, this tax always had an internationally redistribu-
tive function. In the compromise version, this dimension becomes supple-
mentary. This version of the Tobin Tax claims to safeguard the financial sys-
tem and reduce state deficits. This aim can also be seen in relation to tax
havens. In this case, the proposals are even more reduced than what had al-
ready been approved by the Parliament this year.

Isn’t the democratic deficit one of the problems? How do you envision democracy
on a European scale, the relation between national parliaments and the Euro-
pean level, particularly with regard to budgetary policies?

On this point, the Left doesn’t all have exactly the same view. We all agree
that the national budgets should be decided by the national parliaments and
reject any sort of “kidnapping“ of democracy by the Council and the Com-
mission. In fact, this is what we have been seeing in the recent decisions from
the Council. They stipulate not just a “pre-approval” of the budget propos-
als. Indeed, the most important governments are to establish for the weakest
government the policy and budget to be applied. In a Europe of govern-
ments, some are more “equal” than others. Mrs. Merkel will always express
her opinion on what Athens should or should not do. But the opposite will
not happen. I do not believe that most prime ministers can say to the Ger-
man government that it should also raise their wages not only the exporta-
tions, but the Internal Market should also support the re-launch of
economies.

As an economist, I know that the single currency demands coordination
between budgetary policies. However, this is not the main problem of the
Euro. The Euro tragedy is that the Euro doesn’t have a European budget able
to compensate the brutal divergences between the trade balances. Consider-
ing this, I believe that it could be acceptable to establish national targets and
that many of them should be binding. I do not see any reason why the max-
imum deficit should be 3% or that the debt should not exceed 60 % of GDP.
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The coordination could be monitored at higher levels such that investments
and social rights are not penalised. In any case, every country should estab-
lish targets in harmony with the others, and these should ensure the conver-
gence process.

The main discussion between national parliaments and the European Par-
liament should be the European strategy. The national parliaments should
have the right to decide how to meet the targets. On the other hand, it is vi-
tally necessary to introduce new economic targets within a coordinated sys-
tem – this is the way forward to putting employment at the centre of Euro-
pean policy.
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The car industry is a good example of the current many-sided crisis, or,
better, its crystallisation point: for decades the industry has been charac-

terised by enormous over-capacity – nevertheless western car manufacturers
want to double production. At the same time, new and strong competitors
are emerging, especially in India and China. However, these emerging mar-
kets are the hope of western car producers, and this despite what everybody
knows: if countries like India or China reach the same level of automobilisa-
tion as in Europe or the US we are facing climate collapse – that is a different
kind of overproduction, independently of whether there is a real global eco-
nomic “overproduction”. That was one of the key questions raised by Sigfri-
do Ramírez, a Belgian researcher, at the seminar on “The Crisis of the Car In-
dustry – What Kind of Socio-Ecological Conversion is Needed?” at the Euro-
pean Social Forum in Istanbul, organised by Transform! Europe in coopera-
tion with Espaces Marx (France), Labour and Globalisation, TAKSAV, IG
Metall, CGT and CGIL on July 2, 2010.

Before reaching new levels of global automobilsation, megacities like
Mumbai, Shanghai or even Istanbul will experience a total traffic breakdown
– even if one is driving a “green car”. Now every global player wants to go
green – but this only means continuing on the path of individual mobility
with different fuel. The electric car might offer new perspectives to car man-
ufacturers but does not change any aspect of the structure of individual traf-
fic, traffic collapse, soil sealing or the enormous consumption of resources

Car Conversion:
Towards an Eco-Socialist 
“Economy of Reproduction”

Mario Candeias
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that are in part highly toxic and rare, such as lithium. These strategies focus
on further growth of production and export, which does not limit resource
consumption. Moreover, they intensify competition and global imbalances.
Thus electric cars are “just one option”, according to Uwe Fritsch, IG Metall
shop steward at Volkswagen. The crisis is hitting workers hard, but Fritsch
hopes that it could create “more awareness of alternatives”. At Volkswagen
Salzgitter, for instance, they are experimenting with the use of car motors for
small block heat and power plants in cooperation with the green energy sup-
plier Lichtblick. With an electric car strategy, Fritsch insisted, one would have
to ensure the 100% use of renewable energy.

But while the new technologies generate high development and infrastruc-
tural costs, it is completely unclear which technology and which standard will
finally prevail. Even when some global players in the West are not doing at all
badly in terms of global competition, they have for decades been losing jobs
in their home bases, as Christian Plichowski of France’s CGT pointed out.
New production sites and employment will be built up in the emerging mar-
kets – not at home. Combined with globally increasing productivity and en-
forced work intensity there will be less employment in Europe. Gianni Rinal-
dini, former FIOM-CGIL secretary at Fiat, and others, stressed the impact of
the crisis on competition between workers. This means the old union strate-
gies of competitive corporatism do not offer a perspective for the future.
Even for the new manufacturing sites and suppliers in Eastern Europe or
Turkey the crisis made clear, as Nermin Kaplan of the Turkish organisation
TAKSAV indicated, that the dependency is extremely high. And when costs –
especially labour costs – are rising, capital is already on the way to new pro-
duction sites in Asia – that is where the growing market is, not in Eastern or
Western Europe. We are in desperate need of new and deeper forms of
transnational workers organisation, in cooperation with ecological and civil-
society groups, for defending employment and workers rights combined
with initiatives for many alternatives.

Therefore, all contributors agreed, a transformation is needed – a socio-eco-
logical conversion of the car industries. I will focus on three points.
1. This is first of all a question of how we struggle, how we conceive politics,

starting from different particular interests and rearticulating them such
that many interests fit together. In the concrete situation of rescuing Opel
– the European branch of GM –, the union was right to push for state as-
sistance. But there is not only competition between workers in different
sites – preserving old structures was not convincing to everyone. The fem-
inist movements have no interest in saving male jobs, while female jobs in
retail are not secured in the event of a collapse of Arcandor – one of the
big retailers in Germany – and while reproductive areas have been drying
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up for years now. The ecological movement has no interest because…
well I don’t have to explain why. The unemployed have no interest be-
cause saving the high-paid standard core employees doesn’t make sense to
them when their benefits are cut again and again and repression forces
them into precarious working-poor jobs. In the end, movements act in
isolation, and there was not enough pressure for rescuing Opel. So GM
will act alone, cutting jobs. How then do we rearticulate different interests
and concrete struggles?
Using the same example of Opel, state capital assistance should be tied to
concepts of alternative production and partial or full public ownership of
the company (the US did this in a way with GM, but without using the
occasion for initiating a conversion). This would have to be connected to
an expanded participation of the workforce, trade unions and the region,
for example in democratic regional councils which decide on the concrete
steps for a conversion of a car manufacturer into a service provider for
public mobility with ecological focus, oriented to integrated mobility
concepts combining the different mobility systems, shifting the weight
between public and private transport, as Gianni Rinaldini mentioned,
giving priority to tram, buses, pedestrians, bicycles or electro-bicycles. In-
cidentally, bus manufacturing is one of the few really profitable areas in
the automobile industry. Let’s organise around perspectives of this kind,
and this may induce different civil society groups to join the struggles.

2. This conversion is impossible to achieve in individual companies, but re-
quires deep structural change. It’s not enough just to build electric cars
and retain the individual-mobility orientation in order to save employ-
ment. The whole structure of cities and space has to be converted, reduc-
ing the distances and separations between work and home, in bringing
children to school and then driving to work, between work, supermarket
and coming home late after long peroids spent in traffic jams with conse-
quent late preparation of meals before falling asleep on the couch in front
of the TV. Thus reduction of forced involuntary mobility is crucial. These
new concepts of mobility could only be implemented together with the
workers in the automobile industry, as Uwe Fritsch of IG Metall makes
clear.
Moreover, in view of the deep ecologic crisis, embedded in the current
macroeconomic orientation, conversion would therefore imply trans-
forming our growth-orientated capitalist economy into an “economy of
reproduction” that knows how to limit itself and how to create new wealth
at the same time. Let us focus on a participatory, need-centred, solidaris-
tic “care economy” in which people care for each other, with social infra-
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structures of public transport, but also of public health, care, education,
research, social services, food (-sovereignty) and protection of our natu-
ral environments. Let’s adopt a broad view.
These are central needs whose denial has been deplored for years. And
these are the only areas where we have growing employment in countries
like Germany, France, the US or Sweden. But also in the emerging mar-
kets these are fast growing sectors. It is extremely important to keep them
in the public domain. This reproductive economy, which means a quali-
tative development of needs and production, but not necessarily quanti-
tative growth, would contribute to truly ecological modes of living and
producing and to developing a practice of “buen vivir” (good living) that
many are trying to explore, not only in Latin America.
Especially in the South, this means drawing on the basic needs of millions
of the rural and urban poor – this means stabilising rural communities,
giving them control over their conditions of life and their specific modes
of production, and land reform for food sovereignty, so that they are not
forced to migrate to the megacities. In the megacities it is vital to con-
struct the basic material and social infrastructures and security systems.
In terms of mobility this means free access to rapidly expanded public
transport, instead of unjust and costly infrastructures for millions of pri-
vate cars and high costs for environmental and human damage. The so-
called growing middle classes in India, China or Brazil – the object of de-
sire of our car manufacturers – are and will be only a small part of an in-
creasingly polarised population. To focus on their ability to buy cars is no
strategy for the left.

3. This reorientation towards reproductive needs goes together with an ori-
entation towards domestic markets and production. Christian Pilichow-
ski talked about the global production chain in cars for instance and the
waste of resources (you can also talk about yogurt) – transport, one of the
main polluters, has to be downsized and its production organised ecolog-
ically. The tendency to de-globalise and regionalise the economy also
makes for a reduction of current-account imbalances and export
fetishism. Through a non-mercantile expansion of the public sector, mar-
kets and privatisation are can be pushed back.

This means we first need a conversion of the car industry, but also a con-
version of our growth and export-oriented economic models. Given the ne-
cessity to shrink certain sectors, like the car industry, strategies of a socially
sustainable just transition have to be developed, because conversion and deep
structural change also means that many workers will loose their old jobs.
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Here we can draw on rich union experiences – good and bad – with structur-
al change in the coal and mining sectors, in steel and maritime industries
with transitional employment and requalification programmes, which of
course requires financing both from the companies and the state. This also
means a new debate on, and activism for, the reduction of labour time, as
Nermin Kaplan of TAKSAV said.

This also implies that in the meantime other sectors have to grow to pro-
vide new jobs, but relatively decoupled from material growth. Such qualita-
tive growth is necessary for the transition time also due to deficiencies in many
sectors of reproduction – especially in the global south.

So our struggles for a conversion have to start from the particular problem
of saving jobs in the real existing car industry but in a perspective of a wider
social transformation. Otherwise, even the struggle for particular jobs will
soon be lost.

This, and the task of transforming structures, very soon requires elements
of participatory planning processes, consultas populares and people’s plan-
ning processes, or regional democratic councils (which are already in discus-
sion in car manufacturing regions like the south of Germany). Fast conver-
sion processes, which are needed now, were in the past carried out with plan-
ning (for instance in the US in the 1930s and 40s), but this time we need par-
ticipatory planning.

To put reproductive work, in the broader sense of the term, at the centre of
a transformation project makes it possible to abandon the growth fetish –
and in so doing the capitalist mode of production is questioned in the medi-
um term. Ultimately it poses the question of who decides on the deployment of
resources in society and of which activities are socially necessary.

That is the overall approach of a very large international conference organ-
ised by the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation and the parliamentary group of Die
Linke in Germany, taking place in Stuttgart on October 28 – 30 of this year,
bringing together about 500 workers, union representatives, people from so-
cial movements, ecological groups etc., on an international level, to discuss
paths and possibilities for conversion of the car society – not only conversion
of a certain industry but transformation of the economic model, of modes of
living and modes of mobility – with a strong focus on alternatives. The con-
ference is part of the project on long-term transformation and just transition
the Foundation which will continue to organise in 2011. The English version
of the programme can be found at: www.auto-mobil-krise.de/files/2010/09/
Programme-Auto.Mobile.Crisis.-Web-Version.pdf.
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In the history of all industrialised countries, the car industry represents
both the good and bad aspects of the changes occurring in the move from

old to new industrial realities. It was through the victories and defeats of this
sector’s industrial disputes that the trade-union movement passed through
the decisive stages that contributed to its history and organisation.

The extent of the present crisis reflects the crisis of a whole mode of soci-
ety and consumption and represents for us in Europe an enormous challenge
in terms of the reconstruction of this industry and how it functions. The fol-
lowing are some of its basic aspects.
l The car industry has not reached its full capacity. On the contrary, on a

world scale, production is at the height of its expansion – witness the pres-
ence of new plants in Latin America and Asia. I am not only referring to the
assembly plants but to the whole productive cycle from design to sales. This
is why I do not think that arguments about the industry’s worldwide over-
capacity are credible.

l There is a specific problem in Europe, and more generally in the old indus-
trialised countries, where the market is no longer based on growth of de-
mand but on replacing existing units. In the last few years this has been sus-

Basic Aspects of the Car Industry 

Gianni Rinaldini*

* From the seminar of the ESF, Istanbul 2010 “Analysis of the Crisis in the Car Industry:
What Kind of Social and Environmental Reconversion Do We Need?”
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tained by state incentives to scrap existing units. The fact that this is now
called “eco-scrapping” in no way changes the basic issue.

l Overcapacity is a European problem, which varies with the situation in the
individual European countries. With regard to the import/export trade
balance, some countries have a strong positive balance and some a very
negative one, with repercussions on the subcontracting sector.

l Each country is working to defend its own industry, and the multination-
als are everywhere using open blackmail of their workers’ unions to secure
wage cuts and a worsening of working conditions.

In this context, it would not be true to say that European trade-unions have
a common stand and practice. On the contrary, behind the communiqués of
solidarity and the high-flown statements, there are important differences, a
degree of competition to defend destabilised jobs, which give the employers
the best conditions. We are divided and fragmented. This is the sad situation.

There is no miracle cure for getting out of this situation. This would, more-
over, open up a complex discussion about European trade unionism. Keep-
ing with the car industry, it seems self-evident that this situation, aside from
its unacceptable social costs, is leading to the decline, pure and simple, of Eu-
rope’s role in the face of the multinationals.

It is no accident that the union representative on the FIAT Board maintains
that each multinational has to be a “war machine” because the market is
globalised.

The future of the automobile will be played out on the field of transforma-
tion – a transformation with regard to the environment that urgently re-
quires a more global conception of the “sustainable mobility” of goods and
people.

This is the real challenge of the future. We cannot delegate this issue to the
initiatives of the multinationals, to their trade wars – in other words to the
logic of an ultraliberal marketplace. We need a strong social and political ini-
tiative to affirm the role of politics, of public governance for Europe with re-
gard to this process. This demands allocating considerable means for re-
search and innovation.

Today, this kind of approach is completely absent. However, it is vital for
building a common trade-union position and practice in the different coun-
tries, to try and stop the obvious decline tied to our mode of union action, to
our being dragged towards a “market”-orientated trade-unionism.

72
B

a
si

c 
A

sp
ec

ts
 o

f 
th

e 
C

a
r 

In
d

u
st

ry

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:48 Uhr  Seite 72



73

One of the hackneyed refrains churned out by the neoliberals in power to-
day and propagated by the dominant media, is the insistent repetition

that there is no credible alternative to the existing system. They claim that
emerging from the crisis cannot occur through fighting liberalism (by defi-
nition insuperable) but only by marginal adjustments to it or by further
strengthening it.

In this case the solution would be still more neoliberalism. Expressed so
crudely, it might seem absurd and even cynical, which, indeed, it is. Howev-
er, the ruling elites regularly serve it up, saying that to carry out counter-re-
forms in the middle of a crisis is itself cynical. Doing so, they claim, would be
taking advantage of society’s inevitable state of shock, which inevitably oc-
curs in a serious crisis, to smuggle in pre-meditated measures, but in a more
serious and deeper manner. The austerity plans (or more correctly depriva-
tion plans) abruptly imposed in Greece may be very dramatic but similar
harsh measures are being imposed on other countries that fear attack by cur-
rency speculators. (We could ask who has empowered the latter to inflict
harm.) They are adopting belt-tightening as a preventive measure – knowing
that it is other people’s belts that are being tightened, those of ordinary peo-
ple. From this point of view, the plans in Italy, Spain, Great Britain or France
all bode harsher conditions. The severity of this future is certain, while the
subsequent bliss promised as a consequence of submitting to austerity in a
far-off future resembles the celestial afterlife served up not too long ago by a

Alternatives to the Crisis
A Comparison of Left Alternative Proposals

Frédéric Viale
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clergy empathising with the working populations. Happiness will come lat-
er, perhaps after death, if we suffer in silence in the here and now. This is
where we are, transposed to political discourse.

Abundance of proposals 

It so happens that some are not resigned to this. There is even a noticeable
abundance of other proposals. It is enlightening to look at of some of them,
and in what follows we propose to do so. To this end, I have collected some
proposals put forward by political parties, academics and organisations of
the social movement: the Left Party (France), the European Left party, Trans-
form! (in particular its Euromemorandum), the European Network of Trade
Unions (June 2010), the CADTM, ATTAC, and a statement by over a hun-
dred Italian university economists.

First observation: the various diagnoses converge

No one dreams for a moment of repeating what the media says on a daily
basis: “the public debt is the source of the trouble, it must be reduced to re-
assure the markets”.

No. The crisis is not just Greek, it is worldwide, it has not a single source
but is systemic (and some talk of several combined crises, financial, econom-
ic, of production, of distribution, institutional and democratic crises). The
crises are intrinsic to the system – indeed one could well ask if, from the sys-
tem’s point of view, it is not so much a crisis as the normal expression of the
system itself.

The event that triggered the crisis (the sub-primes) ultimately derives from
the increased skewing if income in favour of capital and away from labour.
Those who only have their work to live on had to resort to massive loans –
loans massively granted by private organisations on any conditions whatso-
ever, and then transformed into shares by dealers who became uncontrol-
lable since the deregulations legislated in the 1980s in a globalised casino-
style economy. Now the banks, massively bailed out with public money, are
turning against the states, exploiting the public debt to compel the popula-
tion again to pay for the crisis that it did not cause. The people will have paid
three times over: the first time to bail out the banks, the second by being sub-
jected to competition, insecurity and poverty and now for the third time by
the austerity plans, which are just a way of again giving in to the banks and
the financial markets. In this the diagnoses are in general agreement.

However, the crisis does not just date from the breakdown in autumn of
2008. Here too, the point is broadly agreed on. Even before the crisis, the Eu-
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ropean countries had experienced a sharp increase in poverty, including
among those with jobs (the emergence of “impoverished workers”). Poverty
will increase still more as result of unemployment and of the drop in income
of pensioners resulting from the austerity plans being adopted. In fact, the
governments are seeking to reduce their budgetary deficits brought about by
their massive expenditures to save the banks and measures taken to support
demand. Social expenditure is being subjected to severe cuts. Meanwhile, the
urgency of the struggle against climate change has been partly eclipsed.

Private debts became public

We are thus witnessing a second phase in the treatment of the crisis, which
consists of transforming a crisis due to private debts (the sub-primes) into
one imputed to public debts (the public deficits). The states saved the banks
at gunpoint. Indeed, it was impossible to let them collapse, as that would have
had the effect of stopping all economic operations, really all, this blackmail
being generally expressed by the idea of too big to fail.

The states were obliged to take measures to launch some revival (although
largely insufficient). Now they are assessed by the rating agencies that pin-
point (for the very investors responsible for having created and spread the
toxic shares throughout the economy) those states that they consider eco-
nomically “fragile” enough to justify their refusing them credit except at ex-
orbitant rates, thus increasing their financial and budget difficulties. At the
time of writing, the ECB was not yet authorised monetarily to finance the
public debts because of the Lisbon Treaty. The governments under pressure
have decided on some relaxation of this principle, which remains in force. In
any case, their populations are caught in a vice.

Another point of convergence: the solutions put forward by the European
Union have been unable to provide any answer equal to the issues involved.
Very briefly, the proposals for reforming the financial system focused on the
least critical aspects. In any case the strategies for emerging from the crisis
merely consisted of lowering wages with the aim of maintaining competitive-
ness, encouraging social dumping and fiscal competition. They failed to draw
up of any policy of budgetary coordination.

Criticism of the strategy pursued by Germany was generally severe. How-
ever, it was not directed at Germany as such, but at the logic of the political
orthodoxy prevalent there and indeed in the Union – one entirely based on
exports. This little game has devastating effects on other countries of the
Union at which the exports are aimed, since it incites them to imitate this ex-
port model and engage in deflationary policies. It is the whole model that is
criticised, because it is based on forcing down wages and working conditions
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(in Germany for the sake of the competitiveness of its firms, and elsewhere
also to capture markets and ward off speculative attacks). Its effects are also
ecologically disastrous.

Second observation: the level of the riposte.

Here there is debate at the national and European level – and even world-
wide. The political parties, acting in the perspective of eventually taking of-
fice, see the necessity of making alliances and conducting political struggles
at European level and seriously envisage freeing themselves from the Euro-
pean directives by suspending their enforcement once in office. The social
movements do not have this problem – they are content to say that all levels
are involved.

Perhaps one could say that there is no real division here, just differing con-
ceptions of the time for action: “immediate action at national level to change
the political balance of power at the European level with the aim of alliances
to re-orient the E.U.’s policy” could be an acceptable solution to this impor-
tant strategic problem.

Third observation: the kind of riposte

Here there is a strong overall convergence: the initial idea is that, funda-
mentally, the crisis is a systemic crisis, which means that democracy is under-
mined even though the leaders of our countries keep pontificating about it.
In reality it is the markets that lay down the law, not the peoples. It also ap-
pears necessary (to ATTAC, ELP, French Left Party, Euromemorandum) to
rebuild the European Union on new foundations based on new criteria capa-
ble of putting the people and the law before profits.

How can this be achieved? The answer involves inverting the present state of
affairs, hence the idea of a tax on the financial markets, of regulating the banks
and the financial sector (ATTAC and all the others). Separating high street
banks from merchant banks is also frequently raised (the letter from Italian
economists, LP, ATTAC). The creation of a “public banking centre”, possibly
involving the expropriation of some banks (CADTM) has been proposed, the
idea here being to see credit as a form of common property, thus making it le-
gitimate to control credit policies by the citizens in one way or another.

Objectives for the ECB

Another proposal: the role of the ECB. Its independence from governments
is generally considered unacceptable, if only because it is not independent of
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the neoliberal dogmas. It should at least act with the obligatory objectives of
employment and development and not only that of combating inflation.
Moreover, some (Transform!, ATTAC, LP) say that it must also finance na-
tional debts. In addition, (according to the ELP, ATTAC, Euromemorandum)
the role of the ECB must be changed based on the criteria of jobs, social de-
velopment and ecology. The ECB must be subject to public and democratic
control. The Growth and Stability Pact must be replaced by a new solidarity
pact that favours growth, full employment and social and environmental
protection.

On the whole, “Credit must be considered a public good. The deposit banks
must be separated from the investment banks. Public, cooperative and non-prof-
it establishments must be favoured. The largest banks must be subject to effective
public control. The activities of investment banks and investment funds, espe-
cially speculative hedge funds, must be firmly controlled. With regard to the fi-
nancial markets, all new instruments must be subject to approval by a public
regulatory authority to avoid excessive complexity. Credits as a whole must be
supervised and a public European rating agency set up”.

Cancellation of illegal debts 

An extremely interesting point: CADTM, which up to now has mainly tak-
en a stand on the struggle for the cancellation of the Third World debt, is now
taking a stand on the Greek debt and that of the other states of the Union. In
a radical way, CADTM recommends (among other things) the expropriation
of banks, civic control of the banking sector thus created, and a unilateral
moratorium (without accumulation of overdue interest) of public debts. On
the basis of an audit, this would mean the cancellation of illegitimate debts,
the establishment of genuine fiscal justice, a fair distribution of wealth, curb-
ing the financial markets by creating a register of the real owners of shares
and by forbidding short selling. To this it adds more general measures for re-
ducing working hours and for socialisation of companies that have been pri-
vatised in the last few years.

Indeed, CADTM is not the only one to connect employment and budget-
ary policies. Other organisations and parties do likewise, considering that the
crisis is not just a financial one. Work, and beyond it, the sharing of wealth,
are also involved. The issue is to rehabilitate the instruments of intervention
in the economy, especially taxation, but using taxation for a real policy of
sharing wealth – very different from fiscal policies that support financial
globalisation and are characterised today by higher taxation of taxpayers un-
able to move their capital resources rather than on the really big fortunes.
Against the current practice, the idea of taxing capital is widely shared.
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The ecological issue is also present: The Euro-memorandum states: “an am-
bitious programme of ecological conversion must be set up in the areas of fuel
and power, housing and transport. Such a programme can take part in both eco-
nomic revival and the transition towards a more sustainable economic model”.
The ELP puts things differently: in its 2009 platform it says it is: “in favour of
the immediate and coherent development of a new international treaty that
conforms to the report of the Intergovernmental Commission on climate change,
including this in the European Union’s 2007-2009 plan of action”. ATTAC’s po-
sition is that social and climatic issues are linked. The present crises are sys-
tematic and cannot be treated separately from the challenge of climate
change and a reorientation of the modes of production and consumption.
This shows a clearly different orientation between those who see the crisis as
a way of altering the system’s very foundations and those who stress the im-
mediate necessity for economic revival.

The whole agenda has to be changed 

In conclusion, it is clear that no one attaches much value to technical solu-
tions. All say that the problem is broader and that there must be a break with
the present unsustainable kind of production as well as with the fundamen-
tally undemocratic way of running public affairs, which are, in the end, those
of finance. There is an abundance of proposals for breaking with neoliberal
dogmas as well as with European policies, which are seen to be other means
of constraining the people. The political parties in particular advocate stop-
ping the application of European directives in the event they gain control of
public affairs. Proposals also include the complete reorienting of fiscal poli-
cies – ending especially fiscal dumping – and budgetary policies – ending this
miserable European budget that is hardly able to control shortages. Others
insist on the necessity for completely reviewing the aims and purposes of
production, of the present mode of production, as it generates the violent
upheavals that we are experiencing.

The task is huge. We absolutely cannot count on the existing governments
without creating the new balance of power needed— hence the necessity for
resistance at every possible level.
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After the negotiations at the last Climate Summit in Copenhagen failed so
spectacularly, even well-meaning and sensible climate politicians are say-

ing that global climate negotiations within the UN-framework cannot be
successful. Critics say that such a complex issue cannot be tackled within the
framework of the UN.

However, this is not true.
A precondition for successful negotiations is the formulation of absolutely

transparent, adequate, comprehensible, clear and just principles. Only if
these preconditions are fulfilled and no party can feel overreached, is it real-
istic and attainable at all to come to an understanding about a comprehen-
sive climate-agreement which can meet the danger of global climate change.

Since contrary to their own better knowledge the governments of the high-
ly developed industrial countries have not faced this issue there is no time to
lose for progressive and internationalist forces to introduce it into the global
climate debate so that it can be adopted in Cancun as the basis of further cli-
mate negotiations.

Together with other global and progressive forces the European Left could
propagate this approach in such a way that governments, for example, in
Latin America (Brazil, Venezuela, Bolivia) but also in Asia (China, India),
adopt it and push it through in Cancun as a proposal from the group of the
non-aligned states (Non-Aligned Movement, NAM) as the basis of negotia-
tions which will perhaps also be supported by some European states.

The Costs of Carbon Dioxide
Emissions: A Just Basis for the UN-
Global Climate Summit in Cancún 

Helmut Selinger
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The two-degree centigrade goal
With ever greater precision, scientific findings tell us that emissions of

greenhouse gases have to be reduced on a global scale at once and with ut-
most intensity. From an objective point of view the situation is dramatic.
Since 1990, the development of greenhouse gas emission has neither been
halted nor reduced, but energy consumption and thus the emissions of
greenhouse gases, of carbon dioxide in particular, has been continuously in-
creasing. All scientific findings show that since 1990 much too much time has
been lost and that the situation will drastically worsen with every further de-
lay.

So as not to put forward utterly unrealistic demands, science has formulat-
ed the “Two Degree Centigrade Goal”, that is, the majority of scientists share
the opinion that in the long run mankind could just about cope with an in-
crease of the median global average earth temperature by two degrees high-
er than the respective temperature level of pre-industrial times. We have al-
ready reached an increase of 0.8 % today.

At least the international community of states has in the Climate Confer-
ence in Bali in 2007 agreed upon adopting as a general goal of global climate
protection this two-degree centigrade limit as a basic guideline for future po-
litical action on a global scale. But this was not followed by deeds. Which
concrete measures are required and feasible to still achieve this two-degree
centigrade goal?

Binding plans 

Immediate and binding plans and obligations to reduce emissions for the
industrialised countries: first and foremost, the rich industrialised countries
which are mostly responsible for the present climate crisis – with the USA at
the forefront but closely followed by Europe, Russia and Japan – are required
immediately and radically to reduce their greenhouse gas-emissions with the
long-term goal of reducing them to a maximum level of only one ton carbon
dioxide equivalents, per capita per year. In order to prevent mere lip-service
from being paid to a long-term goal, it is necessary to arrive at binding agree-
ments and obligations to have reduced the emissions by 20 % by the year
2020 as compared to the emissions of the year 1990.

Global budget approach

World climate agreement on the basis of a global carbon dioxide budget
approach: Since the carbon dioxide emissions have to be the focus of all ef-
forts concerning climate protection due to the great quantity of gases re-
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leased and the long period in which they will remain in the atmosphere, the
budget approach presented here focuses on the dominant carbon dioxide
emissions, in particular from the burning of fossil raw materials. This budg-
et approach, which goes back to a study carried out by the Scientific Adviso-
ry Council on Global Change (WBGU), can be understood as follows: If 75
% of the two degree centigrade temperature goal is to be achieved, the cumu-
lative carbon dioxide emissions for the entire globe may not exceed the val-
ue of 1,100 billion tons of carbon dioxide for the period 1990 – 2050. Accord-
ing to current scientific findings, this global carbon dioxide budget repre-
sents the absolute uppermost limit for the carbon dioxide emissions the at-
mosphere is able to absorb.

Per capita key

To distribute this global total carbon dioxide budget equitably among the
countries of the world there is from the point-of-view of climate justice no
other sensible principle than a per capita key, that is, each inhabitant of the
earth is entitled to the same right to emit a certain amount of carbon diox-
ide. For the period between 1990 and 2050 this amounts to an average value
of 2.7 tons of carbon dioxide per capita per year. From the year 2050 onwards
this figure should only be about one ton of carbon dioxide per capita per
year. Threshold and developing countries, which today and in the future ex-
ceed this limit, would have to approximate this figure up to the year 2050.
Since in the period between 1999 and 2008 the overall emission already
amounted to 500 billion tons of carbon dioxide globally, a budget of merely
600 billion tons of carbon dioxide remains for the rest of the period. If the
total budget is attributed to the individual states according to such a per capi-
ta key, we get a cumulative carbon dioxide budget for each state for the en-
tire period.

Accordingly, China would for the period between 1990 and 2050 be enti-
tled to a total budget of 239 billion tons of carbon dioxide, due to its cover-
ing 22% of the world population, of which it has used 75 billion tons, which
leaves a budget remainder of 164 billion tons of carbon dioxide for the re-
maining period from 2010 to 2050. However, considering the estimated an-
nual amount of emissions in 2008 of 6.2 billion tons of carbon dioxide, Chi-
na will already have used up the budget it is entitled to in 26 years from now;
that is, China too must aim at a reduction of its carbon dioxide emissions,
the more so if an annual population and economic growth are included in
the calculations.

The analogous calculations for the USA show a total budget of 52 billion
tons of carbon dioxide for the period between 1990 and 2050, in accordance
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with its 4.7 percentage of the world population. Yet, between 1990 and 2009
the USA has already emitted more than double the amount of carbon diox-
ide into the atmosphere, namely 108 billion tons of carbon dioxide. This
means that the USA is not entitled to any more emission rights at all from
now until 2050 and that the USA has to pay compensations for their negative
budget.

According to this approach, countries such as Germany and Russia have
also already emitted more than they are entitled to for the entire period from
1990 to 2050, yet considerably less than the USA has (see Table).

Source: http://www.wbgu.de/wbgu_sn2009_en.html

Financial evaluation

For some industrialised countries (the USA, Russia, Germany) to gain
emission rights already used up in the past and further emission rights re-
quired for future transition time, a price would have to be agreed upon for
one ton of carbon dioxide. This price would have to be fixed in global climate
negotiations with the option of adaptations in later negotiations, should new
aspects become relevant. This price should not be calculated too low for the
accumulation of a meaningful global climate fund fed from these means.
From this climate fund effective investments for the avoidance of emissions
as well as for necessary adaptation measures to future climate change should
be financed on behalf of those developing countries which do not use up all
the emission rights they are entitled to (such as India).

A still very rough cost calculation on the basis of estimated measures re-
quired for avoidance and adaptation in developing countries (cf. UNFCC)
amounts to a figure of about 40 USD per ton of carbon dioxide. From this,
the dimension of money transfer from the industrialised to the developing
countries can be assessed. For the USA the amount of money would be 2.2
trillion USD for the period between 1990 and 2009 to balance the deficit ac-
cumulated in the past (56 billion tons of carbon dioxide, see Table). To pre-
vent unacceptably high money transfers in the starting phase of such agree-
ments, sensible transition regulations would have to be found. The current
annual carbon dioxide emission of the USA amounting to about 6.1 billion
tons of carbon dioxide (see Table) would have to be calculated at a price of
about 14 USD per ton, that is, about 244 billion USD per year. The current
annual carbon dioxide emissions, for example, of Germany, amounting to
about 0.9 billion tons of carbon dioxide, would accordingly have to be calcu-
lated at a price of 36 billion USD per year.
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Global calculation system
A trade in emission rights as suggested by the Advisory Council on Global

Change (WBGU) does not seem desirable, because with a system of emission
trade a sphere of investment would be opened for international speculation
with the known negative effects. To regulate and to supervise this process the
foundation of an organisation working along the principles of the UN, for
example, a World Climate Organisation (“WCO”) is advisable, which calcu-
lates, administers, controls and enforces the necessary data, budgets and
transfer payments from the industrialised countries to the developing and
threshold countries. This organisation should work on a completely trans-
parent basis but also be equipped with sanction instruments.

A financial fund fed by those transfer payments would have a significant
size (about 500 billion). This sum represents a quantity similar to the figure
given by the Climate Secretariat in Bonn for measures to combat climate
change and for measures for adaptation to climate change. This fund would
take on a substantial meaning for the sustainable development of poorer
countries without the developing countries just remaining in the role of pe-
titioners.

In this approach they would have a right to financial compensation – in re-
turn for unused emission rights. The payments by the industrialised coun-
tries would not merely be effected on a voluntary basis, but represent com-
pensation payments for climate “debts” since 1990.

Financial compensation for underdeveloped countries

An expressed and also strictly controlled aim of these enormous financial
transfers to the poorer countries would be the establishment of economy and
energy infrastructures which do not follow the fossil-energy-based road to
development of the industrialised countries. The establishment of such a
completely new global economic structure can only be brought about by fi-
nancial transfers in these dimensions. This also seems to be the only way to
tackle climate change, which is a global problem of humanity. That is, paral-
lel to the reduction measures in the rich countries a new, sustainable path of
development without resorting to fossil energies should be taken in the still
underdeveloped countries.

Climate justice

This approach would make the polluter-pays principle and the principle of
climate justice the basis of calculations and of financial compensation be-
tween North and South dating from 1990. Transfer payments should be used

Th
e C

o
sts o

f C
a

rb
o

n
 D

ioxid
e Em

issio
n

s
83

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:48 Uhr  Seite 83



exclusively for financing the reduction of carbon dioxide emissions, for re-
structuring energy supply in favour of renewable forms of energy and the
corresponding necessary adaptations to damage due to climate change al-
ready in effect on a regional level (the building of dykes, irrigation, desalini-
sation of sea water, forestation, social compensation measures, etc.) and for
halting deforestation.

A climate compromise based on this approach would require concessions
from all groups of countries: from the industrialised countries’ far-reaching
obligations for reduction as well as comprehensive technological and finan-
cial transfers are expected. In turn, the threshold and developing countries
would have to accept the fact that economic development based on fossil fu-
els is no longer future-proof, so that they too would have to introduce tran-
sition measures towards a climate compatible society.

Exchange of know-how

An additional aspect of solving dangerous climate change as a global prob-
lem of humanity would be the abolition of patent rights for innovations of
effective emission-reduction technologies and the introduction of renewable
energies in developing countries. For developing sustainable and adapted
technologies, joint research and development institutions of industrialised
and developing countries should be established to put into practice an ex-
change of know-how for finding joint solutions to the global climate prob-
lem.

Initiative on a global scale

This model of a just and viable solution to the global climate problem ap-
pears almost impossible to realise in the face of present-day political and eco-
nomic conditions. The deeper causes of the problem lie in the fact that the
dominant powers are structured according to capitalist principles both with
regard to their economy and their society and that they want to preserve this
dominance by all means. In addition, the most influential power groups in
the global capitalist system – energy, car, airplane- and arms-producing com-
panies – are mired in the fossil system of production and consumption. De-
spite the cultivation of their image to the contrary, these groups do not have
the slightest interest in relinquishing their power and their squeezing of ex-
tra profits from the exploitation of fossil raw-materials and from the contin-
ued use of combustion technologies in the traffic and energy sectors.

For all these reasons we need a big and broad anti-capitalist initiative of
progressive parties, social and civil society movements, trade unions, intellec-
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tuals and open-minded and interested governments, which helps to lend po-
litical impact to these ideas – with regard to Cancun and also beyond.

Sources
ISW-Download: Stand der weltweiten Klimaforschung – Ergebnisse des aktuellen IPCC-

Berichtes, 2008,
Helmut. Selinger, http://www.isw-muenchen.de/download/ipcc-hs.pdf;

ISW-Download: zu Kopenhagen … (19.11.2009)
http://www.isw-muenchen.de/download/Kopenhagen-hs-112009.pdf
ISW-Report Nr.73, Garnreiter F., Schmid F., Schuhler C., Selinger H. (April 2008 ): Klima-

Killer Konzerne, (ISW: Institut für sozial-ökologische Wirtschaftsforschung, Munich;
www.isw-muenchen.de)

German Advisory Council on Global Change (WBGU), Special Report, July 2009
Solving the climate dilemma: The budget approach

http://www.wbgu.de/wbgu_sn2009_en.html
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One of the main objectives of the 24th NATO Summit in Lisbon1 is the
adoption of a new strategic concept. With the reason for its existence in

question at the end of the Cold War, in 1991, NATO needed a first “new strate-
gic concept” to ensure that the Alliance would continue to function. The dis-
integration of what had been Yugoslavia provided the excuse – in view of the
alleged failings of Europe – to “legitimate” a declared new function for NATO:
ensure the stability of the new world order on the continent of Europe.

In 1999, the stated objective of a second “new strategic concept” for NATO
was to “safeguard – by political and military means – the freedom and secu-
rity” of Europe and North America, in other words, to become the armed
wing of Western interests and of the market economy. From then on, the role
of NATO would no longer be limited to its historical Euro-Atlantic frame-
work. September 11 would confirm this strategy and, with the war in
Afghanistan, mark the passage to a globalised NATO.

What is the third “new strategic concept” for NATO? To develop it, a Group
of Experts was created in September, 2009, with Madeleine Albright, former
U.S. Secretary of State under Bill Clinton, as Chair and Jeroen Van der Veer,
former CEO of Royal Dutch Shell as Vice-Chair – a perfect reflection of
NATO as a military instrument of Atlanticist ideology and as protector of the
economic interests of transnationals. This Group of Experts has issued a Re-
port: “NATO 2020: Assured Security, Dynamic Engagement” which spells out
the strategic orientation of the North Atlantic Treaty for the next 10 years.

A New “Strategic Concept” 
for NATO: Assure the Security 
of “Modern Societies”

Nils Andersson
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Which threats take precedence? Terrorism, piracy and nuclear prolifera-
tion, as always, but other priorities now are identified as well: the need to de-
fend against the danger of cyber attacks that could paralyse a country (since
attack is the best defence, NATO anticipates a cyber war) and the security of
pipeline or maritime supply. The Report specifies that “the Alliance has an
interest in protecting global lifelines that sustain modern societies”. It could
not be clearer: The role of the North Atlantic Treaty is to assure the security
of energy supplies to less than 15% of the world’s population.

The Report states that poverty, hunger, water, migratory movements and
climate change must be taken into account – not because these scourges and
threats must be eradicated but because they are the source of trouble and cri-
sis. As the armed wing of neoliberalism, NATO must also serve to repress
populations struggling to survive.

NATO is assigned three “core tasks”. The first is a reminder of the basis for
the creation of NATO in 1949: “to defend member states against any threat of
aggression” (Article 5 of the Treaty). It is obvious that the new balance of
power in the world, along with the financial, economic and social crises that
affect it, require the new strategic concept to go beyond a simple reminder of
the founding principles of the Alliance, with corresponding impact on its ob-
jectives, strategy and structure.

In particular, the Report confirms that NATO must “deploy and sustain ex-
peditionary capabilities for military operations beyond the treaty area” there-
by justifying its “commitment” to intervention throughout the world, clearly
anywhere that the interests of “modern societies” are under threat. In a letter
to NATO, Dr. Albright furthermore points out that this proposition goes
“well beyond what had been envisaged” in the preceding version of the
“strategic concept”. Three facets sum up the new direction of NATO: global
missions with global impact and global partners.

The first stage of this process was the enlargement of NATO on the conti-
nent of Europe by integrating Central and Western Europe. With the adhe-
sion of 12 new members since 1999, NATO has practically doubled in size.
But today, NATO is looking to operate globally less through integration and
more through partnerships.

What are these partnerships? A list makes it possible to grasp the extent of
the network built by NATO inside and outside the Euro-Atlantic area:
l partnership for peace that groups the countries of Europe or the ex-Soviet

Union and Asia that are not members of NATO and that thereby covers the
whole continent;

l partnership with the European Union, considered a strategic global  part-
ner of NATO. The strategic concept foresees, in the context of the provi-
sions of the Lisbon Treaty, the creation of a NATO-EU agency with defence
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capability in a “truly comprehensive partnership … based on the principle
of reciprocity and that encompasses the entire range of the institutions’
mutual activities”, in other words, subjugate the defence capability of Eu-
rope to the United States, where the military budget represents 80 % of the
total combined budgets of NATO member states. In a neoliberal world,
holding 80 % of the capital of a company or an institution means holding
100 % of the power;

l partnership with the UN, which serves to legitimate NATO operations
through the transfer of UN prerogatives enshrined in the United Nations
Charter and in violation of it, as is the case in Afghanistan;

l partnership with the OSCE,2 which plays an important political role in the
Caucasus and the Balkans since the implosion of the former Yugoslavia;

l partnership with Russia, even though relations are often strained since
Moscow still considers NATO to be an organisation aimed against it (cf. the
antimissile issue or that in the Caucasus) – the Experts’ Report devotes a
great deal of attention to relations with Russia, notably pointing out that
“Russia has shown an increased willingness to support the air and land
transport of supplies to NATO forces in Afghanistan”;

l partnership with Ukraine and Georgia. The Experts’ Report states that, de-
spite Russian opposition, enlargement of NATO to Ukraine and Georgia
remains a possibility and is still under consideration; nevertheless, since the
new Ukrainian government is no longer pressing for NATO membership,
tension over this issue is reduced.
In addition to these partnerships that extend beyond the 28 NATO mem-
ber states to cover the entire Euro-Atlantic  area, there are partnerships or
ad hoc alliances outside the area, like the:
l Mediterranean Dialogue that groups Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria,

Tunisia, Egypt, Jordan and…Israel, which hold joint meetings at defence
minister level with the objective, among others, of ensuring the inter-op-
erability of these countries’ armed forces;

l Istanbul Initiative with the participation of Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait and
the United Arab Emirates, with an objective comparable to that of the
Mediterranean Dialogue.

Beyond these partnerships, the NATO network extends to “operational
partners”; the Albright Report emphasises that 18 non-NATO member coun-
tries take part in operations in Afghanistan, that “Australia, in fact, con-
tributes more troops to Afghanistan than half the NATO Allies, New Zealand
is also a significant contributor, the Republic of Korea has pledged to deploy
a sizable contingent…” that there are contributions from Japan, India, In-
donesia and ties with Africa and Latin America. The Report also points out
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that China takes part in joint patrols to combat piracy in the Gulf of Aden.
Short of moving to a planet-wide NATO, which some would like to see,

these partnerships and ad hoc alliances cover war zones and major areas of
instability, and the network is considered a priority in the global strategy of
NATO to militarily assure the defence of Euro-Atlantic financial, economic
and statist interests, as well as of the overall market economy.

NATO’s third task: Military interventions to “assure international security”.
In this context, it is astounding that the Experts’ Report does not take into ac-
count the consequences of the failure of the war in Afghanistan. “If NATO
did not exist today, Afghanistan might once again be ruled by the Taliban…”
Such unwillingness to confront the evidence is staggering.

Nevertheless, since the war’s failure is a reality, the Report proposes that
NATO, in future, combine military and civilian missions in a “global ap-
proach” that would draw on the “skills and know-how of international insti-
tutions and NGOs”. The concept of civilian-military interventions consti-
tutes a dangerous confusion between military and humanitarian interven-
tions, leading populations to confuse humanitarian action with that of occu-
pying armies. Although the pernicious consequences of the war in
Afghanistan are known and condemned, the bottom line is not economic
and social development, nor a break with the rationale of conflicting civilisa-
tions, but rather the fact that a civilian umbrella is deployed to cover acts of
war! 

The Report provides other insights into the global strategy set for NATO
over the next ten years. Concerning the withdrawal of nuclear weapons sta-
tioned in Europe, the Report’s conclusions are unambiguous. A strategy of
deterrence demands the continued presence of the nuclear component; no
plan for withdrawal of the US arsenal in Europe is envisaged and the Group
of Experts is against any unilateral withdrawal. What’s more, antimissile de-
fence is considered “an essential military mission” and it is stated that “the
U.S. systems to be deployed will be much more effective … than those previ-
ously envisioned”. Strategically, their deployment is considered to be rein-
forcement of the principle of the indivisibility of Euro-Atlantic security and,
therefore, signifies an even stronger U.S. military influence on the European
continent. In this context, here is what NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh
Rasmussen had to say at NATO’s Central Military Club: “I think that the mo-
ment has come for us to go forward and for us to make antiballistic missile
defence a real mission of the Alliance. This is my objective for the Lisbon
NATO summit”.

With regard to the organisational structure of NATO, a unified command
is a recurring demand and it is stated that “to the maximum feasible extent,
NATO’s military forces should operate under a unified chain of command”.
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New steps are taken towards this objective, including a multinational gener-
al staff for the special operations forces. In the same direction, the creation of
multinational formations under unified command is recommended; this
goes against one of the arguments in favour of the return of France to an in-
tegrated military command, which was that the European Union would cre-
ate a European command headquarters capable of planning European Union
military operations. Instead, something completely different is envisaged: a
Euro-Atlantic general staff for NATO.

The effects of the financial and economic crisis are real and the Report
qualifies NATO’s budgetary problems as a source of “concern”. It is pointed
out that only six out of 28 NATO members have met a spending target of a
minimum 2 % of gross domestic product on defence, that less than half the
Member States meet deployability targets set in the overall policy directive
(of NATO) which calls for at least 50 % of member states’ land forces to be
deployable on NATO missions, 10% of them on long missions, or that allo-
cate 20 % of their defence budget to investment (notably in the purchase of
“high tech” weapons or in means to reinforce the interoperability of armies).
Having made these assessments, the Experts purely and simply demand an
end to lower military spending.

In the Report that sets out NATO strategy until 2020, there is one word that
is never mentioned, that is not even alluded to anywhere: that word is “peo-
ple”. It is, therefore, more important than ever for the people to remind the
experts, military general staff, politicians and Atlanticist ideologues of their
existence, that they express their opposition to NATO and its military objec-
tives, and that they demand the disbanding of NATO and the respect of Ar-
ticle 1 of the United Nations Charter, which is based on a multilateral vision
of the world and states that only the forces of the United Nations are autho-
rised to “repress any act of aggression or other breach of peace”.

Contrary to what is written in the Conclusions of the Report, NATO does
not respond to an “enduring need”. The only enduring need of the people is
a policy of peace and not a rationale for war.

Notes
1) November 19-20, 2010
2) Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe [unnecessary footnote?]

90
A

ss
u

re
 t

h
e 

S
ec

u
ri

ty
 o

f 
“M

o
d

er
n

 S
o

ci
et

ie
s”

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:48 Uhr  Seite 90



91

On September 29 the Initiative Group of the Joint Social Conference met
in Brussels. After the European Social Forum in Malmö, some twenty

European trade unions and social movements had decided, in consultation
with the ETUC, to launch a joint discussion process. In the medium term, its
aim was to gather each year – just before the Spring Summit where the EU
leaders announce their social and economic priorities – a large platform of
European and national trade unions and anti-globalisation movements so
that, on the basis of intensive common work, they could express our own
agenda, policy priorities and mobilisation prospects. Although transform! eu-
rope is not a full member of the initiative group it was decided to invite its
coordinator Walter Baier regularly to its meetings. (To learn more about the
JSC visit www.jointsocialconference.eu)

The next important public initiative is the first “Social Spring Conference”
in Brussels (International Trade Union House) on Thursday March 10 and
Friday March 11 2011. The Conference is open but the number of partici-
pants (200) will be monitored, in part to ensure a balanced participation.

One of the conference’s goals is to agree on a final declaration. A draft will
be circulated in January. The March Conference will enlarge the process in
two dimensions: more organisations and more countries in the Group of Ini-
tiative; and new or supplementary ideas and discussions.

Strategy Meetings Against 
Neoliberal Austerity Plans
In the wake of the European trade-union mobilisation on September 29 in
Brussels various political meetings took place in order to strategise joint
struggles against the neoliberal policies in Europe. transform! europe took 
part in them.

Initiative Group of the Joint Social Conference 
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Joint Social Conference in Romania 
On September 25 – 26 the first edition of the Joint Social Conference in Ro-

mania (JSC Ro) took place in the City of Pitesti. Its main objective was to
promote the model and the general aims of the Joint Social Conference Brus-
sels European initiative in Eastern Europe, particularly in Romania, with a
focus on a new strategic cooperation between trade unions, NGOs, social
movements and citizens. The JSC Ro is being supported by one of the most
important trade union confederations in Romania, the Democratic Trade
Union Confederation in Romania (CSDR), affiliated to ETUC. Although the
initial estimated participation indicated about 40 to 60 people, in the end the
actual number of participants was 141, representing a broad spectrum of Ro-
manian trade unions and associations.

As Petre Damo highlighted in a report of the meeting, the JSC Ro is free of
political ties and is not meant to replace or compete with trade unions,
NGOs or social movements; it is rather a joint initiative for cohesion, solidar-
ity, and unity, both in terms of vision and action.

Immediate next tasks of the JSC Ro are:
l Organising an Initiative Committee consisting of about 5 to 7 members.
l Becoming involved in the European JSC process;
l Initiating JSC Ro networking and communication by launching a website

following the European JSC website model (www.jointsocialconference.eu)
in order to support a nation-wide development of the process;

l Organising the participation at the JSC in Brussels (March 10 and 11,
2011);

Meeting for a European Coordination Against the Debt 
and Austerity Plans

The Committee for the Abolition of the Third World Debt (CADTM) host-
ed a meeting in the morning of September 29 entitled “For a European coor-
dination of struggle against the debt and austerity plans !” which was attend-
ed by about 60 representatives of social movements, political foundations
and political parties, most of them coming from Western and Northern Eu-
rope. transform was represented by Chantal Delmas. As the rise of the public
debt in Europe is used as a pretext to strengthen the imposition of neoliber-
al austerity plans on society and make the lower classes pay for the debt, the
aim of the meeting was to launch a cross-border European response to
counter the offensive. What is at stake is social regression, rising unemploy-
ment, and a challenging of peoples’ fundamental rights.

Relying on its experience in countries of the South, particularly in Latin
America, CADTM offers its expertise to Europe and countries of the North.
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It was agreed to propose an open preparatory meeting for a critical European
conference on the debt and austerity plans, to be included in the agenda of
the ESF coordination meeting on October 23 and 24.

Stra
teg

y M
eetin

g
s A

g
a

in
st N

eo
lib

era
l A

u
sterity P

la
n

s
93

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:48 Uhr  Seite 93



Crisis II, 2010
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The ambition of this article is a modest one: that of facilitating the discus-
sion on social forum processes and on the next European gathering of

the ESF organisers. Its premises are five theses:

1) Living social forum processes can help the left in Europe come out of its
social-political defensive position.

2) Social Forums are indispensable for mobilising effectively against the
causes and perpetrators of the crisis and for gaining the competence to
process the connections between the financial and economic crises, the
environmental and climate crises and the food and energy crises.

3) Social forum processes offer especially good opportunities for learning
and self-reflection, and for developing solidarity with each other and with
the weakest members of society.

4) The left in Germany and Europe should therefore be at pains to really un-
derstand the “social forum innovation” and appropriate it.

5) It is also high time that we help the social forum idea to arrive or be new-
ly discovered. This in turn presupposes a growing interest in exchange ex-
periences and ideas beyond one’s own special issue and political or social
spectrum.

This article advocates seeing the life conditions of people in their complex-
ity and ecological problems in context. It is oriented toward always showing

Another Chance for the ESF?
Giving Ourselves Another Chance 

Judith Dellheim
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solidarity first to those who need it the most, and toward working for broad
social alliances. With this as a point of departure, the present contribution
wants to promote binding accords for action and work.

Not to be forgotten: the WSF’s history

Frequently it makes sense to ask apparently simple questions – thus, for ex-
ample, why, how and through whom something has come about, and what
exactly it is that has come about. This can benefit self-reflection “and a re-
newed and renewable enjoyment of social forums.” It is a condition for social
forums becoming “magnetically” attractive especially for those citizens who
consider themselves to be left and who (still) look for opportunities to exer-
cise their social-political activism.

The first World Social Forum of January 2001 was based on strong collec-
tive protagonists, who were responsible, especially in Latin America, for
emancipatory political turning points and movements. It came out of social
and political struggles and showed that left politics can be lively, full of ideas
and attractive. Thus it could be counterposed to the World Economic Forum
of the global elites as a counter-power, and the WSF could become a place of
experienced commonalities, in which individual and collective experiences of
everyday life and of struggles could be exchanged and analysed and lead to
common conclusions. The WSF contributed to a new identity of the global
left, to a feeling of “we”.

Part of the history of the social forums involves insights into one’s own
deficits and the left’s limitations up to now. There needs to be a tough discus-
sion of why the left’s neoliberal opponents could become so strong; why
“state socialism” collapsed; why all “classical” organisational forms, such as
“the workers’ party” and the inherited trade-union form have proven to be
unsuitable; why, however, precisely in Latin America, farmers, landless peo-
ple, poor (and) indigenous people – that is, social groups outside the “classic
left labour and trade-union movement” – could mobilise themselves for so-
cial struggles and experience broad social solidarisation.

Social forums are inseparable from the criticism of the inherited political
practices and organisational forms, from the criticism of “left” politics that
has not understood how to make the dignity of the individual into its point
of departure, of his or her engagement, solidaristic way of relating and re-
spect for nature. The social forums arose out of the criticism of the left’s
over-estimation of its own capacities, arrogant claim to possess the truth and
self-presumed leadership role in the struggle against a “capitalist system.” To
the alleged “challenges of globalisation” it counterposes global solidarity
from below. It wishes to confront thinking and action fixated on “one’s own
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region” or “one’s own nation-state” with locally and regionally anchored
global movements for “another world” worthy of living in. The “inventors”
and adherents of social forum ideas focus on sovereign politically active in-
dividuals capable of learning, predominantly outside of parliaments, of ad-
ministrations and armed forces.

Not a little but much too little

The many complicated questions that confront the left in its everyday po-
litical practice, can easily mislead it into suppressing contradictions and can
make difficult their recognition and analysis. This is also, and especially, seen
in how it deals with social forums, which are either uncritically celebrated or
dismissed as irrelevant.

Years, places and number of participants in the six ESFs held so far: 
2002 Florence – 60,000 and in the final demonstration more than a million
2003 Paris – 50,000 and in the final demonstration up to 250,000 
2004 London – 25,000 
2006 Athens – 35,000 
2008 Malmö – 10,000 
2010 Istanbul – 3,000

Being as sober as possible, and taking all disappointment into account: The
social forum processes have done a lot to attack the dominance of neoliber-
al thinking and policies. Because of them, socially committed people and
those who are involved in politics, from very diverse contexts, have come to-
gether. Alongside the exchange of views on problems and of alternatives, ef-
fective agreements have been reached in the Forums on action to be taken.
European networks have arisen, which are working in an intensive way. Peo-
ple were encouraged to become politically engaged for the first time or after
a long hiatus. A left political culture of debate was raised to a higher level. The
principles of the Forum have gained entry into many left sectors. It has pro-
voked discussion in more or less “classical organisations” on strategy, on new
political alliances and new forms of cooperation and has, for example, result-
ed in points of contact in IG Metall and the GEW (the teachers union) and
also in the Bundestag group of Die LINKE for cooperation with social move-
ments. The 2009 Copenhagen Climate Conference (and the World People’s
Conference on Climate Change in Cochabamba) are inexplicable without the
social forums, and they in turn have also given the forums an opportunity for
rejuvenation.

Despite this positive balance sheet, it has up to now not been possible in
Germany and Europe to develop spaces at the local and regional, at the na-
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tion-state and European levels, in order to organise exchange and discussion,
on an equitable basis, among socially critical people with diverse social, cul-
tural and political outlooks, and to situate one’s own activities in societal
contexts, and seek, cultivate and expand international communication.

“Say what is and act energetically”

We need first of all to realise that at present in Germany and Europe there
are no attractive and effective social forum processes. The Florence and Paris
initiatives could not be generalised and given an ongoing existence. Howev-
er, it was precisely these initiatives that could help bring together those who
should come together: those who (want) to act so that every person can live
in self-determination and dignity, and in solidaristic interaction within a
healthy natural environment, and those who do not want to be forced to
compete against those who are weaker, to tolerate poverty and social exclu-
sion and accept the destruction of nature. When they come together to ex-
change ideas about the present and about a liveable future, they can find
commonalities in their societal critiques, in their demands and positions and
in their conceptions of societal alternatives. They can decide on actions, on
working on concepts and projects. They can thus make commonalities polit-
ically effective and expand these commonalities – and struggle in a sustain-
able way for social change.

This practice allows much more for the manifold reasons why people
(want) to be involved “in politics” than does cooperation in organisations
that represent concrete interests and which are thus principally oriented to-
ward protagonists in parties, parliaments, administrations and social associ-
ations. This is not to speak against such organisations; rather it is to speak for
the participation of the already “organised” and the “non-organised” in so-
cial forums. It especially has the advantage of not having to orient itself to
political departmental and administrative boundaries.

Social forums as open spaces for the exchange among equals, makes it eas-
ier to develop an understanding of the problems of the socially weakest, to
solidarise with them and to reformulate one’s own conceptions and goals on
the basis of this understanding. From this, political alliances can emerge,
which struggle to strengthen the standing and the rights of the weakest mem-
bers of society and lastingly to improve their conditions of life. In this way
society can be changed in a positive direction. Such alliances can structural-
ly roll back the causes and repress the perpetrators of social and ecological
destruction and overcome them in the end. Social forum processes can thus
not only be “midwives” of new alliances, but a means of constantly renewing
them and sustainably strengthening them.
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Social forums make it easier to see human conditions of life and political
activity in their interrelated entirety, that is, not to mechanically divide them
and perhaps also rank them – for example, “labour”, “income”, “social co-de-
termination”,“the position of women”,“ecology” … or to group them accord-
ing to forms of organisation or struggle. Thus they can help to overcome the
fragmentation of the left.

Two principles 

In any case, two principles must be paramount: first, giving help to the so-
cially weakest, those most threatened existentially, and seeing the natural
conditions of life as social conditions of life. The practical realisation of these
principles necessarily makes the concrete deployment of resources a major
theme. For this reason, the left must above all work for the democratisation
of the political decision-making processes, of taxation and of public finances
and budgets – “reclaim the budget” is the motto we need, nowmore than ever
in view of the crises.

The interweaving of the financial and economic crisis with the social and
ecological crises forces the left to develop a complex point of view and way of
working. Regardless of whether people motivate their political activity by the
struggle against social and ecological destruction or by their dreams, desires
or visions of a future society, there is no way around confronting the causes
and perpetrators of the various crises and their effects on the human condi-
tions of life.

All experience, which people accumulate in this process, together with their
collectivities, is important – whatever the social situation is in which they
find themselves, of how they are politically active and which function they
fulfil – regardless of whether they practice civil disobedience, protest and re-
sistance and / or work for alternatives, organise demonstrations or take part
in them, favour alternative ways of life or are active in parliaments and ad-
ministrations.

Social forum processes and social forums are there to make it possible for
all these protagonists to come together and bring their experience into com-
mon political strategies.

If this approach is followed, there would be no further nerve-wracking
fights over the “thematic axes” of social forums. In such a case at least the fol-
lowing three decisions could be taken at the next European gathering:

l We follow the call of Via Campesina, on the occasion of COP 16 in Cancún
November 29 – December 12, for “1,000 Cancúns”, that is, for decentralised
actions for a responsible and socially and globally just climate policy
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l We plan actions or campaigns, which are based on the following minimal
demands or standards: a) the right to wages and social services represent-
ing 60 % of the national median household income, immediate measures
to combat child poverty and homelessness, b) abolition of the “Shame Di-
rective” against those staying illegally in the EU, c) effective aid for reach-
ing the Millennium Development Goals and to deal with climate change
and combat it, d) detailed plans and measures for reducing carbon-dioxide
emissions by 50 % (of the 1990 levels), e) immediate measures to preserve
bio-diversity, f) renunciation of all measures to increase repression and
military capacities, g) giving up any prestige projects and intentions to pri-
vatise public goods and services, h) advocacy of and participation in par-
ticipatory processes.

l We set up permanent tasks forces: for information, analysis and the sup-
port of actions and campaigns, for social forum processes and for pro-
grammatic and strategic work.
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The Sixth European Social Forum, held in Istanbul, has confirmed that the
ESF is the only supranational public space, where many subjects – social,

unionists, NGOs, associations and single representatives of political forces –
can meet in order to have a dialogue and discuss the most important inter-
national and European issues, and where it is possible to organise campaigns
through the use of the networks.

At the same time, the difficulties of arriving at a common agenda in order
to face the most important problems caused by the policies of the govern-
ments and of the social and economic elites are self-evident. The latter at-
tempt to resolve the financial and economic crisis by way of relaunching
global capitalism through measures which have a very damaging impact on
society, in particular on the working classes, youth, and immigrants. In fact,
wages, pensions, the permanent casualisation of work and the cutting of so-
cial services are the immediate effects of “sound” public budgets and the
pressure of global competitiveness; at the same time “deficit-spending” poli-
cy has been deployed to bail out the banks and the financial institutions.

Judith Dellheim described the situation in these terms: “today we are con-
fronted with the effects of crises on the conditions of human life – from fi-
nancial to economic crises, long-term structural crises as well as food, envi-
ronmental and energy crises of the global crisis of reproduction. The rulers
of our society and of the world are processing these crises in a way that deep-
ens global and social divisions and comes nowhere near addressing ecologi-

Towards the Paris Assembly
Assessments and Proposals 

Franco Russo
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cal exigencies and often even contradicts them. Above all, it is dominion over
the global South that is to be deepened and the European East that is to be
pacified and controlled at a discriminatory social minimum level”.

The premises of the crisis have been “the frightened worker” and “the in-
debted consumer”, as the Italian economist Riccardo Bellofiore wrote. Now,
the worker is even more frightened and the consumer is becoming poorer,
because public money is utilised by the governments to support the banks
and the financial system. Budget policy helps the enterprises and aims at safe-
guarding the “balance-sheets” of the banks, while public services are being re-
duced. In the firms and on the labour market, workers are under pressure to
make new sacrifices, in order to increase their competitiveness on the global
market, and are pitted against each other – the dilemma of the Fiat workers
in  Pomigliano is emblematic of this.

Therefore, we should struggle against these governmental and entrepre-
neurial policies in order to change the composition and goals of the budget
and to oppose the wage cuts and the worsening of working conditions.

Another budget is possible in order to face the ecological and social crisis
(Elisabeth Gauthier). Commons (climate, water, energy, earth), people rev-
enues (wages, basic income, pensions) and social rights are the centre of a
possible alternative agenda, which should also aim at public ownership of the
banks and democratic control of the BCE.

Up to now we have not been able to set and implement our agenda. We are
not able to articulate campaigns and struggles in order to challenge capital-
ist and government policies. Moreover, in the recent ESF we were not able to
put out a common agenda, and the different assemblies were in no condition
to elaborate a common strategy. In fact, the leap from “words to action” has
not been made at a European level. The networks suffer from “word-disease”,
in that we meet in order to organise other meetings to then organise other
meetings. It is not by chance that the only appointment fixed in Istanbul was
September 29 (and the days surrounding that day), organised by the ETUC
– and not discussed inside the ESF process.

The network “Charter of Another Europe” is an ESF network, which was
very useful when we confronted the Constitutional Treaty and supported the
campaign against the governments signing the Treaty. The Charter of Princi-
ples was a paper that synthesised some important common values around
which it would have been possible to organise campaigns –  peace and peo-
ples’ rights, citizenship by residence, worker and social rights, commons, in-
dividual and collective rights to build a European constitutional democracy;
however, the Charter network has not been able to articulate these general is-
sues as specific proposals, around which we could have built “reinforced
coalitions”.
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Now, in my opinion, is the time to experiment with the building of these
“reinforced coalitions” to set and pursue the altermondialiste agenda by spec-
ifying  programmes, timetables and forces (organised in coalitions) which
can realise them.

The Charter network, in my opinion, can promote some of these pro-
grammes, and specifically:

1. European citizenship by residence, which implies civil, social and politi-
cal rights for all (native and non-native people);

2. worker and social rights (to fight social dumping and to try and increase
wages all over Europe; to establish union democracy so that workers can
decide on labour agreements; to institute basic income in order to fight
casualisation; to grant health, education and pensions for all…);

3. social management of the commons (climate, water, energy, agriculture
and territory management), as the axis of the new sustainable economy
and of the new public democracy;

4. public ownership of the banks and of the BCE so as to provide for their
democratic control 

5. a European public budget to support the building of a socially just and
ecologically sustainable society.

I think it is possible to discuss and develop common programmes in the ESF,
as a European public space, and to organise different coalitions to implement
them.

Tow
a

rd
s th

e P
a

ris A
ssem

b
ly 

103

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:48 Uhr  Seite 103



104

No World Social Forum will be held in 2010. Instead, about 40 events are
taking place all over the world in order to broaden the alterglobalist

movement, to reflect on the crisis – whether it is called economic and social
or “civilisational” – and in order to prepare for the WSF in February 2011 in
Dakar, Senegal.

The year began with a very successful event in Porto Alegre, birthplace of
the first World Social Forum. It took place between the UN environmental
summit in Copenhagen and the Cochabamba people’s summit in May 2010.
The ecological issue gave a real boost to this Social Forum event, with many
very motivated young people. The anti-capitalist and the environmental is-
sues were successfully coupled and a new slogan emerged: “capitalism is un-
sustainable”.

Porto Alegre this year was also a moment of reflection, 10 years after the
first World Social Forum. It allowed for interesting debates on the “civilisa-
tional” crisis, the state of neoliberalism, the political impact of the WSF, and
so on.

In May, a thematic social forum took place in Mexico City. While the atten-
dance was not overwhelming, in terms of content it was very interesting, with
seminars on agriculture, ecological issues, social issues, global taxes, gender,
etc. For some, it may have seemed a bit confusing, since it took place on the
“Zócalo” – the city’s main square –, alongside the hunger strikes by electrici-
ty workers and those of a Zapatista camp, both independent from the Forum.

The US and the European Social
Forum: Strategic Challenges 
for the WSF

Francine Mestrum
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At the end of June the second US Social Forum occurred in Detroit. For
those accustomed to the social forums, this was “back to the old days”: an ex-
tremely enthusiastic crowd of 15,000 people, a very motivating opening
march, a central place where (almost) all seminars took place and people
could meet, drink and eat. Diversity was very well respected with indigenous,
white, black and Latino men and women represented everywhere. All semi-
nars and assemblies were very lively and participatory. The organisation was
perfect, even with “linguistic justice” in the form of interpreters and transla-
tors where needed.

One week later the European Social Forum came together in Istanbul and
was a kind of anti-climax. While there certainly was a good closing march,
very good seminars and good contacts, the ESF is clearly sliding backwards.
After Florence, London, Paris, Athens and Malmö one has to conclude that
European activists do not appear to appreciate the formula. There were hard-
ly 2,500 people present in Istanbul, with, proportionally, very few Turks. Or-
ganisation was minimal.

I want to use these two last examples, Detroit and Istanbul, to compare and
see what conclusions can be drawn for the future strategy of the WSF.

Detroit was different

What made the USSF so special? Four points need to be mentioned:
Firstly, the whole preparation process was very elaborate. The starting

point was, obviously, the charter of principles of the WSF and, consequently,
the “open space”. Nevertheless, since the “open space” is not a “level playing
field”, a long process of looking for the necessary partners was initiated.
There was much discussion of who ought to be inside. The organisers want-
ed to have the most marginalised people and groups included in the process.
They then had to undertake another long process of contacts and discus-
sions, because many of the groups did not know each other or never had
talked to each other. It is this process of what they call “intentionality” that
made the USSF a real inclusive grassroots event, built on trust.

Secondly, the old controversy around “space” versus “action” was solved
with “people’s movements assemblies”. These assemblies, of which there were
about 50, started to work long before the event. Their advantage is not only
to bring together several thematic groups that work on the same topic and al-
low them to network, but also to allow them to adopt resolutions or action
agendas. On the last day of the Forum, all resolutions were brought together,
and many of them were presented in a plenary meeting. These people’s
movement assemblies took place alongside the more than 1,000 self-organ-
ised seminars and workshops. Whereas these seminars can be seen as ends in
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themselves, the assemblies are nothing more than an event in a long prepara-
tory process with initial implementation and then further development.

Thirdly, the seminars and workshops I attended were very participatory
and motivating. Panels were almost never physically separated from the pub-
lic, people sat around in circles, no one talked for more than 5 or 10 minutes,
participants spoke alternately with the performance of some piece of music,
a poem and some dancing. The “public” was constantly invited to intervene.
Diversity was always scrupulously respected.

Fourthly, I noted a difference in personal attitudes in people. I do not want
to be naïve and think there are no power relations within and between move-
ments and people in the US, but the way they were dealt with was very attrac-
tive for a European participant. All ideas, wherever they came from, were col-
lectively discussed and adopted or rejected. But never was any suggestion dis-
missed a priori without consultation. Everyone had the impression he/she
was taken seriously. No one was ever hurt or humiliated. There was an open-
ness and a willingness to listen to others.

The crisis in the European Social Forum

These last two features certainly contrast with what happens at the Euro-
pean level.

Seminars and panels in the ESF were organised in the “old-fashioned” way,
with a mainly male participation and speakers who need a good 15 to 20 min-
utes to make their point. If you have six people in a panel, it means people
have to sit and listen for an hour and a half to two hours. Interventions from
the public are thus severely restricted. Diversity was extremely limited or ab-
sent; translation was mostly non-existent or at best consecutive. The Forum
was divided among several venues, though less than in Malmö two years ago.

The major difference I experienced was in the attitudes of people, most of
them knowing each other for many years through their common participa-
tion in the preparatory process. Most of them, knowingly or unknowingly,
carry a label and are not listened to for what they are saying but for those on
whose behalf they are speaking. The words used serve to signal the position
from which they speak. This severely hinders the emergence of new ideas and
the potential for convergence.

In terms of content, groups are still divided along the old lines of “revolu-
tion” and “reformism”. Trade unions are welcomed but often scolded for not
being radical enough. Criticism of European Union policies is either contex-
tualised in an anti-EU approach or in an acceptance and opposition ap-
proach. Post- or anti-modernists confront modernists, both defending social
and ecological justice but from radically different perspectives. As long as no
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intentional process of clarification and convergence is initiated across these
different oppositions, the differences can become permanent and insoluble
fault lines. More open discussion is badly needed.

In sum, compared to the USSF, the European Social Forum is a more top-
down process organised by a couple of leftwing trade unions and a small
group of social movements, people who have known each other for some
years now and who are defending their own positions rather than the process
and its huge potential for convergence. This is certainly far from being inten-
tional, and most people are probably working very hard and honestly for the
ESF, though missing its major objective. The question is whether they can
succeed in bringing about a new political culture and in promoting the so
badly needed political convergence.

These different points may explain why the attendance was so limited in Is-
tanbul and why so few contacts were made with the Turkish friends. While
participants were highly motivated, the mobilisation in Europe is clearly de-
clining. Very few new and common agendas were decided on. The declara-
tion of the final assembly calls for a mobilisation on September 29, 2010,
everywhere in Europe in order to protest against the austerity policies, but
there was no agreement to call for a massive participation in the trade-union-
organised demo in Brussels on that day. This is really a shame, since only
united actions, and consequently some modest degree of compromise, is
needed when social rights are being threatened. It indicates that rivalry is
seen as more important than cooperative action and power relations more
important than content. Some left radicals still seem not to realise how far
the crisis of the left has eroded their power and how badly cooperative action
is needed if they want to survive.

Lessons for the World Social Forum in Dakar 

It is clear that the Africans have their own dynamics and are perfectly able
to organise their own forum based on their own social, cultural, political and
organisational resources. But since Dakar will host a World Social Forum in
2011, it will also have to cope with the influences coming from an ageing Eu-
rope, a very dynamic US, the experienced Latin Americans and the limited
number of Asians that now come to the WSF. Expectations and ambitions are
high, since the first WSF in Africa, held in Nairobi in 2007, did not leave a
unanimously shared positive memory. The preparatory work, however, is in
very good hands in Dakar, and I expect the WSF2011 will be a major success.
Much will depend on the capacity to talk and listen, to cooperate and share.

While this is easy to state, it may not be as easy to achieve. At this moment,
there is a lot of frustration among the “old” participants of the WSF, those
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who have participated since 2001, 2002 or 2003. Concrete results in terms of
struggles or in terms of real political change are still lacking, except in Latin
America where some leftwing governments are trying to curb neoliberal
policies. The old space-versus-action opposition has not been resolved; many
networks have been built and consolidated and therefore do not need the
WSF anymore. While convergence was easy in resistance to neoliberal poli-
cies, it is more difficult to achieve in proposing alternatives.

The current strategy debate in the WSF reflects these different oppositions
and has to be linked to the objectives of the WSF. According to Chico Whitak-
er, one of the founding fathers of the WSF, these objectives are threefold: to
create a new political culture, based on respect and diversity; to give political
power to civil society; and to organise political action and social struggles in
order to overcome capitalism and neoliberalism. While these objectives are
not worded in a hierarchic way, it should be clear that the first one conditions
the success of the second and the third one. The political relevance of the
WSF, its potential to create new political content, to attract important intel-
lectuals from all over the globe, to offer new alternatives to social movements
and to create an emerging opposition to the capitalist and neoliberal world
order depends on its capacity constantly to re-invent itself and create an at-
tractive intellectual framework. While starting with political action and so-
cial struggle may seem most important and most urgent, there is a risk of ig-
noring the rich diversity of WSF participants and their diverging demands,
as well as overestimating the strength of our movements. The old left does
not have a strong tradition of democracy and is in danger of overlooking
some of the new methods and ways of thinking of the new social protago-
nists, less focused on competition and more on cooperation.

This point helps to clarify the difference between the ESF and the USSF.
The ESF is more oriented towards content and action, whereas the USSF is
stronger on method and political culture.

These differences also explain the different proposals in the strategic ap-
proaches. At this moment, three separate strategic paths are being explored.

The first is that of the Social Movements Assembly (SMA). It seems to be
following a dual path, on the one hand, to create its specific space within the
WSF process, on the other hand to create a parallel structure to the IC and
the WSF itself. The SMA clearly has created a coalition of some important
global movements dealing with debt, gender, peasants, etc. However, their
main focus is that of arriving at a common action agenda, irrespective of the
political content of its anti-capitalism and without silently assuming a com-
mon political content.

The second is the organisation of a strategic debate on the website of the
WSF2011, based on the different events of 2010, on actions of different social
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movements or on contributions of global intellectuals. The organisation of e-
debates around some major controversies of our times can help to clarify the
challenges the WSF is faced with and hopefully also to clarify ideas about
strategies. Different contributions will help to convey the different strategic
elements in social movements and events all over the world.

The third strategy could be the organisation of live real debates during the
WSF2011 in Dakar and afterwards, around some of the major issues pro-
posed by the Organizing Committee or around issues emerging from the
contributions on the website. Ideally, these would be “co-organised events” in
parallel with the self-organised seminars of the WSF. This could help prepare
the hoped for convergences, not in a directed or binding way, but pointing to
possible links between topics, transversalizing themes, giving overviews of
global debates and orienting towards major emerging topics. This formula
has been very successful in Porto Alegre 2010, and this is the way the “plena-
ry session” in Detroit was organised every day. The major advantage is to lend
continuity to the debates on some major topics and implicitly to inspire so-
cial movements as the conferences help bring out the different opinions on a
topic. In fact, it allows for combining different objectives, bringing together
different strands of ideas on one specific topic or controversy, discussing and
listening, and inspiring the self-organised events, clarifying what is at stake
and preparing for future thinking and action.

These three strategies can be complementary and can help to create a po-
litical impetus and lead to a common agenda based on a common language
and a common understanding of today’s political and social realities.

The crisis of the left

The Forum’s and social movements’ general difficulty in re-defining their
strategies and achieving or regaining political relevance is connected to the
crisis the left is facing in many parts of the world, especially in Europe. This
crisis is not only due to ideological differences, but also to the ecological cri-
sis that has brought to the fore a major discussion on modernity. Since the
left is a child of modernity, these questions are interconnected and urgently
need some clarification: what exactly do we mean by “modernity”, what do
we have to/want to reject, what do we have to/want to preserve? Can the
problems be solved on the basis of a Marxist analysis of the ecological crisis?
There is now a lot of discussion about a “civilisational” crisis and “occiden-
talisation”, development, growth, human rights, states, and so on.

While such a debate on “modernity” can perfectly well be organised with-
in the Forum, it is clear it will be years before a common – or divergent – un-
derstanding is reached and new strategies can be developed based on this.
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Such a debate can be framed as the search for a new emancipatory universal-
ity, as proposed by the African friends organizing the WSF2011. It will nec-
essarily be based on a respect of cultural and political particularities of all so-
cial movements and can lead to the definition of new values regarding the re-
lationship with nature and of “old” values in a new language.

If the left wants to survive, especially in Europe, it needs an innovative ap-
proach able to attract young people, focusing on rights and on democracy,
reframing solidarity in a multilevel way, redefining the objectives of the econ-
omy, connecting it directly to the social and political world.

Conclusion

In this way, the WSF can help European social movements reframe their
problematic and abandon the old oppositions that cannot generate solutions
for today’s world. This does not mean ideological perspectives have to be giv-
en up, but that they might be framed in a different way. The WSF can also
join the dynamic USSF in order to better mobilise and attract grassroots
movements.

The WSF is a reflection of the social movements that participate in it. In
Europe, many of these movements have their roots in the state-related so-
cialist outlook. The financial and economic crisis has created a backlash for
different movements who are again simply defending their orthodox Marx-
ist vision, forgetting its known shortcomings and ignoring the global
changes and the new political actors. The “old left” is still one of the back-
bones of the social forum process, but, in so far as it is inward-looking, it is
at the same time one of the major hindrances to overcoming the Forum’s
shortcomings.

The challenge for Dakar is to find a middle way between the ESF and USSF,
using first of all the dynamics of the African movements, the strength and ca-
pacities of the old left, and the innovative methods of the USSF. This is a dif-
ficult balance, and it is very understandable that the founding fathers remain
very cautious, talking about “open space” and “civil society” and “new polit-
ical culture” without ever defining them. The current discussion on the “the-
matic axes” of Dakar 2011 show how difficult it is to touch on new topics and
to integrate new visions.

Nevertheless, the WSF cannot afford to lose its “old left” with its analytical
capacity and its knowledge of the past. If the WSF does not want to lose its
political relevance, some kind of “surge” will be needed, in order to overcome
the vagueness of “civil society” and the risks of the “open space”, as well as the
old competitive approaches of the old left. New agendas with new discours-
es are needed.
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Today the WSF is a major civil-society movement in the world. It is faced
with a choice: either it continues to organise and bring together lots of move-
ments without any content coherence – this choice perfectly fits with the de-
sire to become some embryonic form of a global civil-society representation.
Or it can try to foster new ways of thinking and organizing in order to make
new alliances possible that organise around content and try to put out ideo-
logical alternatives that can lead to new common action agendas. Both solu-
tions have a potential to innovate the left, though the second approach is
more innovative in terms of political culture. It is about looking for a middle
way between the social movement’s assembly and the “open space” approach.

The WSF was once described by Chico Whitaker as a “common good for
humanity”, which it certainly is. But since it is nothing more than a tool for a
transformative mode of political action, it constantly needs new people to
modernise the tool, to allow for more innovation, to allow for progress to-
wards another and better world.

The World Social Forum of 2011 in Dakar, Senegal, can be a huge success,
thanks to the dynamics and the input of many Africans. Dakar can teach the
Europeans to talk and most of all to listen and to direct them to new agendas
and discourses, and from the US Social Forum Dakar can learn how to com-
bine the “rules” of the WSF with more political content.

www.globalsocialjustice.com
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We are in a period in which the world crisis is still unresolved. It has had very
concrete social repercussions, particularly in Africa. What is the context in which
the World Social Forum will take place in Dakar?

The Dakar World Social Forum will take place in the context of a worsen-
ing of the crisis, not only in Senegal but also in the bulk of African countries.
For over thirty years we have been experiencing various aspects of this crisis,
which was imposed on us both by the international context and by the neg-
ligence and abdication of some African leaders.

The hunger riots recently in Mozambique remind us that the problem of
food supply remains acute in Africa. In Europe you are often faced with the
problem of immigration, allegedly clandestine and illegal. This is due to the
developmental crisis Africa is experiencing: mass unemployment of young
people the crisis of education. These problems are linked to the programmes
imposed on us, which have caused budgetary austerity, the dismantling of
state and para-state enterprises and have prevented economic growth and
employment. As a result, poverty has increased. More than half of African
countries or rather more than half of the African population live on less than
one dollar a day. This is less felt by us because there are “safety nets” built in
to the way African societies are organised. However, the fact remains that the
world is now recognising that the programmes that have been imposed on

No More Imposed Policies:
Challenges for Africa in the Face of the WSF in Dakar

Demba Moussa Dembele*

* interviewed by Rosa Moussauoi and Chantal Delmas
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Africa have aggravated not only the unemployment problem but, especially,
the problem of poverty – not only in rural areas but also in urban centres. In
Dakar itself, let alone its outskirts, there are families who can only afford one
meal a day.

Therefore this Forum will take place in an extremely difficult economic and social
environment. What about the political implications?

Since people no longer accept being pushed around, forms of resistance are
developing at both local and national levels. Civic awareness has increased
over the last few years and people no longer will allow themselves to be
played for suckers. They no longer want solutions imposed on them that
worsen the problems they are facing. In Senegal today and every day sponta-
neous demonstrations are taking place throughout the country against deci-
sions taken by government representatives in Dakar or at the local level, de-
cisions by a government that cannot handle the situation because of budget-
ary restrictions on education, health, drainage or public lighting. For exam-
ple, power cuts take place every day in every part of Senegal. I left home in
the dark because the government is incapable of meeting the demand for
electricity; public services are declining in the hospitals; there are recurring
strikes in the education system because the government has not been able to
meet the teachers’ demands for better working or environmental conditions.
This is the context in which the World Social Forum will be taking place. We
think that this is an appropriate time for sharpening the resistance against
these disastrous policies imposed on us by the IMF and the World Bank –
and also to increase pressure on the government that is acting as their accom-
plices instead of meeting its responsibilities.

Therefore we hope that the Forum will provide an occasion for increasing
the awareness of our citizens and strengthening the convergence between the
social movements and the political parties, as we do have progressive politi-
cal parties that are struggling for different policies and putting forward alter-
native solutions. This will be a good opportunity for seeing to what extent the
convergence between the political parties and the social movement could en-
sure the transformation for which we are hoping.

You spoke of this resistance to budgetary austerity but also of resistance to im-
perialism. What does “resistance to imperialism” mean in a country like Senegal
fifty years after independence?

So far the discourse of Western countries on Africa has been an arrogant,
condescending and sermonising one. Take, for example, the organisation of
elections. The western countries set the criteria, they send their observers to
say “We can certify that all went well” or “In our view the elections did not
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take place in accordance with international standards” – according to their
standards. Thus they continue to tell us how to behave, how to run our elec-
tions, what democracy and human rights mean and what policies to carry
out. They claim this is to fit us into the world economic system. All these, in
my view, are signs of imperialism – quite apart from their military interven-
tions. For example the French intervention to save Idris Deby, or their mili-
tary bases in Africa, which are there to remind us that, while basically we are
independent, France still remains, in a way, the boss in many African coun-
tries. Moreover, there is also American imperialism at work.

Obama’s arrival has not really changed the image of American imperialism, and
yet his election had raised hope of this.

Many Africans thought that with Obama America would change the way it
sees the African continent, its relations with the continent and that there
would even be a massive influx of capital towards Africa. In fact, nothing has
changed! On the contrary, Barack Obama is pursuing George Bush’s Africom
(Africa Command) project of installing military bases in Africa, ostensibly to
fight terrorism and strengthen the capacity of African armies. He is trying to
do this now because George Bush failed to find any country in which to set up
such a base. Most countries said no to George Bush. However, Barack Obama
has maintained the project and is using his African “roots” all the better to sell
it. However, so far the countries are continuing to resist. They say they do not
want Africom. Moreover, even in the United States the Afro-Americans and
Afro-American organisations are opposed to the project and say they do not
understand why Barack Obama insists on selling it. Thus, as far as we are con-
cerned, nothing has changed. They continue to intervene everywhere. They
want to carve up Sudan. The other day I heard Hilary Clinton on the radio de-
clare: “We are preparing the Sudanese for a referendum on self-determina-
tion”. She added: “and we know (that’s Hilary Clinton speaking!) that the in-
evitable result will be separation”. She has already voted – and has made the
Sudanese vote for the separation of the South from the rest!

There is thus increasing American activity on the continent, particularly with the
shrinking of France’s private hunting ground there … There is also a lot of talk
about the massive arrival of subsidiaries of Chinese firms. Is this a new form of
imperialism or is their way of doing things different?

As far as we are concerned this discourse of the Westerners about a new
Chinese imperialism is just them saying: “Our interests are threatened by the
arrival of China, India and Brazil, etc. So let’s stress the new Chinese threat”.

The Yellow Peril …
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The yellow peril, even if they don’t dare say so, is just this – a way of mak-
ing Africans suspicious. However, it is a discourse that, in reality, only
strengthens the cooperation between China and Africa, because people say:
Who are they to preach to us and warn us? … All of a sudden they wish us
well! Since when? We’ve cooperated with them since the 15th century … slav-
ery … and what have they done for us so far? Just policies of contempt, con-
descension and arrogance! And now they are warning us about others? If
we’re realistic, where do the military bases in Africa come from? From west-
ern countries: France and Britain – and now the Americans want to set up
bases here. Who is it that controls the key sectors of our economy? They do!
Especially through their adjustment programmes and the resulting privatisa-
tion – the bulk of the firms that used to belong to the state or para-public sec-
tors have been bought up by foreign capital, and Europeans own most of the
key sectors of our economy. Though the Chinese are indeed arriving, they are
working on the infrastructures – the bridges and roads. As far as I know, the
Chinese have not bought a single working African firm.

Regarding the question of neo-colonial pillaging, how, today, can Africa take
back its own resources?

We have always opposed privatisations and said that whatever its problems,
Africa must preserve its own resources and use them wisely. First of all, we
will take them back, that is to say cancel all the privatisation policies that were
imposed on us by the World Bank and the IMF. That is a fundamental de-
mand. Moreover, when we speak to politicians, that is what we tell them. Just
because a state has lapsed in some way or has had problems, the solution is
not necessarily privatisation. We can see that this doesn’t work, so we will
take back our resources 

Then how should we use them? Certainly the continent will continue to sell
some of its raw materials. We cannot use everything immediately. However,
we must increasingly turn towards transforming these raw materials on the
spot. We think that inter-regional cooperation allows us to have an area in
which viable policies of industrialisation become possible, which would en-
able us to convert our raw materials, to create fresh added value and jobs! 

You spoke of the disastrous consequences of structural adjustment. How do you
see the promise of a better representation of Africa in international institutions?

Firstly, even if they give a few minor roles to the African countries, this is
not worth very much. It’s negligible in practice. Secondly, the Africans who
will be there will be those who have accepted neoliberal ideology. So they are
not the ones who will defend different policies. Thirdly, as long as these in-
stitutions still fully support neoliberal ideology, the fact that they have some
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African representatives doesn’t change anything very much, since the eco-
nomic policies remain the same, policies based on privatisation, free trade,
and the completely free movement of capital and flexibility of the labour
market. So long as the World Bank and the IMF remain standard-bearers of
this ideology, putting a few more Africans there is meaningless. As far as I’m
concerned it’s not worth discussing.

You spoke of the need to stress the alternatives. Can Africa, precisely because it
is the first victim of this capitalist system, also be a prime area for the invention
of alternatives?

But of course! Even on the African level, even at the level of decision mak-
ers. Africa has already decided to create an African Central Bank, an African
monetary union and an African Investment Bank in three different capital
cities. The President of the African Union’s Commission, Jean Ping, former-
ly Foreign Minister of Bongo’s Gabon but now, because of the crisis, express-
ing an almost militant discourse, has declared: “We know that the capitalist
market cannot resolve everything (I’m just quoting from memory) and that
no one must impose policies on Africa any more. Africa must no longer ac-
cept policies being imposed on it – it must regain its freedom and choose
what suits it and who its partners shall be”. This is most important, coming
from Jean Ping, who is President of the African Union Commission. We our-
selves have always said that another policy is possible. Some others are also
saying: we must control our own resources and put an end to this policy of
unbridled privatisation that has been imposed on us. Sub-regional integra-
tion allows us to speak with a single voice at the sub-regional level and even
at continental level. This gives us negotiating strength.

Then there is the problem of sovereignty of food supply. I am not talking
about security but of sovereignty, because Africa can feed itself – on condi-
tion that present policies are changed. We have producers, some associations
of producers, particularly in West Africa, the ROPPA (peasant and producer
organisations in West Africa), which is a member of Via Campesina and
which has affirmed: “We can feed not only this sub-region but also a good
part of Africa. However, we need politicians who follow us, who are ready to
listen to us”. Politicians are beginning to listen to them. The Government of
Senegal is talking of reaching sovereignty of food supply by 2015; so is Nige-
ria … Even the CEDAO (Economic Community of West African States),in its
programme, is talking about sovereignty of food supply by 2015 or later, as is
Mali. So there are ideas that are gaining ground.

Then there is the problem of industrialisation. People are realising that we
cannot simply export raw materials, the prices of which depend on specula-
tors and other fluctuations – they have no added value and do not create jobs.
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Moreover, very often, even for the raw materials that we do sell, we do not get
paid the full value because intermediaries take a big slice … Therefore they
must be converted on the spot as part of a policy of socialisation. This can
only be viable at sub-regional level. In the fifteen countries of West Africa, we
number 300 million souls. Even in capitalist terms this is a viable market.
Here is an area that allows the conversion of our products.

There is increasing discussion of the need for autonomous African curren-
cies, because it is not possible – as the whole history of development has
shown – to develop using someone else’s currency. At the level of the CEDAO
there are discussions about a sub-regional currency, but political inertia has
put a brake on the process. … Moreover, even at the level of the Board mem-
bers of the African Central Bank, this is being spoken of as a necessity – be-
cause we cannot continue to use other currencies and, above all, to submit to
the supremacy of the dollar. If we want integration, we must have a common
currency that enables easier trade and exchange.

The Social Forum will be held at the UCAD (University of Sheikh Anta Diop).
This is unfortunately known In Paris as the venue of Nicolas Sarkozy’s speech.
Will holding it there also be a way of turning around and rejecting this colonial-
ist ideology?

There are two reasons I’m glad you asked that question. Firstly, it’s the fifti-
eth anniversary of certain (essentially French-speaking) countries’ independ-
ence – an anniversary that, obviously, will not be forgotten in 2011! Second-
ly you’ve referred to the speech Sarkozy made in Dakar – a speech to which a
number of Africans replied in a book to which I also contributed, L’Afrique
répond à Sarkozy, Contre le discour à Dakar (Africa answers Sarkozy – against
the Dakar speech). In Dakar we intend to pay tribute to Sheikh Anta Diop
himself, to Thomas Sankara and to those who, in our view, have contributed
to the resistance as much at the level of ideas as at the political level: to
Kwame Nkrumah, Patrice Lumumba, Amilcar Cabral and others. This covers
all the struggles against colonialism, for independence and for Pan-African-
ism. We expect to bring together a number of African intellectuals to talk
about this. This, in our opinion will be the best reply to Sarkozy, because, I
believe, Sarkozy does not know Africa. If he knew a little bit of Africa’s histo-
ry, he would know that capitalism has been integrating Africans against their
will since the 15th century, but before then some African empires, for exam-
ple like the Mali Empire, had a wide influence at a time when Europe was still
in the Middle Ages. This will be an additional lesson to Sarkozy.

The years 2010 and 2011 are going to be very busy years in Africa, with a num-
ber of difficulties. However, all the election periods are marked, in all countries,
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by the emergence of civic associations that are now refusing to permit lackeys,
who serve the interests of the colonialist powers, to be foisted upon them. Are we
going to see these associations at the World Social Forum?

Certainly! The problem of democracy will be one of the main focuses of
activity – the relationship between the state and civil society, the choosing of
African leaders. We have noticed that, with neo-colonialism, the majority of
African leaders tend to think that they are more answerable to the Western
powers and international institutions than to the citizens who elected them.
We want leaders who feel responsible for and answerable to our citizens, not
to the West. To this end, they must be people close to the ideas for which the
social movements stand. That is why we want this round table – to bring the
political leaders and the leaders of African institutions together for discus-
sion, to tell them: “Your loyalty must be to Africa, to those who elected you
and who trust you and not to Sarkozy or Obama, to the World Bank or the
IMF”.

Moreover, we want to stress the need to expand democracy, because in our
country, as in others, there are monarchist trends. Abdoulay Wade wants his
son to succeed him – he denies it but his actions prove it. The Senegalese have
said this will not happen here. He tested the waters with the 2009 municipal
elections – he wanted his son to become mayor of Dakar. However, the polls
massively rejected him – a real humiliation. We are, obviously, fighting for a
rejection of the trend to monarchy, for a deepening of our democracy, for
leaders answerable to the people – not to France or Brussels.

How do you envisage, globally, the importance of the World Social Forum in rela-
tion to the crisis?

I think that the Forum should enable the social movements taking part first
of all to make an assessment of ten years of struggle against the neoliberal
system and be proud of the victories we have won on the ideological level. We
said that all these policies of privatisation and liberalisation, the policies of
the World Bank, the IMF and the WTO, were leading us to a dead end, to the
destruction of the economic and social fabric. Now the system is in a deep
crisis, and most of the policies we attacked have been shown to be disastrous,
just as we had foreseen. All in all, the international financial crisis has only
demonstrated that the foundations were fundamentally bad. The Forum
should enable us to deepen our critique of the system. We must not rest on
our laurels and say we are satisfied because we were right. We should say:
Let’s go deeper, because the system continues to live and intends to overcome
its problems at the expense of the people. We must deepen our critique of the
system, above all in connection with the problems arising from climate
change. All those policies for coming out of the crisis, the co-opting of
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emerging countries to accede to the G8 to make a G20 … these are all issues
that we must re-examine during the Dakar Forum. Capitalism is in a crisis –
but it is still here.

Second, in the course of the Forum, there must be an emphasis on all the
anti-systemic struggles, in the North as in the South – all the struggles against
capitalism, but also against the imperialist system of all-out intervention and
oppression of peoples. We must give voice to all the movements, all the or-
ganisations that are struggling, in their different ways in different parts of the
world, to build resistance against the system and against imperialism.

Third, we have said that another world is possible. However, for us this is
an opportunity not only to demonstrate the bankruptcy of the neoliberal
capitalist system but also to say: “This is what we have proposed for this sec-
tor”, “this is what we propose for overcoming the crisis” and “this is what we
are proposing at the national, European and African levels – and also at the
world level”. What new policy, what new institutions must be created to real-
ly come out of the crisis – not to save capitalism but to secure advances in a
period of post-capitalist transition? Indeed, I think that the Dakar Forum
must take this opportunity to impart fresh momentum to the World Social
Forum.
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What do you make of the Action Day and the European demonstration that took
place in Brussels on September 29?

The September 29 demonstration was a great success – in two ways. First,
we were able to bring together 100,000 people in Brussels. Then, there were
simultaneous demonstrations in a dozen European cities, and other demon-
strations already had taken place the week before in Rumania and the Czech
Republic. Today there is a real desire to coordinate in the face of demands
from our governments and from the European Commission, which now
wants the right to oversee national budgets. The situation, therefore, is now
much worse than in the past.

What is important is that yesterday’s demonstration was not just a symbol-
ic gesture. Rather, it showed that we have launched a real process. The move-
ment will continue and grow in Germany, the United Kingdom, Spain and
France. In the wake of the crisis, people are feeling deeply uneasy. We saw this
in the swift reaction to the banks and, today, we see the extraordinary finan-
cial results of large companies at a time when their workers are presented
with austerity programmes.

Today, we face a social crisis and a political crisis with more and more se-
rious shifts to the extreme right.

What were the difficulties that had to be overcome for such a mobilisation to
occur?

Action Day and Euro-Demonstration 
in Brussels
Interview conducted by Francine Mestrum

Joël Decaillon
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It was not difficult to organise the demonstration because we are profound-
ly convinced that there is a real need to react and all the unions, at every lev-
el, share this conviction. This, of course, is a necessary condition for success-
ful organisation. In fact, the aftermath of the Greek crisis also made us under-
stand what is really happening in Europe. We already have seen the same poli-
cies at work in the Third World and we are well aware of the consequences.

Many activists wonder about the link between national movements – for exam-
ple, the opposition to retirement reform in France – and European movements.
How do you see the synergy between these two levels of intervention?

Even synergy between the European and the national level is no longer a
problem. People have understood that there is a real convergence. On social
questions, the national level, of course, prevails, but we also need the Euro-
pean dimension. This is why the question of income and a minimum wage is
so important, not only directly for the population as a whole but also in or-
der to have points of comparison across Europe.

How do you see the post-September 29 period? Will the people continue to have
to pay for the crisis?

This struggle will continue in different countries. We will work with the
Hungarian and Polish presidencies on social dumping and international
competition. The goal is to be able to achieve a state of social law.

Even though all the movements were in favour of this Day of European Mobilisa-
tion, some of them were reticent about the slogan: “Growth, No Cuts”. In order to
improve the dialogue between the social and the ecological movements, could
you explain what the ETUC means by “growth”?

It is very important because we have never before had such a need for real
European policies. We know that, in terms of energy, natural resources and
equipment, demand is very strong and that there is therefore great potential
for growth. Now, everybody can respond each in his or her own way – look
out for Number One and God will take care of the rest – or we can try to
work together at the European level. The big countries, like France and Ger-
many, can compete and the little countries will be the big losers. We cannot
just be happy with additional investment in different countries, we have to
arrive at a critical mass of investment in Europe and at the financing of Eu-
ropean infrastructure. But it is necessary to make investment possible. Bar-
roso touched on this point in an obscure way in his “State of the Union” of a
few weeks ago. He knows that there is enormous need for investment and
that we need a real European plan. It will be difficult not to raise taxes. As far
as growth is concerned, it is clear that growth must be green. We are working
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on this issue in close collaboration with social NGOs, notably with the Social
Platform. The issue is particularly clear in the automotive sector, everything
from electric cars to public transport. But what we observe today, notably
with the new middle class in India and in China, is that consumerism is
something other than consumption.

All direct investment goes to places where research and development are
oriented toward green technologies, and all the jobs are going to have to come
from this sector. This is not something that is happening on the margins of
our economy; rather, it is happening at the very heart of our entire economy.

That being said, the arguments that we sometimes hear in Europe in favour
of a different type of economic system often are the arguments of the privi-
leged. These arguments are totally inaudible for 80% of the world’s popula-
tion. Often, the demands of the privileged are quite appealing – for restrained
growth, for example – but it is important to bear in mind that any changes
in Western Europe have a significant effect on growth in the rest of the world.
The great majority of the population does not want to give up its comforts
and individual rights. The ecological NGOs now know that ecology has a sig-
nificant social dimension, while we know that social policy must take the
ecological dimension into account. From now on there is a real convergence;
both sides have taken steps in the right direction and there will be no return
to primitively polarised positions. We have to figure out how to provide elec-
tricity to a large share of the world’s population.

Technology has a very great role to play in this context, in all sectors, in-
cluding agriculture because water scarcity and drought will cause many
problems. We can see clearly today that climate change accelerates inequali-
ty. One of our struggles in the future will involve the right to energy, along
with the price of energy. Then there is the fight for water. Water is priceless,
it’s true, but water has a cost, so we will have to be able to find financial in-
struments to make water available to all. Take the example of Egypt: to speak
of access to water means speaking of public services. At the same time, we see
the overriding role played by a few great families. Apart from the intellectual
discussion that is always possible, it will be necessary to collaborate with oth-
ers, to verify the point of view of our partners. Above all, we must not think
that we Westerners always have the best solution for every problem.

The question then becomes how best to manage the resources of our plan-
et, which is also a question of technology. This is true, particularly, for nan-
otechnologies, the real technological transformation of the future, which
marries chemistry to physics and which will, perhaps, allow us to produce re-
newable energy on a large scale, or even from new material.

What is the advantage of Europe in all of this? Europe does not have a great
deal to offer. There are more and more Chinese researchers today; they cre-
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ate a university per week. India trains 350,000 new engineers per year. We
cannot, therefore, continue to claim intellectual superiority. But we have
things to share. We know that democracy is much more than the organisa-
tion of elections. We know that transparency at all levels is crucial, in tech-
nology as well as in the world of finance. It is a battle that we can fight at the
global level.

The World Trade Organization (WTO) is wrong when it says, as the Social-
ist Pascal Lamy does, that trade has nothing to do with environmental and
social issues. We are sliding more and more into struggles against poverty and
towards charitable activity. This is linked to the development of the “infor-
mal” sector and of short-term, insecure employment. More and more NGOs
are getting involved. However, it is necessary, above all, to prevent this pover-
ty and precariousness, keeping to the principle of collective labour on the ba-
sis of the Philadelphia Declaration that asserts that labour is not a commod-
ity. The NGOs can do remarkable work, but this is not a good response to the
problems that arise and that are linked to social relations. There are more and
more workers in the world, and the great challenge is to find collective solu-
tions based on social law, not just provide charity. An alliance with the social
NGOs is no doubt necessary in order to meet the most immediate needs, but
there is also the need for a social environment in which there is a redistribu-
tion of the profits of production and of the value added by work more than
by capital. In this area intellectual objectivity is important. We must remain
lucid and see that good intentions are not enough, despite all the generosity
behind them. We are in a social arena that must be defined with our social
partners. In this context, we also need to speak about taxation and the taxa-
tion of financial transactions. Because when we reject the instruments of re-
distribution, democracy becomes more and more hypothetical.

What follow-up is planned after the success of the October 28 Day of Action?
As we announced at today's press conference, we are going to organise ac-

tivity against austerity on a European scale. We will create an Internet page,
which will regularly provide information about the measures taken by the
governments of each country, so as to make a working tool available to every-
one1), Our website will help people keep track of the extent of their austeri-
ty policies. Two important initiatives are being envisaged, one on December
15 or on an adjacent day, during the next meeting of the European Council,
and then a European demonstration in a Central European country, in Bu-
dapest, in March 2011.

Note
1) See the ETUC site.
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The Italian left has been an extraordinarily large and important left. In
many respects it was an anomaly in the European left – this, both in

terms of traditional organisations (a very strong communist party, the PCI,
and a socialist party, the PSI, that long cooperated with it) and in terms of
those which emerged after 1968 (present also in parliament and in the trade-
union movement). It played a determining role in post-war Italy. For this rea-
son, the crisis that is now affecting left parties in Europe has a much greater
impact here than elsewhere: socially, culturally, and politically. As a result, in
Italy the coincidence between the crisis of the left and of the whole society is
much stronger than elsewhere and is seen in the dramatic deterioration of
the democratic and civil institutions themselves.

There are many reasons for this close connection. First of all, Italy never
had a state fully regarded by the population as legitimate. This was first be-
cause of the elitist character assumed by the Risorgimento that led to the
country’s unification and left its mark on the whole pre-war era (as Gramsci
lucidly described), and later, because of the fascist dictatorship. Consequent-
ly, democracy in 1945 was not so much embodied in the fragile and unpop-
ular state institutions but was born from below, with the Resistance, which
was not only a military phenomenon but a widespread assumption of civic
responsibility on the part of those who defined themselves as “partisan soci-
ety” (the very progressive Italian Constitution of 1948 is much more the re-
sult of this shared experience than of a political compromise agreed at the

The Dilemma of the Italian Left:
Origins and Perspectives 

Luciana Castellina 
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top). In the years to follow, it was the left, especially the PCI, that guaranteed,
or, better, built, democracy in Italy. It worked to create an extraordinary net-
work of collective organisms involving peasants, workers, middle strata and
intellectuals, transforming them into protagonists for the first time in histo-
ry, and thus promoting an unprecedented phenomenon of politicization and
acculturation that had never before been seen. The traditional rebellious
popular minority, which for a century expressed itself in the angry burning
down of town halls, and whose counterpart was an apathetic majority, was
now replaced by an extensive and precious democratic participation, which
also generated and maintained – and this was undoubtedly Togliatti’s mas-
terpiece – a profoundly alternative life and culture, with extensive organisa-
tional expressions, in relation to the system in which it operated, saving it for
many decades from the danger of absorption.

I mention these things to emphasise the great degree to which the deterio-
ration of democracy was determined by the dissolution of the PCI in 1990
(which did not lead to the emergence of any other force which could boast of
a comparable popular rootedness) as well as by the traumatic effect of the
stubbornness with which a part of the left (the leadership of DS – the succes-
sor organisation of the PCI – but also a wing of the old new left) wanted
completely to liquidate the  experience of the 20th century, as if it were only
a heap of rubble.

Certainly, at each change of historical phase it is necessary to look with
fresh critical eyes at the past, but in Italy there was very little critical analysis
and instead a true erasure of memory, as if people wanted to throw off a bur-
den that hindered full integration into the dominant culture, seen as “mod-
ern”. As a consequence, since the 1990s Italian society is full of people who,
in terms of political thought, are “stateless”, and unable to till the fields in
which they could have grown new plants. (Instead, in the form of new polit-
ical icons, these fields sprouted oaks, olive trees, daisies – the symbols, respec-
tively, of the DS, the centre-left government coalition, and a part of the ex-
Christian Democrats – and other vegetable matter in a hitherto unheard of
profusion, but without roots.) From 1990 to 1991, in little more than a year,
800,000 activists quietly abandoned the PCI, and, at the same time, politics.
(Only a very small fringe was absorbed by Rifondazione Comunista, still alive
in protest movements, but quite incapable of rooting themselves in society.)

Mine is not a nostalgic lament; rather I am attempting an explanation of
what is difficult to understand: How could Berlusconi – a bit weakened today
but still continuing – have succeeded to the extent he did in a country with
such a strong left hegemony? If today anti-government protest, however frag-
mented, has as its principal distinctive feature an anti-politics, which is gain-
ing ground and becoming still more vulgar everyday, this is because in the

126
Th

e 
D

il
em

m
a

 o
f 

th
e 

It
a

li
a

n
 L

ef
t:

 O
ri

g
in

s 
a

n
d

 P
er

sp
ec

ti
ve

s 

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:48 Uhr  Seite 126



last 20 years the experiences, values and visions of the world of many people
have been humiliated, making many silent and mistrustful. Erasing all traces
of oneself, exalting an empty “nuovismo” (“newism”), a large part of the left
has produced an unprecedented kind of generational break, cutting off any
transmission of experience, in the end destroying subjectivity. Also, because
killing the past is tantamount to killing the future – as it abolishes the sense
of time, and with it the utopia of the future, so as to suffer the shortsighted-
ness of the petty dictatorship of the present. As philosopher and feminist
Wendy Brown wrote after 1989, an imagery was created that was cramped by
the uncritical acceptance of a banalised democracy, reduced to an ever more
impoverished ritual substituting for participation. In Italy where the labour
movement was less integrated than it was in social-democratic Europe, the
death of utopia has been more traumatic than elsewhere.

In this vacuum it was inevitable that the weakest social strata should be-
come prey of the only nourishment offered them, that of Berlusconian cul-
ture, which is the carrier of a model of life: an extreme individualism disin-
terested in anything collective and common, and consequently arrogant and
violent. Resistance was easier for the more educated urban strata who have
more critical instruments at their disposal. It is a fact that today’s large anti-
Berlusconi demonstrations, which the left occasionally succeeds in mount-
ing, are visibly peopled by those called the “enlightened middle strata”, but
are completely invisible to those who live in the urban peripheries and who,
with their vote (or their non vote) are deserting the left – both the radical and
the centre-left.

If we do not start again from here, from a project with a long-term perspec-
tive of the patient reconstruction of a new culture and new system of values,
returning to privileging, not only in words but through being physically pres-
ent, the places where the people live whom we once called the proletariat, it
is difficult to see how we can climb back up the slope. Unemployment, pre-
cariousness and the deterioration of social conditions being produced by the
economic crisis are insufficient by themselves for inverting the prevailing ori-
entation; they produce rebellions that damage Berlusconi’s image but not an
alternative. Thus it happens that although the crisis multiplies the reasons for
protesting, the left continues to balkanise itself rather than grow, and the
electorate entrusts itself to the most alternative wing of the opposition, to the
right, not even Forza Italia any longer but to the Northern League, for exam-
ple, because the latter at least offers the petty comfort of micro-communal-
ism – or it lets itself be taken in by the “anti-political” broadsides of a move-
ment like that of the comic Beppe Grillo, wo claims he is neither right nor left
but “above both”. There is the dangerous enlargement of the muddy swamp
which is spreading from the Paduan plain toward the richest provinces of the
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central regions, where even red strongholds are beginning to vacillate, but,
above all, where there is an insidious political-cultural barbarisation of soci-
ety underway. Increasing racism is only a sign of this. At the same time, in the
south, which remains bereft of any democratic rallies and demos, due to the
abandonment of the left, the terrain has been occupied by mafia gangs
strengthened by the illegal economy they manage and who offer at least some
small change to people.

Not that there are no protest demonstrations – let’s be clear about that.
This autumn the streets were filled with middle-school and university stu-
dents striking against Minister Gelmini’s school reform. The streets were also
full of “precarious workers”, by now the great majority of the labour market’s
new recruits; of young people fighting against water privatisation, who gath-
ered an unprecedented number of signatures to establish a referendum
which would annul the government’s decisions; of “no Tav” (the anti-high-
speed-train movement); of “no bridge” (against the bridge that to be built
over the Straits of Messina); of “no tunnel”(against the viaducts which de-
stroy the environment); of “no Molin” (against the expansion of the Ameri-
can military base in Vicenza); of the “popolo Viola” who are organising the
“No B days” (No-Berlusconi Days). And they are also filled with immigrants
who, despite the intimidating climate created by the security obsession, are
reacting for the first time, taking into their hands what up to recently were
only demonstrations of solidarity organised by native Italians.

From these movements the embryo of a new political culture is also emerg-
ing: the rediscovery of “common goods”, different from public or private
ones and practices of participatory democracy through the creation of net-
works which extend to the international level. These are precious phenome-
na, and it would be very wrong to undervalue them. And yet, if I am not tak-
en with enthusiasm at seeing them fill the country’s streets, it is because I be-
lieve it’s necessary to understand that although these phenomena constitute
important cracks in the hegemonic Berlusconian pattern, they do not in
themselves present a short-term alternative. Thus they do not seem to have
any impact on the various formations that are proposing, in one way or the
other, building a centre-left coalition capable of beating Berlusconi. Nor do
they seem to be reinvigorating the fragmented left.

With one positive exception, though: the unprecedented popularity,
whose breadth has something to do with these movements, of Nichi Ven-
dola, re-elected last Spring as governor of the region of Apulia after having
beaten the candidate of the Democratic Party in its own primary election.
He is now at the top of the polls for the national primaries of the DP, which
the Party’s secretary is committed to hold in order to select Berlusconi’s op-
ponent in possible early elections aiming at a “limited-purpose govern-
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ment” only for getting rid of the “cavaliere”, not for realising a shared pro-
gramme (but his party is already tearing itself up again over this perspec-
tive).

Vendola – the head of the minority (49.9 %) of Rifondazione Comunista
after the 2008 electoral defeat and now leader of the SEL (Sinistra ecologia
libertà) which is also absorbing that part of the dissolved DS which refused
to enter into the DP – has been able to invent a new non-politicese language
and respond to the desire for a politics not completely centred on governabil-
ity but endowed with a new vision of the world, and he is above all the ani-
mator of new forms of grassroots organisation – “le fabbriche di Nichi”
(“Nichi’s factories” which emerged on the wave of positive initiatives created
by the Apulian governing coalition aimed at youth). He could certainly be a
point of reference for a new grouping of the left capable of conquering new
generations for politics. However, also here, although it involves a phenome-
non which swells our heart, we have to proceed with caution. For now Ven-
dola is strong from his extraordinary media success, and he was able skilful-
ly to use the new communication technologies.

These technologies are splendid in generating demonstrations, but they are
also bearers of an ambiguous culture that has in fact “Americanised” Italian
politics: it has induced a sacralisation of public opinion and of civil society
which is proposed as a democratic model alternative to the model based on
collective and organised processes to construct projects and strategies, such
as the selection of consolidated leaderships which enable movements to con-
tinue through time and to accumulate the strength to handle the conflicts
that any transformation brings with it (the parties and unions in the Euro-
pean tradition); which produces an assemblage of a multitude of networked
individuals, a universe of singularities having in common a very fragile com-
mon culture and therefore a source of populist temptations, good for incit-
ing consensus, very weak for constructing sense. It is no accident that Obama’s
meet ups, as extraordinary as they may be during elections, where no longer
in the field when the newly-elected president had to stand up to the strong
powers that blocked his healthcare reform. And God only knows how diffi-
cult it will be to transform Berlusconian Italy!

Vendola knows these things very well, but for now he has not managed to
have a party or at least something similar behind him; he is facing a DP in-
capable of even deciding whether it wants an electoral alliance with the left
to beat Berlusconi or if it prefers to unite with the fragments detaching itself
from Berlusconi’s alliance, the Catholic centrists and the new party of the
President of the Chamber of Deputies, Gianfranco Fini (emerging originally
from the ranks of fascists, no less, even if today among the most active in the
opposition) and thus condemn itself to another defeat.
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It would be dilettantish to formulate an hypothesis of what could happen
in the near future in Italy. One of the crisis’ characteristics is in fact that it cre-
ated a situation in which everyone is fighting everyone else; it is hard to know
who is really in control and what the next moves of the key figures will be.
One example is enough to illustrate this: voices in favour of the candidacy for
Prime Minister of Luca di Monteaemolo, the ex-president of Fiat and of
Confindustria (the association of Italian employers), current president of
Ferrari, are being heard from right and left sectors. He himself commented:
“this fact illustrates the confused state in which Italian politics finds itself”.

Precisely in this crumbling lies the danger of the present moment: the
strong powers will act quickly to reunite and could benefit from the gener-
alised instability and uncertainty to ditch even what little of democracy re-
mains, coups de main that become all the easier if one realises that Italy has
become a marginal country which a declining Europe does not suffice to
save, now that – as when Columbus discovered America and the axis of his-
tory shifted from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic – the dynamic is no
longer centred in the west but in the east, in the Pacific. For this reason even
solely defensive battles are welcome, on the condition that we measure what
is to be done not against the short wave of the present but against the long
phase which is opening in this historic transition.

As I read in his last book, Slavoj Žižek has relaunched the old Maoist mot-
to: “Great is the confusion under heaven, the situation is excellent”. This is to
say that the crisis is not only a disaster but also an occasion for transforma-
tion – a risky but stimulating proposal – on condition that we liberate our-
selves from the idea that we cannot, the real block to profound change, more
characteristic of current tendencies than the endlessly repeated but more
beautiful yes we can. I want to say that to win again, a lot of courage and
imagination are needed. And a lot of time.
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The political situation in France is at a fresh turning point. The capitalist
crisis and the financial crisis have suddenly worsened the living condi-

tions of the world of labour, which is undergoing exceptionally violent at-
tacks from the President and the Government, despite the complete rejection
of the latter at the regional elections in March 2010.

Although characterised by a high rate of abstention (53.64 % in the first
round, 48.78 % in the second) and balance clearly in favour of the left forces,
this poll turned out to be an outright rejection of the policies carried out for
the last three years, with voters making jobs and wages their primary con-
cerns. The Socialist Party, Europe Ecology, Left Front and extreme left lists
scored a total of 54.05% of the votes as against 26.02% for the traditional
right (UMP and Modem). The extreme right (National Front) scored well
enough to be able to maintain its lists in the second round in twelve of the
twenty-two regions and tap into part of the country’s growing “anti-sarkozy-
ism”.

It is particularly significant that, in addition to the overall result of these
elections, the eight ministers and secretaries of state who had been placed at
the top of some of the lists and were openly supported by the head of state

Antisarkozyism in France*

Pierre Laurent

* This article was written in September 2010 while the described events were still in
progress.
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were all beaten. The social struggles that had already begun before March
were not soft-pedalled during the election campaign, though they did not
dominate it. The election results, by giving fresh hope and confidence to the
left, especially the result secured by the Left Front (an average of 6.95 % in 17
regions in which it had candidates), which thereby confirmed its entry into
the French political scene, saw the emergence of fresh protest movements –
against the closing of abortion centres and also around education issues.

The election results, together with the financial markets’ injunctions ac-
cepted by the European leaders on May 9-10, have pushed Nicolas Sarkozy
and his government to speed up their campaigns of social revenge and the re-
shaping French society.

The feelings of powerlessness and resignation skilfully stoked by the au-
thorities had, until these elections, made unconvincing any notion of alter-
natives to the neoliberal orientation of a government that the social move-
ments had not until now been able to make back down. While such an alter-
native has yet to be fully articulated, the possibility of its emergence is now
beginning to permeate public discussion.

Mobilisation has grown

Since June, a quite original kind of popular mobilisation has grown in op-
position to a project that the President considered the keystone of his vision
of society. His pension reform plan is one of the most regressive of its kind:
it would force public and private wage earners (whose purchasing power has
already been weakened) to defer the age at which they retire, an extension of
the period during which they pay contributions and a reduction of the pen-
sions themselves.

The government’s main stubbornly maintained argument – that of popu-
lation size and distribution – is a completely fallacious one. On the one hand,
because the fertility rate in France is higher than the European average; on
the other, because this plan would amount to making the wage earners pay
for the crisis twice over. Wages and jobs are already under attack from the al-
liance of the employers and the right.

The demographic argument has been used to mask the fact that the deep-
seated reasons for the problems raised are to be found in the socially tragic
circumstances of the crisis itself. The heart of the problem of maintaining the
existing pensions system lies in the situation of employment and wages. The
rate of employment of the 60-64 age group is barely 17 %. Projections by
UNEDIC (the organisation that pays unemployment benefits) indicate that
pushing back the age of retirement would increase the cost of unemployment
insurance from 440 to 530 million Euros.
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The massive popular rejection of this reform shows that the government
has definitely lost this battle of ideas. The deliberate favouring of capital
against work is challenged and understood as an unfair and inefficient
choice.

In pursuing their offensive action, the President and his government even
went so far as trying to rush the vote on their Bill in the National Assembly
and to prevent the opposition from speaking in the debate. This way of snap-
ping their fingers at institutions and their democratic functioning, is symp-
tomatic of the behaviour of the French ruling classes, led by an omnipresent
hyper-President against whom the people and their elected representatives
have no say.

A crisis of regime? 

At the time of writing, no one can say how this remarkable test of strength
between the government and the world of labour will end. One thing is cer-
tain – , the social events we are living through are deepening the crisis of le-
gitimacy of Sarkozyist power. In 2007, Sarkozy was able to get elected after
managing a fusion of populist demagogy and ultra-liberalism. Indeed, the
social upsurge, by coming up against the government’s ultra-liberal policies,
has burst asunder the compromise set up by the President and his majority.
This is why Nicolas Sarkozy has been trying, over the last few months, to de-
ploy a populist discourse once again.

Weakened by scandals and cases of his ministers’ conflicts of interest with
members of the high bourgeoisie, the President has, during the course of the
summer, precipitated the country into a serious crisis of legitimacy of au-
thority, to an extent that one can now speak of a crisis of regime.

In July, Sarkozy donned the mantle of “law and order”, odiously linking im-
migration to delinquency and ordering the expulsion of specifically designat-
ed foreign nationals. Moreover, he chose to increase the social malaise and
feelings of exclusion of a section of the youth. The socially and politically
weakest populations, and particularly the Roma, were specially targeted. Se-
riously degrading France’s image abroad, the President opened up a fresh
front in the arena of civil liberties, uniting against himself French democrats
and republicans attached to the fundamental principles of the Republic – but
also fomenting opposition in the ranks of his own political organisation, in
which competition and rivalries are coming to light with the perspective of
succeeding him as head of state.

The government as a whole rejects any criticism of France’s policy, con-
demned by the UN, then by the Church and by a Commissioner of the Eu-
ropean Union. It resorts to abuse, running the risk of further damaging
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France’s international relations. And the government persists in applying to
the letter the European neoliberal orientation. This populist attitude is
strengthening, in France, the standing of the extreme right and the appeal it
has for a not unimportant part of the electorate. All the while, it is still fail-
ing to resolve its contradictions.

Employment and deindustrialisation 

In the first place, the electors’ main preoccupations, when questioned in
March 2010, were not material security or fighting crime but rather employ-
ment and pensions, and for good reasons. The year 2009 was a year of
hecatombs – 256,100 jobs were destroyed, nearly 170,000 of them in indus-
try which today covers less than 30% of the French wage earners.

The state itself suppressed 80,000 jobs in 2008, and plans to destroy anoth-
er 33,000 in 2011, half of which will be in public education, which is at pres-
ent the sector most seriously affected by the policy of cutting public expen-
diture. Severe cuts in personnel will also affect state authorities – the police
and defence, of which Sarkozy claims to be one of the biggest supporters, and
which he unceasingly praises whenever he invokes the issue of security to
manipulate fears and unease.

In contrast to the capitalist of the 20th century, who needed to build strong
nation-states to seize greater wealth, the strategy of the major financial
groups (aided by the existing political authorities) is now fundamentally to
transform the nations and make them into underlings to carry out the laws
of the market, using increasingly authoritarian modes of exercising power to
protect themselves from any opposition to the system, to reduce its resources
and prerogatives and take over everything that, abandoned by the public sec-
tor, is vulnerable to becoming a part of the market – or disappearing.

This deep-seated movement is based on a specific ideology (that of turn-
ing all areas of human production into commodities) and generates a con-
ception of civilisation, a new stage of capitalism. Thus the editor of Figaro,
recently commenting on political life, rejoices at the weakening of states:
“Why is capitalism allowed to cry victory when two years ago it was being
buried unmourned? Firstly, because never has so much money been spent on
rushing to save it. In the course of 18 months, over 5,000 billion dollars (that is
10% of the planet’s total wealth) have been poured into the pipelines of the
world economy to rescue capitalism firms (…) Secondly, because the majority of
states are on the brink of ruin”.

The net job loss, affecting all sectors of the French economy, has reached an
historic high: the situation has not been so extreme since 1945, when the
French people had to rebuild a country emerging from four years of war and
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occupation. The degree of political violence practiced since Nicolas Sarkozy
took office indeed bears certain resemblances to war – a social war that is at-
tacking social rights, incomes and conditions of employment, a war against
working people, especially wage earners and lower paid workers and immi-
grants, a war that is challenging the very fabric of society through the drastic
reduction of public expenditure to the detriment of public interest.

Inequalities grow

Inequalities are widening. Unemployment is affecting over 4 million peo-
ple, hitting hardest both the youth (24% of those between 15 and 24) and
wage earners over 50 years of age. Nearly 8 million people live on less than
500 Euros a month. In 2010, 23% of the French people did without medical
treatment because they couldn’t afford it – 12% more than in 2000. Long-
term unemployment has increased by 27.6% in the course of just one year,
and real wages, reduced by inflation, are tending to recede.

Growth remains weak, as it is handicapped by financial growth, underuse
of productive capacity, and lack of investment in jobs, training or research.
Tax shelters for the rich costs the nation 670 million Euros, (120 million
more than in 2009), depriving it of resources that the government prefers to
receive by levying the income of working people and households, whose pur-
chasing power is gradually diminishing. The fiscal reductions and help given
to firms (the effectiveness of which is questionable) have increased over the
last 10 years to 100 billion Euros.

The employers, the management of the major French groups and the ma-
jor banks now believe that “the crisis is just a bad memory” (see Le Monde,
September 1, 2010). In August, the press revealed the existence of a veritable
war chest of 80 billion Euros, accumulated by 20 major firms, listed on the
stock exchange’s CAC40 – at a time when a wage freeze and mass unemploy-
ment are being imposed on the population. How can we not see this in con-
nection with the fact that in the 20 years between 1982 and 2002 insecure
jobs doubled in all socio-professional groups or that in 25 years the average
wage has barely doubled, while in the same period shareholder dividends
have increase 13 times.

Millions of French people have noted this and, becoming aware of the na-
ture of the Sarkozy regime, are refusing to submit, in view also of the Presi-
dent already warning of “sacrifices” and the admission on the part of some of
the his advisers that current decisions are being made in the perspective of
imposing ten years of austerity on the French people.

No doubt the rebellion of the Greek people, the Spanish general strike or
the Euro-demonstration of September 29 will also reinforce the number of

A
n

tisa
rko

zyism
 in

 Fra
n

ce
135

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:48 Uhr  Seite 135



those in France who have been demonstrating, several million strong, against
the pension “reform”.

The social mobilisation, the exceptional trade-union unity and the result-
ing breadth of the popular rejection of the government’s pension reform are
part of a dynamic that differs from that of the protest movements of recent
years in that it is not just an act of resistance but also the expression of a de-
termination to live in a fairer French society, a society of solidarity.

Everybody sees that this movement also challenges the left forces in their
political determination to put forward answers to the crisis that are real al-
ternatives to those of the right.

In this context, the Left Front, initiated by the French Communist Party
(PCF), the Left Party and Left Unity, can help millions of men and women
seeking an alternative with which directly to enter the political debate and
build a political project for social transformation that a new government ma-
jority would be committed to establishing.

Contrary to all the expectations of the authorities, this summer enabled the
trade unions, the activists of the “pensions collectives”, (among whom were ac-
tivists of the French Communist Party) to extend the mobilisation initiated
in June. The two national days of strikes and demonstrations on September
7 and 23 (events which rarely occur at that time of the year) brought togeth-
er each time between 2.5 and 3 million people. Several petition campaigns
enabled hundreds of thousands of signatures to be collected. Amongst these
was the Left Front’s petition in support of the proposals of the Communist
and Left members of Parliament for an alternative method of financing pen-
sions. This bill was presented to the National Assembly on September 7.

The media and most of the political parties tried to rivet the attention of
French pubic opinion on which public figures might declare their candidacy
for the 2012 Presidential Elections, as if political change was dependent on,
or could be summed up as, the arrival of a providential figure on the politi-
cal scene.

Change is needed now 

Trying to focus the French people’s attention only on possible candidates
for President is tantamount to asking them to champ at the bit for two years,
with only social protests on the one hand and elections on the other and
nothing in between for popular or civic action.

However, the social movement against the pension reform has made the
question of an alternative policy a “here and now” issue.

While a left desire for coming together and for unity is being expressed
against the background of the present government’s discredit, it expresses no
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less important doubts as well as demands on the determination of the left to
carry out a policy of breaking with neoliberalism. Returning to office in 2012,
yes, but how to prevent the pension reform from being carried out in the
meantime? Again, once elected, what guarantee is there that the left will be
able to abrogate the measures the right has passed? These questions are main-
ly addressed to the Socialist Party (Figaro opinion poll, September 23, 2010)
but obviously it does not exempt any of the left forces from facing their re-
sponsibilities.

The Socialist Party has committed itself to restoring the retirement age to
60 but intends “to be pragmatic and accept the constraints required to govern”,
which could be interpreted as doubt about the possibility of reversing the
lengthening of the period of contributions, if the latter were to be confirmed.
The party machine is so wholly taken up with the process of public designa-
tion of its presidential candidate that it does not want to open up internal
differences.

The disagreements that exist within the left do not represent problems in
themselves. No one excludes the possibility of alliances – but on what basis?
This is why it is not enough just to note our differences. The Communist Par-
ty is fully in favour of discussion and confrontation of proposals and of vi-
sions within the left, whether regarding the pension reform or other issues.
The PCF wishes to contribute to opening a transparent public debate, which
would not be limited to the political forces but in which our citizens could
fully participate and become actors and co-authors. Indeed, what would cre-
ate a problem would be smoothing out or denying the political differences,
confining the political debate to “professionals” and thus frustrating the
French people’s expectations and hopes for change.

A right-wing alternative

This is all the more possible in so far as the right has not yet lost power, and
that some within it fully intend to embody an alternative. This is the case to-
day with former Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin who, while not ba-
sically opposing Sarkozy’s policies, criticises his methods, his lack of consid-
eration for Republican values and his disregard for protocol and everything
that distinguishes well-born members of the elite. This moral appeal could
attract or reassure some of the staunch right-wingers in the electorate, even
though having left the UMP the ex-Foreign Minister has little chance of suc-
cess.

In his own political party, the movement for Popular Unity (UMP), the
President has managed to counter the resistance by right wing members of
Parliament to his reform of local government, which would tend to impov-
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erish the latter by stimulating competition between them compounded by a
loss of resources and the withdrawal of state financial help. The leadership of
his party has become the object of internal competition that the President is
stoking, so as to keep control of his organisation. Undoubtedly this gambling
and playacting also fuels an already evident disgust with politics.

In this context of very intense struggle, in which the authorities denigrate
and despise the people’s feelings and show themselves to be inflexible, the ex-
treme right dismisses both the government and the unions accusing them of
being in collusion over globalisation. It claims to defend the idea of a “state
strategy of defending the little people”. Basing itself on the blurring of left/right
ideological characteristics – a blurring given fresh life by the head-of-state’s
winning over of former Socialist party elected representatives or leaders – the
National Front rejects an extreme right label.

Today it is wrapping its ideology in new clothes, without, however, failing
constantly to stress a cause-and-effect link between the economic crisis and
social security and immigration. According to its future president, Marine Le
Pen, there will henceforth be two political camps confronting each other: “the
globalisers and the nationalists” – in short, all the political forces on one side
and the National Front on the other. The National Front’s discourse and that
of the UMP’s present leadership are perfectly complementary.

A convincing project is necessary

At a time when the public discourse of fear and suspicion is so dominant
in a society based on inequality, whose members are suffering even more
from the crisis, there is reason to fear that many of those who could strength-
en the social movement, whose interests would benefit from a break with
capitalism, might, in fact, feel lost and discouraged and give up.

This danger is increased if the left forces do not convince people of their
determination, of their intention of governing in the interests of working
people, and that a transformation of society can work.

To convince people and to persevere, these forces cannot do without the ac-
tions of citizens. I am convinced that this activity is indispensible here and
now, at the stage of drawing up a political project itself. The broadest possi-
ble popular participation in the building of its political content and for giv-
ing birth to a totally renewed democratic approach, is essential to open the
way – not for a period of alternation in office, but to one of transformation,
of revolution. This is the meaning of the popular dynamism that we are try-
ing to build today with the Left Front.

The Communists are aware that such a movement can only be born of the
confrontation of ideas and projects in an assembly that goes beyond their
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own organisation and even goes beyond the organisations with which it ini-
tiated the Left Front.

We have proposals to foil the logic of capitalism, which we are contribut-
ing to the debate. These proposals turn around some key points: a social rev-
olution against the power of the financial markets; a civic and democratic
revolution against Sarkozyist monarchism; a revolution in our ways of life
against the logic of profit that alienates; a new international logic of cooper-
ation and of solidarity with the peoples of Europe and of the world (which
implies the radical reform of the existing EU treaties).

The mission of the Left Front is to become an area and an instrument that
offers a new perspective, at the heart of the left, to those who are fighting the
right today but who are nevertheless not ready to give the Left forces a blank
cheque. The essential objectives are to carry out another policy and to carry
on politics in a different way, because the issue is to determine how we, who
constitute this society, wish to live together in the 21st Century.

It is in this spirit and inspired by this determination that the French Com-
munist Party has launched an appeal to create, starting this autumn, the con-
ditions for a massive popular assembly, so as to establish in democratic dis-
cussion the shared project that will open up a credible perspective of change,
based on a majority of ideas arrived at together and controlled and carried
forward by this broad assembly.

Translation from French by Jimmy Jancovich.
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Federal elections took place in Belgium on June 13, 2010, three and a half
months before these lines were written. There is as yet no government,

and not one of the problems that gave rise to the elections has been solved. It
is not an easy task to try and explain the situation to people from abroad.

Let us, however, give it a try. Belgium is a federal state, as a result of vari-
ous reforms of the past decades. The institutional make-up of Belgium is
rather complicated. Belgium has three (cultural) communities that are lan-
guage based: the Northern Dutch-speaking (Flemish) community, the
Southern French-speaking (Walloon community) and a small German-
speaking community. Next to these communities, there are three “regions”,
based on territory: a Flemish region, a Walloon region (including the Ger-
man speaking community) and a bilingual Brussels region. The Constitution
also speaks of four linguistic regions: Flemish, French, German and a bilin-
gual region Brussels Capital.

Why did the federal government fall? 

The territories of these three communities, three regions and four linguis-
tic regions do not coincide. Each community and each region has its own
government and parliament, alongside the federal government and bi-cam-
eral parliament. However, in Flanders, where the territory of the region and
the community coincide, the governments and parliaments have merged.

The Belgian Conundrum 

Francine Mestrum
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This gives Belgium a total of six governments and six parliaments. Regional
elections do not coincide with federal elections.

There had been federal elections in June 2007. They were won in the North
by a coalition of Christian-Democrats and nationalists, in the South by the
liberals. The Christian-Democratic leader had promised “five minutes of po-
litical courage” to solve the remaining “communitary” problems of the coun-
try (the splitting up of one electoral constituency around Brussels). Never-
theless, it took almost one year to constitute a government of Christian de-
mocrats, nationalists, French-speaking socialists and liberals. However, it did
not succeed in splitting up of the constituency of Brussels-Halle Vilvoorde
(BHV). After many failed negotiations, the liberals finally quit the govern-
ment.

The new elections did not make things easier. In Flanders, the vote was
clearly won by the Nationalist Party, with 28 %. These votes come from their
former Christian-Democratic partner (which fell to an historic low  of 17.3
%) and from the extreme right nationalist party (Vlaams Belang), which fell
back to 12.5 %. The Flemish social democrats reached their historic low of
14.7 %, the liberals got 13.6 % (a loss of more than 5 %), whereas the Greens,
with 6.8 %, maintained their previous level.

In the southern part of the country, the situation was even clearer: 37.1 %
for the social-democrats, a 10 % loss for the liberals (22.5 %), 14.8 % for the
Christian Democrats and 12.5 % for the Greens.

The two political winners, Bart De Wever for the Flemish National Alliance
(NVA) and Elio Di Rupo for the French-speaking social democrats, are ideo-
logical opposites. Nevertheless, there is no other constitutionally acceptable
solution than an agreement between them, since another constitutional re-
form will require a two-thirds majority.

The problems that need to be solved

There are three important “knots” to be untied.
First, the economic and social issues: Belgium has and always had a huge

public deficit which rose again with the financial crisis. Far-reaching auster-
ity was promised by all political parties, and the trade unions are ready for
tough negotiations on the welfare state, which has remained relatively intact
in the past years. However, these problems have not been discussed yet. They
await a solution because of the communitary problems.

The second and major problem before the elections was indeed the carv-
ing up of the electoral constituency of BHV (Brussels Halle Vilvoorde). This
is a consequence of an electoral reform of some years ago, with the purpose
of making the provinces coincide with the electoral districts. The central
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province of Brabant (with Brussels) was split into two: a French-speaking
part and a Dutch-speaking part. However, the old constituency of Brussels
Halle Vilvoorde remained, a situation considered to be inequitable by the
Constitutional Court. The problem is that some formally Flemish munici-
palities around Brussels have “facilities” for its French speaking inhabitants.
They can vote for French-speaking candidates on lists in Brussels. If the con-
stituency is split, this right would disappear, and that is why the French-
speaking parties justifiably want compensation. The point is that many of
these municipalities have a French speaking majority of up to 80 %. The ma-
jor problem is the opposition between the principle of “territory” (the mu-
nicipalities are indeed formally in Flanders) and the principle of
personal/individual issues (the sociological reality of the French-speaking
population), the principles on which the regions and communities are
based. Many solutions have been proposed, but none has been accepted by
both parts.

The third and other very important problem came up during the negotia-
tions for this new government. If both parts of the country now agree on the
need for another reform of the state, the question remains what competences
will be transferred to the regions. From the point of view of the south of the
country, the two main elements of federal solidarity – taxes and social secu-
rity – cannot be split up. However, this is precisely what the Flemish nation-
alists want. They now also asked for a reform of the legislation on the fund-
ing of the different regions: it is the federal government which is funding the
different regions, according to a complicated formula. Flemish nationalists
think the financial transfers from north to south have to be stopped. They
also refuse to help the clearly underfunded Brussels region without its as-
suming more “responsibility”.

What about Brussels?

Brussels, the cosmopolitan capital of Belgium, with the European Union
and NATO, with its many multinational corporations and with its very im-
portant immigrant population, is the third richest region of Europe, but it
has one third of its population living below the poverty line, with massive
youth unemployment. Every day, around 350,000 people come to Brussels to
work, but they leave again in the evening for their villages in Flanders and
Wallonia. Formally, Brussels is bilingual; in reality it is a multilingual city,
with a small minority of Flemish inhabitants (less than 10 %), and with al-
most half of all households being multilingual. Neither Flanders nor Wallo-
nia love Brussels. The Flemish dream of homogeneous linguistic communi-
ties, and with Brussels – the capital on its territory – this is totally impossi-
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ble. It is also impossible to ask the Brussels population to choose one of two
communities: there are too many “mixed” and multilingual households. In
brief, it is Brussels that makes the splitting up of the Kingdom impossible,
unless there is an agreement to make Brussels a kind of European D.C. But
this is not on the agenda (yet), although, according to a recent poll, it is what
the majority of Brussels’ population would like.

What about nationalism?

Finally, who are these Flemish nationalists? The Flemish nationalist move-
ment is more than one century old but gained momentum after the First
World War, in which young rural Flemish boys did not understand the orders
of their French-speaking officers (“Et pour les Flamands la même chose”). In
its inception, the Flemish movement was a social and peace movement. This
changed in the run-up to the Second World War, when the Germans prom-
ised the Flemish autonomy and later when many young Catholics listened to
the church leaders’ urgings to go and fight the communists on the Eastern
Front.

Flanders had always been the poorer and more rural part of the country.
Wallonia had its coalmines and its steel factories. It was rich and industri-
alised. Flanders only had its textile industry. This situation started to change
after the Second World War when Flanders attracted major investments and
slowly started to industrialise, while the industries of the South declined. The
old Belgian capitalism had to make room for an emerging Flemish capital-
ism. The financial crisis of two years ago killed one of the last bastions of Bel-
gian capitalism: Fortis or the former Société Générale.

The NVA is a part of the old Flemish nationalist party Volksunie. Vlaams
Blok is the result of a first group that left the party and became the success-
ful extreme-right and anti-immigrant party. Some years ago, the Volksunie
finally was dissolved, some of its members going to the social democrats, oth-
ers creating a new social-liberal party (that has meanwhile also been dis-
solved), some going to the Greens, while another minor part created the
NVA. It is this party that now has a very intelligent and charismatic leader,
Bart De Wever, with very conservative rightwing roots. It has an explicit sep-
aratist agenda, while only about 10 % of the Flemish population, according
to a recent opinion poll, wants to see the end of Belgium.

What this nationalist party stands for is a mix of neoliberalism and conser-
vatism. Since the party is very young it has no staff to fall back on, but it has
excellent relations with Flemish employers. “Voka (the Flemish employer’s
organisation) is my boss”, as De Wever said. It strongly focuses on cultural
identity, as the all-encompassing element of social cohesion, a “popular

Th
e B

elg
ia

n
 C

o
n

u
n

d
ru

m
 

143

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:48 Uhr  Seite 143



democracy” for their own community, which, according to some, is a kind of
modern apartheid.

The discourse they developed is difficult to contest: those who do not agree
are the “bad Flemish”, they do not belong to “our community”. Those who
want to live in “our” community have to speak “our” language and adopt “our
values”. They created the image of a hard-working Flanders against a lazy and
irresponsible Wallonia, a “rightwing Flanders” against a “leftwing Wallonia”,
forgetting the diversity of each region (though it is true that three explicitly
rightwing parties in Flanders got 45 % of the votes).

On the social and economic front, one wonders if voters know what is in
store for them: dismantling the welfare state, reducing unemployment al-
lowances, lower wages and taxes, pension reform, etc.

It is difficult to see how a reasonable solution for all these problems can be
found. But there is hardly any other solution than the current coalition of ne-
gotiating parties: Christian Democrats, Social-Democrats and Greens from
the north and the south, with a dominant role for the Flemish nationalists.
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Recent years have seen an interminable debate in the Netherlands around
social-cultural identities and very little discussion of the social-econom-

ic questions, which have a far greater influence on the lives of the vast major-
ity of the Dutch population. Remarkably enough, the major financial crisis
changed this very little.

The Dutch authorities saved a number of major systemic banks – ABN-
AMRO, Fortis – by taking them over or – in the case of ING – by extending
massive loans to them, and undertook investment in order to break out of
economic stagnation. Despite the nature and extent of the systemic crisis, no
huge political commotion occurred, although many people felt insecure
about future prospects. The decision to postpone harsh austerity measures
to 2011/2012 undoubtedly contributed to this relative calm.

The government

In recent years the Netherlands has been governed by a centre-right coali-
tion of CDA (Christian Democrats), Christian Union (a smaller, more con-
servative Christian party) and the PvdA (Social Democrats). The Balkenende
cabinet, under the leadership of the Christian Democratic premier who
headed three previous cabinets, stumbled early, was not convincing, and fell
apart after three years in office. Throughout this period, the government
marked time, failed to inspire the people and took no major decisions. Apart

The Dutch Socialist Party 
in the Current Crisis

Hans van Heijningen
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from the lack of a clear and convincing vision of the future, there was from
the very start evidence of friction between Christian Democrats and Social
Democrats. Controversial topics included the weakening of rights around job
dismissal, the raising of the pension age, the enquiry into the role of the
Dutch government (also under Balkenende!) in the Iraq war and the ques-
tion of whether there should be, in one form or another, a follow-up to the
military mission in the Afghan province of Uruzgan. In the end, it was the
latter issue which provided the occasion for the fall of the government in
February of this year.

The Socialist Party

In the general elections of November 2006 the SP won 25 of the 150 seats
in the “Tweede Kamer”, the Dutch parliament. This electoral success repre-
sented for the time being the final act of a tumultuous rise which had con-
tinued ever since the party entered parliament in 1994 for the first time, with
two representatives, a figure which increased to five in 1998 and rose to nine
in 2002-2003.

The dramatic growth of the SP was an expression of the need for a party
which would resist the neoliberal policy of cutting to the bone; of a lack of
competition on the left (a social democratic party which by its own admis-
sion had, as we say in Dutch, “shaken its ideological feathers”, or changed its
stripes), and a communist party which merged into, or was indeed sub-
merged in, “GroenLinks”, the Green Left); a pragmatic approach (support for
anything  which carried us forward and the importance of visibility on the
street); a fresh, contemporary image; and an extremely popular political
leader from a working class background, Jan Marijnissen.

Despite the huge electoral victory which brought us 25 seats in parliament,
and the presence of 140 SP branches and 50,000 members, the SP was kept
out of the process of government formation by the Christian Democrats and
social democrats. These opponents of the SP adroitly turned the facts on
their heads: the party, it was said, was running away from the responsibility
of participating in the administration of the country. Aside from this will-
you-won’t-you question, there was great disappointment amongst a large
section of SP voters. Hopes of change – a reduction of income differentials,
a well-functioning public sector and a way out of Iraq and Afghanistan, in
short a better future for the new generation – had for the time being hit bot-
tom.

In 2008 Jan Marijnissen resigned as leader and was succeeded by Agnes
Kant, who was appreciated for her efforts in relation to health care, in favour
of both workers and patients. Despite the fact that Agnes and the SP’s par-
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liamentary group worked hard and established the party’s profile through re-
sistance to the sell-off of publicly-owned energy utilities and, together with
the trade unions, to the raising of the pensionable age, the SP lost support in
the opinion polls. Out on the streets, SP activists also noted the sentiment be-
hind this loss. Although the party on the basis of its principled and pragmat-
ic stance continued to be valued among the people, more people began to
doubt that it was an instrument capable of bringing about social change.
That in the end the energy utilities were sold off and the pension age raised
(with the support of the trade-union leadership!), reinforced this image.

In the local authority elections at the beginning of March this year the SP
lost seats. The number of local councillors fell from 345 to 276, and the SP
lost its place in the governing groups in important provincial cities such as
Eindhoven, Nijmegen and Haarlem. The day after the elections Kant resigned
as leader to make way for the little-known MP Emile Roemer, parliamentary
spokesman on transport, former member of a local administration, and ex-
teacher. Three months before the parliamentary elections of June 9th, the
SP’s standing in the polls would have given it eight or nine seats.

Right-wing populism

In recent years the Netherlands has witnessed the rise of Geert Wilders. Al-
though this right-wing populist consistently refuses to accept invitations
from the “left-wing” state-owned broadcaster, and remains aloof from the
discussion outside parliament, he has nevertheless dominated public debate
for some years. Even in the face of his absence, there is continual discussion
about him. In 2004 Wilders left the liberal VVD and in the years that followed
developed into a successful political operator, without a membership party,
his qualities as an adept debater and provocateur giving him, in the elections
of June 2010, 24 of the 150 seats in the Dutch parliament. Although his ori-
gins lie in neoliberalism, in the last few years he has taken up a large number
of popular and prominent SP policies, such as improvements in care for old
people, police officers on the streets instead of sitting behind desks, and op-
position to the raising of the pension age.

Despite the fact that he has spent thirteen years in parliament, he knows
how to present himself as the politician who knows the needs and require-
ments of the common people. Moreover, with him everything that is wrong
in the Netherlands can be traced back to a single enemy number one –  Is-
lam. Young people from Dutch-Moroccan families who create a nuisance (a
real problem in many places), female genital mutilation, the harassment of
gays, and the international crusade against Islamic terrorism follow natural-
ly, in his perception, one from the other.
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The problem of creeping Islamicisation denied by the elite, in his view,
forms a deadly threat to Israel and to the whole of the free west. His answer:
the annulling of Article 1 of the constitution, which provides for the equali-
ty of citizens without regard to race, religion or sexual orientation; a halt to
immigration but, better still, the repatriation of all Muslim immigrants; an
uncompromising approach to Moroccan “street terrorists”, including
kneecapping and deployment of the army; and a tax on headscarves (the so-
called “kopvoddentax”). His rabid criticism of Islam has led to death threats
against Wilders, and for years he has been included in the Dutch state’s pro-
gramme for the protection of persons.

Attempts from progressive forces to halt the rise of Wilders or, in his words,
to demonise him, have so far proved counterproductive. Labelling him a
“danger to democracy”, giving him the designation “racist” or calling his per-
formances “offensive” have only led to an increase in his popularity as a crit-
ic of the establishment, the man who dares to express things in a straightfor-
ward fashion, “the thorn in the side’ of the elites.

In contrast to other parties, the SP has taken a rather businesslike attitude
in relation to Wilders and his one-man party. Instead of launching an ideo-
logical struggle and using big words, the party has emphasised that many of
the problems to which Wilders draws attention are real problems, or touch
upon real problems, but that his solutions are wrong. Finally, however, the
party has left no room for misunderstanding in its assertion that there can be
no question of structural forms of cooperation with parties which call into
question the equality of Dutch citizens.

The election of June 2010

Partly as a result of the fact that a few months before the official elections
commissions came out with proposals for drastic spending cuts designed to
get the state deficit back to an acceptable level, the election campaign re-
volved, from March to May, primarily around the question of what a respon-
sible austerity policy should include and on what lines of government spend-
ing savings might be possible.

In parliamentary elections a programme which is well founded in terms of
content is one thing, and the man or woman who will put that programme
into words for the broad public is another –  and perhaps even more impor-
tant. As a result of the fact that the SP’s new number one spokesperson not
only came over well in terms of his grasp of the issues but was also quick-wit-
ted and humorous, the SP gained two seats in the polls in each week of the
final month, giving the party in the end 15 seats when the real votes were cast.
A sore loss in relation to the 25 won in  2006, but a respectable result when
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compared to the polls of four weeks before the elections, when the SP stood
at just eight seats – “a defeat with a silver lining”.

The right was the winner of the election, with the liberal VVD winning 31
seats and Wilders’ PVV 24. The Christian-Democratic CDA, which with only
a short interruption has governed the country since the Second World War,
sometimes with liberals and sometimes with social democrats, fell to 21 seats,
while the two small Christian parties won seven. On the left were the social
democrats with 30 seats, the Green Left with ten, the progressive liberal D66
also with ten, and finally the Animals’ Party with two.

All politicians and commentators were agreed on one thing: with this re-
sult it would be almost impossible to form a new government. Three scenar-
ios determined how things were seen during the first few weeks: the possibil-
ity of a right-wing cabinet of VVD, PVV and CDA; of a centrist cabinet of
VVD, PvdA and CDA; or what is known in the Netherlands as a “purple” cab-
inet of right and left, without the participation of the Christian Democrats,
a cabinet made up of VVD, PvdA, D66 and Green Left. Despite the fact that
on the eve of the election the leaders of both the PvdA (Job Cohen, former
well-respected former mayor of Amsterdam and claiming the  Prime Minis-
tership) and the Green Left were still declaring that they would do their best
to bring about a cabinet that was as progressive as possible, they chose, to
meet with D66, which is following a neoliberal “modernisation agenda”, un-
der the slogan “Modern people don’t like to be patronised”.

Government formation

Although election victor Mark Rutte, leader of the liberal VVD, had an-
nounced that he wanted to form a government within the space of a few
weeks, it took more than four months. The first three attempts led to noth-
ing. First of all the “purple” variant (VVD with PvdA, D66 and GroenLinks
which would have had a total of 81 seats) failed because Rutte did not find
the prospect of having to cooperate with three “progressive parties” attrac-
tive. After that the option of a centrist VVD-CDA-PvdA cabinet (which
would have had 55 % of the parliamentary seats) died because relations be-
tween the former coalition parties, the CDA and the PvdA, had gone thor-
oughly sour. And finally the formation of a right-wing cabinet of VVD and
CDA, tolerated by the PVV (51 % of the seats), initially ran aground in the
face of a rebellion within the CDA though this was temporarily defused by
the departure  from parliament of the deputy leader of the CDA. After the
failure of this last option the CDA parliamentary group agreed to judge the
results of the negotiations on their merits and placed no prior block on some
form of cooperation with Wilders’ PVV.
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At the beginning of October the negotiators of the parties involved reached
an agreement on the new government program. The government would be
formed by VVD and CDA, while Wilders’ party formally supports the gov-
ernment without being part of it, maintaining its full liberty to operate freely
in the political debate. The main programmatic issues: budget cuts of ?18 bil-
lion in four years, to be realised by diminishing the government apparatus
and lowering financial contributions to the municipalities and the EU (both
to be defined in the near future). Most affected will be public servants
(salaries will be frozen), people in poor health (higher financial contribu-
tions, while the package of medical services will be reduced), young people
with physical or mental labour-market limitations, subsidised culture, and
public broadcasting and development policies. And the so called positive
news (“right-wing people will be really pleased”, as the liberal leader Rutte ex-
pressed it): the ban on smoking in small bars will be lifted, the highway speed
limit will be increased to 130 kms/hour, three thousand new police officers
and five hundred animal cops, burkas will be prohibited (they are currently
worn by 170 women in the Netherlands), and immigration will be hindered.

PVV – a party without members – and the VVD agreed immediately that
this was a good programme, while the Christian Democrats needed a special
congress, which was broadcast live and seen by 700,000 persons. Although
one third of the congress – among them almost all elderly ex-prime minis-
ters and ex-ministers – opposed  the strategic alliance with Wilders’ PVV,
eventually two-third of the congress approved the negotiation results (many
of them reluctantly, fearing that their party would fall apart).

As things now appear, a government of VVD and CDA, tolerated by the
PVV, will soon take power. This raises the question as to just who is using
whom. Supporters of cooperation within the VVD and the CDA believe that
the agreement will have a moderating effect on Wilders and that his party
will gradually settle into the Dutch “poldermodel”, with its policies of give
and take. Opponents, on the other hand, who are few in the liberal VVD but
a significant minority in the CDA, consider official cooperation with a party
which questions the Dutch constitution and the equality of citizens as moral-
ly unacceptable and politically dangerous because it legitimises a current
which should be opposed.

And the SP in these developments? Since June and even before that, SP
leader Emile Roemer has resisted the pressure and argued strongly for a cen-
tre-left cabinet of CDA, PvdA, Green Left and SP, which would have 51 % of
the seats. Despite the fact that other political leaders did not want to see this,
what was dubbed the “Roemer variant” came to be seen among politicians
and the media as a serious option for discussion. The SP leader pointed, in
support of his proposal, to the broad social support for finding a way out of
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the crisis and the attractiveness of his option to the social wing of the CDA,
those who, on grounds of principle, were horrified by the idea of cooperation
with the PVV.

As yet, the PvdA’s Job Cohen and Green Left leader Femke Halsema are
sceptical about the formation of a left alternative, although a major part of
their support is positive about it. For us, opposition to a government that
seems determined to make ordinary people pay for the crisis and that will
give space to a PVV which wants to do away with the equal status of Dutch
citizens, forms a basis for developing a left alternative. That alternative can
only come into being if the future of our country is not left to career politi-
cians, but handed to young people committed to solidarity, to trade union-
ists, environmentalists and human-rights activists, and to the majority of or-
dinary people who are not highly educated and who do not earn more than
the average. The main challenge for the near future will be to win ordinary
people – among them a majority of the people who vote for Wilders in order
to express their discontent and fear for the future – to a better perspective.
This political work needs to be done not only in Parliament but outside in
the poor neighbourhoods, the suburbs, in factories and offices.

A progressive alternative and the necessary political coalition required
must be created in the coming years, and that will not be easy. In the second
half of September the first small step was taken by SP leader Roemer. The
PvdA, the Green Left, D66 and the SP brought forward a common alterna-
tive to deep cuts in spending on child-care, education, personal security and
naturalisation programmes. Instead of these, what are proposed are cuts in
defence spending, the maintenance of tax on profits at its current level, and
cuts in subsidies to big firms. The coming months will show which opposi-
tion party will be most convincing in offering alternatives to the right wing
government and its policies of widening the gap between rich and poor. Re-
cent opinion polls show that the PvdA’s lead on the SP amounts to no more
than 2.5 %.
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Introduction

The realisation of the policies included in the Memorandum that was
agreed on between the Greek government and the “troika”, – the Internation-
al Monetary Fund, the European Central Bank and the European Commis-
sion – has grievous effects not only for working people and the popular class-
es, but also for the productive capacity of the Greek economy. The long-term
negative implications involve the capacity to restore equilibrium in income
and wealth distribution, public economic and social services, production and
employment, and relations of the Greek economy with the rest of the world.

The issue of public debt is at the centre of discussions concerning an alter-
native strategy, given that the payment of the debt’s interest currently exceeds
5% of the annual GDP, a rate that will increase to 8 % by 2014. Among left
analysts, there is no consensus on how to deal with this problem. Opinions
favouring an immediate cessation of payments exist alongside views that
highlight possibilities for renegotiating the debt, while other analysts ap-
proach the issue from the standpoint of the political preconditions required
for carrying out either option.

It is a fact that the dominant policy on the management of public debt in
Europe seeks to widen even further the inequalities in income distribution
that had already increased during the 30 years of neoliberal omnipotence.
The write-off of a part of the public debt and a profound reverse redistribu-
tion through taxation are the tools that could form a first step in the direc-

Greek Wage Earners in the Crisis –
and the Memorandum’s Programme

Petros Linardos-Rulmond
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tion of finding resources and shaping the political preconditions for the re-
alisation of strategies based on the principle of social solidarity, which can in-
troduce sustainable equilibriums in the productive and environmental sec-
tors.

The Greek case is, in its own way, revealing as to how the dominance of fi-
nancial capital and the transfer of resources to profits and upper income
groups, and the respective acceleration of this trend with the Memorandum,
have led and are now leading to a weakening of potential developmental
tools, to a systematic dismantling of the social state and of the institutional
framework of labour protection, as well as to a de-articulation of social al-
liances and webs. The intense individualisation of a large proportion of em-
ployees, meaning the loss of interaction with protective organisational or in-
stitutional frameworks, the intensification of differentiations within the cat-
egory of wage earners and the detachment of bureaucracies with special in-
terests and strategies, all are factors that make any response to the aggressive-
ness of capital extremely unlikely.

There needs to be a new approach to building a movement of resistance.
Both a redefinition of needs and a reconnecting of political schemes to the
way society reacts and thinks are necessary. The reconstruction of social
movements cannot be based on old structures and methods, and it urgently
needs to start from the base of society, to pose collective needs in modern
ways, to proceed with new programmatic syntheses that are able to create
new social alliances, strong enough to be expressed at a central political lev-
el. Such programmatic syntheses will be able to take into account the priori-
ties of tackling climate change and the pursuit of new forms of social solidar-
ity, in order to create a sustainable economic system.

The policy of the Memorandum and its diversions

The Economic Policy Program that is applied – following the Memoran-
dum – of cooperation between the Greek government and the “troika”, does
not appear only as a programme for the restoration of the public financial
balance and the servicing of the debt, but also as a set of policies of a reform
character for all sectors of the economy. It appears as the programme that
Greece waited for in order to renew its aging institutions and policy tools,
and as the culmination of the “modernising” Grand Idea. This perception ob-
viously feeds into the belief of the socialist government in a package of meas-
ures that Greek socialists would have unhesitatingly condemned a few
months ago.

However, developments three months after this programme started to be
enacted, alongside the painful immediate effects for the world of labour and
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the predictions of a continued high unemployment rate (officially around
15%) from 2011 until 2013 and make it reasonable to doubt that the pro-
gramme of public finances will be realised and the recipes for competitive-
ness and the strengthening of export will yield results. Therefore, there are
doubts as to whether the conditions for exiting the recession will be created.
Thus it is reasonable to expect that wage reductions in public administration
will have negative effects on public administration, especially in the crucial
area of tax policy.

According to the most recent predictions – those included in the 2011
budget – the fallout of this activity will continue for in 2011, but a recovery
will begin in 2012 (1.1 %) and will continue in 2013 (2.1 %). 2012 will be the
year in which a primary public surplus will be formed, while the public debt
will start to decrease (an IMF estimate) from 2014 onwards. The main char-
acteristic of the predictions for GDP is that they depend heavily on the opti-
mistic scenarios for exports (6.1 % in 2011, 5.7 % in 2012, and 7.3 %), which
constitute the motor of the slow recovery, since all other ingredients of de-
mand are unable to lead in that direction.

Mid-term planning for public finances is characterised by very limited am-
bitions to increase revenues, due to a taxation policy that does not seek to re-
distribute the tax burden toward higher income groups and is also charac-
terised by support for deficit reduction and the creation of primary surplus
though cutting expenditures. However, in 2010 developments in this area
show that there are problems. During that year public expenditure decreased
by 3 GDP units, primarily due to cuts in the salaries of civil servants and pen-
sions, but the revenues did not achieve the goals and as the IMF report states
(September 2010), the lag will reach 4 billion Euros for this year, offset by a
reduction of current expenditure. This lag is primarily attributed to the low
returns from the rise in VAT, due to the recession as well as the inefficiency of
tax collection mechanisms. For 2011, taxes will only be raised by 700 million
Euros; there will be a special charge for very profitable corporations (1 bil-
lion Euros), but the other tax raises (an additional 5 million Euros) will de-
pend on VAT and other indirect taxes, as well as on the payment of fines, that
is, on measures that are of doubtful effectiveness, due to the inefficiency of
tax control and collection services.

The optimistic predictions of an accelerated increase in exports from 2011
on are based on a set of assumptions that cannot be considered valid. To be-
gin with, expectation of an acceleration in the recovery of Greece’s export
markets is not firmly grounded. Moreover, the logic of domestic depreciation
through cuts in salaries in the private sector – which are due to political de-
cisions, the establishment through the Memorandum of a regime of full flex-
ibility in the labour market, and to the insecurity caused by an increase in un-
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employment – cannot substantially reverse the falling tendency of competi-
tiveness. We are speaking about a country that has lost a part of its produc-
tive web and is currently losing markets in products and services where a
competitive position was not primarily due to low wages.

Nevertheless, it is obvious that the Economic Policy Program has no solu-
tions to offer for the problem of non-competitive markets. The persistent ef-
fort to “open” closed professions, i.e. professions with entry barriers or set re-
munerations, cannot deal with the entire problem. For 2010, it is predicted
that the consumer’s price index will be increased by 4.6 % despite the 4 % de-
crease of the GDP. This is the result of the transfer to the consumer of the tax
increase (VAT), which shows that even in a period of recession, monopoly
and oligopoly behaviours function effectively, even in sectors with a large
number of companies. Moreover, after joining the EMU, profit inflation has
been a permanent characteristic of the Greek economic landscape, which is
responsible both for high corporate profits and for the decrease in corporate
competitiveness.

According to the last report published by the GSEE / ADEDY Institute of
Labour, there is a clear risk of a prolonged recession due to the inability of
the economy to reach a phase of progressive debt reduction. Speculation on
prolonging the debt payment of the Support Mechanism, followed by the po-
tential restructuring of public debt, is already circulating in the press. The
same Institute concludes that in 2011, unemployment will reach 20 % and
will exceed 1 million people, while the cumulative reduction of average re-
muneration during 2010-2011 will reach 25 %. Nevertheless, the combina-
tion of a flexibilised labour market and the abolition of collective agree-
ments, on the one hand, and the massive increase in unemployment, on the
other, expand part-time and temporary employment and off-the-books
work by both Greek and foreign workers. The world of labour in Greece is
passing through a new era, and if today’s trends continue it will lose all con-
nection to “the European social model”.

The debt debate

The extreme indebtedness of the economy is a condition that, in the last
analysis, requires the destruction of a part of its assets. Some its assets do not
correspond to a capacity of the real economy and must therefore be written
off. In the case of a national economy in the international environment, as
well as that of a public debt owed primarily to foreign banks, this write-off
can be realised in several ways that constitute combinations of two extreme
options: the write-off of the debt to banks outside the national economy, or
the loss of assets within the national economy. Yet, even the loss of wealth
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within a national economy can concern different classes and different areas
of activities.

Therefore, it is no accident that the debate in Greece within the left (but
even more broadly) about how to deal with the public debt, has resulted in
two opposing camps: those who prioritise the write-off of the debt, and those
who advocate redistribution of income away from capital and the upper
classes. When one looks at what this debate means for the field of politics, it
becomes clear that this is not a merely technical discussion. The unilateral
write-off of part of the debt, or even the unilateral pursuit of its renegotia-
tion, places a small economy such as Greece’s in discredit, unless there is a
favourable configuration of power at an international level. The extensive re-
distribution of income, on the other hand, requires radical reversals within
the domestic class configuration of power that can only be the consequence
of militant social struggles.

The unilateral writing-off of debt has been supported by certain left-wing
groups in Greece, as well as by authoritative analysts, and has been presented
as the radical solution, the cutting of the Gordian knot. This position under-
estimates the effects that countermeasures and the isolation of the economy
and the domestic banking system will entail, and does not provide an answer
to two crucial questions: what government will take such a decision, and how
the ensuing worsening of the economic and social condition will lead to the
repositioning and effective intervention of social movements. Of course, it is
totally understandable – considering the culture of the left – that in today’s
circumstances there is a quest for a fundamental “liberation” – if not “nation-
al-liberation” – slogan, which would allow minor political forces to play a
central role.

On the other hand, writing off a large part of the public and private debt
in today’s debt-ridden capitalism constitutes a choice of strategic impor-
tance. We may say that this process has already started, since, according to
newspaper reports, the European Central Bank values the Greek state bonds
that it accepts from commercial banks at a much lower level than their nom-
inal value. Still, the write-off will lead to different outcomes according to the
political conditions under which it is carried out. Even if the prevailing mood
in Europe points to the necessity of decreasing the amount of debt of the
heavily indebted countries of the “South”, this does not mean that the whole
neoliberal framework will change; the latter is expected to be strengthened by
the revised version of the Stability Pact. Social movements in these countries
will have to demand something more than merely softening the measures
adopted in the context of policies of managing public debts.

The difficulty posed by the internal redistribution of income is due to the
fact that, while technically it is simply a transfer of resources from upper-class
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incomes and profits to public funds, the political preconditions of this devel-
opment cannot be only those associated with the goal of serving the debt. The
capacity of such a demand to create something that acquires the quality of a
movement depends on the mobilisations calling for the allocation of addi-
tional resources to social spending and investments that serve sustainable de-
velopment. It depends, in other words, on a multi-dimensional process of re-
source redistribution in the entire economy, in connection with the capacity
of social struggles to acquire programmatic characteristics, which correspond
to the social and developmental needs of the current period.

There is evidence that the inequality of income distribution in Greece is a
structural feature responsible for driving the economy to rapid increase in
public deficits. As the report by the GSEE / ADEDY Institute of Labour states,
according to the latest available data of the European Commission, the actu-
al tax burden for corporate profits and capital income in Greece was 15.9 %
in 2006, which is half of the European average, while the actual tax burden
for labour in the same year was 35.1 %, which corresponds to the European
average. Moreover, the ratio of net operating surplus to labour remuneration
for the entire economy in 2009 was 0.43 in Greece as opposed to 0.25 in the
Eurozone. The ratio of net operating surplus to labour remuneration in the
corporate sector for the same year was 1.29 in Greece (the highest in the Eu-
rozone) as opposed to 0.62 in Germany and 0.45 in France.

As a set of policies for confronting excessive indebtedness, the Economic
Policy Program is not simply a choice of international organisations or the
government, since it also expresses the way in which the political and eco-
nomic elite and the social groups that have allied with it view the issue of sac-
rifices for the servicing and the reduction of debt. Despite pronouncements
against tax evasion, the measures taken are very limited (accounting for 10%
of all tax hikes in 2011) at a time when the income of wage earners is collaps-
ing in both the public and the private sector, since they are going to pay for
the crisis through income reduction and unemployment. Overturning this
inexorable configuration of power is a prerequisite for confronting the effects
of extreme indebtedness. This constellation of forces is not going to be al-
tered just because Greece is able, in one way or another, to reduce its public
debt.

The disconnect between politics and the expression 
of social needs

The ease with which such a harsh programme of burdening wage earners
and the popular classes was imposed in Greece is obviously due to the ex-
tremely fragile context in which social policies were formulated. The adop-

G
reek

 W
a

g
e Ea

rn
ers in

 th
e C

risis – a
n

d
 th

e M
em

o
ra

n
d

u
m

’s P
ro

g
ra

m
m

e
157

transf_0710_RZ.qxp  29.10.2010  17:48 Uhr  Seite 157



tion of a social contract of a Fordist type, which seemed to be strengthened
through the accession of the country to the European Union and to be com-
pleted by the triumph of a “modernising” ideology among the political elite,
led, on the contrary, to an awkward degeneration which marginalised those
whom it was supposed primarily to benefit. The great mass of employees had
to confront the crisis without the capacity to exploit mechanisms of pressure
and negotiation.

The economic policy applied during the last 15 years was in reality the
combination of a “Europeanising” vision, in the sense of establishing institu-
tional functions that characterised European economic and social develop-
ment of the “golden” 30-year period, and the progressive application of the
logic of the market: deregulation and redistribution of income to the benefit
of middle and higher income groups. The outcome was not only the deteri-
oration of the relative position of the majority of wage earners, but also the
strengthening of a corporate middle class through redistributive or clientele
mechanisms, the strengthening of the position of special categories of
salaried civil servants, and the intense trend towards an autonomisation of
trade-union bureaucracies.

The Economic Policy Program continues and completes the deregulation of
the labour market, while at the same time imposing a radical policy shift vis-
à-vis the categories of privileged salaried employees who maintained close
and profitable relations with the different forms of state power. Faced with
such developments, the institutional trade-union movement has been locked
into a difficult situation, since within a very short period of time it has begun
to represent the great mass of salaried private sector employees. It has also lost
the privileged relations it formerly had with political power and is under-
mined by the exit strategies of individual bureaucracies. Needless to say, as in
other countries, it finds it difficult to formulate alternative policies. Moreover,
it has lost its strike force, as demonstrated by the limited capacity to organise
mass mobilisations when compared to the public gatherings in 2001 that de-
feated the effort by a socialist government to question social security rights.

The realisation of the program of the Memorandum entails a radical repo-
sitioning of social alliances, the central axis of which is the rallying of all busi-
ness categories behind a programme of deregulating the labour market, pri-
vatisation of social services and infrastructure, and strengthening of prof-
itability. Since the realisation of this programme will take place under condi-
tions of stagnation or recession for the foreseeable future, unconditional sup-
port of corporate action in these circumstances will imply (as is already the
case) the rapid de facto weakening of the legal framework that still exists for
the protection of labour, social protection, and the protection of the public
interest.
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The willingness with which PASOK adopted and supported the pro-
gramme of the Memorandum should not come as a surprise, given that its
cadres have become used to fulfilling of the demands of the corporate world
and accepting policies that weaken the world of labour, while loosening the
bonds of the party with population groups that do not hold any administra-
tive posts or do not practice any business function. Thus PASOK is losing
the last traces of its social-democratic features, turning into a power party
based on the inertia of the social forces that it once expressed. The decision
of the new party leader of New Democracy to condemn the Memorandum
and then appear as the most militant supporter of the corporate world con-
stitutes a wise mix of responses to the demands of capital and business peo-
ple in general combined with an effort to capitalise on popular discontent,
while nurturing the nationalist visions that are always exploitable in Greece.

In such circumstances, characterised by the crisis of the trade-union move-
ment and the self-refutation of social democracy, it is not paradoxical that
the left faces tremendous difficulties in highlighting alternative policy direc-
tions. The culture of the left is still heavily marked by the developmental ap-
proach to social issues, by the belief that there is a royal road that will be
opened up by the pressures of social struggles or by revolutionary over-
throws. Being trapped within this culture leads to the repetition of political
proposals or methods of struggle that belong to the past. Moreover, it may
lead to taking refuge in the expectation of mass radical mobilisations leading
to government or regime changes, which will achieve – but how? – the capac-
ity to respond to the needs and the demands of society. The unilateral refusal
to serve the debt belongs to that logic.

Prospects for the regroupment of social movements

Throughout the whole recent period before the Memorandum, already
characterised by the weakening of the trade-union movement, the left was
unable to form a unified and effective pole for the reconstruction of social
struggles. It remained continuously defined by majoritarian leaderships, did
not manage to find a synthesis on a new basis and benefited little by original,
isolated attempts to create new trade-union organisations, primarily due to
the organisational fragmentation transferred from relations between politi-
cal organisations to relations between new trade unions. Furthermore, the
organisations of the left in the wider public sector were not able to overcome
a defensive stance vis-à-vis the aggressive economic policy on wage and em-
ployment issues. In their positions, they did not take into account the de-
mands of society, primarily of the majority of salaried employees, concern-
ing the efficiency of public services and public enterprises and their relations
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with the citizens, as well as the need to re-examine issues of income distribu-
tion among different categories of salaried employees.

The danger of left forces remaining at the margins of political life is due to
the special difficulties they face in understanding the numerous and original
dimensions of the current crisis, at a time when the dominant policies of the
last decades and today’s sweeping attack against labour and the social state
have significantly weakened social resistance. We are facing a complete crisis
of capitalist reproduction that necessitates the changing of basic past as-
sumptions regarding welfare, solidarity and the sustainability of production
systems. Such changes do not primarily concern political leadership, but
rather the renewal of the way of thinking of millions of people, through new
social practices that must largely be built from the beginning.

Developed capitalism has been enmeshed in a crisis of ultra-indebtedness
at a time when the entire system of international economic relations is pass-
ing through a transitory period, with inequality intensified within the devel-
oped or developing zones, as well as between large areas of the planet. The
dynamics of climate change amount to this crisis of reproduction of glob-
alised capitalism, placing limitations on the sustainability of economic activ-
ities and broadening the content of social needs as well as the viewpoint from
which they are approached. At the same time, the dismantling of the nation-
al regulatory frameworks due to the dominance of neoliberalism coexists
with the urgent need for international and intergovernmental institutions in-
tervening in the financial system, the mitigation of climate change, the pro-
vision of public goods, food sufficiency, and providing an adequate monitor-
ing and assessment of political decisions at the international level.

The necessary changes of approach primarily concern the limitations im-
posed on development by policies of climate change, as well as the highlight-
ing of the issue of solidarity as a precondition of the economic system, rather
than as a social outcome of its growth. Such admissions presuppose the rad-
ical overthrow and the complete renewal of the methods for the formation of
social consensus, through the deepening of democracy and the adoption of
planning methods for the options for society and the economy. Such a re-
shaping will be based on a system of public education for all, on a developed
public system of research foundations, and on social initiatives in the field of
research and programmatic elaboration. These should favour the participa-
tion of workers and citizens in democratic processes, as well as the flourish-
ing of proposals for innovations in the scientific, technological, institutional
and social sectors.

There seems to be no way to realise such an ambitious project other than
the transfer of policy-making to the grassroots of the society and the respec-
tive recomposition of political proposals, so that the latter get to play a role
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in the central political scene. Obviously, this entails a change in political cul-
ture that will go beyond the presenting of defensive demands and be able to
offer aggressive demands with programmatic characteristics, renewing the
institutional context of solidarity and building new social alliances able to
overcome the hierarchies of the past and the fragmentation imposed by ne-
oliberal management.

Translated by Iraklis Economou
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This is the first systematic biography of the main leader and theoretician
of the Fourth International after 1945 and, as Tariq Ali mentions in his

preface, one of the most creative and independent revolutionary thinkers of
our time. The author is a Dutch historian, and the first edition of the book
was published in Dutch in 2005. His research includes not only a huge bibli-
ography, but also adds many records of personal meetings and interviews
with old friends and comrades and, above all, documents from Ernest Man-
del’s personal archives. This is a highly valuable work combining the histori-
an’s precision with an obvious personal sympathy for the person while keep-
ing a clear critical distance that prevents any drift into apology.

In this review, we will follow the same order as the chapters, which in part
follow chronological order and in part subject areas. Born in Antwerp in
1923 to a Jewish family that had emigrated from Poland – non believers – of
German cultural background, the young Ezra (later known as Ernest) discov-
ered socialism at the age of 13 through reading Victor Hugo’s novel Les Mis-
érables. At a later date he declared “This was the moment that shaped my po-
litical thinking, definitively and for the rest of my life”. Already a left-winger,
Henri Mandel – his father – drew closer to the circles of German Trotskyists
who had fled to Belgium after the Moscow Trials. As for Ezra, in 1938, at the
aged of 15, he joined the RSP (Revolutionary Socialist Party), which is the
Belgian section of the Fourth International. War and Nazi occupation in Bel-
gium did not cause him to lose heart; he joined the resistance and was arrest-

Ernest Mandel Biography

Jan Willem Stutje, Ernest Mandel: 
A Rebel’s Dream Deferred
London, Verso, 2009; 
translated by Christopher Beck and Peter Drucker, 392 pages.
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ed for the first time in January 1943. He took advantage of a momentary
inattention on the part of his jail keepers to escape. He regularly wrote arti-
cles for the underground German-language paper Das Freie Wort [The Free
Word], addressing German soldiers. Imprisoned a second time in March
1944, he was shifted around from one camp to the other. He escaped one
more time in July 1944 but was caught shortly afterwards. It is only in March
1945 that he was finally released, freed by the US army. Mandel’s deeply root-
ed optimism, at times resting on a kind of blindness, finds its expression in
his attitude at the moment of his deportation, as he expressed it later: “I was
happy to be deported to Germany, because this enabled me be at the very
centre of the German Revolution”! This persistent faith in the German Rev-
olution, inherited from classical Marxism, always stayed with him until 1990.

In the years from 1944 to 1946, Mandel was convinced that the European
revolution was imminent: capitalism had reached its last phase; it was in its
death throes, to use Trotsky’s 1938 formulation. Gradually, however, he had
reluctantly to acknowledge that the revolutionary wave was receding.

Following the entryism practised by the Fourth International, he became a
member of the Belgian Socialist Party without revealing his identity as a
Trotskyist leader; he wrote his brilliant articles published in the internation-
al press under the pseudonym “E. Germain”.

Alongside his political activity in Belgium, “E. Germain” invested his effort
in theoretical work. His first significant book, Le Traité d’économie Marxiste
(1961) [Marxist Economic Theory] is an attempt, rare in those days, to inte-
grate economic theory with history. Considering the inner fights behind the
scenes of the Fourth International, it also supported Michel Pablo’s thesis,
despite a certain critical distance from it: In the face of the “coming war”, we
have to invest in the parties of the working masses (entryism), whether these
are communist or socialist, depending on the countries. This overbearing at-
tempt to force the French section to integrate into the French Communist
Party, that prodigal champion of Stalinism, finally resulted in France break-
ing away from the International, which soon led to a general split of the
whole International.1 Stutje, who is otherwise unobtrusive in his comments,
cannot hide his surprise: “Why such an excessive centralism? Why coercion?“
To his mind, “Germain” chose to sacrifice his personal opinion for the sake of
unity with Pablo. It is only in 1963, following a friendly meeting between
Mandel and James P. Cannon, the old leader of the US-SWP, that the Inter-
national was (in part) re-unified. During the re-unification congress, “Ger-
main” presents a thesis on the three sectors of the world revolution – the pro-
letarian revolution of the advanced capitalist countries, the colonial revolu-
tion and the political revolution of the Eastern countries – breaking the
third-worldism professed by Pablo, who had moved to Algeria in 1962.2
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This does not mean that Mandel was not interested in the Third World,
particularly in Latin America. In 1964 he was invited to Cuba where he met
Che Guevara.

In May 1968, Mandel was in Paris and took part, in the night of May 10, in
the barricade of rue Gay Lussac, a street in the heart of the Latin Quarter. He
is helped by his partner, Gisela Scholtz – a young militant of the German SDS
he had married in 1966 – and also by his French comrades of the JCR Alain
Krivine, Daniel Bensaïd, Henri Weber, Pierre Rousset, Janette Habel and by a
visitor from South America who was just passing through: Robert Santucho,
the principal leader of the PRT (Revolutionary Workers’ Party), the Argen-
tinean section of the Fourth International.

Shortly afterwards, in 1969, the 9th congress of the Fourth International
opted by a majority resolution and with Mandel’s support, for the adoption
of armed conflict in Latin America. Stutje speculates whether Mandel could
have once more sacrificed his personal opinion for the sake of unity, this time
with the young French members of the LCR and with the Latin Americans
who were in favour of this new course. Having attended this event myself, I
do not share the biographer’s analysis. Moreover, he quotes a declaration
Mandel is supposed to have made in 1972, in response to the denunciation of
German academics, whose sincerity can hardly be questioned: Once demo-
cratic rights have been abrogated, the right to armed self-defence is incon-
testable.3

In those years, Mandel wrote two of his most important works: La Forma-
tion de la pensée économique de Marx [The Formation of the Economic
Thought of Karl Marx] (1967) and Le Troisième Âge du capitalisme [Late cap-
italism] (1974). The latter might even be his most influential book in spite of
some defects – a needed synthetic view that could have gone beyond the bril-
liant chapters on the different aspects of contemporary capitalism, as some
of his friends deplore. Other important writings published at that time were
the debate on Trotsky with Nicolas Krasso in New Left Review, which very
much influenced the editors to move closer to a  revolutionary Marxism, and
Les Ondes longues du développement capitaliste. Une interprétation marxiste
[Long Waves of Capitalist Development. A Marxist Interpretation, 1980,
based on legendary talks held two years before at the University of Cam-
bridge. Mandel’s influence on rebellious youth was now at its peek, and he
was officially barred from five countries, France, the USA and West Germany
among others. The German chancellor, the “liberal” Genscher, justified the
ban as follows: “In his teachings, Professor Mandel not only supports the
doctrine of a Permanent Revolution, but actively acts on behalf of it”. At this
point, Karola and Ernst Bloch – the famous German Marxist philosopher –
very close friends of Ernest and Gisela – wrote him: “You must really be a gi-
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ant if they are that afraid of you! You are the number one enemy of the rul-
ing classes”. It must be mentioned that this still did not prevent him from se-
cretly going to France several times, as in 1971, when he delivered an unfor-
gettable speech to 20,000 people at a meeting of the Fourth International
held in front of Père Lachaise cemetery to commemorate the centenary of the
Paris Commune.

The death of his friend Rudi Dutschke in 1979, and above all, the death of
his partner Gisela in tragic circumstances in 1982 both hit him very hard per-
sonally. Stutje does not hide his criticism of Mandel incerpacity to commu-
nicate with Gisela and help her come to terms with her emotional crisis. One
year later he marries Anne Sprimont, 30 years younger than him, whose
firmness and independence of mind were always a great help to him.

Mandel always wanted to be a historian – it is Michel Pablo who convinced
him to turn to political economy. However, it is only in 1986 that he brings
out his first historical publication: La signification de la Deuxième Guerre
Mondiale [The Meaning of the Second World War]. It is surely a bright and in-
novative work; however, unlike Stutje, I don’t believe he accounts for the
specificity of the Final Solution. It is only after he faces criticism on this point
that he publishes an important essay in 1990, which he finally adds to the
German version of his book on the Prémisses matérielles, sociales et
idéologiques du génocide nazi [Material, Social and Ideological Assumptions
on the Nazi Genocide].

Gorbachev’s reforms in the Soviet Union made Mandel very hopeful and
led him to expect an imminent “political revolution”; he did not consider the
eventuality of a restoration of capitalism. He showed even greater enthusi-
asm during the huge rallies in East Berlin in November 1989, in which he
took part, and which finally led to the fall of the Wall. He believed this was
the awakening of the real German revolution that had been defeated through
the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and in any case, “the greatest movement in
Europe since May 1968, if not since the Spanish revolution”. He became dis-
illusioned after 1990, with German Re-unification and the return of capital-
ism to East Germany

Despite this disappointment, Mandel still published a few important
books: Pouvoir et Argent [Power and Money], an analysis of the social origins
of bureaucracy and Trotsky comme alternative [Trotsky as Alternative]. Both
works acknowledge the legitimacy of Rosa Luxemburg’s criticisms of the Bol-
sheviks (in the latter book’s chapter on democracy) and Trotsky’s “substitu-
tional” drift during the “dark years” of 1920-1921. In the last years, Mandel
had shifted emphasis from the classical dilemma of “socialism or barbarism”
to the apocalyptic socialism or death; capitalism is leading to the destruction
of mankind through nuclear war or through ecological destruction, as he
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stressed. In contrast to Stutje, I do not believe that this was a kind of “furious
messianism” but rather a conscious evaluation of the dangers.

Stutje indicates, correctly, that Mandel tended to a mind-body split result-
ing in a very unhealthy lifestyle: too much food, not enough exercise. Follow-
ing a heart attack in 1993, he had to reduce his activities; however, defying the
advice of friends, he still agreed to take part in a debate in New York in No-
vember 1994 with a “Trotskyist” sect, the Spartacist League, whose main ac-
tivity was to campaign against the Fourth International. He also published
his long argument against their diatribes. Stutje mentions a letter I had sent
to Mandel just then: “This obscure American sect will only remain in the
memory of the worker’s movement because of your polemic against them”.
He makes his last public appearance in June 1995 at the 14th congress of the
Fourth International. Shortly after that, in July, he dies of another heart at-
tack. His funeral is held at Père Lachaise Cemetery in the form of a militant
action with crowds of people flocking from all over the world.

In his conclusion, Stutje pays tribute to Mandel’s exceptional intellectual
and literary qualities and his limitless trust in human creativity and solidar-
ity. He quotes my own comments concerning Mandel’s “anthropological op-
timism”, his trust in the potential of human beings to resist injustice. Howev-
er, it seems to me that the biographer did not understand my statement that
followed: Mandel’s optimism inherent to his willpower was not always com-
pensated by the pessimism inherent to reason.4

In any case, thanks to the author of this excellent piece of work, Mandel
will continue to serve as an example to future generations because of his per-
sistent non-acceptance of fatalism and resignation.

Notes
1) Michel Lequenne’s book Le Trotskysme, une histoire sans fard, Paris [Unvarnished Trot-

skyism], offers valuable information on this history. Syllepse, 2005.
2) Pablo had spent two years in an Amsterdam jail on a charge of attempted forgery of

banknotes as a means of supporting the FLN! 
3) It should be realised that as of 1974, he also distanced himself from the illusions of such

a strategy. I can remember an informal discussion with him at the occasion of the 10th
World Congress in which I was fervently defending the political-military orientation of
our comrades of the “Red Fraction of the PRT” that Santucho had banned because of
Trotskyism, while Ernest was considering them as doomed to fail. Of course, he was
right.

4) See Michael Löwy, “E. Mandel’s Revolutionary Humanism”, in Gilbert Achcar, The Lega-
cy of Ernest Mandel, London, Verso, 1999.
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