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ers in turn belong to neither of these groupings and maintain a completely
independent position. Despite their diversity, all of transform!’s partners are
united by their determination to resist neoliberal hegemony in the domain of
ideas and culture and in their endeavour to develop political alternatives
aimed at enhancing the left’s emancipatory capacity.“

The two authors also explained the reasons for the publication of the mag-
azine as a supplementary activity of the organisation:

“With the journal transform! we hope to open up a new space for political-
intellectual debate and dialogue within the European left. It is true that the
internet has significantly intensified cross-border communication between
people, and we believe that the left has still not fully exploited its possibilities.
Nevertheless, the printed word, the print media,is still enormously important
for intellectual discussion as well as for simple communication.

Any attempt at founding a transnational medium represents, to some ex-
tent, an experiment and an adventure. It involves not only trying out new
ways of working and starting to communicate in a language which for most
participants is not their mother tongue, but also at the same time creating a
basis for people of different political cultures to work together. Through this
journal, therefore, we would like not just to initiate and support common left
political projects, but also to contribute to the genesis of a new common po-
litical culture of the left. In so doing our journal is committed to a renewal of
the European left.“

Since then, editions of transform! magazine have appeared regularly in
English, German, French and Greek, and occassionally in Portuguese, Hun-
garian, Turkish and Italian. In addition, Spanish and Czech editions are
planned for the fall. Since multi-lingual communication is a precondition for
a common political culture of the left in Europe, transform! pays a great deal
of attention to multilingual media. The monthly Newsletter now appears in
four languages, and Spanish and Czech versions are on the way. The website
– currently being redesigned – will also be available in several languages.

The goal of the project was and is to work out alternatives to the neoliber-
al course of the EU leaders. This purpose could be largely realised by the co-
operation of many well-known left social scientists and journalists as well as
leading politicians of left-oriented parties. In this the analysis of the crisis
processes and the consequences aggravated by it, such as the growth of the
right, xenophobia and problems of migration, form a distinct focus of the in-
dividual issues of the magazine.

Already the first issue, in autumn 2007, had as its focus “Re-founding the
European Union”, which demonstrated a capacity for anticipation. transform!
can claim to be one of the first media to have already pointed in spring 2008
to the dramatic and long-term character of the systematic crisis triggered by
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With  the appearance of this issue transform! magazine completes its fifth
year of existence and its tenth issue. This anniversary is an occasion for

an assessment. In their editorial for the first edition, Michael Brie and Walter
Baier outlined the coalescence of left forces shaped by diversity with the fol-
lowing words:

“transform! europe  was founded in 2001 to initiate and promote alterna-
tive thinking and political dialogue aimed at transforming contemporary so-
ciety according to social, feminist, ecological, democratic and pacifist values.
During the complicated though necessary processes of “Europeanisation” of
the left taking place within a neoliberal dominated European Union and cap-
italist globalisation, transform! was established as a network of mainly Euro-
pean organisations working in political education and critical research. From
its inception transform! europe  has worked toward a new and common po-
litical culture of the left in Europe.

One of the most active European networks within the European Social Fo-
rum and the World Social Forum, it became a partner of various European
initiatives on social, economic and political issues and at the same time is
working within social movements and networks. With considerable flexibility
and diversity of forms, partners and structures transform! europe  provides a
space to generate left synergy, in part by initiating projects or supporting those
of other innovative left forces.

In comparison with most European organisations of the radical left trans-
form! europe  comprises organisations of a very diverse character. Some of its
participants define themselves in relation to parties of the European Left
(EL), others feel close to parties of the Nordic Green Left Alliance, and oth-

Editorial

Ten issues, five years.
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the subprime crisis in the USA (Jörg Huffschmid et al., “Financial Markets:
New Actors and Strategies and their Meaning for the European Social Mod-
el” in 3/2008 or Joachim Bischoff/Richard Detje, “Europe in the Crisis. The
Path to Division” in 5/2009).

Three years later the crisis symptoms have intensified, and in the mean-
while the construction of European integration facing the abyss. Under these
conditions a fundamental discussion is developing on alternative to neolib-
eral capitalism in Europe. In trade unions, social movements and in the new
sectors of the political left the conviction is gaining ground that the systemic
character of the crisis requires a systemic answer, and that in addition a
change of the polticial relation of forces in Europe is necessary.

Our journal has contributed to this “repoliticisation” of the left. Since its
beginnings five years ago the discussion of political strategy in Europe has
change in breadth and depth. This can be seen, for example, in Jean Luc Mé-
lenchon’s contribution – written just a few days before he left the Parti So-
cialiste – in transform!: “Social Democracy is Over – We Need to Build the
‘Left That Comes After’”.

Contributions by Perre Laurant, Lothar Bisky, Harris Golemis, Elena Pa-
padapoulou, Francis Wurtz, Gerassimos Moschonas as well as MEPs – Per-
venche Beres, Liam Huang Ngoc, Marie Christine Vergiat, Jürgen Klute – and
many others illuminated these questions from the European perspective. The
European social movement was the subject of articles by trade unionists like
Hans-Jürgen Urban, Maryse Dumas, Pierre Khalfa. And the social forums
were analysed, among others, by Francine Mestrum, Judith Dellheim,
Christoph Ventura, Franco Russo and Raffaella Bolini. In addition, in issues
6/2010 and 7/2010 there were articles by Euclid Tsakalotos (“Radicalising the
Agenda: the Left’s response to the Crisis”; 4/2009) and Elisabeth Gauthier
(“The Crisis of Europe: Elements of a Political Strategy”; 9/2011).

In its five years, our journal developed into a kind of observatory and thus
an archive of important political developments in a great number of Euro-
pean and some non-European countries. Reportage and assessments were
published from the following countries: Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada,
Denmark, Egypt, Ireland, Finland, France, Greece, Honduras, India, Iran, Ice-
land, Italy, Spain, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Russia, Serbia,
Slovenia, Sweden, the Czech Republic, Turkey, Hungary and the USA.

Worthy of mention in the sense of the connection between analysis and
strategy is the print publication in several languages of the EuroMemoran-
dum 2009/2010 and 2011, which was entrusted to us by the independent
coalition of “European Economists for an Alternative Economic Policy in Eu-
rope” (EuroMemorandum Group).

If, on the occasion of an anniversary edition, one is to cite authors who

have published in transform!, the choice is difficult. We could name Elmar
Altvater, Judith Butler, Luciana Castellina, Michael Löwy, Francisco Louçã,
Gus Massiah, Pedro Páez Pérez, Moishe Postone, Giani Rinaldini, Saskia
Sassen, Marlene Streeruwitz, Immanuel Wallerstein and Francisco “Chico”
Whitaker, Frances Fox Piven, Armando F. Steinko, Gaspar M. Tamás and
Michael Löwy. In the next issue we will publish a complete list of our authors,
as well as of the artists who have contributed to the shaping of our journal.

The number and variety of the published authors does not only speak for
itself but also for the concern that we have in publishing our journal: name-
ly to provide space for exchange of experiences, for amicably conducted de-
bate and the convergence of diverse approaches. The left in Europe and be-
yond can become a creative social force if it succeeds in organising broad,
democratic processes characterised by diversity. In transform! magazine we
intend to continue to work at developing this process.

Lutz Holzinger

P.S.: The Swedish siblings Malin and Freddy Wallin – our illustrators – from
the city of Gothenburg have not only a shared penchant for Country Music
and raunchy saxophone solos. They also share workplace and both invest a
great lot of time in setting up Honky Tonk Illegal – a refugees solidarity
arrangement. But above all, they share an interest in doodling Indian ink, and
sometimes they even share paper. The cover of this issue of Transform is a
good example of the two of them working together. Absurd and humorous
but never just plain funny.

6
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Conjunctural analysis is useful in many fields but has special theoretical
and practical significance for critical political economy and left strategy.

For the pursuit of politics as “the art of the possible” depends heavily on cor-
rect conjunctural analysis and is practised by most successful political forces.
Its central role for left politics is seen in the analyses of Marx and Engels,
Lenin, Luxemburg, Trotsky, Otto Bauer, Gramsci, Mao Zedong, Althusser,
Poulantzas, and Stuart Hall, among many others.

For Lenin, the central focus of political analysis and action is the concrete
analysis of a concrete situation (1920: 165) oriented to the correlation of
forces. And, for Althusser, the key concept of a Marxist science of politics is
the conjuncture: “the exact balance of forces, state of overdetermination of
the contradictions at any given moment to which political tactics must be ap-
plied” (1970: 311).

A sound conjunctural analysis depends on: (a) an appropriate set of con-
cepts for moving from basic structural features to immediate strategic con-
cerns; (b) the spatio-temporal horizons of action that define the conjuncture;
(c) a clear account of medium- and long-term goals that should guide strat-
egy and tactics in the current moment; and (d) ethico-political commitments
that set limits to acceptable action in particular contexts on the grounds that
the ends do not always justify any means. Moreover, because one’s strategy
depends on the likely responses of other key social forces, one must map their
conjunctural analyses too. There is scope for infinite reciprocal regress here

Left Strategy

Bob Jessop



ing the multiple causes of crises and identifying potential points of disrup-
tion and deconstruction.

Box 1: Genealogy, Chronology, and Periodisation and Conjunctural
Analysis

A chronology describes the unfolding or succession of a complex series of
discrete events and processes, presenting them on a unilinear time scale that
serves as a neutral metric (e.g., clock time, geological time, or socially rele-
vant markers such as business or electoral cycles). While a chronicle lists em-
pirical events, often without regard to their conjunctural significance, a
chronology links events and processes in post hoc, propter hoc fashion, in
which the past “explains” the present in terms of more or less complex chains

11

but it is lower in periods of relative stability that promote stable expectations
or, conversely, in the face of urgent crises calling for immediate action. Mul-
ti-faceted crises that build over time with sudden, acute phases are more dis-
orienting and place the heaviest demands on conjunctural analysis.

Such analyses pose problems of periodisation, i.e., the identification of
continuities and discontinuities in the situation of action, of discontinuities
in continuity and continuities in discontinuity, and the dissolution-conser-
vation effects that come from strategic interventions to modify the correla-
tion of forces and bring about social transformation. Time can enter strate-
gic calculation in five main ways: chronicle, narrative, genealogy, chronology,
and periodisation.

A chronicle is a simple list of events that occur at the same time or that fol-
low one another in time. It involves little attempt at interpretation or expla-
nation apart from what is implicit in the categories used to describe the event
(e.g., strike, riot, market crash, electoral defeat). Comparing analyses pro-
duced by different social forces can provide important clues about their se-
lective perception, the events they consider important, and the categories
used to name or classify them. For example, timelines in mainstream media
on the current crisis privilege economic events, policy shifts, and trends in
public debt – and tend to ignore its broader social impact. They can provide
a basis for Ideologiekritik and exploring power/knowledge relations.

A narrative emplots selected past events and forces in terms of a temporal
sequence with a beginning, middle, and end in a story that embodies causal
and moral lessons. For example, neo-liberals narrated how trade union pow-
er and the welfare state undermined economic growth in the 1970s and
called for more market, less state. The Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street
movements offer sometimes convergent, more often divergent narratives
about the recent crisis and reach radically different conclusions about the ap-
propriate response. Their co-existence is an important indicator of the cur-
rent correlation of forces. Narratives play a key role in strategic action be-
cause they can simplify complex problems, identify simple solutions, connect
to common sense and mobilize popular support. Narratives need not be sci-
entifically valid and, indeed, are often more powerful by virtue of what Spi-
vak (1988) has termed a strategic essentialism that enables coalitions to be
formed (a good example is found in the Manifesto of the Communist Party).

A genealogy traces the heterogeneous origins of various elements that are
later combined into a coherent structure that is subsequently reproduced
more or less systematically. An example is Marx’s account of the genesis of
the capitalist mode of production from many individual processes and events
that permitted the eventual encounter of capitalists with capital and workers
who owned only their labour-power. Genealogies have a role to play in trac-
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shaping as well as path-dependency. The latter is oriented to the past in the
present, i.e., how prior development determines future trajectories. Path-
shaping starts from the current situation and assumes a more or less open fu-
ture. It implies that social forces can intervene in current conjunctures and
actively re-articulate them to create new possibilities. This means, in short,
that social forces make their own history but not in circumstances of their
own choosing. This is why correct conjunctural analysis matters (see below).

A full conjunctural analysis moves beyond a concern with the coincidence
and/or succession of events and processes to analyse the uneven, differential
strategic implications of this “con-junction” or coming together of multiple
processes, actions, and events. A key feature of such a strategic-relational ap-
proach is its concern with the strategic possibilities that a specific period
gives for different actors, different identities, different interests, different
coalition possibilities, different horizons of action, different strategies, and
different tactics. No period offers the same possibilities to all actors, identi-
ties, interests, coalitions, horizons of action, strategies, tactics and hence that
several periodisations may be needed even for one object of analysis. This
presupposes commitment to political action rather than disinterested obser-
vation or, at least, requires the observer to switch among the strategic per-
spectives of specific social forces with specific identities, interests, and polit-
ical objectives. It follows that concepts of strategy and tactics must be placed
at the centre of a strategic-relational analysis of periods and, in particular,
conjunctures.

Conjunctural analysis can be assessed in terms of the usual canons of sci-
entific validity but this is an insufficient test of their correctness not only be-
cause of the usual tendencies towards the contamination of scientific inquiry
by extra-scientific considerations that merit the own critique but also be-
cause something more is expected of conjunctural analysis. At stake is their
correctness, i.e., their capacity to identify what exists in potential in a given
conjuncture and to provide sound guidelines to turn these potentials into re-
ality through transformative action. Thus correctness depends on the limits
set by the objective nature of conjunctures and the power of strategic per-
spectives. What is “correct” logically (in reading a conjuncture) and chrono-
logically (in terms of prior appeal or imposition of a reading) matters more
than what is “true”. A “correct” reading can create its own “truth-effects”.
Thus, to paraphrase Gramsci, “there is a world of difference between con-
junctural analyses [he writes of ideologies] that are arbitrary, rationalistic,
and willed and those that are organic, i.e., offer a sound objective analysis in
terms of the correlation of forces and the strategic horizons of action of the
social forces whose ideal and material interests it represents” (see also Lecer-
cle 2006: 40-41).
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of action and reaction. Chronologies are often a first step in producing peri-
odisations but can never substitute for a correct periodisation.

A periodisation orders actions, events, or periods in terms of multiple time
horizons (e.g., the event, trends, longue durée; the time-frame of economic
calculation versus that of political cycles) and focuses on their conjunctural
implications (as specific mixes of constraints and opportunities) for different
social forces over different time horizons and/or different sites of social ac-
tion. It connects one or more complex series of historical events and process-
es and examines their uneven development across different fields of social ac-
tion; and it explains them in terms of the linkages among underlying causal
mechanisms. Its explanatory framework can underpin a complex narrative
and also identify the nodal points for strategic intervention – the points of
intersection where decisive action can make a difference. There is no master
periodisation – they are constructed for specific purposes and vary with the
strategic position and interests of those who construct them. Most Marxist
conjunctural analyses take account of stages and steps in the class struggle;
other approaches may be more concerned with other sets of social forces.

A Strategic-Relational Approach

Conjunctural analysis is a common practice in the business and economic
field, tied to investment decisions, economic policy, crisis-management, and
historical interpretation. This can be a relatively mechanical exercise based
on the intersection of processes with different rhythms, e.g., inventory cycles,
fixed investment cycles, infrastructural investment cycles, and long waves of
technological innovation and exhaustion. This produces an understanding of
conjunctures based on the mechanical interaction of law-like cycles. From
this viewpoint, conjunctures primarily affect the timing of decisions or the
choice of routines (including crisis-management routines) rather than re-
quiring a flexible choice of strategy and tactics.

This structurally-oriented approach can be extended by introducing cycles
from other fields of analysis, such as electoral cycles, long term swings in
public sentiment, the rise and fall of Great Powers due to imperial over-
stretch, and so on. The more cycles are introduced, the more overdetermined
is the conjuncture. This holds especially where the cycles are not simply me-
chanically superimposed but modify each other through their interaction in
often unpredictable ways.

Whereas the preceding analytical approach is primarily oriented to obser-
vation of historical trends that may inform the timing of decisions or the
choice among pre-given policy sets (e.g., Keynesian contra-cyclical demand
management), strategically-oriented conjunctural analysis allows for path-
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ods and conjunctures in terms of whether the bourgeoisie or working class
was engaged in, or could launch, a strategic offensive and whether this should
be met with a counter-offensive or defensive steps. Reading the correlation of
forces correctly was crucial to avoiding offensive steps during a phase when
defensive measures were more appropriate, and vice versa.

The first error is exemplified in the Comintern’s view of the economic cri-
sis as the long-awaited moment for a revolutionary offensive and the false
conclusion that, in this offensive, the main enemy was social democracy
rather than Nazism. This error derived in part from a simple-minded
economism according to which the Great Depression doomed capitalism to
collapse. With hindsight, Poulantzas read the conjuncture differently. He in-
sisted that the bourgeoisie held the dominant position in the class struggle
throughout the rise and consolidation of fascism. After a failed working class
offensive in an open war of manoeuvre in the preceding period, there was a
phase of relative stabilisation before the bourgeoisie embarked on its own of-
fensive to smash the organisational bases of the labour movement and re-
verse its earlier economic and political gains. He concluded that fascism cor-
responds to an offensive step by the bourgeoisie and required a defensive step
by the working class. This was not a period of terminal decline for capitalism
but a period of structural economic crisis overdetermined by a dual crisis of
hegemony – affecting hegemony within the power bloc and over the popular
masses – and a generalised ideological crisis in which the Weimar Republic
and its institutions had lost legitimacy. The installation of an exceptional
regime (fascist dictatorship) created the conditions to restore capitalist dom-
ination and prepare for imperialist wars.

Regarding democratic transition in Greece, Poulantzas (1977) argued that
the communist movement had to choose between prioritising the consolida-
tion of bourgeois democracy or polarising forces in a rush towards an anti-
monopolistic, democratic socialism. Because its leaders expected a continu-
ous, uninterrupted path from a united front against dictatorship to a demo-
cratic socialist regime, the communist party ignored the need for a flexible
strategy with alternating defensive and offensive steps. Its intransigence hin-
dered the growth of popular struggles and made a bourgeois counter-offen-
sive and even resurgence of military power more likely – especially given cap-
ital’s continuing strength in the state and internationally.

In both cases, Poulantzas argued that economic crisis matters only in so far
as it circumscribes the conjunctures of class struggle and contributes to po-
litical crises. The field of class struggle – or social relations more broadly – is
crucial here. This analysis was expanded in more general remarks on the cri-
sis of the state (1976) in which he claimed that generic elements of crisis –
political and ideological as well as economic – are constantly reproduced
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Two Conjunctural Analysts

An important and innovative analyst of conjunctures, especially through
the concepts elaborated in his prison notebooks, was Antonio Gramsci
(1891-1937). He inspired many others, including the Greek communist
thinker, Nicos Poulantzas (1936-1979), who offers further major insights for
conjunctural analysis. Many of Gramsci’s analyses concern conjunctures,
their strategic implications, and the most suitable strategic lines of action.
For example, he drew a broad contrast between the revolutionary strategies
appropriate to the “East” (where the state was despotic and civil society ge-
latinous) and the “West” (where state power rested on hegemony armoured
by coercion and involved civil as well as political society). Among his key
conjunctural and strategic concepts are: war of position, war of manoeuvre,
unstable equilibrium of forces, different levels of analysis of the balance of
forces, intellectuals, parties, power bloc, class alliances, and the international
conjuncture.

Poulantzas built on the analyses of Marx, Engels, Lenin and, notably,
Gramsci but took them to new heights in his account of the rise of fascism
and, later, the collapse of the military dictatorships in Greece, Portugal, and
Spain. A key argument was that interests cannot be defined outside a specif-
ic horizon of action, i.e., the range of feasible alternatives in a given spatio-
temporal context. This requires analysis of the objective situation and the
correlation of forces, including feasible alliances among relevant forces in dif-
ferent phases of an unfolding situation. This analysis should assess what is
possible in a given spatio-temporal horizon of action and identify strategies
oriented to winning the most that is possible within this horizon – neither
over-reaching in a form of revolutionary maximalism nor falling back into a
defeatist fatalism or passive support for the “lesser evil” rather than seeking
to advance the prospects for future progress. While maximalism can lead to
disastrous failures, defeatism and policies of the lesser evil can lead to popu-
lar demobilisation, demoralisation, and an individualistic turn to private so-
lutions.

Fascism and Dictatorship (1974) applied these propositions to the rise of
fascism as a process with successive steps in a complex war of position and
manoeuvre. Poulantzas distinguished periods in terms of the politically
dominant force was the bourgeoisie or working class (or there was an unsta-
ble equilibrium of compromise) and the nature of their connections to po-
tential allies among other classes and within the state apparatus, broadly con-
ceived. Here and in his analysis of the crisis of the dictatorships, he included
the implications of the international situation for the economic conjuncture,
class relations, and risks of foreign intervention. Thus he distinguished peri-
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tion in neo-liberal economies and the neo-liberal project of market comple-
tion in the Eurozone. In this defensive phase in the struggle for democratic
socialism, it is essential to mobilize to defend democratic institutions, how-
ever imperfect; to develop a more radical and resonant critique of the neo-
liberal project; to build on popular discontent with austerity politics by mo-
bilizing old and new social movements; and to embark on a war of position
to promote a critique of bourgeois political ecology and promote global sol-
idarity. While this is by no means a revolutionary conjuncture, nor is it a mo-
ment for fatalism or a politics of the lesser evil. The key to a progressive pol-
itics is to link current resistance to the restoration of finance-dominated ac-
cumulation to the building of a long-term war of position for a democratic
socialism based on solidarity, sustainability, and global justice. This is not a
task for a single party, let alone one individual. It requires a new collective
movement and the connection of multiple conjunctural analyses of the con-
crete situation in specific spatio-temporal contexts. n
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within capitalist societies. But this no more entails a permanent political cri-
sis or permanent crisis of the state than it does a permanent economic crisis.
Rather crises are overdetermined condensations of generic crisis elements
plus specific crisis-tendencies and contingent events that combine to form a
distinct conjuncture with its own distinctive rhythms.

Nonetheless the occurrence of crisis does not explain outcomes — these
depend on the correlation of forces and their respective strategies. Thus an
analysis of political crisis must not focus one-sidedly on the failure of polit-
ical institutions but also examine class relations. For, according to
Poulantzas, it comprises a crisis of hegemony within the power bloc because
no class or class fraction can impose its “leadership” on other parts of the
power bloc, whether through its own political organisations or normal dem-
ocratic channels. It also affects supporting classes (e.g., the petty bour-
geoisie), popular classes, and state personnel and is reflected in the political
scene. They are linked to a crisis of party representation, i.e., a split between
different classes or fractions and their respective parties. This leads to efforts
to by-pass political parties and influence the state directly. In addition, differ-
ent state apparatuses may try to impose political order independently of de-
cisions from formal channels of power. This can undermine the institution-
al and class unity of the state and prompt splits between its top echelons and
lower ranks, leading to disobedience, resistance, and battles among different
branches for resources and priority for their particularistic demands.

These historical reflections have clear implications for the current conjunc-
ture. Here, too, there is a major economic crisis, amounting to an epic reces-
sion in the North Atlantic economies and fisco-financial crises in many states
at different scales. In contrast with the Weimar Republic and more akin to
New Deal America, however, these are not associated with a political crisis or
crisis of the state. The transnational power bloc has not been seriously frac-
tured and financial capital has retained its strongholds in the leading states
and parallel power networks. This is partly due to the earlier and continuing
failure of left forces to challenge the hegemony of neo-liberalism and partly
to the gradual adaptation, if not open embrace, of social democratic parties
to the neo-liberal project. This reflects a long war of position by neo-liberal
economic, political and ideological forces, culminating in the “Third Way”,
which provides flanking and supporting mechanisms for neo-liberalism; and
it also reflects the weakening of popular forces through attacks on their eco-
nomic and political organisations in both the private and public sectors and
partial integration into a financialised way of life. In this conjuncture, follow-
ing a brief phase of disorientation when the neo-liberal policy paradigm lost
its appeal, the correlation of forces has enabled a rallying of the power bloc
and the mobilisation of state power to defend finance-dominated accumula-
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al for leaving the Eurozone has been persistently defended by two types of
currents: the economists who reject the straitjacket of the Euro and cannot
find another solution, and those who prefer nationalism to the protraction of
the European crisis (or have always been nationalists). They come from dif-
ferent sectors, with distinct ideas and proposals.

Among the economists who advocate leaving the Euro, one can find the
usual opponents, such as Paul Krugman and Nouriel Roubini from the Unit-
ed States. For them, the exit of Greece and Portugal from the Eurozone is no
longer a choice. It is, or is beginning to be, simply unavoidable. According to
them, the recessive spiral of fiscal adjustment measures will make governance
impossible, with tax increases which no longer create more revenue, with the
economy at a standstill and the exhaustion of policies. Therefore, they argue
that the only way is to leave the Eurozone so that a new currency can be de-
valued and the economy balances out by increasing exports and reducing
wages. It is important to note that none of them supports the repudiation of
debt, or they are indeed very discreet when it comes to a renegotiation; in-
stead they hope to gain some time to pay the debt in another way, through an
increase in exports. And both agree that all workers should bear the costs of
the adjustment in the form of reduction of wages and pensions.

At this point there are good and bad arguments. But, above all, it is a re-
sponse which proposes a permanent wage austerity, often indifferent to the
immediate effect on people’s lives. In this context, there are other economists
who suggest that one could ask the European Union to finance an exit out of
the Eurozone or that one might even expect the financial markets to main-
tain an attitude of neutrality towards the newly created currency (let us
imagine that it would be called “escudo”). And there are those who come up
with a curious proposal: The country should threaten to leave the Eurozone
only if and when it receives a compensation for the damages its economy has
suffered from the loss of market shares and competitiveness. It would be a
kind of ultimatum: if you do not pay us, we stay.

We disagree with these positions. We prefer the more realistic test, asking
ourselves what would happen if the government’s economic choice were an
exit from the Eurozone. But before proceeding, let us avoid the ambiguity of
romanticism: if a government were to decide that Portugal should leave the
Eurozone, it would be the government of Germany, which is at this point
commanding the European Union. There is no other social force or political
dominance that has the ability to make this decision. There are no imagina-
ble combinations in Portugal between the PSD, CDS and PS, the signatory
parties of the agreement with the troika – IMF, ECB and European Commis-
sion –, that would indicate such an alternative. In addition, even if this were
to happen, one should not expect that the alternative political force would
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Many of our friends have been asking the following question over the past
few months: What if Portugal was to leave the Eurozone? Should I with-

draw my savings, should I look for a foreign bank to deposit them, should I
anticipate the payback of the house loan to the bank, should I sell the house,
should I make provisions for private pension funds, should I take out health
insurance, should I emigrate, what should I do?

Instead of answering simply by giving a prescription for individual actions
to protect ourselves from uncertainty, we prefer to offer readers another so-
lution: the one of choosing to learn, to think and to discuss in order to be able
to decide. Our proposal is to respond collectively to the difficulties, rather
than having everybody be on his/her own. This article is about this collective
choice. It proposes decision-making and mobilisation while facing the emer-
gency: to come up with the necessary force to renegotiate and restructure the
debt, to cancel the debt share, which results from imposition and abuse, to
reorganise the country according to social priorities, to democratise the
economy, to save Europe by remodelling it in the direction of social respon-
sibility and overcoming financial capital.

Who determines an exit from the Eurozone?

Let us begin by anticipating what an exit from the Eurozone would be like,
which is the major concern of our friends and correspondents. The propos-

The Crisis of Europe: 
Elements of a Political Strategy  

Francisco Louçã
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it on such a large scale. Nonetheless, in order to increase competitiveness, the
German economy subjected its workers and employees to drastic wage re-
ductions. But it is not enough just to suppress wages in order to expand ex-
ports: it is also crucial to keep the borders of European countries open.

For this reason, Germany has counteracted the pressures which could lead
to a general breakdown of the Euro. It has so far avoided the pressure on
Greece to exit, even acknowledging a hitherto unthinkable restructuring with
the partial cancellation of their debt. Even if a domino effect of Greece (or
Portugal) quitting the Euro is unlikely, the uncertainty about the future of
the Euro would be a fact.

On the other hand, the first months of 2012 made it clear that the problem
in Europe is neither Portugal nor Greece. It is the pressure of financial capi-
tal, especially on Italy, Spain and other economies strongly affected by spec-
ulation and recession. The massive three-year program of cheap financing of
private banks, approved by the ECB at the end of 2011, notwithstanding its
previous doctrine, demonstrates how institutions subordinated to the Ger-
man government fear the consequences of a widespread financial meltdown.
No German government will want the end of the Euro if it takes the econom-
ic implications into account.

Nevertheless, does Germany want, on the pretext of protecting the Euro,
some or all of the peripheral countries to be excluded from it? This point will
be answered further below. Let us focus first on how this could work in prac-
tice. Let us see how Portugal quitting the Euro would affect workers’ lives.

After all, there may be a new holiday

First things first. Let us start with the decision to create the new currency,
which would use the name of the previous currency “escudo”. The scenario is
the following: the government, facing the economic difficulties, decides to
accept Germany’s ultimatum, declares that it is quitting the Euro and wants
to switch its national currency to the escudo.

Secretly it starts to print escudo banknotes and prepares to announce the
big news on a Friday night, during news broadcasts, when banks are already
closed (or it might even decree several bank holidays). On this weekend, all
banks work overtime to deliver the notes to all ATMs, in order to put the new
currency into circulation immediately.

There are other alternatives: some suggest that the government could sim-
ply reprint the Euro banknotes with the brand of the new “escudo”, until it
manages to circulate the new notes. But these are hypotheses that require
some level of imagination, because it is not certain that the Euro authorities
would accept this stratagem without retaliation.
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seek to protect workers. In fact, this option simply does not exist in the pol-
icy of alternation of power that has been ruling Portugal.

If Portugal were to leave the Eurozone, it would be only be due to the dik-
tat of Germany and the imposition of a new model of governance of the Eu-
ropean Union. The Ultimatum of 1892 and the ensuing imposed bankrupt-
cy is remembered because it triggered social upheaval and paved the way for
the overthrow of the monarchy, with Britain imposing its will and taking
possession of the African colonies. But now it concerns the social regime in
which we have lived in over thirty-five years of democracy.

Does Germany want the end of the Euro?

There will only be an end to the Euro, if this is the interest of Germany. But
will Germany want it? Nobody knows enough to answer this question with
any certainty. The twisted path of German’s right wing leadership, and in
particular Chancellor Merkel’s, is too contorted to be clearly understood.
Germany’s right wing, which might lose the power to govern to a coalition
between the Social Democrats and Greens in the upcoming parliamentary
elections, has been trying to compensate its exhaustion by employing the
demagogy of nationalist arrogance against Greece, but even with this policy,
it has lost all regional elections. And, for the first time in recent history, the
government was forced to interrupt the issuing of its public debt in late 2011,
because it was not getting the interest rate that had first set as a goal. The
same happened in early 2012. The President resigned in February 2012 and
the coalition of right-wing parties showed signs of weakness. All of this indi-
cates that the German political leadership has notable difficulties controlling
the country. Thus it is not reasonable to make definitive predictions about
what is likely to happen in 2012 and 2013.

Conversely, there are solid structural elements: the German economy
would suffer a lot with a break-up of the Eurozone, as we shall see below. The
return of all European countries to their own currencies would create a risk
of disorder that would not be beneficial to Germany, which as the strongest
economy in Europe would have more to lose from the resulting trade con-
flicts. The reason is obvious: if the first and foremost objective of all coun-
tries were the increase of exports and the reduction of imports by means of
creating a new national currency, seeking thus to impose a neo-mercantilist
policy to their own advantage, the result would be a disaster, as the exports of
some countries are the imports of others. One thing is certain: they cannot
all simultaneously sell more and buy less.

This neo-mercantilist policy was the one used by Germany, forcing other
European states to accept it – it was the only country that could do it and did
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opment. At this point, there will be a race to the supermarkets and there will
be fewer products on the shelves, until the new economic situation has set-
tled down. Life will not be easy after the Euro.

How much do we owe the bank?

And then there is the second shock. Half of Portuguese families owe long-
term money to the bank that lent them money to buy a house, which will be
paid back in the course of many years. These loans were taken out in Euros.
On the day of quitting the Euro, the government has two options: 1) accept
what the banks want, meaning that the families’ debts will continue at the
previous value in Euros, or 2) decree that, in order to protect debtors, the
debts will be converted into escudos. In practice, there is only the latter alter-
native, because otherwise the social upheaval, intensified by the debt in-
crease, would be unacceptable.

In fact, if the government were to allow them to keep the credits in Euros
(as originally stipulated in the contracts), people would be more chained to
their debt. Let us imagine someone’s debt of 100,000 Euros would be con-
verted into the devalued escudos, and thus total 30,000,000 escudos. If the
salary of the debtor before the devaluation was 1,000 Euros (which in the
new currency would be 200,000 escudos or 200 “contos”), later on, with the
devaluation, that sum would be worth only about 670 Euros, half of which
was used to pay the bank. He would initially have needed about seventeen
years, and that with great difficulty, to pay his whole debt. Now, he will need
twenty-five years with the same difficulties, giving the same half of his salary
to the bank. At the end, he will have lost eight years.

In the second case, in which the government decrees the conversion of
debts into escudos, as it should, those who had a debt of 100,000 Euros be-
fore the devaluation, will turn out to have a debt of 20,000 “contos” or
20,000,000 escudos, which would total about 67,000 Euros. In that case, the
bank would lose. The problem is that in the course of such a process of de-
valuation of debt, the bank goes bankrupt, because all of a sudden there is a
giant hole in its balance sheet, and its debt to international banks remains in
Euros. In no way can the bank pay its foreign debts.

That is why the advocates of an exit from the Eurozone explain, honestly,
that it will be necessary to nationalise all banks, not necessarily in order to so-
cialise the financial capital, but to save it. Now, to save a bank can be very
costly, as we know from the case of the fraudulent bankruptcy and ruinous
salvation of BPNLBW. Because when a bank is nationalised, one gets its as-
sets, but also its debts. Those are usually debts to the depositors and debts to
those who lent money, usually foreign banks. This debt is in Euros, but the
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What is going to happen, in any case, is that everyone will find out about
the plans for a new currency. This release operation of the new “escudo” in-
volves thousands of people who transport and distribute the notes, and they
will surely tell their families. In any case, everyone will have heard the decla-
rations of ministers over the weeks before, explaining that the situation is
very bad and that it requires extraordinary measures to save the home coun-
try. Everyone would be aware of the European emergency summit and would
realise what was happening. There are secrets that simply cannot be kept.

What are people going to do? It is evident, isn’t it? They are going to collect
all their savings from banks and save their Euro banknotes. If they do not do
this, all their savings will be turned into “escudos”, at a nominal value which
will fall in the course of the sharp depreciation which is, after all, the whole
purpose of this operation. In other words, the saving accounts will lose as
much value as the currency in which they are registered. All the workers who
deposited their wages and pension money will be the first victims of the new
policy. Therefore, they will try to rescue whatever they can.

And not only workers. There will be a massive flight of capital. The com-
panies, the financial funds, all institutions which have money deposited in
banks operating in Portugal, will want to move it to where they perceive that
their deposits are protected from devaluation.

Now, banks do not want to pay their customers their whole bank balances,
because this would ruin them. They neither want to nor can, as they simply
do not have the money for it – and there are not enough banknotes in the
banks to pay all their debt to all depositors at once. The banks will therefore
close their doors when the alarm sounds everywhere, and the government
will have to call in the army to protect the buildings. This is what happened
in Argentina or Russia or in all cases where large devaluations were an-
nounced (and it was not even about changing currency and creating anoth-
er one, something which has never happened in the history of the European
Union, with the aggravating circumstance that the circulating currency is re-
moved to be replaced by another, strongly undervalued one).

By then, those who advocated leaving the Eurozone as an immediate alter-
native, begin to face the first difficulty. The fact is that the army and the banks
will act against the population. And the first victims are the depositors. If the
depreciation were about 50%, as some economists that advocate such an al-
ternative estimate, the savings of workers will lose half of their value.

However, what is very likely to occur is that for some time the Euro and the
“escudo” banknotes will circulate alongside each other and these double price
references will have a strong inflationary effect, apart from leading to an ex-
cessive devaluation of the “escudo”. It can also lead to uneasiness in markets
as a result of hoarded products, due to fear of the ensuing economic devel-
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health and education. For all these reasons, the workers will fight in order to
recover their wages.

The government will argue that this might void all efforts. Exports are
cheaper now, either because the escudo is worth less and goods have become
cheaper, or because companies pay lower wages in escudos. If wages rise,
competitiveness will again be undermined. What will the government do if
faced with the workers’ protests? The country gets caught up in turmoil, be-
cause there will have been riots at the banks’ doors, because depositors will
have realised what they were going to lose, taxes and prices are going up and
wages down. The government has two options now: the solution of the Ar-
gentine presidents, who fled the palace in a helicopter, or the solution of re-
pression.

In other words, leaving the Eurozone we will find ourselves with our backs
to the walls. The economists who wanted to prevent the continuation of aus-
terity measures, and rightly so, will thus in the end have proposed a system
of even more austerity, oriented mainly towards the benefit of one single eco-
nomic sector, the export industry, accepting lower wages due to the devalua-
tion of the escudo. New difficulties would be created and it would take time
before any advantage caused by the devaluation would appear. In the mean-
time it is obvious that the government is going to lose the respect of its work-
ers, because they are the ones who suffer.

Saving the economy through exports

Thus, the second shock is over. But there is more and worse to come. The
escudo will have lost 50% compared to the Euro. The government, and those
who defend the devaluation of the currency as a solution to recover the econ-
omy, expect the beneficial effect to be the following: exports are likely to in-
crease, because they will have become cheaper (calculating that their prices
in foreign currency become cheaper and also because of the reduction in
wages), while imports are likely to decrease, because they will have become
more expensive in escudos. Consequently, there would be a shift of capital to
the exporting industries and services and, simultaneously, a reduction in
consumption and imports. All this would improve the balance of payments
considerably. The rule is: if things get better for exporting companies, they
will also get better for the entire economy.

It seems positive, but it has an enormous flaw. The fact is that in the course
of the devaluation, the price of imported products would increase on the
same day. Fuel would cost one and a half times what it did previously, and so
would the entire transportation system: imagine a litre of gasoline at 480 es-
cudos (or currently 2.4 Euros). The same applies to imported food products
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bankrupt and nationalised bank will begin to receive its revenue and deposits
in devalued “escudos”, in order to continue to make its payments abroad in
Euros. The public debt on the other hand, has suddenly soared, as the state
has taken over the 175 billion bank debt. Saving banks costs dearly: bank
debts, which were once private, become public when they are being nation-
alised. It is this way when banks are the debtors, but not when banks have
more to receive than to pay – which is not the case of Portuguese banks (and
the foreign banks in Portugal).

Tax increase

Having come at this point, we know what is going to happen: in order to
pay the debts that resulted from the nationalisation of the bank sector, there
will have to be another tax increase, this time to finance the international
banking system. The worker, whose personal debt was protected, must pay
through other means, in this case through new taxes. Of course, one can hy-
pothesise that the government can simply refuse to pay the international
debts of nationalised private banks. But then this whole operation of the new
currency devaluation may be questionable, because its purpose was to in-
crease exports to open markets, so that increased sales of Portuguese prod-
ucts would save the economy.

On the other hand, this decision would make it even more difficult for the
economy to access external financing. Unable to borrow directly from other
countries or financial markets, the Portuguese government would have two
options left. The first is to keep the primary balance positive: i.e. the govern-
ment can never spend more than what it receives in taxes. This in turn means
to charge more taxes to workers and invest less, both being recessive meas-
ures that are even more inadvisable in this situation, apart from being social-
ly wrong and unjust. The second option is to use its new resources, as the
Bank of Portugal could print more and more “escudos” to make state pay-
ments, which on the other hand would accentuate devaluation and inflation.

Let us now turn back to the problems that the government is facing, be-
cause it has decided to leave the Euro or accept the imaginary ultimatum of
Germany. It already has a rather large opposition: namely those who will pay
more taxes or who saw their debts multiply, who pay more for food, trans-
port and medication and those who lost part of their savings and deposits.
Considering this situation, workers will quickly figure out that they lost part
of their salary (or their pension), that the budgetary effort has not decreased
(on the contrary, it has become worse, since the debt will be paid in Euros,
but the taxes that the state collects are paid in escudos, and therefore we will
need more and more escudos for each Euro) and there will be further cuts in
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does not avoid austerity measures – on the contrary. And therefore there is
no reason to defend it as a viable alternative. It reduces wages and creates
more debt.

Let us state it clearly: in the present context, leaving the Euro is the worst
of all solutions and can only be imposed by the will of the European direc-
torate. One can then only accept the worst solution if there simply is no oth-
er, or when all alternatives have been exhausted, when it is required in order
to survive. There is only one condition that can make it necessary for the Por-
tuguese to leave the Eurozone, and this situation cannot be excluded: If the
European institutions and regulations were to collapse, Portugal’s independ-
ence might be at stake and there would be no other solution than to leave the
European Union and, consequently the Euro, in order to recover its decision-
making capacity. The risk of transition from one system of creditors to a
colonial protectorate implies such a threat. Obviously, the majority of the
Portuguese population must be involved in this reaction, so that the strength
of popular movements and the protection of labour interests shape and de-
termine it. n
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or medicine, among many other bare necessities. In supermarkets, there
would be a lack of goods, but those for sale would become more expensive
immediately.

As two-thirds of Portuguese incomes are spent on consumption, one can
easily imagine the effect of these two price increases. That impact alone
would account for a decrease in the value of wages.

As to exports, it is obvious that they may increase. But many economists
perceive society as a laboratory and all too often forget at what time decisions
are made and at what time policies take effect. Timing will be crucial in this
case, for one simple reason: import prices will rise immediately, but the ef-
fects of the possible increase in exports will take time, maybe a great deal of
time.

Even so, certain conditions need to coincide so that exports can grow. It is
necessary that the foreign buyers of Portuguese products want to buy more
due to the price reduction, as long as there is no recession abroad and the
Portuguese products are tailored to markets with a growing demand and
their qualities meet the standards demanded by foreign consumers.

Even if exports increase, it will happen slowly: sales revenues will only start
to come in after sales have been made and therefore one must wait during the
whole time of production and even the time that it takes to increase the pro-
ductive capacity: To increase production, it is necessary to invest; to invest
one must have the necessary capital, hire more workers, pay them and only
after receiving the returns on exports. In order to have exports leading the
process of economic growth, it will be necessary to reverse decades of dein-
dustrialisation in Portugal, and also the specialisation of the economy in
non-tradable sectors. It is certainly desirable, but time-consuming and diffi-
cult to implement in the short term.

Furthermore, one must take into consideration the cost of raw materials
and other resources that are imported to determine the price of the products
that the Portuguese economy exports. As half of the total value of exports de-
pends on imported products, and those will have become more expensive
with the currency devaluation, at the end the competitive gain from exports
is reduced. Therefore, export revenues will increase only slightly, slowly and
late. At the same time, the cost of living will have become more expensive,
with savings badly shaken by the devaluation, whereas the increase of the em-
ployment rate and of exports takes time and is uncertain.

The economic recovery through exports is an unknown quantity and the
fall of wages is a certainty. The socialist policy, which we propose, has a prin-
ciple, and that is to defend the working class. This policy does not seek to sac-
rifice the workers’ salary, which is their legitimate part of the domestic prod-
uct. The authoritarian solution of exit out of the Eurozone is a proposal that
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(http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Erz%C3%A4hlung). And: “fiction whose con-
tent is connected to the reality of life and represents plainly and vividly a sim-
ple occurrence (are) stories” (Krell, 1954: 439).

Account given from a perspective: In a left story the perspective is above all
from below. However, it absorbs many perspectives within it, including from
the milieu of the social middle strata all the way to that of the enlightened,
socially thinking bourgeoisie.

Tell a not too intricate story: This is a further balancing act between the
grasping of a very complex and differentiated social reality and its simple and
vivid portrayal.

Connect to the reality of life: This requires of a left transformation project
that it so tells a story that it is clear what in the life world of people can be
immediately changed for the better and in what way.

In a story, as a rule, a central idea is developed that lends it fascination and
hegemonic power. This is what the French philosopher Jean François Ly-
otard observed as the essence of a great narrative about societies. And at the
same time he thought it inevitable that such ideas would be overtaken by ab-
solute and universal principles of explanation and orientation of social de-
velopment.

The consequence, he felt, is the negation of social pluralism, of conflicting
interests and opinions, and consequently the tendency of the powerful to re-
alise, in an authoritarian and dictatorial way, their own societal ideas under-
stood as absolute truth. In 1979, therefore, in his work “Post-Modern Knowl-
edge”, he proclaimed “the end of grand narratives”.

The question is whether the left can, without falling into the intellectual
absolutism of state socialism or of market radicalism, bring forth a new nar-
rative, whose central idea is at once emancipatory, capable of achieving hege-
mony and productive of tolerance.

The poverty of the currently prevailing politics is that nothing else occurs
to the powerful than to act according to their old narrative, which ascribes to
the markets miraculous powers as a kind of all-knowing being, although this
narrative collapsed spectacularly in the recent multi-crisis. However, some
state interventionism and, in the case of bank bailouts, even billions of Euros
of state expenditures plus green technologies as a kind of blood transfusion
for neoliberal capitalism – this is welcome. An intellectual vacuum is emerg-
ing, which the Greens only too inadequately fill – a space for a new narrative
of the modern left.

“Free individuality, founded on the universal development of individuals”
(Marx, 2005: 91), Development of the personality of one and all in harmony
with the universal conservation of nature instead of the greatest possible profit –
this can be considered the Archimedean fulcrum of a just and solidaristic socie-
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Without a story every battle is lost”, formulated the authors of the Wu
Ming group, whose name demonstrators in Rome had on their shields

which protected them from the police clubs. With the naming of great au-
thors and narratives of world literature on their book shields they were indi-
cating that power does not shy back from violently attacking even intellect
and beauty. What sense and advantage is there in designating as a “narrative”
or “story” an emancipatory social project of the social left?

On the possible uses of the term “narrative” for an alternative 
social project of the left

The concept of story could indicate that the left is required to deliver more
than a sober theoretical structure for experts if it is to advocate an emancipa-
tory transformation perspective. An alternative social project does indeed
presuppose a theoretical basis. However, this project has to be so recounted
that it reaches the hearts of those it is addressing. Pure theory can hardly be
called an affair of the heart. A political story could be seen as a balancing act
between a theoretical societal model and an appeal made to the world of feel-
ing of the protagonists 

We can read in Wikipedia on the particular genre of story: “Mostly shorter
and above all less interlaced than a novel, a course of events or a development
is represented chronologically and continuously from a perspective”

Thoughts on a Timely Narrative 
for the Left

Dieter Klein
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ture, the shaping of sustainable social relations of nature – this is, as a coequal
to the redistribution of power and life opportunities, the second main idea of a
modern narrative for the social left.

In the place of the reckless exploitation and overburdening of nature by
capitalist growth society comes the insight that people themselves are part of
nature and its circulations and that the finiteness of natural resources must
lead to an end of the economic growth that has prevailed up to now. The
modes of life and economy must be brought into harmony with the preser-
vation of nature and its balances.

If neoliberal capitalism is able to absorb a green economy as an elixir of life,
the modes of production and of life would, it is true, become more ecologi-
cal but not fundamentally different: not more just, not more social, not more
democratic.

If, instead of this, through a green economy the relation of forces changes in a
post-neoliberal direction, it could be possible, still in the framework of bourgeois-
capitalist societies, to introduce a real emancipatory turning point. Social-state
regulated capitalism (Fordism) and neoliberal capitalism could be followed by a
transformation to a next phase or formation of capitalism: to a socially and eco-
logically regulated capitalism, which could be designated a social-libertarian
Green New Deal – it in turn having open prospects.

Whether the social left can decide this battle to the benefit of a post-neolib-
eral socio-ecological and libertarian transformation depends mainly on the
overcoming of certain obstacles. The overcoming of impediments or failing
because of them provides the tension of many a good story. Such an obstacle
is the traditional concepts of left parties and movements on the relation of
society to nature.

“The rights of mother earth”, as is declared in the Cochabamba “People’s
Agreement” (World Conference, 2010) and anchored in a constitution, for
the first time in history, in Ecuador, was just as foreign to the left up to re-
cently as it was to other social forces. A timely left narrative describes a dou-
ble liberation: the liberation of people from capitalist and patriarchal, from
ethnic, racist and geopolitically-founded domination, and the liberation of
nature from the martial domination of society over it.

A second obstacle, for whose overcoming a modern narrative of the left
would argue is the imprisonment of society and the left in the prevailing fix-
ation on growth. Growth and expansion are the competition-driven mode of
existence of capital. But the left too has always seen in economic growth,
measured by the gross domestic product, the most favourable conditions for
redistribution battles, and overwhelmingly still does so. Yet for quite some
time now growth, though it indeed still increases societal wealth, at the same
time destroys a growing part of what was previously created.
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ty, of democratic socialism and of the way to it. This is the key to the narrative
of a modern left.

Four chapters of the left’s modern narrative, or four main themes, can be
opened up.

Chapter 1: The just redistribution of life opportunities and power

Rain doesn’t flow from the ground to the sky – but money does. When the
upper 10 per cent of the German population disposes of more than 61 per
cent of the total assets, and the less well-off 70 per cent of the population dis-
poses over only 9 per cent of the total assets (ver.di, 2011) there can be no
question of the just redistribution of life opportunities and of equal freedom
for all. Freedom largely remains the freedom of the powerful and the rich if
there is no enforcement of equal social access to the conditions of individual
freedom for all.

From the point of view of the poor and the precariously employed, from the
standpoint of hundreds of millions of people on the earth who do not know to-
day how they can still their hunger tomorrow, in the misery of millions whose
children are dying in the poor countries of long since curable diseases, that is,
from the point of view of those below, the redistribution of life opportunities is
the first problem of survival.

This is what a first chapter of a modern left narrative would be about. It’s
not just the old story that the left has always told – because in the Western
World, wealth has grown so much that, in contrast to earlier periods, it would
be possible in the shortest time to secure for all people an existence with so-
cial security worthy of human beings and beyond this to give to the poor
countries of the globe comprehensive support for the overcoming of pover-
ty and of the destruction of the environment.

This is so evident that by now all parties proclaim freedom and justice in
their programmes. Only one narrative, that of the left, takes on explosive
power. Because it is saying that the redistribution of life opportunities re-
quires also the redistribution of power and property.

Chapter 2: Socio-ecological reconstruction

The left is accused of exhausting itself in questions of distribution. We are
told it has no competence in economics, which is what produces in the first
place that which there is to distribute. In fact, a central chapter belongs in a
modern left narrative, a chapter on which the left is hesitant to work, yet
which must reveal the red-green thread of all chapters of its narrative.

Socio-ecological transformation, a turnaround in the relation of society to na-
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involve the entry into better qualities of life. What is at stake is the recovery
of a healthy environment and the social equal access of all to a healthcare sys-
tem in which the profitability of hospitals and of pharma corporations is not
what determines healthcare policy but the caring for patients and their well-
being. It is a matter of good education and first-class supervision already in
the pre-school years for all, independently of their social origins. It is a ques-
tion of good partnership and good friends. Therefore inter-personal relations
will become something decisive in the future modes of life. People want to
live in security and free of fear. Social security through access to good work
and through a solidaristic renewal of the social security systems as well as the
overcoming of violence in everyday life will have great importance for the fu-
ture modes of life. Substantial shortening of work times will enable a bal-
anced proportion of gainful employment reproduction or family labour, so-
cial engagement and leisure for the development of one’s own personality,
with gender equality.

For this path to a new land there is need of a host of decisions to be made
by individuals, collective protagonists and communities. A renewal of
democracy will offer the framework for this. This could be the third chapter
in a timely left narrative.

Chapter 3: Democratic restructuring

As a rule a story lives from its protagonists, which lend it life and drive the
action forward.

A participatory renewal of democracy and an extension of democracy to
the economy – which up to now has been almost untouched by it – is the
third dimension of a narrative of the left that would be up to the tasks of the
coming decades.

How can democracy, as the power of decision of the many, become a real-
ity? The relations of power and the institutions of bourgeois-capitalist socie-
ty are so constituted that for the individual accommodation appears more
rational than resistance. The conditions therefore must be overcome, which
hold the majority within its confines. And only those who are so held, can
burst these conditions asunder.

The magic word for breaking through this closed circle of domination is em-
powerment. But what is the key to empowerment?

Empowerment is taking place massively in an immense variety of forms: in
the initiatives for more day care; in the small and big struggles for gender jus-
tice, beginning with equal pay for equal work and with the equitable division
of paid and family work between men and women; in the solidarity with asy-
lum seekers; in citizens initiatives against right-wing extremists and Neo-
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The absurd part of this is that beyond the material standard of living of a
broad middle stratum of the population approximately in the 1970s in the
OECD world, according to the findings of happiness research the satisfaction
with life for people with higher incomes does not even increase or at least
does not continue to increase (Wilkinson 7 Pickett, 2010: Layard, 2010). The
question about the meaning of life, which runs through all great stories,
needs new answers.

Thus a left narrative for the 21st century must open perspectives of a soci-
ety that makes possible a better life without conventional growth. And this
side of such a narrative also is not without contradictions and difficult ques-
tions for the left. The left, which sees itself on the side of the disadvantaged
in society, whose income certainly first has to be raised to an acceptable lev-
el of well-being, cannot take a position against growth that would make high-
er wages possible. Ecological reconstruction can in fact not be attached to low
wages, subcontracted labour and Hartz IV conditions. First there has to be
redistribution, so that the needs of large parts of the population does not
push environmental politics to the margins (Flassbeck, 2011). And how,
without growth, is the western world to lend support for the poor countries
– whose total scale is greater than ever before – against hunger and for their
socio-ecological reconstruction? On the other hand, however, how should
the latter obtain their absolutely essential space for growth to combat hunger,
when the growth of the industrialised countries is already overburdening the
earth?

Having reached this point, society, and with it the left, is for a brief historic
moment being given a lucky opportunity. Specifically, for a not too long in-
terim period a boost of environmental-technological investments can allow
a growth such that thanks to a turning to renewable energies, economising
and efficiency technologies, things can go forward in a significantly more en-
vironmentally friendly way than previously, new jobs can be created and
above all a short reprieve can be granted. In this extraordinarily important
phase of the still-growth period, before the transition to sustainable develop-
ment without traditional growth, the eco-boom of the rising green sectors
and human-oriented services must be used for dismantling the sectors that
destroy the environment, for conversion and the entry into sustainable
modes of life. This is the chapter of the wonderful opportunity just before the
abyss, one of the most tense and dramatic in the history of humanity. And
the left has to inscribe it in big letters in its own narrative.

An incisive change in the modes of life is coming into view. An alternative
narrative would have to do with the exit from the treadmill of the piling up
of goods, which for a long time now have not been able to raise the level of
satisfaction with life of large parts of the population, but above all it has to
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ences. This presupposes continuously new attempts by global social move-
ments, new efforts of international trade-union cooperation, the networking
of left parties, the reinforcement of the influence of international associa-
tions of scientists and the embedding of international obligations in the
struggles of national protagonists.

It needs a completely new dimension of international solidarity. Never be-
fore was the sacrificing of their own growth on the part of the economically
stronger countries an ecological condition of survival for the poor countries.
It is precisely this solidaristic effort which today belongs on the agenda of the
rich countries of the globe. A series of examples already exists for the creation
of funds in favour of developing countries, such that these will not have to
touch their forests and natural resources residing in the soil, while previous-
ly there had been investments precisely in the exploitation of their resources.
Instead of relying on export growth, Germany should focus on strengthening
its domestic market and strengthening its imports in favour of exports from
the debtor nations. It is obvious that export of weapons need to be prohibit-
ed. War is to be outlawed as a means of politics. A common and complex se-
curity policy, in which economic, social and ecological development policy,
preventive handling of conflicts, dialogue, arms control and disarmament
push back wars is among the chief contents of an emancipatory transforma-
tional process.

Narrative with transformative perspective

The impression conveyed here of a social project of the left could easily be
understood as mere futurological story telling. A politically interested public
listens when possible to the future concepts of the left. “But how would it
work? People ask doubtingly. The claim of a modern narrative on the part of
the left must therefore go further than just drafts of a desirable future. A new
left narrative is even a part of the search for how the path to a better society
could look and what tendencies toward it already exist in the present.

The transition to a better society cannot be awaited as the result of a sim-
ple great act of the overthrow of all relations, which opens up the gates to the
heavenly land. It is much more likely that it will take on the form of a long
succession of small and larger reforms, of fiercely contested partial, greater
and drastic breaks.

To understand this transformation as an anticipated long process and to
then make it the basis of left realpolitik could also win over those potential
protagonists of an emancipatory social alternative, who do not want much
more than palpable improvements in capitalism and who would be scared off
by a pure revolution perspective.

Th
o

u
g

h
ts o

n
 a

 Tim
ely N

a
rra

tive fo
r th

e Left
35

Nazis; in referendums for the re-municipalisation of privatised enterprises;
actions against the transformation of all relations into commodities and the
whole society into a commodity society; in the form of building and factory
occupations; in the experiences with citizen budgets of, for example, the anti-
nuclear movement.

An abiding motivation for societal engagement comes from the common
action of collective protagonists and from the stimulus of fellow campaign-
ers. If the old left wants to become a new one, it has to understand that espe-
cially young people feel themselves to be integrated into social networks
through communication with others in the internet – code word Piraten-
partei. Empowerment will be encouraged and made emotionally easier if cit-
izen initiatives, social movements or parties practice a way of dealing with
each other such that already today the culture of a better society is visible. In-
ter-human relations is a big issue for a narrative for the social left – and places
a heavy burden on it to change.

A new narrative of the left itself is necessary: an idea of the future or of
contours of a better world that can be called a just and solidaristic society or
democratic socialism. “…the twilight of the before-us demands its specific
concept, the novum demands its concept of progress”. This is how Ernst
Bloch formulated it (Bloch, 1985:5). Ana Esther Ceceña writes: “Capitalism is
in our bones. But we have to imagine an alternative if we want to change
something” (Ceceña, 2009:20).

Chapter 4: Comprehensive peace politics and international solidarity

A socio-ecological transformation can only be thought as a global process.
Climate change knows no borders. Caused above all by industrialised coun-
tries, it hits the poor in the so-called South particularly hard. The geo-strate-
gic interests of imperialist power in the military securing of access to eco-
nomic resources are among the causes of wars that drive many countries into
state failure and deep misery for their populations. German export surplus-
es lead to the indebtedness of the competitively weaker importing countries,
to their still greater indebtedness through rescue actions, which in turn are
an impulse for new speculative attacks. Thus long-lasting imbalances are cre-
ated, which subvert the EU. The liberalisation of world markets, in whose
wake, among other things, millions of farmers in the developing countries
are ruined by cheap exports from the North, is another facet of an unjust
world economic order that rests on economic power hierarchies, plundering
of the weak and violence.

This requires that states go it alone. It demands bilateral and multilateral
state agreements, even if no unity can be reached in international confer-
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domination cannot be overcome. This means that solutions which doubtless
have to be wrung from the power elites are nevertheless only possible with
them, more accurately only with that part of the elites who are capable of ty-
ing their own interests to the general interests of humanity.

In any case, we know the left, and we know the enormity of the challenges
we are facing. For this reason I close my attempt at a narration, as I have sev-
eral of my contributions, with a quote from Hermann Hesse: “Is it not he
who knows full well that it does not work and nevertheless does it?” n
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The transformation concept of a modern left starts with a hybrid or dou-
ble structure of bourgeois-capitalist societies (Polanyi, 1978: 185; Wright,
2010: 367f.). Private capital cannot exist without its opposite pole of public
space, the logic of capital cannot exist without a social logic – not without
public existential services for education, health and mobility, for example,
and not without public responsibility for the maintenance of public goods
such as climate stability and bio-diversity, such as a regulated international
financial system, social security systems and constitutionality. A left transfor-
mation strategy starts with this double structure of bourgeois-capitalist soci-
eties. It uses the fact that already in capitalism potentially socialist tendencies,
elements, practices and the institutions of solidaristic and ecologically ori-
ented societies exist. A modern left defends them and seeks to develop them
fully. It aims at the inversion of the relations of domination between the log-
ic of capitalism and a socio-ecological logic.

From the double structure of bourgeois-capitalist societies there arises the
possibility of the progression of a future Great Transformation as a double
transformation. Against the background of the contradictions and crises of cap-
italism and on the condition that strong democratic countervailing powers can
substantially change the relation of forces, a post-neoliberal socio-ecological
transformation in the framework of capitalism could take root. After the phase
of social-state regulated capitalism (Fordism) and after the most recent neolib-
eral phase of development or formation of capitalism, a socially and ecological-
ly regulated capitalism would follow, which could also be designated a social-lib-
ertarian Green New Deal.

The concept of a double transformation thus designates not two stages in
social development strictly separated from one another, but that within an
internal capitalist transformation a more comprehensive transformation
could begin, whose result will be a better society beyond capitalism. “Should-
n’t the transformation be thought of – and promoted – as a succession of
steps, in whose course the ‘nature’ of capitalism changes (or is changed) and
the ‘nature’ of socialism gradually jells?” (Huffschmid, 1988: 102)

A left transformation strategy requires according great importance to
processes of differentiation within the ruling power bloc. A new left narrative
is about humanity at the edge of the abyss, in which a dangerous brew is
cooking, with an approaching climate catastrophe, continuing poverty and
the potential of conflict tied to it in broad regions, with wars and military
force in many countries and the crisis-ridden nature of the international fi-
nancial system. Especially for averting a climate catastrophe – besides the
survival of millions of starving people – we have at our disposal, according to
the world of experts, only a narrow window of opportunity of one to one and
a half decades. However, in this short space of time the current relations of
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rectly hostile to, visions of alternative political models oriented towards some
form of participatory democracy or other forms of representation, for exam-
ple inspired by the Paris Commune or the workers’ councils of the early 20th

century. This distinction spills over to the conception of political legitimacy
in the transition from liberal capitalism to socialism. Reformists have tended
to imagine continuity when it comes to the political institutions, as guaran-
tees that this transition will not entail abusing the rights of the individual.
“The Masses” seem to be politically acceptable only if they are channelled, or
individualised, through the liberal political institutions. In the cases where
reformist socialists have built popular movements they have at the same time
tended to accept and affirm a distinction between civil society and state: the
reasoning seemingly based on the fact that the “trans-individual” character of
popular movements is politically legitimate only to the extent that it remains
within the boundaries of civil society and that there is a more fundamental
political order – the constitution of the nation state – that places the individ-
ual in the centre. One could argue that within the reformist traditions there
is a certain continuity with John Locke’s theses on legitimate revolt: it is only
right to revolt if the revolt itself is constitutional.

In this text, however, we would like to leave reformist political philosophy
(its “fear of the masses”) aside and instead emphasise another dimension of
the term: a dimension that appears if one instead defines it in terms of a
strategic road towards socialism by progressive reforms implemented
through parliamentary decisions. What we want to discuss are the assump-
tions this strategy is based on and the dilemmas that adhere to it.

The expression “the road to socialism” is emblematic of the way reformist
labour movements conceptualise transformation. It implies a sort of
straightforward linear progression. The way of thinking, which is revealed in
the use of spatial metaphors, is also present in the political analysis; revolu-
tionaries as well as reformists are presumed to be fellow travellers on the
same road. The distinction between the two strategies is only about pace and
patience, where the revolutionary strategy is often portrayed as only an ex-
pression of immature restless adventurism. As we will demonstrate, the so-
cial democratic historical narrative paints a picture of a reformist movement
that has approached socialism step by step, but for different reasons has gone
astray. In this narrative, however, there are no fundamental problems with
simply reassuming the trek on the path they deviated from. We, on the other
hand, would contend that a radical transformation of society inherently ne-
cessitates something other than an accumulation of reforms of current soci-
ety. Reforms can establish favourable conditions for a break with the present
– but it never achieves that break in itself. Continuing for the moment with
the metaphor of a road to socialism, we would like to claim that the structur-
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Introduction

We would like to use this text to begin a dialogue with those comrades
within social democracy who contend that the last 25, 15 or 5 years of bleak
development is the result of a series of coincidences – poor leadership, inter-
national pressure, mistakes, cunning opponents, etc. – and we would instead
propose a more fundamental explanation. The problems we point to are not
the results of a fundamentally non-antagonistic social development occur-
ring on a reformist basis, which has been corrupted by individual actions.
Rather, they are problems that are inherent and unavoidable in the very re-
formist strategy that social democracy is built upon – in both its successes
and its failures.

Reformism as a concept

The meaning of the concept of reformism is often vague. There are a num-
ber of different dimensions in the distinction between a reformist and a rev-
olutionary political position. It is possible, for example, to speak of a distinc-
tion in terms of political philosophy. Reformist-oriented socialists have tend-
ed to embrace a number of the liberal political institutions (parliamentary
democracy, representation primarily through the individual citizen whose
individual rights are constitutionally protected, a separation of powers en-
shrined in the constitution, etc.) and have been sceptical of, or at times di-
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on the labour market are perceived as an expression of the cumulatively in-
creasing strength of the working class and therefore as a ripening process on
the road to socialism.

The decline of the reformist project since the 1970s is then explained in the
following terms: the oil crisis that appeared in 1973 (OPEC 1) resulted in
high inflation in many countries. This gave neoliberal ideologues a pretext to
agitate against Keynesian economic policy. In Sweden it was above all Sture
Eskilsson, head of the information department of SAF (Swedish Employers
Association), who actively tried to seize the initiative in the debate and
launch a new offensive in the arena of public opinion. This escalated when
Curt Nicolin became chair of SAF in the mid-1970s.

For some quite unclear reason certain leading circles of the Social Democ-
ratic Party begin to embrace this thinking. It is particularly Erik Åsbrink and
Kjell-Olof Feldt who became advocates of neoliberal ideas. Behind the backs
of Olof Palme, Sten Andersson and the great majority of the party they co-
operated with economists in the Swedish central bank to enforce a deregula-
tion of the credit market in November 1985. The political significance of this
reform is that it triggered a chain reaction of “liberalisations” when the state
was deprived of an important tool for tempering the growth of inflation. The
deregulation, however, also lead to a real estate bubble and ultimately to the
domestic economic crisis in the beginning of the 1990s. Since that time, how-
ever, neoliberal ideas have gotten such a foothold in public opinion that the
economic crisis can now be portrayed as the symptom of an overly large pub-
lic sector and thus motivate austerity policies and privatisations.

To sum up, it is fair to say that this historiography, or this way of concep-
tualising the history of Swedish social democracy, rests on the following as-
sumptions:
l First, the account rests on a parliamentary hypothesis. By this we mean the

assumption that in a parliamentary democracy the development of society
is determined by the character of the parliamentary government.3 This as-
sumption, in turn, implies a number of other assumptions: (i) that nation-
al conditions are by and large independent of international conditions; (ii)
that the state is a neutral instrument in the hands of those elected by pop-
ular mandate and is not structurally dependent on, for instance, the class
nature of the economy.

l Second, the account rests on a distribution hypothesis. By this we mean the
assumption that the working class and the bourgeoisie are two independent
agents that contend over the distribution of what is produced within the
economy. Antagonism between classes is conceived of purely as a question
of distribution or allocation, and thus as if they were isolated from structur-
al contradictions within the production process itself. Relations of produc-
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al character of the relations of production in the economy shapes certain
clefts along this road, precipices that the labour movement can pass only by
leaping.

Our index for judging the successes of reformism in the long term is there-
fore not welfare reforms as such (which in and of themselves can be impor-
tant for people’s lives), but only their impact on the possibilities of a radical
social transformation. Such a transformation is dependent on a social force,
and our standpoint – however orthodox it may seem today – is that its essen-
tial component is the working class.

Social-democratic historiography
Let us begin with a brief summary of how the reformist socialists of today

commonly explain the success of Swedish social democracy from circa 1920
to 1980, and its decline thereafter.2

If the power of the bourgeoisie stems from its control of capital, then the
power of the working class rests on its degree of organisation. During the late
nineteenth century and early twentieth century this degree of organisation
increased more or less continuously. As long as the labour movement was
weaker than its counterpart the antagonisms on the labour market were
played out in a relatively militant way. Later, well into the twentieth century,
when the balance of power between the antagonists began to level out, the
outcome of conflicts became more difficult to predict and the cost of conflict
increased for both parties – this without the labour movement being strong
enough to challenge the entire capitalist system. Thus there arose a mutual
interest in a historical compromise. This compromise came about in the
1930s, first with the formation of a social democratic cabinet in 1932, and in
particular with the crisis agreement in 1933 (the so-called “kohandeln”);
then by the institutionalisation of conflict regulation in the Saltsjöbaden
agreement in 1938.

The historical compromise was therefore, according to this perspective, not
necessarily harmonious class cooperation, but rather a modus vivendi, built
on a strategic assessment of the balance of power. It constituted, however, a
framework within which the working class could continue to successively
build up its strength during the post-war era. By its numerical superiority the
labour movement could seize political power through parliament, which
could then counteract the economic power of capital. There were thus strate-
gic reasons for seeking to fetter union militancy on the grassroots level in or-
der to secure political success for a social democratic government that priori-
tised full employment, expansion of the social insurance system, etc. There is
a shift of focus, during the post-war era, from the trade-union branch of the
labour movement to its parliamentary branch. Decreasing levels of conflict
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Our point here is not that social democrats that engage in a parliamentar-
ily oriented politics automatically lose their class perspective. There is prob-
ably a series of counteracting tendencies here, for example in trade-union or-
ganisations. But the ideology inherent in the parliamentary institutions has a
tendential influence, with the risk that it may prevail in the long run. Instead
of conceiving of social democratic MPs as the parliamentary branch of the
labour movement – as something instrumental in relation to the goals of the
labour movement – there is a risk that, with time, a certain loyalty to the in-
stitutions themselves will arise and therefore a certain affinity with the sort
of unit that is represented there. Even if society still appears as a class socie-
ty it seems that the ideology of parliamentarism suggests the notion of a
more fundamental democratic and therefore equal fellowship beneath these
class differences. The latter consequently appear as shallow in relation to the
more fundamental fellowship beyond class differences. We consequently risk
a transition from ideas of socialism to ideas of corporatism and “the People’s
Home”.

2. The demobilising effects of parliamentary strategy
Parliamentary representation has furthermore the effect of transforming

the parties that engage themselves in parliamentarism. The members that be-
come parliamentarians are transformed into representatives of the move-
ment. Conversely, the movement becomes represented by its leaders. Hence,
the reformist strategy implies the establishment of a moment of delegation
in the structure of the reformist-oriented organisation. The mass of party
members do not themselves participate in parliamentary work. Their activi-
ties are reduced to supporting their representatives, at the same time as the
activities of the representatives become detached from the everyday life of the
masses. Instead of supporting the activities of the mass of party members,
parliamentary orientation entails a representation that by and large replaces
this activity. The reformist strategy consequently comprises a demobilising
tendency.

Furthermore, it seems that parliamentarism inevitably forces the reformist
party into a position of “taking responsibility”. In order to maximise its influ-
ence in parliament the reformist party must try to win votes outside its own
movement. Consequently, the party’s parliamentarians are put in a situation
in which they come to represent their voters, rather than the movement. This
widens the gap between the party leadership and the rest of the movement.
It also generates incentives to subordinate the latter to the former in a stricter
way, in order to be able convincingly to hold out the promise of representing,
and consequently being personally accountable to, the non-movement affili-
ated voter.7
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tion do not seem to constitute any kind of structural obstacle or dilemma
for the labour movement in exercising power. Capital seems to be concep-
tualised primarily in terms of a factor of production. It is only the bour-
geoisie’s control of this factor of production that is politically problematic.4

l Third, the account seems to rest on a stability hypothesis. By this we mean
the assumption that economic relations as a rule are stable and that it takes
external factors for an economy to be pulled down by a crisis.
The consequence of this historiography is that the left within Swedish so-

cial democracy perceives the breakdown of reformist socialism in the last
decades as a consequence of external historical contingencies and inner ene-
mies. The political consequences are that the left within social democracy
seems to consider its primary task to accuse the social democratic leadership
of betraying the labour movement in their turn to the right.5

Strategic limitations of reformism

1. The ideological effects of parliamentarism
The parliamentary hypothesis implies that state power as a rule is some-

thing that is exercised by a population through democratic elections. In this
way of thinking, the institutional configuration of the state, as well as its poli-
cies, reflects the ideas that dominate within the population. State power is for
this reason perceived as a secondary phenomenon in relation to those
processes within civil society according to which certain ideas come to dom-
inate over others. If a large part of the working class is not socialist in politi-
cal orientation it is because it has been influenced ideologically before and in-
dependently of the voting for parliament itself. If the labour movement were
able to win an ideological struggle within civil society, it would presumably
be able to use parliament as a neutral tool.

We believe that there are good reasons to question these assumptions. If
capitalist relations of production divide the population into separate social
classes, parliamentary representation disregards such stratification. Parlia-
mentary elections address, or hail, the isolated individual as a private citizen.
In parliament the population is represented abstracted from its division into
social classes, as if it consisted of equal citizens. A concrete inequality in so-
ciety at large is represented as formal equality in the state. In parliamen-
tarism, the equal unity that is the abstract result of its specific representative
mechanisms appears as the precondition, or starting point, for self-rule of the
masses. For this reason we believe that there is an ideological dimension in-
herent in the parliamentary institutions themselves. Ideology is consequent-
ly not something that is played out exclusively before, and independently of,
voting to parliament.6
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II Growth rate of productivity
III The share of profits that is reinvested

Factors (i) and (ii) contribute to raising profitability, while the investment
level (iii) lowers it.10 A steady inflow of wage labourers thus increases prof-
itability through factor (i). This occurs in an early phase of an industrialising
capitalist economy. But this rate of growth cannot exceed the population
growth for long, and hence it declines with time as it approaches demograph-
ic constraints. Once this happens it is only the balance between the invest-
ment level (iii) and the development of productivity (ii) that can counteract
a decline in profitability that would be caused by demography regardless of
the wage level. If the balance – this depends on the institutional configura-
tion for investments and the prevailing innovation phase in production – is
not advantageous average profitability declines and increasingly companies
are pushed towards a profitability crisis.

Contrary to the stability hypothesis there is an inherent tendency towards
crisis in capitalism that a reformist strategy has difficulties in managing: it
strives for a high investment level, but if productivity growth is insufficient
to counterbalance it, profitability is lowered and lack of business confidence
to continue to invest increasingly becomes a factor of pressure.

Conversely, profitability could be stabilised on a higher level with a low in-
vestment level but relatively lower productivity growth as its price. But that
also means that the scope for reforms is reduced and a larger share of soci-
ety’s surplus product is consumed unproductively instead of being invested.

3. Political consequences of a high investment rate
Full employment in capitalism requires a high investment rate, and was

achieved in Western Europe after World War II. But the Polish economist
Michal Kalecki already predicted in 1943 that maintenance of full employ-
ment would cause such social and political changes that it would reduce the
confidence of industrial capital:

“Indeed, under a regime of permanent full employment, the ‘sack’ would
cease to play its role as a disciplinary measure. The social position of the boss
would be undermined, and the self-assurance and class-consciousness of the
working class would grow. Strikes for wage increases and improvements in
conditions of work would create political tension”.11

Further, firms would attempt to compensate wage demands and taxes by
raising prices, that is to say, by inflation, which damages the interests of ren-
tiers. In other words, a class configuration between wage labourers, industri-
al capital and rentiers that enables a high investment rate and full employ-
ment would undermine itself because of the shifting balance of power be-
tween classes that is its result.
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Structural obstacles on the parliamentary road

1. Dependence on the capitalist sector
The labour that is performed in the capitalist sector results in a product

that is distributed between wage labourers, companies, rentiers and the state.
People who administer the state hold a position in the economy that gives
them opportunities to acquire privileges, wealth and power through the
state’s capacity to levy taxes. The state provides the capitalist sector with a ju-
ridical system and laws without which it could not operate, but at the same
time the state is dependent on tax revenues from the incomes in the capital-
ist sector and credits in order to act in the world economy.

This dependency forces state managers to be concerned about maintaining
economic activity, irrespective of whether they are bureaucrats or elected
professional politicians and regardless of whether their goals are to build up
military capacity or implement social reforms. At the same time, they have to
assume an economy-wide perspective in order to keep the destructive effects
of the capitalist sector – e.g. crises and unemployment – in check, or else the
state rapidly risks losing political support from other sections of the popula-
tion on which it is dependent to various degrees.

Economic activity is strongly dependent on the level of investments, which
both raises the productive capacity and constitutes an important part of the
total demand in the economy. This basic fact gives individual capitals a col-
lective veto over policy: Firms make productive investments and rentiers pro-
vide credit depending on how they perceive profitability and the political-
economic climate, that is to say, the stability of society; depending on
whether the economy is expanding, the demands of the workers’ movement
is kept under control, taxation of capital does not increase, and so on. If the
business confidence of capitalists falls, so does the level of economic activity
and hence the scope for state policy. This occurs in the context of rival states
historically pre-dating capitalism, which act in a world economy. An invest-
ment strike is followed by capital flight to other states and difficulties in ob-
taining credits for foreign exchange.8

This structural mechanism disciplines individual states under stable condi-
tions to implement policies that do not harm the confidence of owners of
capital and, on the contrary, act to maintain a stable development of the en-
tire capitalist sector.9

2. Economic consequences of a high investment rate
In a capitalist economy the average rate of return on invested capital is de-

termined in the long term by the balance between three factors:
I Growth rate of the total labour time
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eted in the OECD-countries to rates above 10% in some cases, the four coun-
tries with the lowest rates were Switzerland and Japan followed by social
democratic Norway and Sweden, all under 4% in 1984.16

The establishment of a modern welfare state and an institutional commit-
ment to full employment was therefore nothing specific to countries that
were dominated by social democratic parties. Rather, social democracy was a
channel through which high tides from the advanced capitalism of the post-
war eras were transported to Sweden. It was certainly “not irrelevant where
and how such a channel is dug”17, which is evident in the universalism of the
social-democratic welfare state, based on principles of citizens’ rights, and its
public provision of services. But in light of a comparative analysis the parlia-
mentary hypothesis is heavily undermined, given the SAP’s uniquely long
time in government.

The high tides were formed by massive destruction and the outcomes of
the Great Depression and world wars, which altered the balance of forces be-
tween peasants, wage labourers, industrial capital, rentiers and state man-
agers on the European continent. War mobilisation and anti-fascist resistance
movements had led to a collective and solidaristic organising of a consider-
able part of the populations as well as to an experience of armed struggle.
The state of affairs after the last war also expanded the state’s role in regula-
tion of production and distribution. State managers prioritised reconstruc-
tion and industrial development. The rentiers’ ability to extract interest and
dividends was curbed in order to maintain high investment levels in produc-
tive capital. Also, the mobility of capital was restricted by the help of global
institutions – the Bretton Woods System – that were established in the new
balance of forces between nation-states. At this point in time the potential in-
vestment veto of capitalists would have been of marginal significance because
the economic situation was already disastrous. At the same time it can be as-
sumed that the expanded rights of the working classes in West Europe were
accepted when industrial capital stood to gain from the reconstruction
process; nationalisations were a real threat that both states and labour move-
ments had on their agendas; and still worse, Eastern Europe was demonstrat-
ing the possibilities of an alternative non-capitalist process.

It is in this context that the well-organised and centralised labour move-
ment led the welfare-state project in Sweden – first in alliance with the peas-
antry, which finally was decimated by industrialisation; then with a section of
the rising professional middle class. In perspective, the SAP’s time in office
shifted between reformist and administrating periods. Two observations can
be made here. First, the reform offensives during 1932-48 and 1968-76 were
preceded by successful waves of industrial conflict. Second, they were inter-
woven with the conjuncture in the global political economy – world wars,
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The welfare state in a western European context

The establishment of the modern welfare state and the historically low un-
employment in Sweden is seen by reformist socialists as a confirmation of the
parliamentary hypothesis that we described earlier. In that case the histori-
cally unique long period of government dominated by social democracy
would lead to a significantly different development in Sweden than in com-
parable countries with other parties in government. Let us take a look at
some of the central progress made in a Western European context.

A modern welfare state has a considerable social insurance system and a
high share of expenses for social purposes. In Sweden the degree of coverage
was already very high in the 1920s in comparison with other countries and
did not change thereafter in any decisive way during the social democratic
period. What remained for a long time as the most substantial state social in-
surance in the world was founded in the United Kingdom during the war
years by a commission under the leadership of the liberal William Beveridge.
Even the success of ATP (the Swedish “Supplementary pension”) in the year
1959 was comparable with pension reforms in Christian-Democratic gov-
erned West Germany and the conservative United Kingdom around the same
year.12

The Swedish state has a longer tradition of relatively large social expenses.
About a third of the public expenses went to social purposes in 1890, which
can be compared with a fifth and a fourth for the UK and the USA respec-
tively, and less than a tenth in France and a third in Germany 1913. At the
time of the SAP’s entry into government in 1932 the share of social expens-
es in public expenditure was 45%. In 1962, after 30 years of an uninterrupt-
ed social democratic hold on government office and about two decades of ex-
ceptional growth, this share had only grown to 50%.13 If we look at the so-
cial expenses as a share of domestic product then Sweden held a middle po-
sition for a long time. In 1965 its figure was 13.5%, about two percentiles
lower than Belgium, France and Holland, countries which were not dominat-
ed by social democracy. It was only by the end of the 1960s that social expens-
es expanded heavily, a large part of which was due to the pensions, and in
1973 Sweden, together with Christian-Democratic governed Holland, held
the top positions with 21.5% and 22.8% respectively.14

If we finally look at unemployment then the SAP’s entry into government
did not amount to much; during 1936-40 the rate was around 10% among
trade-union confederations members, which was the same level that had ob-
tained in 1923-30.15 It was only after World War II that the labour move-
ment’s demands of full employment became a prioritised goal in Europe, un-
til the crisis in the mid-1970s. When unemployment subsequently skyrock-
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role as an administrator of the state, and it will be locked into a structural ne-
cessity to reproduce capitalist relations of production. In short, it becomes a
preserver of class society. n

This is much shortened version of the original article by CMS Stockholm. The full text ver-
sion is available at www.cmsmarx.org 
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Western European reconstruction, international strike waves, etc. This gives
us reason to return to the strategic limitations of reformism and its structur-
al obstacles in order to understand its decline.

Conclusions

Already in 1958 the social-democratic PM Tage Erlander thought that if
the movement could manage to implement the pension reform the great pe-
riod of reforms would be over. It would then require a renewal in order to
tackle the structural change of the economy that he considered necessary for
a welfare society. But, as a “prisoner of the reformist thinking of an old era”,
18 he did not see himself as capable of achieving such a renewal. We contend
that the same can be said of reformist socialists who hope to repeat the suc-
cesses of the reformism of an earlier era.

If successful reformist policy is not to be simply torn down by a mere
change in government, each parliamentary advance must be used to
strengthen and expand the labour movement’s extra-parliamentary capacity
– to organise people, formulate political programmes from their own per-
spective and control parts of the economy. We have indicated that the de-
pendence on the capitalist sector is the fundamental obstacle for the progress
of reformism in this century. What Keynes called a “comprehensive socialisa-
tion of investments” can therefore no longer be avoided; the structure of the
political economy must in practice become a central question. Nor is this an
issue that can take second place to more topical questions, to be handled
when the scope for reform is exhausted or when social democracy has re-es-
tablished itself as a long-term ruling party.

The crisis of social democracy is a long-term result of its insistence on the
goal of winning parliamentary elections without having a developed strategy
to overcome obstacles on the parliamentary road to social change. Instead,
the response has been to switch to the so-called “Third Way” – towards the
abyss.

Its consequent downward trajectory is not the result of a leadership that
has betrayed its members, nor is it a matter of individual mistakes or of
chance. It is the inevitable consequence of fundamental antagonisms in the
reformist road towards socialism – a problematic that every radical social
transformation must address and overcome. Every comrade within the social
democratic movement, who postpones these questions, gives further reasons
to believe that this future will never arrive – no matter how many terms of
office one might still have.

On the other hand, if the primary goal of social democracy is no longer so-
cial transformation but to be a ruling party, then nothing remains beyond its
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Notes
1) Local association of Centrum för Marxistiska Samhällsstudier (CMS), http//www.cms-

marx.org
2) We draw this account from Korpi (1981) and Josefsson (2005) among others. It might

be a relatively arbitrary selection, since there also exist other models of explanation
within Swedish social democracy. But these texts, or the perspectives that are formulated
in them, seem to occupy a particularly central place among left-oriented Swedish social
democrats.

3) We borrow this term from Therborn et al. (1979).
4) This way of conceptualising capital could reasonably be called a form of fetishism. What

in classical Marxist terms is a relationship of valorisation, ultimately a relationship of
exploitation (M-C…P…-C’-M’), is here portrayed as something inherent in the means
of production.

5) This theme of a betrayed reformism is in a sense a social democratic version of vulgar
Trotskyism.

6) See Anderson (1976).
7) See Przeworski (1980).
8) Nilsson & Nyström (2008) admit that, internationally, competitive interest on invest-

ments sets a limit for the political possibilities of reformism. But as they do not present
any approaches to overcome this limit we have difficulties in perceiving their reformism
as a specifically socialist one.

9) This analysis rests on Block (1980).
10) But formally the mean profit ratio follows a dynamic equilibrium rate R* = (a+p+d)/i,

that is determined by the growth ratio in the total labour a, growth rate on productivi-
ty p, capital depreciation rate d and the relationship between investments and profits i.
A derivation and analysis is given in Zachariah (2009).

11) Kalecki (1943).
12) Therborn et al. (1979, p. 21-25).
13) Ibid.
14) Therborn (1986, p. 23).
15) Ibid. p. 34.
16) Therborn (1985, p. 42).
17) Therborn (1986, p. 27).
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private interests, which remain in their rights as long as these private inter-
ests do not jeopardise the common good. But in an oligarchy, the cleavage is
horizontal, between those at the top of the pyramid, who provide direction
in their different specific fields, and the body politic, conditioned to consid-
er this cleavage legitimate or inevitable.

In an oligarchy, success notably means the orderly control of the state. The
word “orderly” is important here: There is no question of ruining the state,
as in an African dictatorship where too violent extraction of resources keeps
the people down and impoverished; rather, it means “orderly” extraction of
resources, without annihilating the body politic and without unleashing a re-
bellion that could threaten the durability of the process of extraction. An ad-
equate level of exploitation and the form that it takes attest to the savoir-faire
of the oligarchy, which varies according to the country, its national culture
and its history.

Actual exploitation is first revealed by two factors that have oriented capi-
talism over the last 30 years: the weight of large financial companies, which
has become huge, relative to the states, and the ideology of privatisation,
which facilitates the transfer of public funds into the coffers of the oligarchy.

Economic globalisation has become a movement of continuous concentra-
tion. Numerous industrial sectors thus have become the private preserves of
the oligopoly. Nevertheless, the global power of companies should not be ex-
aggerated: in 2002, the 50 largest industrial and service companies represent-
ed only 4.5% of the GDP of the 50 largest countries.2

But a new factor has profoundly modified the economic scene: banks, pen-
sion funds and asset management companies have seen their overall size in-
crease and largely overtake that of large enterprises. In 2002, the top 100
companies in the world together represented USD 5,600 billion, which are
dwarfed compared to the top 100 banks, which together managed USD
29,600 billion in assets.3 The power of the financial sector has become colos-
sal. In 2010, the ten largest global banks each reported assets of more than
2,000 billion Euros while the GDP of a medium-sized country like Greece is
on the order of 200 billion Euros.4

The interests of the financial community have taken over economic policy,
notably by the regular transition of bankers to positions of political policy-
making, with the most spectacular but certainly not isolated example being
the numerous Goldman Sachs associates who have moved to public office.

The second aspect of oligarchic control of the public sector is the general
movement toward privatisation that began in the 1980s. After having turned
industrial enterprises over to private interests, oligarchic governments went
after services (transportation, electricity, telecommunications, casinos), then
health, education and the military.
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Most analysts and citizens of Western society suppose that we live in a
democracy.

But is it really democracy – a system where the people rule and its repre-
sentatives carry out the popular will? Or, do we live in an oligarchy disguised
as democracy? Oligarchy: in others words, a system where a small, inner cir-
cle, makes the decisions they feel necessary.

Capitalism turned a corner in 1980: since then, inequality has continued to
increase in all Western countries, after several decades during which income
distribution remained relatively stable. At the same time, there has been a
second phenomenon at the core of rising inequality: The super rich have ex-
panded their share of revenue faster than the “merely” rich.1 So, at the sum-
mit of society, a very coherent group has emerged that pursues a rationale of
its own, in terms of power as well as lifestyle.

The collapse of the financial system, which began in 2007, revealed the new
strength of the oligarchic class. Logic would seem to dictate that those re-
sponsible for the debacle should be sanctioned and the financial system re-
formed. Instead, they are hanging on to their power and communicate their
decisions to the politicians concerned, who, in turn, implement these deci-
sions without flinching because they are just the visible front of a systematic
intermingling of public policy with private enterprise.

In a democracy, there is a fundamental cleavage between the public sector,
concerned with the general interest, and the private sector and its concern for
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The basis of this method is the idea that the individual is not the master of
his/her choices, because his/her “judgement is a mixture of impressions im-
posed upon him by outside influences that control his/her thinking without
his knowledge.” The art of the master of propaganda is to combine “clichés,
slogans or images that symbolise an ensemble of ideas and experiences” that
resonate “with the classic springs of emotion.”

The thinking of Bernays and Lippmann marks a critical departure from the
concept of political society developed by 19th century liberals: In the wake of
the Enlightenment, these thinkers considered man a rational individual, capa-
ble of lucid evaluation of the advantages and disadvantages of a transaction or
a situation, able to make a choice that corresponds to his real interest. The new
way of thinking denied the rationality of the citizen as well as that of the con-
sumer. Emotions and the subconscious govern the choices of the individual,
and, following in this vein, it is possible to orient his or her decision toward
the solution desired by the manipulators. What is essential is that, under the
guise of democracy reduced to an election,“responsible men” govern the mass
without upsetting its faith in the idea that democracy works well.

Still, this system of thought lacked an instrument essential to its total ful-
filment. The instrument would be television. With its rapid development in
the 1960s, the manipulation-advertising-television triptych would move po-
litical society in the direction conceived by Bernays and Lippmann: the ap-
pearance of democracy.

According to Eurodata TV, viewers in 76 countries spend 3 hours and 12
minutes in front of their television sets every day. Today, in Europe, one or
two generations have lived with television since they were very young. In the
United States, there are three such generations.

Televised entertainment aims to distract the masses from any kind of po-
litical interrogation. The over-representation of emotional relationships
among individuals – competition, frustration, desire and cupidity – wipes
out any collective awareness on the part of viewers. Immoderate interest in
sporting events is encouraged, while soap operas and television films focus
on policemen, delinquents and hospitals.

The advertising that seasons and nourishes these programmes is another
essential tool of ideological training. It never ceases to project images of suc-
cess based on ever-increasing consumption. To be beautiful, happy, healthy
and popular, you must have what we want you to buy. The message is simple,
powerful and totally political: consumption is good.

Is it necessary to stress that television networks – as well as the main print
and radio outlets – belong to large corporations? In nearly all Western coun-
tries, independent media of any importance can be counted on the fingers of
one hand.
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Oligarchic regimes carefully preserve the principle of elected legislative as-
semblies. But to keep these assemblies from orienting their remaining pre-
rogatives in the wrong direction, there is “lobbying,” or discreet influence on
elected officials and policy-makers by trade groups or industries united by a
specific common interest.

Every sector – finance, oil, computers, electricity, chemicals, transport,
agri-business – makes impressive efforts to influence lawmakers in Washing-
ton, Brussels and elsewhere. Their success is remarkable. For example, the
proliferation of genetically modified organisms in the United States would
not have been as spectacular as it is without the close ties between industry
and successive governments. European projects to regulate the financial sec-
tor are entrusted to groups of experts essentially composed of representatives
of the financial sector.5

The political system of the United States stands out for another reason:
electoral victories cost millions. Candidates cannot win elections unless they
spend more than their opponents on television ads and other publicity. Of
the Representatives and Senators elected to Congress in November 2008,
93% had spent the most money during their respective campaigns.6 In the
House and the Senate, those elected will defend the interests of their donors
rather than their constituents. The wealthiest win: elections and oligarchy go
hand in hand.

Makers of public opinion

Two personalities who lived in the first half of the 20th century in the Unit-
ed States played a major ideological role. For Walter Lippmann, the political
journalist, citizens are not capable of understanding the basic political issues
at stake. “The role of the public is not really to express an opinion, rather it
is to support an opinion or not. On this basis, it is impossible to maintain
that a democratic government can directly express the common will”.7 The
mass, therefore, should put its faith in “responsible men”. And it should be
possible to govern the people by the “manufacture of consent” (the making
of common will), using psychological methods of manipulation.

The notion that citizens are incapable of grasping the complexity of the is-
sues in a modern society is the fundamental argument that the oligarchs use
to justify their domination. Lippmann exercised a strong influence on Ed-
ward Bernays who invented the techniques of “communication.” According
to Bernays, “conscious and intelligent manipulation of the opinions and in-
grained habits of the masses play an important role in a democratic society.
Those who manipulate this imperceptible social mechanism form an invisi-
ble government that really runs the country”.8
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dividual strategies of protection therefore dominate the behaviour of the
middle class.

Finally, members of this class absorb the discovery that, in spite of their dif-
ficulties, they are some of the richest on the planet. Evidence of planet-wide
inequality finally strikes everybody, and members of Western society, even
those duped by the oligarchy, realise that they are privileged, which creates
paradoxical solidarity with the ruling class and cynically contributes to gen-
eralised vulnerability.

What does globalisation really mean?

As a whole, society today is organised to attribute the largest part of pro-
duction possible to the product of the collective activity of a small number
of people who run the society. These people declare that economic prosper-
ity is the key to everything, and that growth, combined with technology, will
resolve problems.

This would be of secondary historic importance if it did not come up
against the dominant phenomenon of our time: an ecological crisis that cor-
responds to a decisive moment in the history of humanity, a time in which
the limits of the biosphere are reached.

In 30 years, the rhythm of destruction has accelerated, and that which
seemed to be the opinion of unorthodox doomsayers has come to form the
basis of a pessimistic collective conscience. This movement of ideas repre-
sents a radical upheaval of historical perspective: while the emancipation of
the Age of Enlightenment was energised by the promise of a better future, the
dawn of the third millenium only sheds an uncertain light on a world where
the main objective has become to avoid its destruction.

And yet, the last 30 years have seen a number of countries in the South
grow very rapidly. A group of emerging countries is acquiring enough weight
to dominate the global economy. Over 20 years, this development has re-
duced by one quarter the number of people living on less than a dollar a day.
But a billion and a half humans are still destitute, while the average income
of the countries in the Southern portion of the planet remains far below that
of rich countries. And yet, aggravated by intensified growth in these coun-
tries, the ecological crisis is becoming an obstacle for them to overcome. It is
highly improbable that they ever will reach the level of prosperity of the in-
habitants of the North.

This inequality does not seem to be justifiable or sustainable. What is real-
ly at stake is the end of the Western exception. The industrial revolution that
began in Europe, and then spread to the United States and Japan, opened a
parenthesis during which Western countries significantly separated, in terms
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Why don’t we rebel? 

The ease with which the oligarchic regime absorbed the financial crisis that
began in 2007 is disconcerting. Rescue of the financial system has revealed
more clearly than ever the vital importance of public intervention, thereby
clearly demonstrating the inanity of free-market dogma, along with the cyn-
icism and incompetence of “financial champions” and other “experts” who
were incapable of predicting catastrophe. People in the West nevertheless
have continued to accept, without much outcry, rising unemployment, pro-
liferating poverty and stratospheric inequality, not to mention the implaca-
ble destruction of ecology.

How to explain this popular apathy? One of the causes is mental and polit-
ical conditioning by the media, specifically, television. The young are the first
victims, ingesting one hundred thousand advertising messages, certainly
without being fortyfied a global political consciousness from birth.

Predicting the inevitable prolongation of media conditioning is fatalism.
The “there is no alternative” of Margaret Thatcher is durably embedded in
the collective mind: there is no alternative to capitalism, since communism
has been overcome; growth is indispensable, otherwise employment will rise
even more; the hyper-rich cannot be taxed or they will flee elsewhere; what-
ever we do for the environment will be wiped out by the weight of China,
etc.

Such fatalism is even more intense in that it turns a deaf ear to a culture
that has become massively individualistic. Since 1980, to a degree never be-
fore seen, capitalism has generalised withdrawal from the group, denial of the
collective, scorn for cooperation and ostentatious competition.

But oligarchic societies are not dictatorships looming over fearful shadows.
If people do not rebel, it is also because they do not want to.

Cornelius Castoriadis once observed that there is “one elementary truth
that will seem very disagreeable to some: the system prevails because it has
succeeded in creating popular adherence to what exists”.9

Capitalist culture has placed “economic ‘needs’ at the centre of everything”,
and “ capitalism satisfies these needs that it has created as-well-as-it-can-
most-of-the time.” In the 1960s, Herbert Marcuse too underlined the disap-
pearance of opposition between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie as soon
as “a relatively satisfied middle class replaces the poor working class”.10

While it has clearly and increasingly weakened the middle class in the West,
the shock of 2007 and after has not yet inspired feelings of revolt or solidar-
ity with the neediest. Life is still pretty comfortable. Fear is what dominates:
the threat of loss of status looms, while the value system of society, directed
by the rivalry of ostentation, stigmatises anything that looks like failure. In-
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the parts of the world where ecological constraint is needed. But it masks ma-
jor inequality within all societies. To be crystal clear : no lower level employ-
ee in Europe will accept a lower standard of living if Chinese millionaires are
the ones who benefit.

To meet the ecological challenge and avoid the nationalistic retreat that
would result from a country-by-country or bloc-by-bloc approach to the
problem, it is vital to generate international solidarity among people, in or-
der to impose everywhere the reduction of inequality. This means that the
democratic stakes are planet-wide: Human rights, freedom of expression
shared decision-making are not Western values but the means by which peo-
ple free themselves from their oppressors. n
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of wealth and power, from the rest of the world. This separation reached its
peak at the beginning of the 21st century, and now we are beginning to see it
diminish.

The gap cannot be closed simply by coming up from the bottom. Because
of ecological limitations, not all inhabitants of the planet can live like people
in the United States, Europe or Japan. Reduction of the wealth gap must
come, therefore, from a significant lowering from the top. Against all prevail-
ing current debate, biospheric policy shows the way: Westerners must reduce
their material consumption and their consumption of energy in order to
leave room for their companions on this planet to consume more. The ma-
terial impoverishment of Westerners is the new horizon of global policy.

This means that we must reclaim democracy in a mental context that is
radically different from the one in which it has developed. In the 19th and
20th centuries, democracy grew and won converts because it promised im-
provement of the lot of the greatest number, and it has lived up to the prom-
ise, in association with capitalism. Today, capitalism has deserted democracy,
and we must reinvigorate democracy by espousing a well-being, a “well-liv-
ing,” that is fundamentally different from that which today makes advertising
shine… which, first of all, would prevent the decline of society into chaos…
which, then, would no longer be based on the attraction of objects, but,
rather, on moderation leavened by renewed ties to society. We must invent a
democracy with no growth.

The question concerns not just Western societies. What is the dividing line
in the world of today: that which opposes the “North” and the “South” or
rather the gap that separates the global oligarchy from the people that it sub-
jugates?

Countries in the South are much less homogeneous than the image of
them projected by media mesmerised by economic performance: they are liv-
ing through major conflicts having to do with the distribution of the fruits of
production, mostly to the benefit of an avid oligarchy, and on a development
model that skirts the agricultural question and concern for the environment.
There often is opposition between a governing class – which relies on urban
classes that enjoy a rising standard of living – and farmers, the proletariat and
slumdwellers. What’s more, oligarchies in all the world’s countries are closing
ranks: they form a cross-border class with a shared ideology and common in-
terests.

Countries of the South should not be considered as a bloc. In so-called
emerging countries, part of the middle class and the rich enjoy a standard of
living with an ecological impact that is as significant as that of Western
lifestyle. Global inequality of course remains a phenomenon that must be
taken into consideration when it comes to the rebalancing required between
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is accepted that no country can exit the world system unilaterally, then the
conditions under which each country is integrated into the world are more
or less predetermined. From this point of view, globalisation is first and fore-
most an idea, a dogma, an ideology leaving no room for alternatives. The
TINA syndrome is expressed through an axiomatic, one-dimensional way of
thinking that expresses itself through an end of ideology/ end of history style
of argumentation. In this context, historical dynamics are regulated by a pre-
scribed, universal recipe: People are not entitled anymore to discuss their
own future. It is the end of Enlightenment.

In this sense, the dominant neoliberal model emerges as a totalitarian one.
In the name of this novel monotheism, in the name of a one-dimensional,
simplistic, functionalist, productionist and competitive rationalism, in the
name of a universally accepted recipe of social regulation, truth is deemed to
be self-evident. The arrogance  of the technocrat – who has an anti-philo-
sophical stance and sees himself as possessing a priori the sole rational solu-
tion  to the accumulated contradictions of the system – substitutes for the
critical, open, contentious and ambivalent movement towards the future.
This tendency is well illustrated in the inversion taking place in the relation
between work and survival. The latter issue which, for over two centuries,
was considered the most important economic, political and ethical problem,
has now disappeared from the technocrats’ political agenda. We are in-
formed, for instance, that Mr Oly Ren breaks out into hives every time he
hears about collective bargaining agreements, while at the same time the
vice-president of Germany was standing at the side of the Greek minister of
“Citizen Protection” delivering prophecies on how Greeks should “work
harder”. The only concern of the current discourse on work and survival is
the improvement of competitiveness and productivity so long as they in-
crease profitability. For the first time the value dimension of human life is
completely disappearing from the scene.

These remarks indicate a deep ideological and political rupture. A fact is
conspicuously ignored: that during the last two centuries European civilisa-
tion considered the social question to be the major political issue at stake. It
is also ignored that the raison d’être of the political, always accountable to its
value claims, is the pursuit of the common good. And last but not least, that
this common good can be produced only through democratic procedures is
now ignored; it has been forgotten, in other words, that democracy has al-
ways been a precondition for the successful quest of a common well-being
and development. In essence, we are facing a universal cultural revolution.

Under these circumstances, Democracy in the classic sense, as we have all
known it in the past, is nowadays nothing more than an inverted reflection
of itself. The democratic body, the demos, the people, is not called upon to
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Let me begin this article with an initial claim. The current crisis does not
pertain solely to the performance of economic indicators and to the func-

tioning of economic institutions. Rather it is also a crisis of meaning, values
and consciousness. We are compelled, therefore, to pose once again the fun-
damental questions; to reflect, from the very beginning, on issues such as
what democracy, polity and the general interest are, on what people and pop-
ular sovereignty mean. Based on our past knowledge, we are no longer in a
position to provide a definite answer as to how and with what procedures it
is possible to change the world and to what extent political decisions can in-
tervene in these procedures. That is why I focus in this article on the muta-
tions in perceptions of the political by readdressing these fundamental ques-
tions.

Indeed, what we have seen so far as a political subsystem appears to be
deeply mutated. The idea of democracy as a self-evident and definite organ-
isational principle of politics is not working the way it did before the crisis.
The people do not seem in a position to decide on their own future and have
lost a large part of their sovereignty. Parliamentary elections, even if they still
retain their symbolic meaning, appear as nothing more than a ritual predes-
tined to certify a given status quo of popular heteronomy.

In the so-called age of globalisation, political power has ceased to function
as an autonomous centre of political decision-making in its own right. By the
same token, public interest is conditioned on foreign determinants. Once it
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state; against all questioning of the given status quo; against all activities run-
ning against the market ratio of profit maximisation; against all collective
bodies of representation through which citizens have traditionally promoted
their ideas and social interests in an organised way.

As was once the case with philosophy, which according to Marquis de Sade
entered the boudoir, politics ought to be practiced outside of institutions and
organisations. It is expected to be carried out in the lobbies, in coffee shops,
in the salons, in private, since it is now considered a private affair. Quasi-cit-
izens have to think that they can express themselves as long as they do not
disturb others, that they can discuss as long as they do not threaten the estab-
lished status quo, and they are by all means entitled to disseminate their
views as long as they do not aspire to have an impact on everyday political
life. They ought to think but not to decide – democracy is thus transformed,
into a quasi-democracy.

A direct impact of this transformation is the modification of the rule of
law’s modus operandi. Indeed, at this point a new situation arises. For the
first time, political power is faced with a legitimation void since the people is
not sovereign, the state does not appear neutral to all citizens and the politi-
cal whole ceases to operate as an organisational principle regulating social re-
lations. The enfeeblement of democratic institutions tends to take on un-
precedented dimensions, leading the meta-political and meta-social state to
be more autarchic, more arbitrary and eventually more repressive. Having
entirely lost its credibility, the current neoliberal rule of law secures its sur-
vival through promoting an effective repression founded on scientific and
technical methods.

The symptoms of this transformation are omnipresent. Autarchic democ-
racy increasingly exploits nuanced techniques of social control, surveillance
and oppression infiltrating private spaces which until now remained imper-
meable. Power’s panoptic arsenal expands the knowledge of the state to in-
clude even personal details of an individual’s life, not to mention his or her
actions. All citizens are being watched and surveyed in the name of Reason
and Order, while the fetishism of discipline is not contained solely in the
labour process but spills over to the other social spheres as well. Discipline is
actually expanded to include life in its totality. However, this is not enough,
since oppression, no matter how systematic it is, has inherent limits and dan-
gers. In this respect, late capitalist democracy should still be able to manipu-
late even in a non-convincing manner. All the more so as new techniques of
manipulation threaten the very foundations of democracy.

There is no need to stress here once more the pivotal role of the media as
opinion makers, nor the fact that because of their pivotal role they are inex-
tricably intertwined with the economic and political powers, in a way that vi-
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exercise its sovereignty and deliberate on its future. Instead, others are decid-
ing on its behalf. Logic prevails over free will; transcendental order prevails
over the pure reason of the concrete world’s disorder and the knowledge of
history. In this context, politics is no longer either the art of collective
progress or the art of the feasible. Rather, it is the art of optimal application,
and adjustment to the tenets of the non-political. The art of directing the loss
and discrediting of sovereignty; the art of transforming heteronomy into a
misshaped autonomy; the art of interpellating an absent and powerless peo-
ple; the art of concealing that the dramatis personae of the political drama
are not the actors but the prompters, who are either lurking behind the
scenes or are rushing to the forefront.

All the above points to the conclusion that politics is just an illusion and
exactly for this reason it speaks all the more frequently in the name of a meta-
physical salvation which can be brought about only by the Truth. Those suit-
able to seek this salvation are the ex-cathedra technocrats. Real democracy,
however, has no need of saviours and, moreover, does not even tolerate them.
The sovereign people does not salvage itself, rather it institutes, creates, trans-
forms and subverts itself. It is exactly for this reason that the people can nev-
er be deceived. On the other hand, nowadays the people is deemed danger-
ous exactly because it can be “deceived” and this is why politics has recourse
to a discourse of salvation holding that in the last analysis political action is
to be undertaken a priori and independently of any form of democratic le-
gitimacy. In order to avoid the flaws of an unpredictable people, politics turn
to flawless and predictable Reason.

The universal goal pursued by this shift in politics should be clear by now.
I will take up here only three aspects that underpin this goal.

First, the distribution of wealth and power in favour of the ruling classes
constitutes a permanent principle of social organisation. Second, the above
tendency is presented as absolutely rational and therefore as a historical ne-
cessity. Third, any social resistances that develop in conflict with this tenden-
cy are presented as irrational.

It is exactly through these tenets that the political manipulation of contem-
porary societies is taking place and democratic institutions are enfeebled
along with all the traditional structures of the democratic representation of
social interests. The citizens’ belief in collective action and democratic organ-
isation is systematically undermined, and they are instead encouraged to
pursue their own individual interests. At this point a new ideological alibi
emerges as a form of rationalisation: civil society. According to the latter, free
individuals ought, and to a certain extent are expected, to act together under
the proviso that their action will take place beyond the existing collective rep-
resentation systems. In other words, their action is to take place against the
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Introduction

Many serious observers hold that the crisis in Europe has not come to an
end. With the restructuring of the Greek national debt and the enlargement
of the European Stability Mechanism, only time was bought, yet the funda-
mental problems of over-accumulation2 and the imbalances of the current
accounts among the members of the Eurozone still persist.

Moreover, the agreement on the fiscal pact last March targets a sustained
cementing of austerity politics accompanied by an authoritarian and central-
ist turn of EU integration under German hegemony. Should the fiscal pact
indeed take effect, which under the complex ratification processes of 25 states
is not to be taken for granted3, and should it be administered with the in-
tended hardships, it will end by destroying the European social model, in-
cluding dramatic reductions of living standards of populations in all parts of
Europe.

Under these conditions, a renewed outbreak of the European debt and
banking crisis within the foreseeable future is not unlikely. Probable conse-
quences – this is the hypothesis of what follows here – would be a more or
less voluntary departure of several single states from the monetary union.
However, this is not first and foremost an economic question, but primarily
a political one.

The breaking apart of the monetary union would make manifest and
transform the latent crisis of European integration into a hard fact. It would

Peril from the Right1

Walter Baier

olates constitutional provisions. This formation of a concrete economic-me-
dia-political complex is a universal tendency that one can trace in almost all
countries. In the US, two decisions of the Supreme Court constitute an ex-
plicit example of how this power complex is formed. The first decision lifted
the barriers on party funding on the part of big capital. The second decision
stipulates that political advertising can be not only negative, but also fake –
in direct conflict with the rules regulating commercial advertising. The reper-
cussions of these two court decisions were swift. Negative political advertis-
ing, funded by big capital multiplied and this in turn led to a steep rise in the
media’s profits. What is more, the connections between politics and big busi-
ness became tighter, accompanied by a systematic limitless brainwashing of
the citizens. Obama’s defeat in the last elections is largely attributed to these
developments. We are possibly witnessing the rise of a new form of “manip-
ulative democracy”, a form one can encounter outside the US as well.

In view of all this, what is left of democracy?  We are heading perhaps to-
wards a new “milkman’s democracy”. During the 19th century if someone
knocked on your door at 9 a.m., he was certainly the milkman. Nowadays,
however, there are no milkmen. Hence the person knocking on your door the
first thing in the morning will probably be, if not a policeman , a representa-
tive of the bank to confiscate your house or a private company which, like the
private tax collectors of the past, substitutes for state authority. In sum, we
are speaking of a quasi-democracy of quasi-citizens who are without will and
enfeebled.

The aforementioned analysis fully corroborates the claim with which I be-
gun this article. The current crisis is both a crisis of the idea of democracy
and of democratic functioning; a crisis of worldviews, of ideologies in an era
in which ideologies are proclaimed dead. The only solution to this predica-
ment is resistance against the demons surrounding us. We have to confront
the demons of self-evident conformism, the demons of reason, the demons
of the one-dimensional TINA, the demons of despair and inertia. And this
confrontation necessarily requires the return of the political, the reconstitu-
tion of the peoples’ sovereignty and the return of collective action. It is my
firm belief that the only way out of the current crisis is through the deepen-
ing and broadening of democracy. n
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be characterised not first and foremost through its empirical phenomena, be-
yond those mentioned above – the “popular-democratic appeal, in other
words, a direct addressing of the people, in its language and through its sym-
bols, which all significant political parties have to attempt – but through the
fact that those appeals are presented as an ‘antagonistic option’ against the
ideology of the hegemonic bloc” (see Laclau, 1981: 151).

The construction of “Das Volk”4

In Laclau’s (post)-structuralist analysis, a populist discourse is essentially
characterised by its attempt to take up democratic demands which originally
exist in their particularity and can be absorbed under normal circumstances
by the institutions; but at a certain moment they cannot be further satisfied
within the system. In articulating these demands like the members of a chain
(“equivalential chain“ in his language), and providing them with a symbolic
and political representation (a common signifier), be it by a slogan, a political
vision or a leader, the former particular demands are transformed “into a
broader social subjectivity which is synonymous with saying that it constitutes
the people as a potential historical actor“ (Ernesto Laclau, 2005: 74).

With Laclau’s “equivalential chain” we cannot help being reminded of the
well-known passage in Lenin’s “What is to be Done“, in which the ideal of a
social-democratic professional revolutionary is expressed as the “tribune of
the people“ “who is able to react to every manifestation of tyranny and op-
pression, no matter where it appears, no matter what stratum or class of the
people it affects; who is able to generalise all these manifestations and pro-
duce a single picture“ (Lenin, What Is To Be Done?, Chapt. III: E)

Would we therefore have to interpret Lenin’s brand of communism as a
sort of “left populism“?

At this point, the limits of the political application of Ernesto Laclau’s an-
alytical instrument come clearly into focus. It is to his credit that he has pro-
vided a usable concept for a structural analysis of political discourses. From
this we can also deduce changes in political perspective: While the conven-
tional liberal mainstream knows no better than to use the notion “populism”
in a moralistic, pejorative way, it appears in Laclau as “one legitimate way
among others of constructing the political bond” (ibid. 63). And, moreover,
as he indicates at the end of his book: “The Political becomes synonymous
with populism…since the construction of the ‘people’ is the political act par
excellence” (Laclau 2005: 154).

This has one political consequence: If the construction of the people forms
the essence of the political, the verdict of populism attached in an inflation-
ary way to nearly any oppositional movement, regardless of its contents and
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lead to a qualitative shift in power relations in favour of the highest perform-
ing export oriented economies of the EU and could be the overture to a deep
political earthquake all across the EU.

In a situation like this, nationalist, xenophobic and authoritarian right-
wing forces could begin to go beyond the roles they have thus far played.

A theoretical concept of “populism”

In the period between June 2009 and March 2011, right-wing parties ob-
tained 155 of 3,066 seats in 13 parliaments, which represents approximately
5 % of the electorate. Moreover, this trend was also expressed by a strength-
ening of right-wing populist, Euro-sceptical parties in the European Parlia-
ment elections in 2010.

Even though national specifics are relevant to understanding the phenom-
ena, these developments indicate a profound change in European political
geography. As Tanja Binder shows in her study on the right in Europe, this is
also occurring within the framework of a general rightist trend in the course
of the latest period. “Only rightist populist parties have been able to expand
their voter base” (see Binder, 2009, p. 60).

This means we are not dealing with dangerous yet sectarian groups at the
margin of the society but with parties who are succeeding in pushing them-
selves into the centre of societies and influencing the political agenda even of
moderate mainstream parties.

The parties under scrutiny have in fact modernised both their agenda and
their vocabulary and therefore cannot be labelled easily as traditional right
extremists. That is why contemporary political science uses the notion of
“right-wing populism“ to characterise them. Typically “populism” then is
characterised by a description, in which the following characteristics are
named most frequently:
1) An ethnically or nationalistically founded collectivism loaded with, in

some cases, a culturally motivated xenophobia;
2) An offensive commitment to social inequality;
3) Servile thinking combined with an authoritarian orientation of value

judgements
4) Contempt for party democracy, freedom of speech and pluralism

(see also Dörre/Kraemer/Speidel, 2004, p. 80).
However, attempts to apply these qualifications allegedly common to con-

crete cases demonstrate deviations rather than offering confirmation, which
makes doubtful the usefulness of positivistic characteristics.

What therefore seems more relevant is a theoretical approach. For this we
cannot do without the works of Ernesto Laclau. He proposes that populism
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According to the same research, rightist, even extreme right, attitudes are
on the rise in cases in which people are personally impacted by the crisis.
Whoever feels threatened by the crisis tends to lean towards Islamophobia,
xenophobia, defence of the privileges of established circles (“Etabiertenvor-
rechte”), anti-Semitism as well as a tendency towards sexism and homopho-
bia (ibid. p 8). And all this still in a situation in which no outspokenly right
populist party exists.

The roots of hegemony

Changes in mass consciousness of such quality and to such extents must al-
ways have to do with changes in peoples’ practical life circumstances and also
within the world of work where according to Gramsci, “hegemony origi-
nates” (see Gramsci, 1991, p. 132).

The trivial liberal mainstream conforts itself by arguing that change is al-
ways connected to insecurity. Moreover, so the argument goes, the losses
which result so to speak naturally from “globalisation” hit certain social stra-
ta hardest, and they then become prone to rightist attitudes. Yet, this view
simplifies and extenuates reality.

Indeed, social deterioration is becoming more and more recognised by
masses of the people as a consequence of a politics which accepts the de-
mands of financial markets and transnational enterprises as hard objective
facts and imposes them as practical constraints on the populations. More-
over, since the 1980s, a whole generation experienced “change” and “reform”
as being synonymous with growing suffering at the work place, insecurity
and deterioration of the sense of equality. The key notion here is known as
“precariety”, which amounts to the practical negation of the welfare state
achieved in Europe after World War II. Reaching far beyond the broad and
ever growing zone of vulnerability it creates, precariousness of labour rela-
tions disintegrates the entire working world, including the zone of normal
working relations (see Dörre/Kraemer/Speidel, 2004: p. 96).

While precariety effects the entirety of our societies, more and more peo-
ple are in fact living under conditions of general scarcity, scarcity of goods
and services, of security, of acceptance, of stable social relations, a state which
the survey denotes as a “negative individualism” which opens the field for an
increase of rightist populist orientations (Ibid. p. 101).

This means: If we want to delineate the social origins of the rise of extreme
right positions coming into the “centre of society”, the decreasing integration
capacity of the welfare state combined with the weakening of organised
labour has to be one of the focal points of our analyses. Ironically, mod-
ernised right-wing populist parties which hitherto advocated a pure anti-sta-
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aims, clearly becomes a “denigration of the masses“ on the part of the liber-
al main-stream due to their silent complicity with elites who are increasing-
ly unable to justify their politics vis-à-vis the general population.

Yet, the “equivalent chain“ proposed by Laclau, “Hitler, Mao, Perón und De
Gaulle”, is not at all convincing, and neither is the more general assertion that
“‘populism’ (is) not a type of movement – identifiable with either a special
social base or a particular ideological orientation – but a political logic” (La-
clau: 2005: 117), last but not least because the political question stimulated
by it – namely whether the left  to be successful should also act in “populist“
ways – leads one astray.

Crisis and systemic opposition

In an earlier study, in which his analysis seemed closer to Marxism, Laclau
demonstrates that “the appearance of populism is historically tied to a crisis
of the dominant ideological discourse, which is on the other hand part of a
general social crisis” (Laclau, 1981: 153). However, if populism is constituted
by the fact that popular-democratic elements are presented as an antagonis-
tic option against the ideology of the dominant bloc this does not necessari-
ly imply that populism is equivalent to a revolutionary movement.

On the contrary, to stimulate a populist development it may suffice, as La-
clau writes, that one class or class fraction needs a fundamental change with-
in the power bloc to sustain its assertion of hegemony.

In this sense he distinguishes with good reason a populism of the ruling
classes and a populism of the governed classes (Laclau: 1981: 151).

In other words, each crisis must be examined from two perspectives:
a) from the perspective of those being governed;
b) from the perspective of those being in power.
Regarding the latter, the critical question is if, and in what ways, today’s

rightist movements in Europe coincide with interests emerging within “the
dominant class, more precisely in a group of the dominant class which fac-
ing the crisis of the dominant discourse wants to establish a new hegemony
and thus sees itself forced to appeal against established ideology to ‘the Volk’
as a whole” (ibid. p. 153).

With regard to those who are governed the pivotal point is the serious de-
terioration of the social climate which is sufficiently documented throughout
Europe, even in Germany, which is the first country at the core of the privi-
leged zones of the Euro-territory. In questionnaires, more than half of the
German population indicatse that it feels threatened by current economic
developments: 37% of them say they are “irritated“ and 33% “angry“ (Insti-
tute for Conflict and Violence Research – IKG, 2010: p. 3).
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ical representation as witnessed throughout Europe is particularly grave, as
the working class and popular strata need more from politics when faced
with economic and social crisis.

Instead, the political class turns them over to the chill of financial markets.
This has of course severe consequences, as the right/left dichotomy is no
longer perceived by a large segment of the society as a rough equivalent of an
upper-class / lower-class dichotomy. However, “crisis of political representa-
tion” seems to be too big a term to describe a fundamental process: the lack
of interest shown by politicians in the working class and other popular stra-
ta is met by the populations’ lack of interest in politics.

In other words, alliances between middle-class strata and working people
hitherto negotiated by the social-democratic and the green parties under the
banner of a moderate neoliberalism, dissolve ostensibly, while political liber-
alism takes on an elitist character.

In this critical situation, the new right offers the possibility of rebellion
without questioning the basic structures of capitalist property, as Walter Ben-
jamin wrote in 1936 with reference to fascism which, as he said, sees salvation
in “the masses achieving their expression (however by no means their
rights)“ (Benjamin, 1963: p. 41).

In closing: Following Ernesto Laclau’s analysis we have isolated a decisive
characteristic of populism, in that it represents an “antagonistic option“ that
collides with the ideology of the power blocs. However, this antagonistic op-
tion can be formulated from two positions which in themselves are antago-
nistic positions, that is, either from the standpoint of the right or from the
left; from that of the dominant, or that of the governed class. This led us to
the limits of Laclau’s analytical points of departure, in that according to him
both positions could be subsumed under the common notion of “populism”,
which in turn would depreciate the substantively opposed contents into mere
variants of the same thing. But what matters politically is not the identity; it
is on the contrary the difference.

In this context, the notion of “populism” seems a euphemism for a new na-
tionalist, xenophobic and anti-democratic right wing!

There is a paradox. The more successful the new right option has become
in elections, the greater, so far, has been its failure when it had to stand the
test of being in government. But we should not derive too much comfort
from this considering that in Austria, for example, although Jörg Haider’s
Freedom Party failed spectacularly in its government participation between
2000 and 2006, according to recent poll it is expected to come out of the
forthcoming elections as a major political force.

The question is whether or not the “anti-elitism”, which marks the new
right movements from their very inception, will turn into more than a ges-
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tist neoliberalism now posture as defenders of the welfare state – albeit with
the crucial reservation that the “merit-based” welfare state be made exclusive-
ly accessible to the native populations.

This is much more than pure demagogy, as it demonstrates one of Laclau’s
most important arguments, namely that significations in political discourses
can float between opposing camps (“floating signifier”): The social welfare
state in Europe has always been part and parcel of the process of income dis-
tribution in the framework of the nation-state. Once the neoliberal mantra is
accepted that the further expansion of the welfare state is neither desirable
nor possible due to financial limits, in other words once the disarticulation
of social, so to say class-wise, distribution is accepted, even the idea of the
welfare state is in danger of collapsing into its opposite – a reactive national-
ism aimed at exclusion (compare, for example, the programme decided on in
June 2012 by the Freedom Party of Austria:(http://www.fpoe.at/fileadmin/
Content/portal/PDFs/2011/2011_graz_leitantrag_web_01.pdf ).

A phenomenon of the lower strata?

Let us be careful! The conclusion often heard within liberal discourse – in
which populism is first and foremost a phenomenon of a white, male under-
class which rightfully experiences itself as a bunch of losers of modernisation
and globalisation – does not hold up to empirical analysis. As demonstrated
in the German survey quoted above, right-wing populist leanings have in-
creased in parallel to the deepening of crisis on all social levels of income,
since 2009 notably also within upper-income strata. The latter withhold their
support from weaker groups and tend to downgrade them. Additionally, an
aggressively loaded Islamophobia noticed in the centre, as well as left of cen-
tre, has significantly increased (ibid. p. 13).

In this respect, we read in the final summary of the IKG study: “In the wake
of economic and societal effects of the crisis … we are dealing with an in-
creasingly brutalised bourgeoisie … which additionally is spurred on by the
press, that is, by allegedly liberal dailies and weeklies. It is not the size but the
power of influence of higher income groups contributing to the negative
transformation of the current social and political climate, which needs here
to be taken in account.

Departure from democracy

Existing empirical data in various countries demonstrate that an increas-
ing number of those who feel threatened in their social existence by the cri-
sis, tend to create an internal distancing from democracy. The crisis of polit-
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Notes
1) This text is based on an introductory presentation and final remarks at the joint seminar,

“New Populisms and the European Right and Far Right Parties: Challenge to and Per-
spectives of the Left” organised by transform! europe, Associazione Culturale Punto
Rosso and the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation in Milan on March 9, 2012.

2) See an interesting analysis in the Financial Times: “The post-crisis crackdown on banking
has left the way open for a rapid growth in alternative funding areas (…) The ‘shadow
banking’ system, meanwhile a phrase used to encompass a broad range of institutions
and mechanisms, from hedge funds to ‘repo’ markets, has recovered more rapidly and is
poised to usurp banks in a variety of ways… Some worry that the growth of non-bank
lending…allow new, unmonitored bubbles to grow unchecked until they once again drag
down the banking system and the larger economy” (Partick Jenkins et alii, 2012).

3) At the time of this writing, the referendum in Ireland is about to take place. It remains
uncertain in what other countries referenda on the fiscal pact are planned and what kind
of consequences the result of the French elections for president and parliament will have
on the fiscal pact itself.

4) In this context it is important to remember that the word “Volk”, due to its use by Na-
tional Socialism (“Volksgemeinschaft”), has a negative connotation in German different
from that of the corresponding terns in the romance languages (“people”, “popolo”, or
“pueblo”). The problem, however, is identical: the double sense of the political concept
“Volk”. It can mean the population in contrast to the state and elites, that is, the totality
of the oppressed and exploited within a nation, or the population of a nation in contrast
to other nations, that is, an ethnically or culturally defined exclusive identity. The most
appropriate approach in my opinion is to define “Volk” as a population structured
through hegemony exercised by a certain social group.
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ture in consequence of the crisis or, to put it in other words, will coalesce into
a project of groups of the ruling class.

Here the circle closes, as the answer to the question is intimately linked to
the crisis of European integration, which conversely triggers the increasing
nationalisms provoked by the austerity policies and the centralist authoritar-
ian turn of the EU.

Much will depend on which of the competing concepts of the future role
of Germany will prevail within its elites, and in this respect we must not take
anything for granted at the moment; much of course will depend on the
struggles unfolding particularly in the South of Europe on national levels
against the austerity programs imposed on these countries.

Perhaps we will soon live to see a Europe in which the paths of nations will
lead in opposite directions, either because the nationalist option within the
ruling class will become decisive as well as popular by means of a new right
wing, or because populations in single states will push for politics alternative
to the prevalent austerity politics imposed through institutions of the EU.

In the case of any of the possible developments, the question of a peaceful,
democratic future of national relations within a Europe based on solidarity,
which requires a fundamentally restructured EU, will be at the centre of po-
litical struggles. What is however new is that this will take place in a constant
confrontation with a new right wing and the nationalisms and chauvinisms
embodied by it.

It is interesting that almost all of Marx’s famous text The 18th Brumaire of
Louis Bonaparte — discussing something which today we might consider a
predecessor of so called “populism” – deals with an analysis of the failures
and defeats of diverse opposing forces – of liberalism and the left.

As far as today’s political left in Europe is concerned it is important to un-
derstand the close connection between material struggles and the struggle for
power with the struggle to interpret the crisis. The left may prevail in this
struggle over nationalism if it is able to develop a modernised class-based
discourse and to articulate it with the very diverse popular demands of
women, the trade unions, the ecologists, etc.

Some call this discourse “populist”. We know better: it is European and
democratic. n
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138/2011, of a second stabilising manoeuvre with a 60 billion Euro corrective
effect on budget balances for 2014.

Before examining the letter of the two bankers, it is well to remember that
the ECOFIN Council of September 2010 modified the Code of Conduct for
the implementation of the Stability and Growth Pact via procedures of the
“European Semester” initiated in January 2010. Their novelty consists in the
discussion and in the ex ante indication of budget-balancing policies whose
principal phases are: a) in mid-April, when the member states submit their
National Reform Programmes (NRP, developed in the framework of the EU’s
new Europe 2020 strategy) and contemporaneously the Stability and Conver-
gence Programmes (SCP, developed in the framework of the Stability and
Growth Pact), taking into account the guidelines dictated by the European
Council; b) in the beginning of June when the European Commission, on the
basis of the NRP and SCP works out the Recommendations on Economic
Policy and budgets addressed to the single member states; c) in the second
half of the year when the members states approve their respective budget laws
on the basis of the Recommendations issued. In an annual report the Com-
mission will give an account of the progress achieved by member countries
in the implementation of the Recommendations.

In 2011 the Italian government complied exactly with the deadlines pre-
scribed by the EU, developing the NRP for the pursuit of the objectives of Eu-
rope 2020 and the Stability Programme. The two documents have become in-
tegral parts of the Document on the Economy and Finance (DEF), the new in-
strument of economic-financial programming (Law no. 39/2011), approved
by the Camera in Resolution No. 6-00080 on April 28.1 Also on the Commis-
sion’s part the deadlines have been met with the definition, on June 7, of the
Recommendations for each of the 27 member countries, in which the obliga-
tions defined by the NRP and SCP were evaluated. These Recommendations
were made specifically by the ECOFIN on July 12 and then published July 21
in the Official Journal of the European Union. The “European norms” were
applied to Italy. In the Recommendations all the principal requirements are
expressed, including, first in Trichet’s and Draghi’s August 5 letter and then in
the October 26 letter of the Italian government: from fiscal consolidation to
the labour market in order to abolish the protections provided by Article 18 of
the Statute against firings with the purpose of introducing massive dosages of
flexicurity, to the liberalisation of public services and professions, to the abo-
lition of controls and administrative costs in order to make enterprises freer,
finally modifying the Constitution “in such a way as to reinforce budget disci-
pline” (point 16 of the “forasmuch” paragraphs of the Recommendations).

The procedural framework of the European Semester, therefore, has pro-
duced operative choices and legislative acts constituting the modus operandi
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1. Facts and documents

As in every crisis, capitalism’s ruling elites, in order, among other things, to
manage the current economic-financial crisis, are redesigning the institu-
tions, which is what is happening in the EU with the Euro Plus Pact, the Six
Pack and now with the Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Governance in
the Economic and Monetary Union (signed on March 2, 2012).

Italy has adjusted itself to these tendencies with the constitution of the
Monti government, which is not a “technical” government – it was wanted by
the EU, directly represents Italy’s industrial bourgeoisie and the banks, above
all the components tied to the global market, and enjoys the support of the
Catholic hierarchy. The Monti government is the direct expression of the ne-
oliberal policies imposed by the EU on the PIIGS, and specifically on Italy
with the Aufust 5 Trichet-Draghi letter.

After the first “economic manoeuvre” of last July (Decree Law 98/ 2011)
and the pressure of the financial markets and of the EU on Italy to intensify
the austerity policies, in the midst of the summer, to be precise on August 5,
Jean-Claude Trichet, president of the ECB, and Mario Draghi, governor of
the Banca d’Italia, sent a letter to the President of the Council Berlusconi –
improperly designated as Prime Minister – indicating exactly what the latest
interventions would be to enforce compliance with the obligations assumed
in the European Councils and in the documents which marked the first “Eu-
ropean semester”. Thus August saw the launching, with the Decree Law

The EU – The Flight From
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ensemble of the July 2011 measures is considered too unaggressive and there
is the requirement that the budget be brought close to balance in 2013 – which
will be duly approved by Decree Law 138. Another mandatory requirement
is action in the area of pensions, in particular in the case of pensions related
to length of work life (in Italy there is another modest pension related solely
to age) and pensionable age for women.

Finally, as with other countries, there is insistence on the urgency of con-
stitutional changes to anchor balanced budgets to a norm ranking higher
than that of an Act of Parliament (legge ordinaria). Draghi’s and Trichet’s
government programme is the one that Italy’s governing classes are called on
to implement, whether they are centre right or centre left. Given the scant
credibility of the Berlusconi government, Sarkozy, in his October 23 press
conference was specific about putting “confidence in the ensemble of Italian
institutions”, with clear reference to the Presidency of the Republic and the
Banca d’Italia. It is no accident that Giorgio Napolitano’s Presidency has
come to be transformed from an organ of guarantee of democracy to that of
a guarantor of sovereign debt and is characterised by a political intervention-
ism aimed at securing “inevitable structural reforms” for growth. In his talk
at Bruges, as reported by the October 27 Il Sole 24 Ore, President Napolitano
expressed satisfaction at the “significant innovations” and at the ECB’s con-
tribution in facing the crisis of state debt; he confirmed the centrality of the
Euro in constructing Europe and declared support for the precise carrying
out of the requirements the EU asked of Italy. There are two other important
passages in the Bruges address, referring not so much to the present crisis as
to the future: “No Italian political force can continue to govern or can be a
candidate to govern without showing that it is conscious of the decisions that
must now be taken, even if unpopular, in the national interest and the Euro-
pean interest”; therefore the EU measures must be accepted and implement-
ed without hesitation. It is necessary to act in this way also – this is the sec-
ond consideration – because “transfers of sovereignty at the European level”
are occurring. President Napolitano very accurately identified in the Euro
Plus Pact a supplanting of the “rigid dividing wall which the Treaty in force
wanted to ratify in order to protect the jurisdiction of the national states,
against a progressive extension of the jurisdiction of the Union”.

The majority and the opposition in Italy, just as in the other member coun-
tries, have to move within the rigidly confining paths outlined by the EU, be-
cause it is to the EU that the sovereignty of the nation states is being trans-
ferred. Therefore we are confronting a government of the EU, most often
called governance because it is concentrated in the management of the econ-
omy and of finance, functioning according to a network of organs at differ-
ent levels.
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of European economic governance. The latter, together with the European
Council of March 24-25, 2011, was reinforced by the Euro Plus Pact,2 which
the Italian government itself recognised as being “a factor of constitutional
innovation”: “The effects of the Pact are not, and will not be, limited to the
economic realm […] but extended to the political realm. They are effects des-
tined to take the form of a systematic and increasingly intense devolution of
the power of the nation-states in the direction of a common new and increas-
ingly political European entity”.3

The EU, in order to manage the economic-financial crisis, has begun con-
centrating powers ever increasingly in the European Council, in the ECB and
in the two new institutional instances: that of the Euro Summit and its pres-
ident, who is currently also president of the European Council, Herman van
Rompuy. These are the “judges of last resort” who dictate measures on budg-
et balancing and economic policy, also controlling how they are carried out.

Having outlined the institutional development of European governance, I
turn to the Trichet-Draghi letter, which has imposed on Italy’s government
the implementation of the obligations assumed toward the EU, the condition
that has to be met in order to benefit from the ECB’s interventions on the
secondary market of state bonds with the purpose of alleviating the spread of
the German bunds and to avoid sanctions defined in the six pack. Approved
on October 4, 2011, the six pack provides for a deposit of 0.2% of GDP for
the country that violates the rule of a 3% limit for the annual deficit convert-
ible into a fine, and it requires bringing the debt to below 60% of GDP by way
of one twentieth every three years.4

Trichet and Draghi, strengthened by the Conclusions of the Council of the
European Union of July 21 when the Italian government assumed obligations
with its “sovereign signature”, requested prioritising the carrying out of “sus-
tainable conditions for balanced budgets” accompanied by “structural re-
forms”, all measures that have already been defined in the Recommendations.
In fact, there is an obsessive repetition of the need to raise the level of com-
petition in public services, also by means of privatising them, redesigning
their regulatory and fiscal systems and further reforming the system of na-
tional collective wage bargaining – “allowing agreements at company level in
such a way as to tailor salaries and working conditions to the specific require-
ments of the companies, making these agreements more important in con-
trast to the other levels of negotiation”.5 Although it moves in this direction,
nevertheless the June 28 Accord between Confindustria (the employers’ asso-
ciation) and the unions is considered inadequate because it lacks “a careful
revision of the norms that govern the hiring and firing of employees”, which
will occur, though in a partial way, with Article 8 of Decree-Law 138, ap-
proved in August directly following the letter from the central bankers. The
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true North Star of the European structure. Reference is then made to the
President of the Euro Summit who “will be designated by the heads of state
or of governments of the Eurozone on the same occasion in which the Euro-
pean Council elects its president for the same duration. In anticipation of the
next election, the current president of the European Council will preside over
the meetings of the Euro Summit”. The new institutional figure is disciplined
by the rules established in Annex 1 of the Conclusions of – note well – the
Euro Summit to be held right after the European Council.

In the October 26 Euro Summit, beyond praise for the obligations accept-
ed in the letter from the Berlusconi government, in very precise terms it is in-
sisted that Italy is to reduce its public debt by 7 % by 2014, which would
mean a figure of about 100 billion Euros, introduce into its Constitution a
balanced-budget norm and undertake measures to liberalise firings. The
Commission is charged with controlling the exact compliance with the pro-
gramme which the Italian government, whatever its political colour is, is
called on to respect – as President Napolitano once again crisply repeated in
an Official Note on November 1, in which he “considers by now unalterable
the effective decisions taken in the framework of the letter of obligation di-
rected by the government to the European authorities”.

The other decisions of the October 26 Euro Summit have been the increase
of resources of the EFSF (European Financial Stability Facility) to provide in-
surance against risks to private investors and for the establishment of a sub-
sidiary company to “increase the amount of resources available to provide
loans, to recapitalise banks and to purchase obligations in the primary and
secondary markets”; interventions for recapitalising banks are laid out in An-
nex 2. Annex 1 contains two institutional innovations. The first consists of
the transformation of the Eurogroup, together with the Commission and the
ECB, into a “fulcrum of daily management of the Eurozone”, and in the im-
provement of its operative structures for the purposes of playing “a central
role in the implementation of the European Semester”.

To make the deliberations of the Euro Summit effective – and this is the
second innovation, already mentioned – a permanent presidency for it was
established. On the same October 26, van Rompuy was appointed to this po-
sition so as to make it immediately operative. In Annex 1 ten measures are
defined in order to establish, among other things, periodic meetings of the
Euro Summit with the participation of the heads of state or of governments
of the Eurozone and of the president of the Commission. The Euro Summits
“will set the strategic orientations for the carrying out of economic policies,
for the improvement of competitiveness and for a greater convergence in the
Eurozone”. The Eurogroup, now presided over by Jean-Claude Juncker, has to
“assure an ever closer coordination of economic policies and the promotion
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The second letter to consider is of course that of the Italian government on
the occasion of the European Council and of the Euro Summit of October
26. The Euro Summit, I must stress, has acquired a specific institutional
prominence that I would like to highlight.

The contents of the “Italian” letter – the complete text is available at the
website of Il Sole 24 Ore – are simply a more meticulous explication of the
points set out by Trichet and Draghi. It is enough to scroll through the agen-
da proposed to realise this. Italy in particular is obliged to approve by 2012 “a
reform of labour legislation for purposes of a greater propensity to hire and
attentiveness to the needs of company efficiency also through a new regula-
tion of lay-offs for economic reasons in permanent (i.e. not limited-time)
full-time job contracts”. Then there is the reeling off of the by now familiar
list of structural reforms regarding supplementary contracts (local contracts
which supplement the national labour contract), such as the opening of mar-
kets in a competitive way in the public services, particularly in local ones, and
the liberalisation of the professions, the support of entrepreneurship and in-
novation, the modernisation of the public bureaucracy with simplification of
procedures, the streamlining of the administration of justice, the reform of
the state’s constitutional architecture with the reduction of the number of
parliamentarians and the abolition of the provinces, the federal reform of the
state, greater efficiency of decision-making mechanisms and the strengthen-
ing of the role of the executive and of the majority, the modification of con-
stitutional articles relating to freedom of economic initiative, the protection
of competition and the commitment to balanced budgets. The government
wants then to reduce pension safeguards, to divest itself of the cultural her-
itage/infrastructure, rationalise public expenditures and reduce the number
of workers in the public sector – all of these measures being similar to those
adopted by Spain, Portugal and Greece.

2 Institutional arrangements

The EU’s economic-financial decisions in the course of the crisis have gone
hand in hand with the changes to the institutional arrangements. Among the
October 23 decisions of the Council of the European Union, the most rele-
vant for us are points 4 and 7. The first point contains a positive evaluation
of the efficiency of instruments of economic governance in tune with the Eu-
ropean Semester, whose coordination procedures on the European level have,
with the Euro Plus Pact and the six-pack, been made more constrictive. Un-
der Point 7 emphasis is put on the responsibility of the European Commis-
sion in assuring respect for the EU’s legislation on the part of all the 27 mem-
ber states, above all as regards the internal market, which is established as the
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ed construction: it will be created by concrete actions that first create a soli-
darity of facts”.8

The first Community, the ECSC (European Coal and Steel Community),
made clear the context in which “concrete facts” were to be created: in the
economic context, specifically that of carbon and steel. With the EEC, the
common market was placed at the centre; with the Treaty of Maasstricht, the
EU defined the goal of the single market, no longer with frontiers, for the free
circulation of goods, people capital and services (“the four freedoms”). With
the Euro, the single currency of 17 of the 27 states of the EU, we come to the
toughest challenge because the Euro is not governed by a sovereign state, or
by a confederation or federation of states. In the face of the sovereign of the
currency, the BCE – defined by Rainer Weinert as the “guardian of the stabil-
ity of the value of the currency” (Der Hüter der Geldwertstabilität)9 – there
is no “single decision-maker” for European fiscal policies.

To compensate for this lack, which in this historical phase is the problem of
the EU, the proposal put forward by George Soros among others has not been
followed: that of creating a European Ministry of the Treasury.10 The actual
solution adopted is more pragmatic and follows the ideas of the 1970 Wern-
er Plan that prefigured a single communitarian centre for decisions on budg-
et policy, which is today constituted by the Eurogroup, the Commission,
ECOFIN and by the European Council. The Werner Plan, as articulated by A.
Santagostino, provided in fact for a communitarian oversight before govern-
ments definitively establish their budgets, in order to impose the commit-
ments needed for national fiscal policies to contribute to the stability of the
currency” – it is what the Euro Plus Pact finally established.11

3 Fundamental norms of the Treaties

Many volumes have been written to analyse the salient features of Euro-
pean construction, and many disparate “theories” have been developed. It
would have been enough to reflect more carefully on the writings of Jean
Monnet, or on the fundamental norms of the Treaties as interpreted by the
Court of Justice, or on the old but lucid essays of David Mitrany, to be clear
that the European structure through the mediation of successive accumula-
tion of jurisdictions had and has as its priority the construction of a single
supranational market in which institutions, social relations, environmental
and infrastructural conditions, the “four freedoms”, education and “social”
policies are all directed to achieving an economy that is highly competitive
within the global market.

This project of economic union, of a single supranational market, requires
institutional forms that differ from those proper to representative democra-
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of financial stability”. Point 6 establishes that the “president of the Euro Sum-
mit, the president of the Commission and the president of the Eurogroup
will meet periodically, at least once a month. The president of the ECB can
be invited to participate. The presidents of the oversight authorities and the
Chief Executive Officer of the EFSF and the managing director of the Euro-
pean Stability Mechanism (ESM) can be invited on specific occasions”.6

Without modifying the Treaties, without discussion in the national parlia-
ments, without a public debate, already-existing organs have been trans-
formed and new ones created with jurisdictions not foreseen in the Treaties.
Step by step, according to the old functionalist model the powers of European
government are rendered increasingly pervasive. This has been done, in an in-
terweaving of entities and jurisdictions, by the European Council, the Com-
mission, the Council in its various formations, the Eurogroup and the presi-
dent of the Euro Summit in close cooperation with the ECB and EFSF (and
from 2013 with the ESM). All this has been decided by governments and by
the technocracy in order to respond to the markets whose consensus substi-
tutes for that of the citizens. The confirmation of the political supremacy of the
markets occurred with their furious response to the proposal of the Greek
government to call a referendum on the most recent bailout plan, the one set
out in the October 26 Euro Summit. In the face of the prospect of a citizens’
vote, the financial centres made the European stock exchanges collapse on No-
vember 1 and made the interest rate on state bonds shoot still further up. The
markets will decide, not the citizens – this is the message of November 1.

In 12 months, hardly two years after the coming into effect of the Treaty of
Lisbon, the EU, to respond to the economic-financial crisis, transformed its
institutions and decision-making procedures, a method which perhaps will
not please those who believe that the institutions have to be thought of and
organised more geometrico, whereas they are now evolving in contingent
modes reacting to time requirements. These EU events confirm the insight of
those who have held that the evolution of institutions is always path depend-
ent, that is, conditioned by the needs which they are historically called on to
meet. The ruling elites of the EU are well aware of this and indeed act prag-
matically though at the same time they do not lose sight of the goals of Eu-
ropean construction. According to an interview given by Wolfgang Schäuble,
Germany’s Finance Minister: “We all know that we must continue in con-
structing Europe. We have to go forward step by step – not only today but to-
morrow and the day after tomorrow”.7 Schäuble sums up in a few clear sen-
tences entire libraries of books dedicated to explaining the functionalist
method of constructing Europe, theorised by its founding father Jean Mon-
net and expounded with inspired words in the Schuman Declaration of May
9, 1950: “Europe cannot be built in one blow, nor can it be built in a concert-
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A number of theories have been formulated, as I have said above, on Euro-
pean integration – from Cassese’s imperium mixtum to Pernice’s multilevel
governance to Majone’s regulatory state, or to the post-national democracy of
Scharpf – but it would have sufficed just to look, without ideological blind-
ers, at the “words and things” of European institutions in order to reach two
conclusions. The first one, already synthesised with clarity by Walter Hall-
stein, is that the Community “is the creation of the law, is the source of the
law and is the legal order;15 which is what the Court of Justice quickly legit-
imised, confirming that European institutions are a “community of law”. The
second conclusion, also legitimised by Court judgements, is that with the
Treaties there is a transference of sovereignty on the part of the member
states, jurisdiction by jurisdiction.

There is indeed an original feature of the European construction, and it is
that the EU is a juridical order of the market beyond the national states.

Up to now the capitalist market and national state have been intertwined
organisms, one being born for and through the mediation of the other; in the
epoch of the global market – this is the novelty – there is an affirmation of
the large economic supranational spaces, managed with legal instruments –
soft and hard law – no longer developed and handled by the nation states as
in the time of the “liberal” British empire, or of the brutal Nazi Reich with its
Großraum, or more recently of the imperial hegemony of the USA. It is
supranational organisms that build and manage these spaces. The EU is the
most advanced experience in the organisation of a large economic space, and
the European countries are acting as a function of this objective of a single
continental market.

The state is no longer the necessary condition for the construction, the ex-
istence and the development of the capitalist market. Beyond the state the
market remains, and once again this is not the spontaneous product of eco-
nomic forces, but the conscious construction in which the states, the finan-
cial and entrepreneurial elites and the technocracy participate. The political
management of the big economic spaces is entrusted to supranational deci-
sion-making centres which arise without democratic legitimation and live
without democratic consensus, not even electoral consensus. Gianni Ferrara
is completely right when he spoke, already some years ago, of this process as
a “liberation from democracy”. This is why Fausto Bertinotti’s observation is
just as pertinent when he speaks of the “impermeability” of EU institutions
by democratic instances.16 It is not a matter of a deficit of democracy, which
has been discussed for decades. In the EU we are looking at a transfer of sov-
ereignty toward entities – formed by heads of state or of governments, the
technocracy, economic-financial centres – guided by operative strategies and
lines geared only to the construction and functioning of markets. Brussels
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cy. Mitrany was the first to theorise the contraposition of a “voting democra-
cy” and a “working democracy”, maintaining that authority in the contempo-
rary epoch is legitimised through the results it achieves, that is, as an output
democracy, in that it is dependent on efficiency, in the first place the efficien-
cy of the market where the consumer “votes” everyday with his or her feet,
choosing the seller that satisfies his or her demand at the lowest price.12

Moreover, Mitrany theorised the spontaneous evolution of communitari-
an institutions “branch by branch” in such a way that every function would
generate the others gradually. It is the big idea that economic integration
would produce political integration – the same idea as Monnet’s when he de-
veloped his ECSC plan which was to lead to a European political federation
via the successive integration of the various economic areas. The result was
not the creation of a European society endowed with a democratic constitu-
tion, but of a market society with an economic constitution which overturned
the principles of 19th-century constitutional charters.

The construction of the Community and now of the European Union has
emphasised the role of the market, of the corporation and of finance, which
have become the “commanders” of economic, social and institutional rela-
tions. The dominion of economy over society, the economism so character-
istic of capitalist culture, finds its specific instruments in Articles 101 – 109
of the TFEU (Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union) – the old
Articles 81 – 89 of the TEC (Treaty of Rome) reproduced to the letter, aptly
defined as the economic due process clause – and in the Treaty of Maastricht,
acknowledged in Protocols 12 and 13 of the Treaty of Lisbon, which estab-
lish price stability, the containment of public expenditures and convergence
policies.

For this reason, Fabio Merusi was able to speak years ago of the European
Community, proudly, as the murderer of Article 41 of the Constitution: “the
Italian government, in fact, (the principal) promoting – and appending (the
executive acts) to – the Treaty of Rome on the establishment of the European
Economic Community, had introduced into the ‘system of government’ a
time bomb that, once detonated, would radically destroy the system and, con-
sequently force it to be regenerated in a diametrically opposed sense: the com-
mon market was founded on market institutions and on competition, and the
progressive transformation of the Community into a federation of states was
to introduce into the Italian federated state as well the market and competi-
tion in place of intervention in the economy”.13 Merusi well understood that
the “constitutionalisation” of the competitive market would occur thanks to
the EU, and now we are at the threshold of its formalisation if the modifica-
tion of Articles 41 and 81 of the Italian Constitution are approved according
to the government’s draft laws now being discussed in the Camera.14
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Puntscher Riekmann held that the decision-making centres connected to
networks of economic interests and the administrative apparatuses “replace
the sovereign”: power in actu and not in situ. One wonders, taking up an ex-
pression of Foucault’s: is there a power without a centre, which is manifested
only in acts? The answer is before our eyes in this empire of wealth where the
law is the minimisation of costs and the maximisation of profits, where the
social essence of any material or immaterial good is measured by its value in
money, where every individual is an agent of the market. The world market
has become the res publica.20

The EU is increasingly taking on the connotation of an imperium œco-
nomicum, of a market society without democracy, in which even the census
is re-established with the capacity to vote being measured and weighed with
money. Who has more counts for more. n
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and Frankfurt have become the centres of power: a circuit of institutions at
the service of markets, from which democracy has been expelled.17

If one wants to identify heuristic models to give an account of the develop-
ment of the EU, one can turn to the apparatus of categories of the Ordo-lib-
eralismus. It is a mistake to think of the (neo)liberals as supporters of the
minimalist state intended simply as a “night-watchman”, only for the main-
tenance of security and public order, as if market society could live in condi-
tions of anarchy without more comprehensive institutions, articulated legal
systems or rules and regulators (now called “independent authorities”). On
the contrary, the (neo)liberals – from Eucken to Müller-Armack to Röpke
and to Erhard, and I would also include Hayek – have always affirmed the
central importance for the market of the legal order, emphasising that the lat-
ter could exist and develop even beyond the national state, which is only one
of its possible manifestations. Also in the writings of Robbins and Einaudi
there are analyses of the nexuses between market and political federalism on
the supranational level, as they explain that to function the market does not
need to be protected and closed within the borders of the nation state.18

What are needed are institutions capable of making contracts binding and
private property secure, in the framework of the guarantee of a comprehen-
sive functioning of market society – from free competition to the reproduc-
tion and mobility of the work force.

We are facing the historical experience of an imperium œconomicum. Euro-
pean integration is occurring via a “permanent revolution of the market”,
which redefines and dislocates sovereignty itself. To the question of who to-
day is the sovereign in the EU, Sonja Puntscher Riekmann responded ten
years ago: the Commission which, with the support of the Court of Justice,
has assumed the role of Statthalter, of a Proconsul over the states.19 Today,
with more correspondence to reality, one could say that the markets are the
sovereigns and that the EU governs in their name.

The expression “embedded liberalism” has been forged to express this inter-
penetration between institutions and markets; I have used the expression im-
perium œconomicum coined by Puntscher Riekmann. One might find forced
the parallelism between today’s European Commission and the commissioners
of the ancien régime, sent into the provinces with powers to destroy local priv-
ileges and principalities for the purpose of centralising the power of the na-
tional monarchist state; certainly, however, one cannot refute her theory that
today in the project of the world market, which guides the capitalist forces and
its ruling elites, the political supremacy of the capitalist economy is being ex-
pressed. For this reason the questions of sovereignty and democracy seem in-
apt and anachronistic, substituted as they are by those of economic efficiency
and the effectiveness of decisions, which characterises output democracy.
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Updating considerations of economic democracy does not happen by
mere coincidence, but represents historically specific attempts1 to pro-

vide answers to fundamental processes of transformation in times of crisis
(Castel 2011) accompanied by massive failures of political control. In crises
in which not only a turning point is transcended in the economic cycle but
society and state are also held liable, i.e. in major crises, attempts have repeat-
edly been made to arrive at a common understanding around far-reaching
alternative programmes. In the transformative perspective of most concepts
of economic democracy it is an open question how far the new structuring
and restructuring of the capitalist mode of production and of bourgeois so-
ciety will carried forward – so that in a certain way it is possible to speak of
an open social laboratory.

The starting point of any new conceptualisation is the constellation of the
current crisis. The role played by concepts of economic democracy today de-
cisively depends on our understanding of the processes of the crisis. Since
there is no agreement on the causes of the crises, the counter-measures are
also contested. Volatile financial markets, contaminated bank balances and
sovereign debt are the phenomenal forms of the crisis. They produce system-
ically self-destructive forces. To limit their destructive power, we are forced
to deploy ever greater amounts of social wealth. In this way, a financial-mar-
ket crisis turns into state crises, which via austerity policies become social
crises.

Economic Democracy – 
An Alternative for Europe?

Joachim Bischoff / Richard Detje



mulation and economic growth. And the Eurozone must find a way of com-
pensating for the imbalances in productivity and competition.

With the introduction of the Euro (i.e. with exchange rates no longer float-
ing), the differential gap in the level of development between European
countries has widened: Germany further extended the export capacities of
highly productive industrial branches3, while the production models in the
Mediterranean countries of the Euro-club were too weak to enable a sustain-
able added-value creation: the balances of payments developed a permanent
deficit, the debt rose. That this would catapult Europe into a crisis was fore-
seeable – and in this the deficit crisis is only the indirect expression of the
productivity levels of different accumulation regimes.

The forces of the market are not capable of creating the economic precon-
ditions of sustainable development of national economies in the Eurozone.
Wanting to establish trade balance surpluses in a monetary union as perma-
nent condition of development is a mistake. In a strongly inter-dependent
economic region such as the EU it is impossible to expect a completely even
trade balance for each country every year. Besides adjustment measures for
deficit countries, adjustments for surplus countries are indispensable. For ex-
ample, surpluses could be reduced by strengthening import demand. More-
over, export orientation in economic policy should be relativised, with pro-
duction focusing more on the domestic markets. Since more countries are
continually being caught in the crisis, the bailout fund will not suffice. The
ECB has to intervene more actively, already now in the short term. This
would include a more relaxed monetary policy with a real reduction of inter-
ests, the transformation of the monetary system and a policy for boosting
and re-structuring the social process of creating value.

The post-democratic dimension of the crisis

Social exclusion leads to the amputation of democracy. In critical analyses,
the degeneration of democracy is reduced to the social emptying out and
power-political capture of political institutions by the economic elite. The in-
stitutions of the political field remain outwardly intact: parliament, balance
of powers, independent judiciary. But inside, post-democratic conditions
have long been the rule.

The “austerity regime”, now firmly anchored in the German constitution
through the “debt-brake”, follows the logic of political legitimacy through al-
leged “inherent necessities” and de facto unhinges democratic decision-mak-
ing on the organisation of the public good. Where economic interests are
transformed into “inherent necessities” and thus removed from the discus-
sion of democratic alternatives, a “legitimacy based on technical process”
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The majority of the political classes in Europe are convinced that excessive
public deficits and irresponsible behaviour of the decision makers in coun-
tries such as Greece, Portugal, Spain, Italy and Ireland caused the crisis. Their
political recipes are: deficit reduction, increasing fiscal-policy constraints,
more severe debt regulations and sanctions in the event that the new fiscal
regime is not duly observed. Until these regulations produce results, so-called
bailouts – international loans – are to help in transitioning to the new
regime. However, this course is part of what led the European-wide econom-
ic disaster; it is not the solution. The crisis has long ago taken hold of all lev-
els of democratic decision-making processes in Europe and its member
states.

The major cause for the massive budget deficits must also be sought in the
deficiencies built into the construction of the Euro. But most of all it lies in
the structures for distributing social wealth and their aggravation due to a
false tax policy. Since the 1980s the major capitalist countries have respond-
ed to the chronic weaknesses in accumulation and growth by a policy of tax
reduction. The public sectors were shrunk and the compensatory processes
provided by the social welfare state massively damaged. The consequences
were growing inequality in incomes and assets and an excessive expansion of
the financial sectors (financialisation).

A more in-depth examination of the processes of the financial crisis sug-
gests that we are dealing here with an ongoing “cascade of crises”. Character-
istic of the Great Crisis which has been proceeding since mid-2007 is the in-
terweaving of the financial crisis with a crisis of the real accumulation of cap-
ital. The forms of financial instability can be seen in the rapid and accelerat-
ed changes of the prices for financial and capital investments and for asset
management as compared to the prices of ongoing production. Superficially,
it may seem as if the financial crisis had caused a massive shrinking of the
global real economy. In fact, we have been dealing from the very start with a
chronic crisis of real value creation and valorisation processes.2 The entire
process of the crisis threatened to get out of control at least on the periph-
eries of the EU. After a few years of crisis, the entire European Economic and
Monetary Union is stuck in the mire of a socio-political dead end.

The dominant policy accepts an economic depression, with ever more ob-
vious violations of democratic rules of participation. It would have to bet on
growth and orient itself toward a step-by-step reduction of deficits and debt
overhang. In spite of the agreed on bailouts and the ECB’s interventions, the
global economy is confronting an enormous endurance test: To the extent
that the forces of the downturn are becoming stronger, financial problems
are increasing. But how to tackle the problem? The reduction of public debts
and deficits must be accompanied by stabilisation measures for capital accu-
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ership is by no means a negligible one, but the question has to be decided
based on how a specific form of property contributes to the managing and
regulation of investments, jobs, social needs and social living conditions.
Thus the management and control of private property rights is equally im-
portant in a democratised “mixed economy”. Economic democracy is then
not primarily about “ownership”, but about “the power of control”. It is about
the redistribution of economic and social power to the detriment of today’s
functional elites.

The left should take the initiative and promote a European debate about
the direction of future economic development; about the “why” of produc-
tion (for example, for the purpose of a socio-ecological restructuring with
the growing importance of regional domestic markets as against export-ori-
ented competitive regimes), the “what” (for example, new concepts of mobil-
ity, transnational concepts of saving energy and of generating reproductive
energy) and the “how” (especially new approaches to labour policy that pro-
motes health and based on expanded co-determination). A fundamental
democratic reform of European corporate governance is part and parcel of
this concept.

Despite their the differences in socio-economic and political contexts, what
is common to all the historical attempts at programming the economy at
macro-economic and sector-specific levels is that they were conceived “from
above”, as it were. Their precondition was essentially the appropriation of the
political superstructure, in order to achieve the capacity to democratically
control economic development. Moreover, this historic heritage often has a
built-in reductionism: economic democracy was reduced to the question of
ownership, a problem perpetuated up to the present.4 Certainly there is no
doubt: In macro-economic accountability, in the division of social wealth
and the shaping of labour conditions, crucial questions of power of a capital-
ist mode of production appear, for which market anarchy and the power of
control, derived from property, over the means of production and the de-
ployment of labour power are characteristic. The social nature of work only
becomes evident afterwards – if the goods and services have been sold prof-
itably. And this, in turn, comprises immense processes of crisis: when capital
was invested in wrong proportions in no longer expanding sectors, as was the
case in the years before the outbreak of the Great Crisis on the financial mar-
kets and in the real-estate sector. Yet, questions of the social nature of labour
or, more precisely, the democratic decision on how people work and which
processes of production and which services are organised to meet which
needs, cannot be answered with reference to society’s ability to intervene in
changing property relations. Nor can they be answered by thinking of the
pre-condition of the socialisation of property and democratic management
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makes no sense, because the contents of the processes are one-sidedly prede-
termined. By the binding transference of this model to Europe, a de-Euro-
peanisation takes place at the same time: The decision-making processes are
essentially organised by Germany and France at the inter-governmental lev-
el, with majorities secured in the European Council of heads of governments,
while the EU-Commission and even more so the European Parliament are
forced into the role of bystanders.

Economic democracy: strategic renewal

Since its initial success in realising political democracy, the labour move-
ment was oriented towards democratising, after the state, the enterprises and
factories, by providing to the employees and their representative bodies insti-
tutional rights, committees and representative organs with increasing au-
thority to act. That was the programme of the left social democratic and so-
cialist labour movement, even if there were differences in the scope of the
varying transformation perspectives. This model of transferring democracy
from “politics” to “the economy” does not work. First, because the political
arena is itself delegitimised by the emptying out of democracy. It does not
make sense to want to generalise an increasingly ill-functioning system of de-
cision-making and representation, which is discredited among increasing
sections of the population. Second, because the system of domination has
also changed at the enterprise level. Under Fordism, the capital-labour antag-
onism remained present and palpable in practical conflicts; the aim was
clear: reducing the power of capital.

Yet, where this approach to democracy as practiced by the Fordist labour
movement comprises ever smaller sectors, new opportunities can arise. If the
boundary-drawing strategy was essentially focused on the separation of the
functions of capital and labour, in which short of an overturn of the capital-
ist mode of production with the authority over investments not transcend-
ing the capitalist mode of production, with sovereignty of investment resting
with capital, this sovereign right must now be called into question. Where
drawing the line in the old way is no longer possible, the conflict starts with
the determining of the parameters and thus with the distribution of means
of investment, i.e. it begins with human resources, budgets, time contingents;
and more than that, with the conditions of awarding contracts as well as with
the conditions under which the contracts are fulfilled. Company policy is
thus no longer a separate field just of management but becomes a matter of
the representation of the interests of dependent employees.

Economic democracy is a strategy aimed at the social, ecological and dem-
ocratic control of economy and society. In this context, the question of own-
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of intervention we may list:
l Control of the financial markets: banks as service providers for the creation

of values and restructuring in the real economy – controlled by “public fi-
nancial councils”. The use of taxpayers’ money is transformed into public
ownership.

l Re-regulation: control of leverage, public rating agencies, strict restrictions
on hedge funds, etc., expansion of the public-municipal and cooperative
banking sector.

l Stiglitz’s idea of a big public bank (into which existing public banking in-
stitutions are integrated), which takes charge of the programmes of the fi-
nancial markets and which to a great extent guarantees the private provi-
sion of liquidity, could be a powerful instrument of indirect public control
– and also of diminishing the economic power of private financial-market
institutions.

l Plurality of forms of ownership (mixed-economy), re-municipalisation of
private property, strict requirement of public ownership in the sectors of
the public basic services; development of a public-community cooperative
sector.

l Strengthening of the union-scale wage system: no zones exempt from these
wages; minimum-wages guaranteed by law and facilitation of declarations
of general application of collective agreements.

l Reinforcement of the trade unions’ presence and intervention rights, in
particular in view of the enormous growth in the last decade of the low-
wage sector, where companies deny or circumvent elementary trade-union
rights and rights of co-determination.
A change of direction is required in the development of the public sector

and the welfare state. An expansion of public and social services so that the
number and percentage of employees in these sectors approach those in
Scandinavian countries – this would mean millions of new and socially reg-
ulated jobs and considerably improve the parameters for labour relations
also in private, person-centred and social-service sectors. To achieve this, a
strong and lasting increase by several percentage points of public revenues
from GNP is required.

The European Dimension

The European Union and the Euro-Club have in recent years gained ever
more importance and have in the course of the Great Crisis themselves be-
come a cauldron of crisis: This is a consequence, on the one hand, of the pre-
dominance of monetary integration over real-economy integration, and,
with it, of the pressure of the financial markets progressively to privatise so-
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of the economy as the result. Applying this sequential logic, the 20th-century
trade-union and political left have failed in many ways – and in the process
at times repeatedly fallen into voluntarism.

A new project of democratising the economy has got to begin with the far-
reaching changes in the enterprises and the organisation of work in order to
deal with the labour-policy dimensions of the Great Crisis. Key words in this
are shareholder value management, outsourcing and concentration on the
most profitable core business, market managing within the enterprise, de-hi-
erarchisation, subjectivisation of the work. This means that “It can no longer
be a matter of the division of responsibilities according to the Fordist mod-
el, in which company management has sole control over the processes of pro-
duction and economic democracy develops through the extension of social
rights. Democracy has to encompass the whole enterprise. A collective inter-
est has to form, which legitimises the enterprise’s economic activities” (Agli-
etta / Rebérioux 2005: 23)

“New economic democracy” thus proves to be a complex programme of
democratic participation in the plant including the macro-economic shaping
of the economy. What is involved is an integrated approach to a solution. The
labour-policy dimension of the crisis makes the interconnection clear: the
levelling out of the enormous differences in development of real economies
– underlying the creditor-debtor-relationships – requires other regimes of
production and labour. And, in the crisis, the collapse of accumulation driv-
en by the financial market requires a new confrontation on sustainable com-
pany control. The crucial point in this debate will be the question of how far
the ambitious requirements of economic control can be combined with a
concept of activation from “below”.

Transitions between the “how” and the “what” and the “why” of work in the
productive and service sectors are civilised in capitalism by the welfare state
essentially through interventions into the labour market and social policies
(employment agencies, short-time work, early retirement schemes, unem-
ployment compensation, continuing education, etc.). This remains indispen-
sable but at times of deep crisis-ridden transformations of the system proves
not to go far enough. It is no longer about secondary cushioning of problems
but about control of the economy itself. In this context, new approaches to
the democratisation of work must define the interfaces. We can see them at
different levels: in the individual industrial sectors, the national economies
and the transnational/European level.

The global imbalances revealed in the Great Crisis as well as the stagnation
in highly developed capitalist societies and the ecological-crisis processes
represent huge challenges to a forward-looking structural policy.

Within a nation-wide control of the economy there are a number of levels
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in, and in the step-by-step domestication of the private sector driven as it is
by maximum profit.

For an economic-democratic renewal of Europe, the establishment of a
new European social model is indispensable. The compartmentalised way in
which the defensive struggles against the dismantling of the social welfare
state and privatisation are conducted in the different member states is amaz-
ing, despite the fact that the attacks are the same everywhere, as can be seen,
for example, in the “retirement at 67” plans. In this context, too, a European
public needs to be created. In so doing one could start from European mini-
mum standards – for example a European minimum wage – and from a Eu-
ropean emergency programme against poverty, proceeding stepwise to a har-
monisation of social levels in Europe (social welfare expenditures as a per-
centage of GDP) without doing away with particularities rooted in national
contexts. It is especially progress in constructing a new European social mod-
el that can serve as a strong lever in bringing about balanced growth of the
domestic markets.

Indeed, the policy of steadily increased austerity is hopeless: If its intention
was to intensify the degree of exploitation of social labour power as a whole
throughout Europe and to use the disciplining and intensifying of labour
regimes for still greater appropriation of the social surplus, then the price to
be paid – in the form of asset write-offs – is equally great and must once
again be paid for by the dependently employed. The alternative can, howev-
er, not consist in leaving the monetary union, because this would only lead
to further and higher structural imbalances and growing social tensions.

The structural imbalances that have developed between the peripheral and
core countries of the Euro-zone are inacceptable in the long run and repre-
sent the real problem of the region. The real exchange rates between the core
countries and those at the periphery have been diverging since the beginning
of the monetary union, and debt is now at a level in a series of countries in
which it is no longer financeable. In this situation, there is a danger of de-
faults and extensive debt rescheduling, along with countries (temporarily)
giving up the Euro, with subsequent inflation. If, for reasons of defending na-
tional sovereignty, part of the political left in Europe opts for a temporary re-
turn to the policy of the nation state, this de facto amounts to moving closer
to the forces inspired by right-wing populism – with the false expectation
that only by emphasising nation-state concepts could weak states regain con-
trol of the instrument of exchange rate policy so important for securing com-
petitiveness.

The Eurozone – and thus, in the end, the EU – has arrived at a crossroads.
Either it is possible to initiate a new process of European integration or the
project of intensified European neighbour relations – as ambivalent as it is –
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cial-security systems, in particular with the pension systems as a field of prof-
itable capital investment; on the other hand, of an accumulation regime
based on great differences in competitiveness, and with it trade imbalances
and the indebtedness of the deficit states. The idea that monetary integration
would lead to a relative harmonisation or to an equalisation in real economy
processes and, consequently, to levelling out differences of productivity, has
been completely discredited – in fact, the opposite was the case.

Economic democracy in Europe has to change this deficient state of af-
fairs. Revoking currency integration – the return to national currencies – is
no option. Instead, the process of integration must be pursued further in
structures of the real economy by means of common infrastructural, region-
al and industrial policies in Europe. The European Commission under
Jacques Delors in fact had intended to do just that both before and during
the establishment of the monetary union (cf. the various White Papers on
that subject), but it proved unfeasible due to the resistance of the economi-
cally superior states.

This shows that a new regime comes up against power-political resistance,
though this has been weakened in the current crisis as can be gathered from
the recent debate on the necessity of a European economic government.
However, what was conceived by the earlier EU Commission as a technocrat-
ic act, has to become a matter of European public discussion: a European de-
bate about the direction of future economic development, i.e., the “why” (for
instance, the goals of a socio-ecological restructuring with the growing im-
portance of regional domestic markets in contrast to export-oriented com-
petitive regime), the “what” (new concepts of mobility, transnational con-
cepts for saving energy and generating reproductive energy) and the “how”
of production (with new approaches to a labour policy that would promote
health and would be based on an expanded co-determination, as envisaged
in the HIRES-report). This must go together with a fundamental democrat-
ic reform of the European corporate governance.

Progress in integration of the real economy has to be sustained by a new
European financial regime. This requires a corresponding reform of the Eu-
ropean Central Bank, whose responsibilities have to be extended and no
longer be restricted to maintaining price and currency stability. In fact, dur-
ing the crisis the ECB has unavoidably performed tasks as “lender of last re-
sort” by buying shares of highly indebted states. This defensive policy – relax-
ing the suffocating grip of the financial markets – could be made more offen-
sive if the ECB and the system of central banks associated with it promoted
the financing of investments on a European scale, whether directly from in-
terest-subsidised loans or through the mediation of member states. Thus a
quasi-public institution would assume important responsibility in fencing
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The expression “science and democracy” has been spreading. Its meaning,
consequently, is becoming polysemous. Is there, on the one hand, an

eternal “science” (more or less fantasised) and, on the other, a “democracy”
that has to be “administered” to that science with a view to “improving” it?
Or, more fundamentally, should we not be thinking in terms of co-evolution
between science and society?

Thus, undoubtedly, the present situation of science cannot be understood
outside this ultraliberal, globalised and financialised stage of capitalist socie-
ty, in which it is developing. Inversely, must not any project for democratisa-
tion of society involve in return – and be preceded by – a change in science,
about which it seems necessary to think already now and even to begin giv-
ing it substance? 

By using the term “economy and society of knowledge”, neoliberal capital-
ism aims at recruiting science behind its banner and making it the pillar of
economic war and competitiveness. In so doing, it had to transform Western
science into a key instrument for profit, consumerism … and the crisis. What
is at stake are the scientific policies that assign research the role of being a
source of profit through what is called – without defining it – innovation.2

These policies are established both by the financing of research and by its
“management”, on the model of a firm (which introduces a high degree of
job insecurity for scientific workers). Thus research workers are asked, as a
condition of receiving credits needed for pursuing their activity, how many

What Science for What Democracy?

Janine Guespin-Michel1

will come apart. The left alternative, i.e. the project of an economic-democ-
racy strategy connected to the conception of a “European Clearing Union”,
absorbs elements of the current debate and combines them with a further-
reaching proposal going back to the 1940s. Then, too, there was a need to
draw fundamental conclusions from a great global crisis. As the British gov-
ernment’s chief negotiator in the talks on an economic order for the post-
war-period, John Maynard Keynes had in the 1940s suggested the foundation
of an International Clearing Union (ICU) including a system of equalising
trade imbalances. Along with a neutral global reserve currency and a regime
of fixed exchange rates and strict control of capital movements, the most im-
portant component of his plan was that both deficit and surplus countries
had to take steps towards achieving the balance. n

Notes
1) Economic Democracy in Germany; US-American New Deal during the Great Depres-

sion; Wage-Earner Funds in Sweden after the end of the “Golden Age” of post-war-capi-
talism.

2) In “Capital I, Marx makes the following distinction: “The monetary crisis referred to in
the text, being a phase of every crisis, must be clearly distinguished from that particular
form of crisis, which also is called a monetary crisis, but which may be produced by it-
self as an independent phenomenon in such a way as to react only indirectly on indus-
try and commerce. The pivot of these crises is to be found in moneyed capital, and their
sphere of direct action is therefore the sphere of that capital, viz., banking, the stock ex-
change, and finance.” (Capital, Vol. 1, Chapter Three: Money, or the Circulation of
Commodities, Section Three: Money, B. Means of Payment, fn. 49)

3) Characteristics of the German production model are “skilled work and dual professional
training, diversified quality production for specific market segments, long-term think-
ing and the primarily technical orientation of business strategies and the dual system of
industrial relations based on social partnership”. (Bartelheimer/Kaedthler 2011:19).

4) See also the Platform of the Party DIE LINKE adopted in October 2011.
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towers” but in their laboratory and no longer with the time or the receptive-
ness to become citizens.

Everything is then ripe setting up structures to guide and manage research
that slips completely out of the control of the scientists. The latter put up
with this for the sake of the survival of research, even if this research hardly
resembles the activity with which they, at least the older scientists, were used
to associating the term.

As for the younger scientists, they have not known anything else! Thus sci-
ence (even if there are still exceptions to the rule) has no other mission than
to contribute to innovation, competitiveness, economic war and also finan-
cial profits (in the form of an “economy of promise”5), that is, to carry out
the kind of activity that inexorably plunges today’s world into crisis.

European Research Area

From this point of view should we distinguish between the natural sciences
and the human sciences? No, because the latter are also threatened with ex-
tinction in all areas that do not directly fit into the knowledge economy. And
all this has come true in the entire world in just a decade’s time, in all the de-
veloped countries, even though its rates and the methods used may have dif-
fered from one country to another. In Europe, the European Commission has
established a European Research Area (ERA) to ensure the evolution of the
convergent scientific policies of all member countries. However, Japanese
and Australian researchers tell the same story of the same transformations
and the same suffering as well.

Clearly, this has not occurred without generating conflict and resistance –
the many trade-union struggles fought out in France, for example, illustrate
this well. These struggles, however, are more over the methods of managing
research and its financing than over the nature of scientific activity or its
meaning. However, what would be dangerous is if these resistances only
aimed at going back to the science of, say, the 1960s – the science that had
been so easily transformed to techno-science. Another mistake, perhaps,
would be to think that for reversing the situation it would suffice to add a
pinch or a scoopful of democracy to the science that we have now.

My argument is that a science is needed that is other than our present
techno-science – but a science that is also different from that of the last cen-
tury, in order to help shape an alternative society, also contributing, starting
now, to the struggle against the crisis. This, indeed, would initiate a virtuous
circle! Ideas and experiments already exist, and I want here to stress the pos-
sibility and, indeed, necessity of articulating the defensive struggles against
the subservience of research to profit with creative struggles to invent an-
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patents they have filed, and what the innovations are that they envisage re-
sulting from the research project for which they are seeking subsidies. All this
is beginning to be very well understood and analysed at length.3

It is, however, important to realise that all this profoundly modifies the
very nature of research, the significance of science and the nature of scientif-
ic activity. The research being carried out today in public laboratories is not
the same as that which was carried out around the middle of the 20th centu-
ry. A fortiori, the research that contributes to capitalist competitiveness is not
the same as that which will contribute to “the conceptualisation and demo-
cratic realisation of another form of globalisation”. 4

Knowledge economy

This means that there is no “essence of science”, not even in Western sci-
ence. Research is a social activity that obeys society’s imperatives through
constraints that can be described as epistemological (method, material and
conceptual tools, theories, dominant paradigm … and the existence of a real
object for knowledge research) and political (the research policy of the pub-
lic and private institutions). Thus the modifications imposed under the term
knowledge economy have seen the transformation of research from an activ-
ity experienced as autonomous (which was in part illusory) to one primari-
ly driven by profit. Two terms summarise the way science has had to evolve
to meet these imperatives: techno-science and innovation. I will here use
“techno-science” to describe these transformations, while being aware of the
misinterpretations to which this may lead. In no way am I proposing a return
to the oil lamp or denying the importance and impact of technologies in cer-
tain disciplines and for a great deal of research, and I have the greatest respect
for the technologies that have been able (and may yet be more able if better
used) profoundly to improve human life and even human nature.

Science in the second half of the 20th century was relatively ripe for these
transformations as it was an essentially reductionist science, giving priority
to the analysis of increasingly small and dissociated parts thanks to increas-
ingly sophisticated technologies, and thus often neglecting the study process-
es at all levels, in both their globality and their dynamic movement. This has
resulted in an extreme division of scientific disciplines into compartmen-
talised sub-disciplines, increasingly focused on techniques, which it was not
too hard to recruit under the banner of techno-science with some financial
pressure. Add to this a career managed (in the name of excellence) by more
rather than by good and a suffocating timetable driven by the necessity for
always doing more while seeking financial means oneself, and we very quick-
ly end up by making shut-away research workers, no longer in their “ivory

98
St

ru
g

g
le

s 
fo

r 
D

em
o

cr
a

cy



mental than the other. While both kinds of strategies are necessary, present-
day science massively privileges uncontextualised strategies. On the other
hand, it is at the level of contextualised strategies that new methods and part-
nerships can be set up and that the concept of relation to society and democ-
racy takes on a new meaning.

This approach is connected to the deployment of complex thought, since
in both cases what is given priority is the plurality of approaches to arrive at
more complete knowledge in contrast not only to present day science but to
that of the first half of the 20th century. Reductionism becomes again only a
possible scientific method and no longer the “golden rule” of scientific cul-
ture.

Political and economic demands

One example may illustrate all this: the selection of agricultural seeds. Bon-
neuil and Thomas11 have shown that the majority of research in this field,
that appears to be uncontextualised and focused on the properties of the
seeds alone, or even their genes, is in fact contextualised – but with a very
precise perspective. The contextualised factors taken into account are not
those of agricultural practice but the dominant political and economic de-
mands.

Developing an agriculture that enables increasing yields, reducing agricul-
tural labour, creating a seed-producing industry, developing outlets for in-
dustry, meeting the expectations of millers and industrial bakers – all these
factors are totally integrated into the logic of public research, which works in
close cooperation with the selectors. These are very strong contextualising
factors that determine the genetic criteria that are favoured. It is they that en-
courage the epistemic framework, Mendelian at first, then genetic and now
transgenetic, allowing varieties to be obtained that best correspond to the
productivist model being applied to agricultural production. This strategy
that is positioned in an implicit context of capitalist economy is very largely
based on a sub-discipline (plant genetics) and, to that extent, appears as un-
contextualised, thus reinforcing the idea that only uncontextualised research
can be scientific.

For his part, Lacey studied the evaluation and selection of agricultural
seeds in agro-ecological research.12 There, the seeds are considered in the
context of a system of food production. This brings into play the sustainabil-
ity of such production on economic, technical and social levels (that is to say
the impact on biodiversity, social relations and the land). This strategy, clear-
ly contextualised, requires the cooperation of a number of sub-disciplines
and often implies a participatory approach. Nevertheless, scientifically both
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other kind of research, and of beginning, as far as it is possible, to putting it
in place now.

Modern Western science developed around the idea of mastering nature.
Other forms of knowledge, of those called “native peoples” for example, are
based on another view of the world that includes humanity in nature. Does
the idea of mastering nature necessarily lead to the science we know? Or even
to a single way of doing science, a single paradigm that I have summarised
here as techno-science?6 The idea advanced here is that science coincides
with society not only in its methods of management but even in its structure,
its character – put another way: in the questions its raises, in those that it
considers scientific or non-scientific, pertinent or not pertinent, important
or trivial, in what Kuhn called the dominant paradigms.7

This in no way means that I deny the possibility of objective knowledge, or
that I consider that everything in science as it is today should be cast aside.
Does this mean retuning to a sort of latent Lysenkoism, a “proletarian (or
democratic) science” as opposed to a “bourgeois science”? It’s a question that
should not be dodged. In my opinion the philosopher Hugh Lacey gives the
best tools for dealing with this problem in making a distinction between im-
partiality and neutrality in science.8 What he calls impartiality covers the
cognitive values that the scientific community recognises as being true (pro-
visionally) such as theories or models or interpretation of facts. These values
are independent of values in the moral sense. Radioactivity or genes are true
however they are used and quantum theory does not need the consent of
public opinion or the banks to be proved correct.9

On the other hand, Lacey observes that this does not mean that science and
scientists should be indifferent to the implications of their impartial work of
enquiry, or that researchers should work without being responsible to socie-
ty for their activities. Research workers must be impartial but not neutral.
Being involved does not simply mean putting into practice. This also covers
the framework in which the objectives of a research project are defined.

Lacey contrasts two major strategies.10 Uncontextualised strategies are
those in which the issues and type of pertinent data are defined by solely fo-
cusing on those that, in the phenomenon, are related to structures, processes
and underlying laws, thus enabling it to be analysed and mastered. They are
“uncontextualised” since they explicitly disregard all the context of actions,
values, description and experiences in which the phenomenon studied are
situated. Reductionist approaches are, by definition uncontextualised. As
against this, contextualised strategies embody, in the very construction of the
research project, factors tied to the manner in which the phenomenon being
studied is structured around practices, is part of the ecosystem, interrelates
with the agents, etc. The one is no less scientific than the other or less funda-
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tion to techno-scientific terrorism. Finally, it is possible also since several ex-
amples already exist and because life is increasingly showing the limitations
and even the dangers of uncontextualised science.13

It is also desirable, because, once again, today’s science will be of use to the
science of tomorrow, desirable also because there is a mutual strengthening
between the practice and its acceptance in the minds of people. Since, for
many scientists today, (and above all the young ones who have never known
anything else) only uncontextualised strategies can be considered scientific,
challenging this dogma is also to question the legitimacy of the society that
imposes it.

Finally, it is necessary because contextualised strategies are the ones that
enable work between professional scientific staff and actors of “civil society”,
joint work that will enable better mutual understanding and will make more
general the involvement of citizens in the democratic management of scien-
tific-policy choices. In other words, by working together on certain problems,
even limited ones, starting now, citizen-scientists and citizens are preparing
themselves for the democratic management of scientific policy.14 n

Notes
1) This work, which was undertaken in the context of the Counter G20 in Nice (October

2011) has benefited from the thinking developed in the context of an Espaces Marx
working group. I particularly thank Annick Jacq for her suggestions.

2) “l’OIN du plateau de Saclay: science contre démocratie ou science sans démocratie”
(The Operation of National Interest on the Saclay Complex: Science Against Democracy
or Science Without Democracy) A. Jacq, Espaces Max pamphlet 2011

3) For an analysis of the effects of the knowledge economy on life sciences see: “Le vivant
entre science et marché: une démocratie à inventer”, a collective work co-ordinated by 
J. Guespin et A. Jacq, syllepse/espaces Marx 2006. See also the articles that have ap-
peared on the Espaces Marx site, under the heading “science et démocratie”
(http://www.espaces-marx.net/spip.php?rubrique123).

4) As stated in the title of the forum organised during the Counter G20 in Nice (October
2011).

5) For “économie de la promesse” see “la trajectoire d’une promesse” http://www.espaces-
marx.net/spip.php?article506.

6) On the contrary, is there not, at present, with the climate crisis and world capitalism’s
incapacity for dealing with it, more of a danger of nature’s mastery over humanity?

7) Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, published in 1962, revised in
1970.

8) Hugh Lacey, Is Science Value Free? Values and Scientific Understanding, Routledge 1999,
2005.

9) It was by seeking to interfere at the level of impartiality in the name of alleged “dialecti-
cal laws” that Lysenko turned his back on a scientific approach – and at the same time
discredited dialectical logic in a long-lasting and damaging way!

10) Hugh Lacey, “The Many Cultures and the Practices of Science”, 2010. Paper presented at
the I Encuentro Internacional de Culturas, Cientificas y Alternativas Tecnologicas. See
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research strategies contribute to the accumulation of knowledge about seeds
– neither is “more scientific” than the other.

Thus the question is by what criteria one strategy is chosen over another
and what are the consequences of such a choice. However, one can observe
that today everything is done in a science subordinated to the knowledge
economy to discredit, scientifically, the second strategy for reasons that are
not scientific but based on values – those of neoliberalism, in fact. The hege-
monic position of the uncontextualised tradition (which, as we have seen,
may not in reality be totally uncontextualised) carefully conceals its contex-
tualising factors. This corresponds to the mutual reinforcement between it
and the values of a society based on domination, which favours the solution
of problems by technological innovations that enable the massive exploita-
tion of natural resources.

This example illustrates the interactions between choosing a strategy and
choosing a society. Democracy would involve allowing plurality of approaches
and strategies (and not doing the opposite: solely favouring another strategy)
I have lingered over this example to illustrate what I mean by the necessity of
changing the very structure of science. It can be seen, for example, that con-
textualised strategies require a complete overhaul of the present pigeon-hol-
ing of disciplines. This involves not only another way of carrying out re-
search, interdisciplinary and linked to society, but also another way of teach-
ing science. More fundamentally, it also means another way of thinking, in
which reductionism and linear rationalism cease to be the only key to ration-
ality. Thinking in terms of scientific activity in relation to the problems of so-
ciety can, thus, also lead to raising epistemological questions.

However, this is just an example, an illustration to open a field of research
and thought, and not a ready-made recipe. Talking about plurality of ap-
proaches implies the necessity of (or at least the possibility of) unceasingly
seeking new approaches, new strategies, and new frameworks for thought.
But this does not mean doing anything one wants in whateverway one wants.
The criteria of science (impartiality) that enables, for example, the peer eval-
uation of a research, are still valid as long as one does not (implicitly or not)
add the criterion of submission to one or another paradigm, even if it is the
dominant one.

Is it, then, possible and desirable and even necessary to tackle such a task
now? 

Possible, yes, since the science of complex systems is beginning to intro-
duce, in the field of knowledge, precisely those concepts needed for thinking
about plural research strategies. It is also possible because this plurality also
addresses the requirement of cooperation between scientists and many social
actors and citizens, which is coming into existence in society namely in reac-
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also Nicolas Lechoppier: “Sciences, valeurs et pluralisme” in Hugh Lacey.
11) Christophe Bonneuil, Frédéric Thomas. Gènes, pouvoirs et profits: Recherche publique et

régimes de production des savoirs de Mendel aux OGM (Genes, powers and profits: pub-
lic research and production systems and knowledge from Mendel to GMOs), Éditeur
Quae, Co-éditeur Fondation pour le progrès de l’Homme, Octobre 2009

12) Hugh Lacey, Values and Objectivity in Science, 2005 Lexington Books.
13) For example, bio-fuels.
14) All those who get involved in these questions know to what extent this issue is difficult.

Scientists like citizens agree implicitly in making science (but also scientific policy) an
exclusive preserve that, de facto, winds up in the pockets of the multinationals.
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International solidarity can be understood as cooperation between trade-
union organisations that, by their nature, share the same objectives be-

cause they represent the workers of their countries. It takes on a special im-
portance when the workers are employed by the same multinational compa-
ny or in the same worldwide type of industry.

Why are all workers involved?

When the head office of a multinational makes a decision regarding em-
ployment or investment, it has a direct impact on several sites of both the
company and of its sub-contractors in several different countries. What re-
course can the workers have for dealing with the probable consequences of
such a situation other than by looking beyond their borders to trying and
make common cause?

The globalisation of companies is shaping a world that is becoming in-
creasingly uniform. Their pressure is making workers’ rights, wage levels and
conditions of work converge to their lowest level. This negative spiral toward
the social minimum is increasing, often dragged down by the leaders of
countries with low wage levels and restricted social rights, who see this as a
way of developing and industrialising their country while in fact they are
mainly accommodating the strategies of the multinationals and their politi-
cal intermediaries.

International Solidarity in Action

Christian Pilichowski 
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the effectiveness of united actions – unity at international level will carry
even greater weight.

The experiences that have taken place prove this.
A few examples: Joint seminars held in 2007 between French, Czech and

Hungarian workers of the Leroy Somer Group have enabled the union mem-
bers to set up a platform of well-argued common demands enabling the
Hungarians to win significant wage increases. The more the gaps can be re-
duced the more difficult it becomes to pit us in competition against one an-
other.

In 2009 the activists of four multinationals operating in France and Turkey
published the account of their encounters and reported the decisions taken
in common in both languages and with the logos of both the CGT and the
Turkish union (Birlesik Metal) on all the union notice boards of the relevant
companies in France and in Turkey. The repercussion amongst the workers
of the groups was enormous – the bosses’ anger also. We had aimed this right
on target.

Also in 2009, the visit to China of the comrades working on the Airbus
A320 assembly line, and their meeting with the trade unionist on the spot al-
lowed them to measure the reality and ends of the establishment of Airbus in
China and bring back reliable information to the workers in France in place
of fantasies. Telling things as they are and thus overcoming irrational fears
contribute to raising the awareness of workers in the face of the current glob-
alisation.

Three working sessions were organised in Tunisia in 2009 and 2010 be-
tween French and Tunisian trade unionists regarding the setting up of Aero-
lia, a firm created specially by an Airbus subsidiary with the aim of delocali-
sation. They covered the issues of “qualification, classification and wages”
and opened the perspective of actions and trade unionisation in Tunisia,
which at this moment are crucial.

The meeting in Grenoble on April 2010 of virtually all the trade-union rep-
resentatives in the world working in the Caterpillar Group, following the in-
tense struggles within the company, certainly demanded a great deal of time
and effort – about six months of making contact with the TU organisations
throughout the world working in the group, with the help of Italy’s Interna-
tional Federation of Workers in Metallurgy (FIOM). We also had to do a lot
of work to draw up an agenda that could deal with all the expectations,
fundraising, a place to hold the meeting as well as the constraints of language
interpretation. However, a TU network now finally exists – that is a purely
trade-union structure run by a small committee of trade unionists that reg-
ularly exchanges information on the economic and social aspects of the firm.
Joint approaches of all the unions are taking shape. Discussions with the
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They are seeking:
l to free themselves, as much as possible, from labour legislation and collec-

tive bargaining in the name of free enterprise and competitiveness;
l to increase labour flexibility in all various forms;
l to make use of short term employees, (contract workers, temps, and in-

creasingly precarious forms of employment).
To sum up, to reduce the price of labour, what they call “labour costs”, by

every possible means.
The consequences are well known. The rich of all countries get richer – the

others (the 99% as the “indignados” say) live less and less well. We are indeed
dealing with a class conflict and not a conflict between peoples or nations

France’s General Confederation of Labour (CGT) has from the first devel-
oped relations with all other trade union and democratic organisations
throughout the world with the aim of globalising social progress. All the in-
ternational organisations, the UN, ILO and even the OECD, today affirm
that it is through the creation of decently paid jobs and the establishment of
some basic social security on a world scale that we will be able come out of
the crisis.

The workers are in the front line against the present 
form of globalisation

Don’t the employers keep telling us that everywhere else the workers are
more flexible, competitive, less demanding? So long as the multinationals can
set the workers of one country against those of another, we will never be able
to get out of the infernal cycle of the social minimum and the permanent
blackmail of the bosses over our jobs, the downward pressure on wages and
the deterioration of our working conditions.

For the CGT, the solution is to establish relations between the workers of
different countries – starting with those working for the same multinational
company.

What can trade unionism do? 

Once we are organised, many things are possible. By exchanging informa-
tion with other wage earners, it is possible to know their living and working
conditions – not just what the bosses want to tell us but the way the wage
earners live. Once contacts are established, we can envisage building solidar-
ity in action – not just by exchanging messages of support but by acting in a
co-ordinated manner against the same boss by informing the wage earners
and establishing a balance of power that transcends borders. We have all seen
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These initiatives have been made possible thanks to long-standing links
with other trade-union organisations in the world. These links are the result
of a political determination by the Metal Working Federation of the CGT, in
which internationalism is one of the raisons d’être for our presence in the Eu-
ropean and international federal structures. They exist because we think that
maintaining bilateral relations is an indispensable complement to our active
participation in the life of both European and international federations. Let
me repeat that despite some reprehensible policies at the moment and the
culpable passivity of some international federations in the face of the sys-
temic crisis, our presence within them is a real help to our own activity and
in no way changes our complete independence of action.

Understanding the limitations

Every trade-union organisation, every country, has its own history, its own
way of doing things in accordance with its conception of trade unionism. It
is often necessary to explain what we are looking for, what our objectives are,
for those in other countries to understand and enter into a relationship and
a lasting one. We are dealing with relations between human beings, but also
between trade unionists who, like us, are caught up in day-to-day problems
and are managing their priorities as best they can.

What does this lead to?

First of all, to getting a clearer understanding of the company’s strategy. It
involves securing information about what is happening outside France from
trade-union representatives and not from the boss. The workers will find new
arguments for backing up their demands and countering the employers’
strategy. They could act together to support one struggle or another or to
fight for the same objective at the same time, thereby markedly improving
the balance of powering in our favour.

The aim is to build a permanent network between trade-union organisa-
tions within multinational companies and for this to have the means of act-
ing in a coordinated manner. Subsequently, joint working in the network
should enable us to demand an International Framework Agreement (IFA),
to have negotiations between the company’s management and the interna-
tional federation, whereby the company undertakes to observe the standards
and conventions of the ILO and the guiding principles of the OECD
throughout the world, whatever the local legislation is. The network is a fac-
tor in the balance of power that should make it possible to reach an agree-
ment that has a useful result.
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world CEO of the group have occured. Common actions can be envisaged at
this stage. The next meeting has been set for 2013.

The reciprocal visits in 2010 and 2011 between the comrades at Alstom
Transport and their opposite numbers at TMH, the company in Russia that
Alstom invested in, obviously to delocalise the making of wagons and loco-
motives, resulted in a strong demand: indeed, the European Company Com-
mittee (ECC) was informed and consulted (or should have been) about the
restructuring of the group. Yet a major part of the firm’s activities were trans-
ferred to Russia. Therefore French and Russian workers together demanded
that the Russian Trade Unionists sit on the ECC as observers to avoid their
being pitted against one another in competition and to build joint strategies.
Moreover, this is possible: we defend our jobs and so do they, since they tell
us that Alstom wants to dismantle the R & D departments and separate R &
D from production, which is senseless. This is working – the trade unionists
in France think the same and are waging the same struggles.

The contacts and numerous meetings between activists in France and Mo-
rocco within the ArcelorMital Group have led to the same demands being put
forward in ArcelorMittal’s ECC. In fact, the Moroccan comrades came to give
evidence of the working conditions during a meeting of the ECC in order to
come up with solutions basing themselves on the more favourable balance of
power we have in Europe. In the same spirit and still in Morocco, the com-
rades from Safran, following our meetings with the trade unionists in the
aeronautic industry, are considering the wisdom of associating the trade
unionists of Morocco and Tunisia to the meetings of the ECC.

We needed every time to refute the bosses’ allegations and establish the
facts. We thus perceived that the most useful document in the international
exchanges was undoubtedly the report of the Company Central Committee’s
(CCC) economic expert and the ECC’s expert report. Going from effective
political solidarity to effective economic solidarity requires sharing the infor-
mation with all our comrades. Since wage earners in France still have some
rights, we arrange for the wage earners in other countries to benefit equally.
If we want to make the economy serve the social, it is useful to make econom-
ic information available to all those who are fighting for social progress.

There are dozens of other examples with comrades from Brazil, examples
involving South Africa’s aeronautics, involving fuel, power and transport, the
motor car industry, involving meetings in the United States with Boeing
trade unionists, those representing the blue collar and also the white collar
workers, or involving the CGT in EADS. There are examples in India regard-
ing the setting up of Renault there, and examples of Alstom, Schneider, ex-
amples in Australia because of Thales establishing itself there to manage the
maintenance of that country’s Royal Navy.
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What strikes you most about the development of the socio-economic situation in
Greece, which, today, is on the edge of bankruptcy? 

Rena Dourou – First, there are no good surprises. Daily life is continuing to
deteriorate, to such a point that nothing is surprising any more, as if the
country was relentlessly living through an already proclaimed death. Among
the bad surprises we can count the infamous remark by Theodoros Pangalos
(the current Deputy Prime Minister in Papademos’ government and number
two in PASOK) “We have eaten it together” (the money of the debt). This
sentence, by itself, sums up the woolly state of mind that oppresses the citi-
zens’ representatives in the face of the crisis.

Many of my compatriots consider Theodoros Pangalos an odd, capricious
and crude political public figure who regularly comes out with provocative
remarks. Yet he has not just come out with the umpteenth cynical phrase. He
in fact calculated his remark to give Greek citizens a violent belly-punch,
both to intimidate them and to buy time for the government. His phrase
aroused reactions and divisions even in the left. How can a leading politician,
with a particularly bloated physique, living in a privileged social situation, al-
low himself to address ordinary citizens by accusing them of complicity in
this waste?

Yet Pangalos planned his move well: he succeeded in tickling the conscience
of the average civil servant by reminding him that he had secured his post not
by merit but in exchange for his electoral support of one of the two domi-

The Left, the Youth and 
the Political Project

An Interview with Rena Dourou

In conclusion 
The directors of firms within a group or a subsidiary consult one another,

see one another regularly, and do so at the company’s expense – government
leaders do the same. They do it because it is useful and necessary for their ac-
tivity. Thus wage earners must be able to do the same. This is firstly decided
within the firm.

The issue of financing arises. Obviously we must do as much as possible to
get the employer to meet the costs. But why not demand:
l that the UN update its declaration on the “guiding principles regarding

firms and human rights”;
l that the OECD does the same with the “guiding principles regarding multi-

national companies” so as to include the obligation for organs of informa-
tion and consultation on a world scale for multinational companies? 

We are demanding a kind of worldwide directive regarding “world group
committees” as well as the obligation for providing trade-union organisa-
tions with the capacity to meet once a year, among themselves, without rep-
resentatives of the employers.

The ITUC, the International Trade Union Confederation, could present
this demand to the ILO, to the OECD via the Trade Union Consultative
Committee via the UN. n
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process of winning back the moral advantage that it had lost during the years
of national carelessness, of which the Olympic Games were the culminating
moment.

How can this positive citizens’ trend be transformed into active support for your
political project rather than mere electoral reinforcement?

Rena Dourou – The present gamble is fundamental. We are credited by
public opinion with having carried out a political opposition on all fronts,
including in the Greek and European Parliaments. And now, with a certain
acquired maturity, we are also looking at our relations with other left parties.
Indeed, our appeal for unity was not motivated by communication consider-
ations but reflected urgent political needs, especially as this period of acute
social and political crisis requires that all the leaders of the left give clear an-
swers to the austerity policies being carried out by the successive govern-
ments of Messrs. Papandreou and Papademos.

At the same time, we must not forget that citizens are suspicious of tradi-
tional political organisations. Young people of twenty, who have grown up
with social media cannot meet in gloomy offices to hear the party’s reporter
and be satisfied by asking him questions before leaving. The crucial issue at
the moment is to take note of the fact that people will not spontaneously
come to us, and so they go towards them. The game is far from being won
but the conditions for turning sympathy into confidence are accumulating.

Nevertheless, the question is not simply one of strengthening the radical left
electorally but of asserting social recomposition and ensuring the emergence of
solidarity movements capable of carrying enough weight in the balance of power
to be able to support oppressed people.

Rena Dourou – The left that aims at social transformation is faced with a
formidable contradiction. On the one hand, traditional political organisa-
tions are neither attractive nor effective. On the other hand, the movement of
the indignados or Occupy Wall Street raise the famous question of the polit-
ical representativeness of a direct-democracy kind of approach. Yet speaking
about political parties is already a matter of speaking about mediation or
even representation.

Paradoxically, the left forces that are optimistically projecting themselves in
these citizen movements are applauding something that contradicts their ex-
istence that, in essence, invalidates them. Their historic task is not to smooth
things out or to exercise hegemony over the practices of direct democracy. Yet
how can we manage to get this experience of protest expressed in the ballot
box so as to strengthen ourselves and act in the political and legislative bat-
tle? Without an accelerated maturation in our way of working as a political
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nant parties that alternate in office. At the same time he gave an excellent ar-
gument to the dominant media and its journalists, who support the Memo-
randum and are automatically inclined to declare that all Greeks are “guilty”
of having omitted to pay for their plumbing work against an invoice.

This nasty surprise is a sign of the way in which things are developing in
Greece. It explains, at least in part, why the drastic reductions in pensions and
wages, the fiscal measures that ruin the low-income strata, the repression and
the democratic crisis that overlays the economic crisis, all continue to work
to neutralise the resistance of the citizens and those political forces that op-
pose them. It should be realised that the deterioration of conditions of exis-
tence do not automatically arouse protest movements, as certain extreme left
organisations presume. The “tolerance” of the masses and the “passiveness”
of progressive parties play a major role in history.

What provisional assessment can be draw of the multitude of collective mobilisa-
tions (national strikes, trade-union demonstrations, the sudden emergence of the
“indignados” movement) against the Memorandum policy over the last few
years?

Rena Dourou – The country has experienced strong mobilisations and un-
precedented movements all through this period, without, however, inverting
the course of events. How could it be otherwise? On the one hand, the great
economic and political interests, as well as their media supporters, are ex-
tremely powerful. On the other, Greek society lacks experience and needs to
learn a lot about social movements. The politicisation of the left itself is par-
tisan rather than social. All those who took part in the various initiatives of
the Social Forums seem almost “picturesque” to public opinion. At the risk of
hurting the feelings of some trade unionists and left leaders, I think that all
this collective action, including the indignados movement, is part of a neces-
sary process of maturing for passing on to a new stage.

The problem with this type of view is that the political capitalisation of struggles
is neither linear nor cumulative. A new kind of awareness is in danger of evapo-
rating into resignation caused by the crisis or else into the ambient consumerism
that is at the same time the deprivation of the vital needs of individuals.

Rena Dourou – I agree with that observation. It is hard to give an objective
answer, since I myself am a leader of a radical left party that will be celebrat-
ing its 20th anniversary in 2012. However, this is the first time since I joined
the party that so many citizens are looking to us for concrete proposals and
solutions. My impression is that a non-instrumental capitalising of the expe-
rience of struggles is taking root. The radical left, while neither just a protest
party nor the lifebelt of a social-democracy in historic decline, is in the
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Western world. This attitude prevents us from building bridges between the
party and public opinion by bypassing and diverting the dominant media
system. In fact, politics and communication are inseparable. It is impossible
to have a strategy of communication in the absence of a political message.
However, this message, to exist, must be delivered by appropriate forms. It is
not a matter of changing the colour of the speaker but of making them shine.

Thus the left has lost an opportunity for appearing like a force for innova-
tion, for change, for breakthroughs in form and content. A force for renewal
capable of taking up the challenges of a rejuvenated and feminised political
activism, capable of recruiting among the working-class strata and not only
among petit-bourgeois intellectuals that represent the main electoral and
militant components of SYNASPISMOS. From this point of view, our party’s
composition is complementary to that of the KKE (The Greek Communist
Party) whose electoral sociology is notable for the predominance of the tra-
ditional working class.

The question of the youth deserves special attention. As Gramsci said, par-
ty leaderships tend to be reproduced identically in political youth organisa-
tions. Yet the course of events is not always linear – it is also marked by breaks
and discontinuities. The present situation will, perhaps, create a new militant
youth that “disobeys” the party and is capable of giving a new meaning to po-
litical commitment and of reinventing collective action.

How can the key issue of policy be reconstructed to reflect the preoccupations of
the new generation?

Rena Dourou – It should be recalled that SYNASPISMOS is the only Greek
party whose rules recognise the existence of tendencies. However, with time
the tendencies ceased to represent currents of ideas and became grouping
based on personal relations. The party’s majority tendency created the youth
organisation, to such an extent that in our young activists’ initiatives and fes-
tivals speakers from the minority trends are completely absent. This explains
why the party’s pathologies crossed over to the youth organisation and vice
versa.

In these conditions, how can the political organisation be adapted to soci-
ety’s needs? In particular, how can it be politically linked to the young unem-
ployed the unemployed and insecure apart from the student youth? It is ex-
tremely difficult to change this conventional way of working, especially in a
context marked by Greek society’s preference for public sector jobs and the
left’s suspicious attitude to the “private sector”.

Nevertheless, the party’s link to social movements, which today seems nat-
ural, had been a strategic choice that met with tremendous resistance within
the party on the grounds of traditional stereotypes (“rainbow” collectives,
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organisation, we are in great danger of missing an historic appointment with
the new radicalism that is being expressed today in society.

What, then, must be changed at the organisational level?
Rena Dourou – We must first admit that people who live in a given situa-

tion are not necessarily equal to that situation and able to find the solution.
Can they be up to it? The answer we can give as political experts is fundamen-
tally uncertain. Our party cannot be asked to have the same reflexes as when
it was founded in the past: its party organisation is typical of the 1980s. Then
it was the first Greek party to build an internet site, even if the others have
largely caught up since. It has, on numerous occasions, shown its capacity for
taking the pulse of social upheavals, the anger of the youth and the country’s
malady. However, we have been strikingly incapable of putting out alterna-
tives. The ways we take up responsibilities or share tasks within the organisa-
tion are patterned on the way it is done in the Council of Ministers or the Eu-
ropean Commission. Consequently, the party does not have enough sensors
to understand things that exist outside it. Even our youth movement has re-
produced the same faults. In particular, SYNASPISMOS took a long time in
realising that the social media are not “apolitical” tools, easily identifiable
with life styles. We should remember that the news of Alexis Grigoropoulos’s
assassination, in December 2008, was mostly transmitted on Twitter, which
reduced the possibility of a police manipulation of this tragic event. Symbol-
ic loss of time costs hard cash since in politics timing is vital.

The same goes for the necessity of changing the organisational structure by
introducing some horizontality into the decision-making process and carry-
ing out projects and objectives. In the end, what may save SYNASPISMOS is
a more flexible articulation of its component parts. What previously was a
defect, to the extent that flexibility implied inaction, could now become an
asset in taking decentralised initiatives. The proliferation of such initiatives
can have a positive influence on the organisation’s working.

The party’s “full timers” should, moreover, keep tabs on emerging mobili-
sations on the internet and on the issues that impinge on their area of re-
sponsibility rather than managing their “domain” as if it were a ministry. This
displays an out-of-date mentality that is not in synch with the requirements
of present day society. And therefore it has to change – as quickly as possible!
Rotating positions in the organisation is also desirable to avoid getting cut off
from real life along with the other inevitable results of routine activity.

What about the question of political communication?
Rena Dourou – This is a long story, due to the demonising of communica-

tion and publicity by the left – not only in Greece but also throughout the
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disorganisation, etc.). However, SYNASPISMOS’ youth organisation was able
to overcome all these obstacles and take part in the alter-globalist mobilisa-
tions and the different social forums. This shows that new fields of political
redeployment are possible, based on strategic choices that must be clearly ac-
cepted. From this point of view, the crisis is a unique opportunity for review-
ing the real needs of Greek youth, whose demands have great difficulty in be-
ing expressed.

How can the emergence of such issues of struggle be politically pushed forward?
Rena Dourou – We have already begun some initiatives, particularly in

2004, on the exploitation of trainees, then on the “700 euros generation”.
However these initiatives have not been followed through. How can they be
embodied in a strategic project that consists of reactivating social resistance
against the various forms of insecurity and subjection of wage labour? To
sum up, we must experiment with solidarity networks, mutual assistance,
shared projects, alternative news and information – networks for the 21st
century, which have to be built not only through the internet but above all in
the real world through actions addressing problems of everyday life. The
stakes are high but the fight is well worth it. n

The interview with Rena Dourou was conducted by Michel Vakaloulis in Athens on
December 20, 2011. Rena Dourou is a member of the political secretariat and responsible
for the European policy of SYNASPISMOS.
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March 2012 was a great success with regard to attendance and the drawing
up of common stances (see the final declaration1). The discussion led, among
other things, to the broadly shared decision to create a “common political
area” at the European level, so as to renew a working process that could lead
to events such as a “European and Citizens Alternative Summit”.

The tragic and dramatic character of the situation in Europe confronts us
with the necessity for not only reacting more strongly but also for seeking a
greater effectiveness of social and political struggles. This requires new al-
liances which connect national and European struggles. This also makes nec-
essary a “politicising of the issues”, that is linking social struggles more close-
ly with the objective of changing the balance of power.

The fact that the “new neoliberal fundamentalism” is attacking both the so-
cial and the democratic models (both being already considerably eroded) is
also tending to bring the social and political struggles closer.

The results of the various encounters at the end of March seem now to
open the way to an unprecedented process in which trade unions, move-
ments and political forces and committed intellectuals could cooperate.

Speaking now of “’alternative summits’ instead of ‘counter-summits’” ex-
presses a new ambition. This was the proposal that Transform! put forward
at the end of 2011.

The JSC has adopted this idea, as had the Executive of the European Left
Party. Some very enriching exchanges between those present showed that the
awareness that we are in a historic moment is widely shared. The issue is to
promote the necessary “breach” in the last 30 years of neoliberal integration,
which has been a disastrous turn leading to a field of rubble in Europe, but
rather seeking a democratic refoundation. In several European countries,
movements are emerging and taking this route.

The potentials for such a dynamic exist. Various areas of European cooper-
ation exist, like the Forum Social Europe, a forum of trade unionists, the Eu-
roMemorandum uniting more than 200 economists, ATTAC-Europe, the
CADTM (Committee for the Abolition of the Debt of the Third World), the
European Association for Human Rights, the EuroMarches, the Prague
Spring II, which brings together networks mainly from EEC, etc. At institu-
tional level, cooperation on the left is increasing, with joint actions, particu-
larly by the Die LINKE members of the Bundestag and the Left Front at the
National Assembly2 as well as within the REALPE (progressive local elected
representatives).

Recently, appeals addressed to their own countries’ public opinions have
been published stressing the necessity for political change at both national
and European levels. Thus, some Greek intellectuals have launched an Appeal
“For the defence of society and of democracy”3 in which they note that we
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It seems increasingly clear that the only possible response that the left can
provide to the existential crisis of the neoliberal construction of Europe is

to rebuild on new foundations. The headlong rush of the European oligarchy
into a sort of “neoliberal fundamentalism” is only worsening the destructive
effects on the Union and its societies. In this context, the objective of “re-
founding Europe” cannot remain a distant perspective but must become a
concrete one, an ambition that inspires concrete thinking and action.

As a European network linked to other movements and networks as well as
to the European Left Party, Transform! decided during its General Meeting in
Prague on September 2011 to strengthen its contribution to the drawing up
of an alternative in Europe. This is why Transform! fully participated in the
annual conference of the Joint Social Conference (JSC) held in Brussels on
March 29-30. Simultaneously the European Left Party and Transform! or-
ganised a first “Alternative European Summit” on March 30 and 31, to which
many representatives and activists as well as networks, movements and trade
unions contributed.

To the extent that the European Social Forums have faded because of being
unable to find a form of renewal that could meet the challenge of this major
European crisis, there is an urgent need for the creation of new areas of co-
operation.

Thus the JSC represents, at this moment, a valuable area of cooperation be-
tween European trade unionists and movements. Its annual conference on

Working Towards the Social and
Democratic Refoundation of Europe
Brussels, March 2012: 
Towards an Alternative European Summit

Walter Baier / Elisabeth Gauthier

Eu
ro

p
e:

 C
ri

si
s 

a
n

d
 A

lt
er

n
a

ti
ve

s



mon action. The efficacy of an alternative political project depends on its ca-
pacity to bring together the working sectors and middle classes who are seri-
ously suffering, both of them, from the crises and which the dominant forces
strive to divide with the assistance of the nationalistic, racist and authoritar-
ian right. Both at the European level and within every society, the regaining
of a solidarity-driven vision of society can be conceived through a bottom-
up process of harmonisation in the confrontation with the ruling class. Po-
litical proposals breaking with the mainstream in order to be able to answer
to specific needs can propel social mobilisation. The regaining of democracy
and the overcoming of the political crises requires a new quality of democra-
cy and a new ambition for political change. Struggle against the spread of
austerity requires a brand new policy vis-à-vis the conception of the credit
system, the banks, development policies, the place of the working class, the
management of private business and public sector and the distribution of
wealth. Social, economic and political democracy represent engines that
make possible such objectives.

Likewise, Europe has to contribute to the modification of the balance of
power in the world in favour of social justice, democracy, ecologic transition
and peace.

During the conference presented by the European Left Party and trans-
form! on March 30 – 31 many people agreed that the “wind direction” can be
changed provided we embark jointly on taking up the enormous challenges
of the crisis. There is the need to fight back against the new Merkozy treaty
and the troika to prevent a democratic implosion of Europe. Added to the
mobilisations against austerity, for the renegotiation of treaties and the de-
fence of democracy, there is the need to struggle, in the various countries, for
new political majorities expressing the will of political change. According to
Felipe Van Keirsbilck who is one of the main organisers of the Joint Social
Conference, this is the context in which “all will work, not to achieve hege-
mony for themselves but to build hegemony against neoliberalism”. For his
part, Pierre Laurent, President of the European Left Party, stated that “we
need such an area, built by a process that allows us to work together for an
alternative whose objective is a political swing in the European Union”, a
process to which he committed himself. The first cornerstones of this process
have been laid in the sense of a new convergence, not only in terms of con-
tent but also of action. The terms of the “building process”, of the “creation
of a new area of joint work” show new concrete possibilities of overcoming
the contradictions that up to now have weighed down the progressive move-
ment in Europe: the dichotomy between the national and European level; the
separation between the spheres of social and political mobilisation, the still
existing boundaries between actors with different characters and histories.
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are in a “co-dependent” crisis. Then some leading German trade unionists4

published an Appeal “Stop the March into Ruin! Overcome the Crisis with
Solidarity!” demanding a radical change of policy and a refoundation of Eu-
rope, pointing out that this is the only way of envisaging an overcoming of
the European crisis. Another appeal has been circulating in France.5 All of
them are addressed to the public opinion of both their own country and of
Europe.

The conference held by different European movements at the European
Parliament in cooperation with the GUE/NGL group on May 31, 2011
opened the way to an acknowledgment of wide convergences regarding the
main axes of an alternative to austerity.6 Based on an accurate analysis, the
EuroMemorandum 2011/2012 proposes specific ways towards a change of
orientation. The ETUC (CES), for the first time, condemned a European
treaty. The Party of the European Left is proposing a European Citizen’s Ini-
tiative. The Left Front in France clearly stated that carrying out left policies
in a country entails “disobedience” and a political struggle of great magni-
tude at the European level in cooperation with all available forces. Different
initiatives are currently calling for referenda and general elections to be held
in order to block the ratification of the new treaties as well as to set off a
broad citizen debate in Europe. The call by German trade unionists and
scholars pleads for a European citizen and social movement aimed at radical
political change. Other European calls, such as the one advocated by Greek
scholars “Declaration for the defence of society and democracy” (see note 4),
go in the same direction. The Joint Social Conference (European network of
trade unionists and movements) adopted an important appeal: “Resisting fi-
nancial dictatorship, reclaiming democracy and social rights”.

Towards an alternative European summit 

Today, important struggles are appearing in all parts of Europe. However,
despite their strength and determination, there is so far a lack of success and
progress. Everywhere the main demands clash – at national and European
level – with the mainstream. The alternative has to be conceived in terms of
rupture with this mainstream at all levels – enterprise level, locally, national-
ly and at the European level.

In this confrontation, increasing convergence is appearing between the
forces of the trade unions, the movements and the political left regarding
criticism of European and national policies as well as regarding alternatives.

The struggles for resistance should be able to articulate perspectives for an
alternative. Aiming at a new cultural and political hegemony entails a politi-
cal process favouring a new power to interpret reality, new skills and com-
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The crisis has very negative effects on society as a whole, especially on
women. The austerity policies established in Europe are making the pop-

ulations pay by sparing those responsible, namely the major banks. As an ad-
ditional injustice, these policies, by ignoring any analysis of the differences in
effect on men and women, not only do nothing to correct them but aggra-
vate them.

It is essential to make this fact known, not only to establish men and
women as victims but because it shows the injustice of the policies that hit
even harder at sections of the population which are already in a situation of
inequality. Essential actors in the social movements and in building alterna-
tives to present policies, women must take their full place in making their
points of view and their proposals heard.

This contribution proposes to make the above more explicit, as it affects
the European countries and France in particular. It is an effort to place things
in their context, without claiming to be exhaustive.

The crisis hits women especially

Men and women do not have the same place on the labour market nor in
the private sphere because of gender inequalities. They are over-represented
in the informal, insecure and low paid form of employment and under-rep-
resented at all levels of decision-making in the economic field. Women are

Women Facing Crisis and Austerity

Christiane Marty 

Concretely, this open-ended process towards an Alternative European
Summit could meet the needs for expressing a new ambition, aiming at re-
building Europe on new foundations. Such a process would also encourage
convergence and cooperation between many forces in all their diversity both
within each country and in the European area. n

Notes
1) For the full-length document please refer to: http://www.jointsocialconference.eu/
2) See the joint statement published in this issue and available in English, French and Ger-

man.
3) Declaration for the Defence of Society and Democracy www.koindim.eu (The Docu-

ment is available is several languages.).
4) Stop the March into Ruin! Overcome the Crisis with Solidarity! www.europa-neu-be-

gruenden.de/gb/index.html
5) Sauvons le peuple grec de ses sauveurs!

http://aletheiareview.wordpress.com/2012/03/29/sauvons-le-peuple-grec-de-ses-
sauveurs-3/

6) For the main conclusions of the conference please refer to: http://www.transformnet-
work.net/uploads/media/coordinate_our_strengths_01.pdf
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In France, the unemployment rates for men and women became the same
in 2009, but from 2010 the unemployment rate for women again became
higher.

France: changes in the unemployment rates for men and women.

Based on INSEE data (2011: 2nd quarter).

As the analysis by Françoise Milewski1, shows, it is not enough to note the
development of unemployment by comparing it with those for employment
and hiding the development of part-time work, which is a form of partial un-
employment. Women were less hit by loss of employment than by the in-
crease of the rate of under-employment through part-time work at the same
time as the sharp increase in their rate of unemployment in “reduced activi-
ty”. The crisis has strengthened the earlier trends in the labour market and
part-time has played the role of shock absorber for women.

Moreover, the crisis has led to the multiplication of precarious jobs, with
short hours and very low wages, mainly affecting women. The partial unem-
ployment of men and women has not been treated in the same way. In the
motorcar industry, men being subjected to a reduction in their activity have
benefitted from compensatory measures. However, nothing of the kind has
been planned for the reduction in activity of women in part-time work. The
idea that the unemployment of men is more serious than that of women is
still very strong. In fact, unemployed men are paid a higher rate than unem-
ployed women (64% as against 57%).

more exposed to job insecurity, to sacking and to poverty and less covered by
systems of social security. As a consequence of this difference in situation, the
crisis has different impacts depending on gender. In periods of recession,
people already threatened by poverty are more vulnerable, particularly those
who are subjected to multiple discrimination: unmarried mothers, young
people, old people, immigrants …

Women are harder hit in various ways. This is a fact noted by the Interna-
tional Trade Union Confederation (ITUC, the European Trade Union Con-
federation (ETUC), the European Parliament and many organisations. The
crisis “only worsens the traditionally unfavourable position of women” [Refer-
ence 1]. The ITUC recalls that “the impact of the crisis on employment tends to
be under-estimated and never reaches the front pages of newspapers. Neverthe-
less, in general, women are the first affected by precariousness and the growing
job insecurity”, which is hardly reflected in official statistics. The standard in-
dicators, indeed, do not grasp the extent of the increase in economic insecu-
rity that is hitting women and too often the gender-based data is missing.

The consequences of the crisis on employment

Even though the situation varies depending on the sectors of activity, the
impact of the crisis on employment shows certain major tendencies: the in-
crease in the level of unemployment, a great increase in insecure and infor-
mal jobs as well as of poverty. Each of these hits women even more strongly.

In the European Union, the sectors that were first to be hard hit by the cri-
sis were those in which men were the majority: building, industry, transport
– these were also those on which revival plans were concentrated. The in-
crease in the rate of unemployment for men was highest between 2007 and
in 2009: their unemployment rate reached that of women. It was 9.6% in
2010 for both men and women.

At the same time, women in part time work suffered reduction of working
hours. The unemployment statistics do not reflect this because they define
job seekers as people without any job seeking employment (Category A).
People who are underemployed (who want to work more, categories B and C
in “reduced activity”), the majority of whom are women, do not appear in
the published unemployment statistics. In some countries, women are re-
moved from the active-population figures if unemployed. This also con-
tributes to the under-estimation of the effects of the crisis on women’s un-
employment.

The first phase of the crisis, with the highest increase in men’s unemploy-
ment, was followed by a second phase in which the predominantly feminine
sectors were hit: the public services, health and education …
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Relative risk of poverty for men and women by age group, 
OECD average, mid-2000s

The impact of austerity plans on women
The countries having the highest level of social security and public servic-

es have been better able to resist recession – yet these are precisely the bases
of the social state that are being subjected to budget cuts! Women are doubly
affected as the principal employees in the public sector and the principal
users of social services.

Over fifteen European countries have instituted such measures. At the end
of 2010, the European Parliament noted that: “female unemployment is in
danger of increasing disproportionally because of announced budget cuts in the
public sector, since women are employed at a particularly high rate in education,
health and social services”.

The civil service is indeed largely staffed by females. In the United King-
dom, women represent 65% of the employees in the public sector, and they
will suffer the most among those affected by the announcement of the cut-
ting of 400,000 jobs.

In France, one civil servant in two is not being replaced on retirement. In
the 2008-2012 period, this was equivalent to the suppression of 150,000
equivalent full-time jobs in the civil service, which means that many fewer
are being recruited. Further regarding the elimination of jobs, civil servants
are suffering from wage cuts in about a dozen states, some of which are as
high as 25%, for example in Rumania, Portugal or Greece. In France their
wages have been frozen.

The growth of precarious and informal employment 

Recourse to precarious and informal work2 has increased because of the
crisis. In fact, what is involved is an acceleration of a fundamental tendency
that makes the “informalisation” of labour the characteristic of all labour
markets. This trend, indeed, affects women most, especially immigrants. De-
spite a lack of gender-defined statistics, field studies note the over-represen-
tation of women in the informal sector – in vulnerable jobs and part-time
work –, a lower rate of pay than for men doing the same work and more lim-
ited access to social services. All of which, according to the ITUC “under-
mines their rights, perpetuates inequality in society between the sexes and lim-
its the perspective of lasting economic progress”.

For its part, the ETUC notes an alarming fact regarding the changes in
women’s working conditions in Europe in terms of working hours, wages and
contracts. Feminine jobs have become more precarious, there is everywhere
an increase in workload, pressure, stress, moral and psychological harass-
ment and off-the-books hiring. The number of undeclared women workers
has appreciably increased, especially in the domestic sector.

The European Parliament, through two resolutions [References 2 and 3],
drew attention to the fact that this situation has not received the attention it
deserved: “the financial end economic crisis in Europe has particularly negative
repercussions on women, who are more exposed to job insecurity and sackings
and less covered by social security systems”. Unfortunately, such warnings have
not been followed by any effective action, which calls into question the real
powers of the European Parliament.

The increase in poverty

The increase in poverty affects people who are out of work as well as those
with employment. The European Parliament notes that “female poverty re-
mains hidden in the statistics and in the social security regimes”. In its 2010 an-
nual report on equality between men and women, the Commission notes
that women are more exposed to the danger of poverty, especially those over
65 years of age, with a 22% risk of poverty (16% for men), for single moth-
ers (35%) and other groups of women, such as those belonging to an ethic
minority.
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men. Even so these protective mechanisms are being attacked! Reinforcing
the link between contributions paid and the pension amount means dou-
bling the global penalisation of women.

The drop in pensions will have the consequence of still further exposing
women to poverty. The European Commission notes that “pauperisation
threatens pensioners and that old women are one of the groups most exposed to
the danger of poverty”.

The trend is also to align the age of retirement of women to that of men in
those countries where there is such a difference and to reduce the pension
amounts.

The “reform” carried out in France in 2010 amplified the regression already
taking place [Reference 5]. Since women were, on average, required to pay
more years of contributions than men, any lengthening of this period dispro-
portionately affects them as does the postponement of the age at which the
rating “relief” for people with too short a career (most of whom are women)
is applied.

We should also mention that the budgets for policies in favour of equality
between men and women have also been the first to be written off in various
countries, as was noted by the European Parliament.

Conclusion

Some lessons can be learned from the light cast on the effects of the crisis
on women. First, that no policy should be decided at a national or interna-
tional level without a prior analysis of its effects on gender. This was a com-
mitment made by the states during the 4th World Conference of Women in
Beijing in 1995 … and never applied!

Similarly the programmes of political parties, like the proposals put for-
ward by the social movements, should systematically integrate the aspect of
gender and the objective of equality between men and women – not only be-
cause it is a matter of social justice but also because policies regarding equal-
ity constitute part of the solution for emerging from the crisis.

Indeed, going back to the sources of gender inequality enables one to be-
come aware of the importance of a whole area of human activity, hitherto es-
sentially performed by women, that covers the economics of caring: invisible
and unpaid work carried out in the private domain and under-valued work
in the public sphere. The crisis reminds us of the importance of collective
well-being and of the importance of high quality social security and public
services.

At a time when they need to be developed (crèches, organisations to assist
dependent people, etc.) they are being attacked on all sides. Yet these sectors

Reductions in social security and social services

Throughout Europe social protection and security budgets are being sub-
jected to drastic reduction: decreasing unemployment benefits, social grants,
help to families, maternity allowances, services to dependent people, etc.
Similarly, reductions are hitting essential services such as childcare, social
services and health. In France, many pre-school classes, maternity and abor-
tion centres have been closed. Whereas the number of dependant people is
increasing, the budgets allocated to them are stagnating or being amputated.

The cuts in social security and health services especially affect women to
the extent that they have to assume the role of the main heads of the family.
Women find themselves obliged to cover those services from which the state
is withdrawing, which increases their difficulty in carrying out their family
and professional lives. The increased unpaid work load in their private lives
occurs at the expense of their jobs, which reinforces the gender inequalities
on the labour market and in women’s schedules, as is noted by the European
Institute for Gender Equality [Reference 4].

In France the reform of dependency measures has been postponed to 2012
because of the plan to reduce deficits. Nevertheless, it was urgent since the
present situation is intolerable, especially for the family careers of the de-
pendent people (mainly women): they assume a very heavy responsibility
and workload3 that penalises them in their jobs (working part time or ceas-
ing to work) and affects their health (physical or nervous exhaustion). It is all
the more untenable in that many dependent people are in a situation of
poverty, and the suspension, in November 2007, of indexing social services to
the rate of inflation has meant a drop in their standard of living.

Attacks on pensioners

Nearly all the European countries have recently “reformed” their retire-
ment systems. The general trend has been towards privatisation and making
the amount paid as pensions dependent on the contribution amount. This
new closer relationship arises from a decline of the correcting mechanisms
(bonuses linked to responsibility for children, minimum pension levels) that
had a redistributive effect for women, attenuating the negative effects on
their contributions through having children. Everywhere, the average pen-
sion for women is less than that for men because of interrupted careers, part-
time working or lower wages. These correcting mechanisms are insufficient
since the inequality between men and women is amplified when they pass
from wages to pensions. In France, the average overall pension for women is
only 62% of that for men4, although their average wage is 80% of that for
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represent an enormous potential for growth turned towards social needs.
Austerity is not unavoidable [Reference 6]. The crisis is an opportunity for
profoundly transforming the modes of production and consumption. Poli-
cies must, as a priority, meet social and environmental needs and put forward
rules to this end. Because they are increasingly under attack, daily needs and
the economics of caring must regain an often forgotten importance.

It is most important that these concerns, which are too often still those of
women, become the concern of us all. Making these fundamental require-
ments heard and giving them more weight than the markets is the issue of
our times. n
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The increasing inequality of wages and the extremes in the distribution of
property in Austria inspire the disgust of the majority of people. More

and more it has become evident that the political class in Austria is not inter-
ested in creating appropriate legislation to protect the poor and offering
them a decent life. The political class decides regularly to worsen the standard
of living of the people. Its main interest is in enriching itself. Corruption has
become a dominant feature of Austrian politicians. It did not help at all that
last year the Austrian government (together with the United Nations Office
on Drugs and Crime and the European Anti-Fraud Office) founded the In-
ternational Anti-Corruption Academy (IACA) in Laxenburg near Vienna.
IACA intends substantially to contribute to the global fight against corrup-
tion by addressing shortcomings in knowledge and practice in the field. The
Austrian political class is crying “Stop thief!” while feeding future political or
financial collaborators with gifts and smaller or larger sums of money (“An-
füttern”).

Recently a research report by the economist Friedrich Schneider estimated
damage of about 27 billion Euros to the state.

While certain managers in Austria receive hundreds of thousands of Euros
without any performance in return on their part (they do not even know
what their payment is for), about one million people live at the threshold of
poverty.

Growing Income Inequality and 
Increasing Concentration of 
Property in Austria: 
How to Reverse?

Peter Fleissner
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The poor become poorer…

As in other countries of the European Union there is a distinct trend of a
declining wage share. While it was about 66% in 1978, in 2007 it reached its
lowest point at 58%. Because of the crisis in which profits sharply declined,
it increased in 2009 reaching about 61%.

In addition, unemployment increased considerably. At present the unem-
ployed number more than 200,000. In 1972 there were only 40,000. But even
for people with a job it is becoming ever more difficult to earn enough mon-
ey to survive. In particular, women are increasingly working part time (more
than 40 % are), and thus suffer from a growing loss of income. It is one more
scandal that the median income of women in real wages is 30 % less than that
of men (see figure 1). And this relation has remained stable over more than
30 years – although there was much ado about the gender income gap in the
public. But nothing substantial was done up to now to close it.

As in Germany, the Austrian social partners tried hard and very successful-
ly to keep wages low. While the real productivity of labour increased by more
than 30 % between 1997 and 2008, real wages remained more or less constant
(see figure). It is not hard to guess what absorbs the difference between
turnover and the sum of wages: It forms the basis for the explosion of spec-
ulation and floods financial markets with liquidity.

In addition, wages are unequally distributed. For several decades the in-
equality is continuing to increase. For instance, in 2006 the poorest 20 % of
the working population received 2.2 % of the total wage sum, while the rich-
est 20 % got 46.7 %. In 1976 the poorest got a share of 4.8 %, the highest in-
come group receiving 40.2 %. The poorest group lost more than 50 % of its
share of the total wage income.

…the rich become richer

On the other hand, we can see the situation of the wealthy. Only 19 fami-
lies have 75 billion euros at their disposal. In Austria there are 74,000 million-
aires with assets of 230 billion euros. The total property held by private
households amounts to 1,400 billion (composed of 880 billion in real estate
and 440 billion in financial assets). Only one seventh of this amount would
be needed to pay off the national debt. The distribution of wealth is – as you
would expect – very strongly tilted towards the minority of the rich. One per-
cent of the population owns 27% of total financial assets and has 22% of real
estate at their disposal, 10% owns more than 50% of financial assets and 61%
of real estate, while the poorer half holds 8% of financial assets and only 2%
of houses, apartments and land.

Inequality and political decisions – key causes of the financial crisis

As everyone can see, Austrian politicians and top managers do not want to
understand that economic activities must be balanced and must allow partic-
ipation for everybody. If this simple guideline is heavily violated, sooner or
later the economy will undergo a state of crisis and collapse. As we could see
at the end of the 1920s, increasing inequality is the precondition. It seems as
if the concentration of wealth in the hands of only a few people is now ap-
proaching the level of shortly before the Great Depression in the United
States.

Instead of a political decision to bring private banks under the control of a
qualified democratic authority, the European Commission and the national
politicians continue to save them with billions of tax payer’s money. Also the
recent moves of the European Commission to implement a fiscal pact with-
out asking the population is just another step toward creating a recession in
Europe and shifting the burden onto the majority of people.

Resistance is emerging

In January 2012 the Austrian “Social Fairness Forum”, launched the initia-
tive “Tax Fairness Now” (“Steuergerechtigkeit – jetzt!”) in the building of the
training centre of the Vienna Chamber of Labour to organise the resistance
against the developments outlined above. The Forum consists of intellectu-
als, artists and political activists, among them representatives of trade unions
and religious communities. Freda Meissner-Blau, the well-respected founder
of the Austrian Green Party and former candidate for the Austrian federal
presidency, also participated in the meeting.

In a transparent and democratic process the initiative “Tax Fairness Now”
was chosen over three other issues that could be objects of a political cam-
paign – (1) “Shortening of the Work Week”, (2) “Precarious Labour and Care
Work”, and (3) “Unconditional Basic Income” and won an absolute majority
of votes.

In the meantime a booklet was printed to explain the social situation to the
public and provide arguments for increased taxation of private property, fi-
nancial assets and very high income groups. The brochure can be down-
loaded from the homepage of the “Social Fairness Forum”, http://forumfuer-
sozialegerechtigkeit.wordpress.com or from the homepage of transform!at
(http://transform.or.at).

The Social Fairness Forum and transform!at are not the only groups en-
gaged in this issue. For instance, Rudolf Fussi initiated a referendum in
favour of “Fair Taxes” with a very similar list of demands. Already in 2002 he
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had organised a first referendum against interceptor aircraft for the Austrian
Air Force, and a second one in 2006 with the help of the Social Democratic
Party. Fussi recently left the Social Democratic Party under protest. The “So-
cial Fairness Forum” and transform!at will cooperate with Fussi to get the
necessary number of signatures. Within the Austrian Trade Union there is
also an interest group called “Tax Initiative”.

The “Social Fairness Forum” demands the following 12 measures for a
fair tax system
1. Progressive taxation of property. Real estate has to be evaluated at mar-

ket prices and no longer at the much lower so-called “assessed value”.
Stocks and bonds of a value of more than 700,000 Euro should be taxed
with a progressive rate between 0.5 and 1.5%. (This proposal was taken
from the Austrian Federal Trade Union.)

2. (Re-) introduction of a progressive inheritance tax (from 4 to 20%) with
a tax exemption of up to 400,000 Euro (This proposal was taken from
the Printers Trade Union.)

3. The maximum tax rate should become higher; the tax rate for the lowest
taxable incomes should be lower. Labour should become cheaper.

Figure: Net median wages per head and productivity of labour 
at constant prices

4. The difference beween the brackets has to be increased.
5. And it should be adapted to the inflation rate.
6. The upper limit for paying social security contributions should be re-

moved.
7. The value-added tax should be introduced (as demanded by the former

Minister of Social Affairs, Alfred Dallinger).
8. Abolition of the group tax system for enterprises, which allows them to

choose the lowest taxrate from among the countries in which they oper-
ate.

9. Abolition of private foundations which are not in the public interest.
10. No more money for private pension funds.
11. Introduction of a financial transaction tax to prevent speculation.
12. Transparency in banking.

These taxes could yield a total tax revenue of about 11 billion Euros. The
money should be used for the improved financing of the welfare state and
for public capital investment in ecological and socially sound infrastruc-
ture. n

Sources
Produktionswert zu Herstellungspreisen nach ÖNACE-Abteilungen, lfd Preise, Tab.

46_7609; verkettete Volumenindizes, Tab. 47_7609;
Erwerbstätige (Inlandskonzept, Vollzeitäquivalente) nach Wirtschaftsbereichen 
Tab. 11_7609. Volkswirtschaftliche Gesamtrechnungen 1978-200.9
Nettojahreseinkommen der unselbständig Erwerbstätigen 1997 bis 2009 (online)
Reallöhne mittels harmonisiertem VPI (2005 = 100) berechnet.
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financing operations of more than one trillion Euros in all!), one in Decem-
ber 2011 and one in February 2012. But nothing has been fixed. Problems
simply have been pushed down the road.

If the Eurozone, at the core of the European Union, where the 17 strongest
economies have come together around a common currency, is in trouble, it
is because it is a weak link in the monetary power struggles and currency
wars of today.

It is not so much the level of the debt that is important. The United States,
as we know, lives with a debt that is 100% of GDP, along with a staggering
public deficit of 8.5%. Objectively, the situation of the United States is worse
than serious and should be sanctioned by “the markets”. But it is not. At least,
not yet. The same goes for Japan, which has languished economically for
more than ten years and carries a record debt of 200% of GDP. While wait-
ing for the announced rise in value of the Chinese yuan, as well as of the cur-
rencies of emerging economies, in general, the dollar, in spite of everything,
remains the currency of reference, 40 years after the suspension of its con-
vertibility and the consequent end of the Bretton Woods international mon-
etary system. Meanwhile, the Japanese yen remains a strong reference curren-
cy as well.

Why, then, these repeated attacks on certain countries in the Eurozone? Be-
cause they are weak links. For financial markets – if it dare be said – the best
is always still to come. Even if only because they are so weak: always too lit-
tle, always too late. Yet, if speculation is not restrained, it is encouraged. The
Greek example proves the case, alas, only too well. After it was decreed that it
was not necessary to wipe out any part of the debt at all and that austerity
measures would be enough, one year later it became necessary to come to
terms with what had been reality in the first place and wipe out 21% of the
debt in early summer 2011, then another 50% in September until, finally,
debt reduction amounted to 53.5% … while Greek GDP shrank 18%!

The weakness of the Eurozone is inherent to it, since it was established with
the Union, despite all the fiscal disunity rampant in Europe since Maastricht.
Opened to all the crosswinds of free competition, having renounced all con-
trol of the movement of capital, the Eurozone consequently is totally at the
mercy of the markets and the demands of a “beauty contest” synonymous
with being “business friendly”, since any kind of protection has become a
handicap in the competition for the “most attractive territory”. The result,
among other things, is the fiscal abdication that we have seen since the end
of the 1990s: considerable loss of public revenue, with the sudden appearance
of public deficits and debt. In France, this is generally considered to be the
reason for about a quarter of the national debt – slightly less than 20 GDP
points – plus downward pressure on spending. It also leads, as a result, to a

Can we design a “New Deal” for our European Union countries that are in
profound crisis? 

And – because to me, this is the real, underlying question – to what practi-
cal end? Aside from being an intellectual challenge, how could the applica-
tion of measures designed in the first third of the 20th century for the Unit-
ed States help us to “come out on top”, that is give our fellow citizens, if not
the assurance, at least the prospect of a better future?

In fact, I believe that we can, and what is more, that we must.
My contribution to the debate aims to make clear the main characteristics

of our current situation and the reasons that allow us to equate it with the
one that Roosevelt faced in his time. Then I will try to identify the main prac-
tical conclusions that could be drawn.

1. The risk that the Eurozone could explode.

Our current situation is almost, if not totally, without precedent. Institu-
tions of the Union have broken down or are in a cataleptic state according to
some, faced with developments that no leader had anticipated or knows how
to handle. As for the Eurozone, it quite simply is threatening to explode.
“Tonight, we improvise…” This title of a Pirandello play could, sadly, serve
as the byword for a European Union in trouble. Some time was gained, no-
tably, early in 2012, thanks to two LTRO injections by the ECB (long-term re-

Can We Design a European 
New Deal for the 21st Century?

Jacques Rigaudiat 
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150%, according to the OECD, when member states apply deficit reduction
policy simultaneously. The illness is contagious!

In the past, consumption in some countries stimulated growth in others. In
the future, the situation, inevitably, will be reversed: austerity imposed on
some will export their recession to others. And Europe will become like the
animals in the fable, sick with the plague: grasshoppers or ants, “not all died,
but all were affected…”

In other words, and this goes for the economy as well as for the financial
system, from now on the European risk is systemic. Our economies are tight-
ly interdependent and there is no one solution that can apply to everybody.
The only way to survive is together, which is why we need a common policy
to emerge from the crisis, a “New Deal” for the Europe of the 21st century.

Beyond obvious distinctions, of place as well as time, what are the common
denominators for Europe and the United States – in Roosevelt’s time and
now?

Let us recall the basic facts: As of March 4, 1933, the newly elected Presi-
dent Roosevelt tackled the economic crisis in the United States by launching
a concerted reflation and social justice plan that came to be called “The Three
Rs: Relief, Recovery, Reform”. Relying on the authority of the Federal govern-
ment, the plan sustained, not without enormous difficulty, this initial impe-
tus until 1938.

Today, like Roosevelt, we have a political opportunity to alter the distribu-
tion of added value that has fundamentally shifted everywhere over the last
30 years in favour of capital, which is the basic cause of the crisis. Europe
should be a space of fiscal rearmament that would lead to the restoration of
balanced budgets, the indispensable financing of recovery and greater social
justice. This is an essential tool.

Like Roosevelt, we, finally, must tackle finance. It is easy to forget that the
“New Deal” was not simply a Keynesian stimulus plan. It was also – and from
the start, since it was the first text approved by Congress – a complete recast-
ing of the financial system. The “Emergency Banking Act” was passed on
March 9, 1933. It effectively abandoned the gold standard and controlled
movements of capital. In June, the renowned Glass-Steagall Act not only lim-
ited associations between commercial banks and securities firms; it also tack-
led conflicts of interest. These measures have striking contemporary rele-
vance and are urgently necessary! But beyond these similarities, and differ-
ences, of course, there is the fact that the New Deal was backed up by a state.

First, a state unified by its political institutions, rule of law and labour cli-
mate. The need for Europe to become a homogenous social space, or at least
to commit to a process of social harmonisation, is obvious, but far from a re-
ality. However, when it comes to wages – establishing a minimum wage in

fiscal policy that seeks fiscally to spare companies1 and the wealthiest; in
short, to an increasingly less redistributive fiscal policy, which, of course, only
intensifies inequality.

Finally, at the same time that it has been opened to the ostensible benefits
of free and unrestrained competition, the Eurozone is a highly integrated
economic area. For Europeans, globalisation means first and foremost: Eu-
rope. For France, as for all of its partners, two-thirds of foreign trade is con-
ducted within the EU. Germany is its number one client and its number one
supplier. Nearly as many French imports come from Belgium and Italy as
from China! Yet, this zone, which is, in fact, economically integrated, does not
have a real policy of integration.

Its ridiculous EU budget makes this impossible. As a result, the interior co-
existence of areas with heterogeneous and uncoordinated policies only can
lead to the pursuit of divergent directions. In reality, the EU of 27 is now
made up of three distinct groups: a “North” (Germany, Austria, the Nether-
lands, Belgium, Finland, Luxembourg) that is economically in surplus; a
“South” (France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Greece) that has a trade deficit with
the North2 and an “East” that tries to make the most of these conditions and
of its assets – a low-paid labour force with low social expenses and protection
– to become, if not the “workshop of the world”, at least that of Europe. None
of this is salutary and can only, on the contrary, intensify divisions. Beyond
the divergence of direction and the defence of self-interests, the risk of explo-
sion looms.

In this configuration, it is obviously the weakest economies that are at-
tacked by the markets and that become the guilty “grasshoppers” considered
improvident by the stronger, “ant” economies within the EU. At the end of
2011, the sad result of repeated purges since 2008 turns out to be regression
that ranges from severe (-18% in Greece) to serious (-5% in Spain, Portugal
and the United Kingdom) and that makes the area into a zone of stagnation
tending toward depression (-1.5% for the EU or the Euro zone). As long as
“purge and bleed” – the false remedies prescribed by the doctors of Molière
– remains economic liberalism’s prescription, we all can die in good health!

2. Towards a European “New Deal”? Differences and similarities 

The systematic application of monolithic thinking to each separate state
that is part of an integrated whole only can prolong and aggravate the over-
all recession. This multiplier effect is well known and even quantified: deficit
reduction leads to lower growth rates – in France, from 0.5% to 1.3% for each
percentage point of GDP knocked off the deficit, according to macroeco-
nomic models. This effect is multiplied by a factor of between 125% and
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Politically – and no longer economically – the situation is, everywhere in
Europe, characterised by strong, and often very strong social and labour
movements. They express general outrage and revolt in the face of an intol-
erable situation; they can certainly come to undermine and even bring down
the powers that be. But in spite of their strength they so far have not been able
really to modify the order of things. Everywhere in Europe, there are power-
ful – but impotent – social movements.

This absence of a real political outcome is glaring and widespread. The es-
sential question is how to capitalise on these movements, or, more precisely,
to provide them with political outlets which they so far have not found. Un-
der the circumstances, our task – as the activists, labour leaders, community
organisers and intellectuals that we are – is henceforth to contribute, first, to
the definition of these outlets, which must be shared and not particular to
each country, even if it then becomes incumbent on each one to apply them
to their specific situation; then, to the construction of the needed European
political convergences. To do this, we must, it seems to me, organise ourselves
into a network where we can share, debate and identify, before proposing
common responses to this common challenge that we all face.

So, beyond this first meeting, it seems to me absolutely essential that we
meet again very soon in order to act on this perspective and formally take
steps to build a European network that could call for a “European New Deal
for the 21st Century”.

To advance in this direction, I propose that this future network be built on
the basis of the six following benchmarks, which at the same time are de-
mands that must be satisfied before we can achieve the transformation we
want. In order of urgency, if not importance:
1 Overcome the debt crisis. Austerity and the pseudo “Golden Rule” are re-

sponses that are neither acceptable nor suitable; they can only lead to re-
gion-wide recession and the impoverishment of national economies.
These debts are at intolerable levels; which is why we believe in the need
for generalised national moratoria. We want to re-examine the legitimacy
of these debts and the way that they are being managed.

2 Put an end to an economic and financial space that is deregulated and
open to all the crosswinds of “free and unrestrained competition”. We
want to regain control of the finance system and the banks, to place them
at the service of the real economy, and more generally, to put an end to the
totally free movement of capital.

3 Revise the way that wealth is distributed, which is the principal cause of
this crisis. In particular, we want to regain national control of the budget-
ary “weapon” of taxation, develop a fair tax system and guarantee decent
revenues.

each country according to national standards and setting a timetable for con-
vergence over the long term – retirement age or social protection, the Europe
of today does not seem unduly preoccupied.

Finally, a state that can declare and impose its will. By firmly regulating the
economy as the Roosveltian New Deal did with: the Agricultural Adjustment
Act, the National Industrial Recovery Act …with the support of ad hoc fed-
eral agencies created for the purpose: the Federal Emergency Relief Adminis-
tration or agencies charged with implementing infrastructure policy, like the
Tennessee Valley Authority which has become a world renowned symbol. All
this takes money, a real budget, with acceptance of the fact that there could
be a deficit. Nothing like this exists, of course, in the Europe of Maastricht
and Lisbon, which does not collect taxes and which lives with a 2012 budget
of 132.7 billion in payment appropriations which represents 1.01% of the
Gross National Income of the zone as a whole!

This Europe is an economic power, since it leads the world in terms of
GNP, but since it is politically castrated, it can be nothing more than a virtu-
al power. Under the circumstances, implementing a new New Deal certainly
would require dealing with a different Europe.

3. From assessment to proposals

Beyond these few benchmarks and indicators, what conclusions can be
drawn from this historic, and at the same time geographic, comparison be-
tween the Europe of today and the United States of the first third of the last
century? In short, “What initiatives would respond to the most pressing chal-
lenges faced by the left?”

First, we need to acknowledge that these differences are major ones and
that they must be overcome by pragmatically employing the whole range of
possibilities, i.e. by:
l making the most of existing resources. For example, by using the European

Investment Bank (EIB) to finance infrastructure projects;
l creating ad hoc ties – inasmuch as it is possible within the Treaties – for ex-

ample, “reinforced cooperation” between countries;
l breaking free, purely and simply, from the Treaties, which is authorised by

the “Luxembourg compromise” of January 25, 1966 when “very important
national interests are at stake”.
All this could be done while waiting to modify, at a later date, the Treaties

on indispensable points, particularly those that concern economic and finan-
cial action, like the:
l role and mandate of the ECB; and the
l shape of a real budget for the Union.
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The growth of private international financial institutions since the 1970s
has seriously curtailed the ability of national governments to exercise

democratic control over economic policy. This was vividly demonstrated ear-
ly in the 1980s, when capital flight forced the French government of Presi-
dent Mitterand to abandon its programme of progressive economic reforms.
Since then, private global finance has become much stronger, and the con-
straints are especially severe for smaller countries.

A strengthening of the European Union (EU) and a single monetary bloc
comparable in size to the United States could be used to achieve a major shift
in the balance of power between democratically elected political authorities
and private financial institutions. By acting at a European level it would be
possible to achieve greater democratic control over economic policy than is
possible in individual European states.

Major corporations, which organise their activities on a global basis, can
play countries off against each other, obtaining concessions by threatening to
shift production and jobs to other locations. But because the European mar-
ket as a whole – like that of the US or China – is too important to abandon,
it would be possible to impose greater social regulation on corporations’ ac-
tivities at a European level.

The EU has, of course, in practice taken a different path. Since the 1980s in
particular, EU policy has been dominated – as in most member states – by a
strongly neoliberal approach. Instead of trying to promote greater social con-
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4 Undertake the necessary ecologic transition of our economies. The reign
of consumption is leading to a pillage of our planet that is no longer tol-
erable. We must find the way to a new form of development.

5 Re-launch socially useful activity and employment. The economy
should serve to satisfy social needs. Access to common goods should be
open to all; infrastructure networks and collective utilities should be de-
veloped, and the historic collective reduction of working hours should be
continued.

6 Finally, a commitment to these six directions requires a profound trans-
formation of European Union institutions so that the demands of its citi-
zens can really be taken into consideration. This is why we want a demo-
cratic and citizen-driven Europe. n

Talk given at the Transform ! workshop: “The State of the E.U. crisis – the Urgency of Al-
ternatives”, Brussels, 8-9 December 2011 ]]

Notes
1) The Council of Obligatory Tax Contributions, which reports to the French Court of Au-

ditors, confirms that from 1995 to 2008, the “average (corporate) tax rate” in the Euro-
pean Union dropped 10 points, from 38.1% in 1995 to 27.4% in 2008”. “Les prélève-
ments obligatoires des entreprises dans une économie globalisée”, La documentation
française, October 2009, p.95.

2) Half the French trade deficit is with other EU countries. The specific deficit with China
and the energy bill make up the other half.
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Imbalances in the euro area

When countries joined the euro area, their interest rates converged on the
(lower) German level. The lower interest rates contributed to higher eco-
nomic growth and rising wages in Southern Europe, although higher infla-
tion than in Germany eroded the real value of the wage increases to some ex-
tent. Lower interest rates also fuelled a boom in house prices in Ireland and
Spain.

In Germany, by contrast, policies introduced by the Social Democrat –
Green government meant that wages did not rise at all in real terms between
the introduction of the euro in 1999 and the outbreak of the crisis in 2007.
With stagnant consumer spending, economic growth was dependent on ris-
ing exports. Thanks to the single currency, Germany was able to expand its ex-
ports to other euro area countries without the value of its currency rising (and
making its exports more expensive) as would have occurred without the euro.

As a result of these contrary developments, between 2000 and 2007 the
German trade surplus increased from 65 bn to 195 bn euro, and this was
closely mirrored by the trade deficit of Greece, Portugal and Spain, which in-
creased from 61 bn to 160 bn euro. The deficit of the Southern countries was
largely financed by loans from banks in Germany and France.

The weakest link in the polarised relation between Southern and Northern
Europe was Greece. In 2007, even before the crisis began to bite, the govern-
ment deficit was equal to 5% of GDP, principally because of a failure to tax
the well-off, and this rose to some 15% in 2009 (the exact figure is disputed
in Greece). As financial investors began to smell blood, speculation against
Greek government bonds intensified in early 2010. The failure of the EU to
respond until the situation became critical in May led to a weakening of the
euro and the onset of the euro area crisis.

EU imposes austerity

Although it was the big banks which caused the crisis in 2007 and which –
after being rescued by governments – led the speculation against euro area
government bonds, the measures which the EU has adopted to reform the fi-
nancial sector are even milder than those introduced in the US. Instead of
fundamentally reforming the financial sector, the EU’s response to the crisis
– led by Germany – has focussed on imposing fiscal discipline on deficit
countries. But fiscal deficits are the result not the cause of the crisis. Apart
from Greece, other peripheral euro area countries had small fiscal deficits be-
fore the crisis and Spain actually had a fiscal surplus. In most countries, it was
the private sector that had run up debts.

trol over private capital, it has explicitly allied itself with the interests of private
business, leading to a rising social cleavage in much of Europe. The EU has also
embraced a greater integration into world markets, promoting an aggressive,
mercantilist trade policy – to the detriment of many developing countries.

The EU’s most ambitious project, the launch of the euro in 1999, has been
based on major flaws. It involves a common monetary policy, but there is no
common fiscal policy, let alone a common wage or industrial policy. The
common monetary policy, furthermore, is based on highly restrictive princi-
ples inherited from the German Bundesbank. While this approach proved
beneficial for German business so long as other European countries pursued
high growth strategies that took higher inflation in their stride, it has proved
fatal when imposed on the euro area as a whole, contributing to higher rates
of unemployment even before the outbreak of the crisis in 2007.

The EuroMemo group (Economists for an Alternative Economic Policy in
Europe) has since its founding in the mid-1990s consistently criticised the
undemocratic structures of the EU and the neoliberal policies pursued by
both the EU and its member states, and argued that progressive economic
policies can be most effective if implemented at a European level. The most
pressing issue addressed in this year’s EuroMemo Report is the need for an
alternative to the EU’s response to the crisis of the euro area. This crisis is the
result of two interlocking factors: the international financial crisis which be-
gan in the US, and major imbalances within the euro area itself.

The international financial crisis

The financial crisis broke in the US following years of over-lending in Au-
gust 2007 and deepened dramatically in September 2008. Big European
banks had expanded their business in the US since the 1990s in order to take
advantage of the apparently higher returns there and, when the crisis broke,
both US and European banks were hit with big losses. A major financial col-
lapse in October 2008 was only prevented through large-scale government
injections of capital into many of the biggest banks.

The financial crisis led to a major contraction of credit, and in the final
quarter of 2008 and the first quarter of 2009 the US and Europe were faced
with the most severe recession since the 1930s. EU output fell by almost 5%,
and the impact would have been even more severe had governments not re-
sponded by introducing emergency programmes to boost their economies.

The rescue of the banks, the cost of the emergency fiscal programmes, and
a sharp fall in tax revenues due to the recession led a large increase in govern-
ment deficits. In the euro area the deficit jumped from 0.7% of GDP in 2007
to 6.4% in 2009.
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wealth tax on the very rich. They own much of the 40 trillion euro financial
wealth held in the euro area in 2011 and have benefited inordinately from ne-
oliberal policies in recent decades. To prevent future speculation against
weaker states, euro area governments should swap remaining government
bonds for jointly issued euro bonds.

The common monetary policy should be complemented by a coordinated
euro-area fiscal policy. In place of the current one-sided emphasis on fiscal
discipline, this should aim to stabilise the economy and promote full employ-
ment with what the International Labour Organisation calls ‘decent work’.
The EU budget, currently equal to a meagre 1% of EU GDP should be in-
creased to at least 5% in order to have a macroeconomic impact and to pro-
vide greater support for weaker regions. To this end, the long-term decline in
the taxation of higher incomes should be reversed, with incomes of over
250,000 euro a year taxed at around 75%. In addition, countries with a trade
surplus, like Germany, should introduce expansionary policies so as to
strengthen euro area demand and relieve the pressure on deficit countries.

A strong programme of public investment is necessary, especially in pe-
ripheral countries, in order to establish productive capacity based on mod-
ern technology and skilled jobs rather than on low wages. Financing for this
should draw on the European Investment Bank, which is already empowered
to issue bonds.

A coordinated euro area wage policy should ensure that the widespread de-
cline in the share of wages in national income is reversed, and that wages in
states with lower incomes begin to converge on those with higher incomes.
Normal working hours should be reduced to 30 hours a week both to com-
bat unemployment and as a contribution to building a society in which life
is not dominated by waged work.

A progressive response to the crisis in the euro area also confronts a major
challenge: while the debt crisis faced by peripheral euro area countries calls
for economic growth, environmental sustainability requires a massive reduc-
tion in the consumption of non-renewable resources and the emission of
green-house gasses.

Democratising the EU

The EU response to the crisis has been highly authoritarian. Fiscal disci-
pline is to be imposed on euro area states by the European Commission and
measures will be automatic unless meetings of EU finance ministers vote
with a super-majority to suspend them. In countries such as Greece and Por-
tugal democratic control over economic policy has been suspended for the
foreseeable future.

When Greece, and subsequently Ireland and Portugal, were obliged to turn
to the EU for financial support, this was made dependent on implementing
austerity programmes involving severe cuts in wages, pensions and other
public spending. This has driven countries into deep recessions and, in addi-
tion to the deeply regressive social impact, tax revenues have declined mak-
ing it even more difficult for governments to service their debts. As the reces-
sion deepened in Greece in 2011, it was forced to return to the EU for yet fur-
ther support. At the same time, Italy and Spain have been pressured to cut
public spending as a condition of European Central Bank (ECB) support in
the government bond market. The result is that the euro area, including Ger-
many which depends on exports to other euro area countries, is expected at
best to stagnate in 2012.

The EU summit in March 2011 agreed on a series of measures for dealing
with imbalances in the euro area. However, these put the weight of adjust-
ment on countries facing deficits. Countries with a trade surplus, such as
Germany, are not required to expand. Countries where wages rise more than
productivity, as in Southern Europe, are required to adjust, but not countries,
again such as Germany, where wages rise less than productivity.

Since the onset of the euro area crisis, the EU’s response has been too little,
too late. Its policies have either failed to deal with the cause of the crisis or
actually made it worse. The insistence by Germany and others on making pri-
vate investors take losses on their bond holdings led to panic selling which se-
riously exacerbated the crisis. The ECB’s 3-year loans to banks of a massive
489 bn euro at 1% interest in December involves a huge subsidy for the
banks, with no guarantee that they will use the funds to buy government
bonds. Due to private sell-offs, the interest rate which Italy and other coun-
tries will have to pay to refinance government debt in 2012 remains prohib-
itively expensive and there is a serious danger of further panic selling.

The basis for alternatives

As an immediate measure the ECB should announce that it will spend
whatever is necessary to stabilise government bond prices so as to end panic
selling. The EU should then introduce measures to achieve a radical down-
sizing of the financial sector. In place of the current complex of giant profit-
driven institutions and the opaque mountain of complex securities, cooper-
ative and public-sector commercial banks should be promoted to provide fi-
nancing for socially and environmentally desirable investment projects.

Unsustainable public debt, as in Greece, should be subject to a Debt Audit
(as pioneered in Ecuador) to determine which debts are legitimate and which
should be written off. Debt reduction should also be achieved through a
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The current situation in the euro area is unsustainable. Greece and other
peripheral countries are confronted with the prospect of prolonged austerity
and mass unemployment. But for a small country like Greece to leave the
euro area would expose it to massive economic disruption and lead to a fur-
ther large fall in living standards.

The EuroMemo argues for a coordinated European response to the crisis.
In place of the current German-dominated axis with France, there should be
a strengthened European economic government that is subject to effective
democratic control. This will require a significant strengthening of the role
of the European Parliament. But it will also be important to develop support
for progressive European policies among the citizens of the EU.

The EuroMemo’s proposals have received support and been drawn on to a
varying extent in different member states by unions, social movements in-
cluding Attac, Left parties including the German ‘Linke’ and the Greek
‘Synaspismos’, and the left wing of some Social Democratic and Green par-
ties. The proposals should now be developed through a deepened inter-
change between progressive economists and movement activists and used to
help build European-wide support for a fundamental change in the direction
of EU policy. n

Euro area fiscal deficits (% GDP)

Source: Eurostat

Europe is heading at full speed toward a second edition of the financial cri-
sis. Greece must once again be saved from “bankruptcy”; again the crisis

involves generalised cuts and privatisation. What is the connection between
the ongoing crisis in public finances and the development of low cost labour?
At first sight there is none. Logically, the control of government debt merely
requires “fiscal consolidation” (newspeak for sobriety.) But some think oth-
erwise. When the troika (ECB, IMF and European Commission) visited the
Irish government in Dublin to negotiate the 80 billion support, Ireland un-
derstood only too well why. The country was given a choice between money
support with higher interest rates or cheaper money, but with structural
changes such as reducing the minimum wage from € 8 to € 7 per hour. In the
current negotiations with Greece, the discussion will be the same: new cash
at better rates in exchange for a reduction in the minimum wage by € 100
(from € 680 to € 580).

Social desertification

So the debt problem is dealt with by means of sobriety and overt attacks on
the standard of living, including reductions in the minimum wage. In Euro-
zone countries with a lower debt ratio the same road will be followed. In Ger-
many, a growing section of the workforce is working with no minimum wage
while for many others sectoral wages stagnate.1 There is only one way to

Plea for a European Minimum Wage

Stephen Bouquin
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The loss of social harmonisation 

This brings me to the core of my argument: the crucial issue of social stan-
dards and their harmonisation standards in Europe. Without closing the
wage gap, or rather without upward social convergence, in Europe we are go-
ing to enter a social desert in coming years. It is not only about the “bottom
of the labour market” but also and especially about the “middle class”.

Trade-unionists know very well why the minimum wage, the statute of so-
cial insurance and social standard norms, are of great importance. Without
such social norms, the situation would look much worse today. The mini-
mum wage is one of the pillars of a “social citizenship”, just as are social se-
curity, working time regulations, or the right to paid leave. Today, these pil-
lars are threatened by the IMF and the European Commission.

How can the downward social spiral be blocked? The answer is extremely
simple: by using a social floor. This exists to some extent at a national level,
but the lack of harmonisation within the EU means that the national social
norms are coming under increasing pressure. Wage competition undermines
the social security systems, is pulling more and more people down and in-
creases the number of working poor. Only social rights and standards ensure
that people do not sink into poverty. Without a “social floor”, the entire
workforce will be pulled down.

It is also true that the labour shortage (scarcity of posts and skills) may
slow down the downward wage dynamics. And because demographic evolu-
tions could create shortage, the neoliberal employment policies, inspired by
the philosophy of Lisbon, focuses on the increase in the employment rate. We
know the consequences: an activation policy where the unemployed
(through sanctions) are called to order while older workers see their right to
early retirement crumbling. The more people present themselves in the
labour market, the higher the competition for the available jobs and the more
easily can wages be squeezed. Those who, like Frank Vandenbroucke, say that
the continuation of activity is a “social’ objective” should also try to offer so-
lutions to precariousness and working poverty.

European minimum wage

Unfortunately, few are speaking out for the need of a European minimum
wage – neither the left nor the European Trade Union Confederation do so.
The ETUC, at its last congress in Athens (April 2011) has still not taken a po-
sition on this matter. Owing to disagreements between Federalists and anti-
European sensibilities the ETUC has confined itself to the very general re-
quirement of a “social Europe”. In left circles, the argument is that a European
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translate such a development: the general impoverishment of the working
population. The figures themselves speak very clearly: in all countries of the
EU the share of wages in added value2 has gone down over thirty years from
75% to 56%. Capital has therefore become a growing slice of the pie (the
“added value”).3 Looking at the distribution of national income, income
from employment in European countries is on average 12% lower, while in-
vestment income increased proportionally.4 This shows that the impoverish-
ment of the one leads to the enrichment of the other.

The causes of this impoverishment of the salaried class are now known:
1) The bargaining position of trade unions has weakened both in terms of

companies and global society;
2) new social-dialogue rules (such as the wage norm in Belgium) make it

more difficult to enforce wage increases;
3) the competitiveness of firms serves as a guideline for determining the

wage margin where productivity growth used to be the yard stick.

Imbalance in wealth distribution

All this has meant not only that wages are stagnating but that they even
have fallen behind the growth of global wealth. In other words, we have a
limping growth. In fact, the wage bill is the only parameter that governments
(whether of right or centre-left stamp) are still using. And indeed, with the
European Stability Pact (1992), all macroeconomic levers were tied down:
monetary policy is fixed; the budget deficit (the infamous 3%) and low infla-
tion (± 2%) are also fixed. Low interest rates ensured that credit was massive-
ly available – not only to finance investments but also and especially to fi-
nance the negative effects of wage stagnation on the “consumer demand”
(family expenses) fluctuations. In other words, wage stagnation and the
granting of credit are inextricably bound up with each other.

This infernal mechanism for squeezing wages is reinforced by the gener-
alised intensification of competition that is taking place both within Europe
and globally. For instance, in the EU the ratio between the lowest and high-
est wage is 1:12 in monetary terms and 1:6 in purchasing power terms (PPS
– (purchasing power standard)). To make the picture a bit more concrete: the
minimum wage in Rumania is € 100 and a truck fully loaded with 30 tonnes
needs less than 36 hours to make the run i.e. less than € 2500. It is unneces-
sary to draw up a chart on the impact differences in salary and transporta-
tion costs can have on exchange. To be sure, industrial production is not en-
tirely outsourced to Eastern Europe, but the blackmail is everywhere and it
has been more than sufficient to squeeze wages.
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standable and realistic. We will then be half way. Without clear goals every
battle will get bogged down.

The European integration of social resistance

We have no choice. Without social convergence of wages and benefits the
social model in Europe is in danger of being washed away, which will also
have significant economic consequences. The fact that no clear legal basis ex-
ists for upward social convergence is not an argument. The European Com-
mission has a guarantee fund to help countries in trouble, even outside the
existing legal framework. This proves that necessity knows no law and that
political will is decisive.

A European minimum wage and social convergence criteria would have to
form an essential part of all actions of the European Trade Union Confeder-
ation, national trade unions as well as the political left. A European mini-
mum wage is also a concrete response to growing nationalism; it is the ap-
propriate response to the attacks of the IMF and the European Commission
and provides a unifying social conflict perspective. Only on the basis of con-
crete measures, which represent an immediate improvement in the working
lives of millions of workers, can the left and the labour movement regain
their credibility. Tomorrow or the day after, when the crisis of the Euro shakes
the European edifice, when radical reforms are needed, then the left must use
this opening to shape social harmonisation, through the convergence of
norms and a European minimum wage. Those who don’t want to face this
challenge wold do better to flee Europe. n

This article is based on the exposition delivered in Parliament during the May 31 confer-
ence organized by the European left GUE-NGL-NFB in collaboration with 40 NGOs and
social movements.

Notes
1) Minimum wages in Germany are only conventional, non-statutory and applicable only

to the CAO’s signatories. Today there are more than 5 million workers with hourly
wages of less than 6 Euros.

2) With Eurostat and in company accounts the “value added” (VA) is the sum of wages 
and profits (before taxes); the VA becomes wealth through the deployment of labour.

3) M. Husson, Un pur capitalisme, Page Deux, 2008.
4) T. Crystal, “Good Times, Bad Times: Postwar Labor’s Share of National Income in 

Capitalist Democracies”, American Sociological Review, 2010, no. 75 (5), 729-763.
5) The median income corresponds to the level of the whole income divided into two equal

parts, starting with the lowest and ending with the highest. Unlike the average (which
can occlude important nuances) the median shows better where “top” and “bottom” are
situated.
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minimum wage is very difficult to achieve from a practical standpoint. It is
indeed difficult today to imagine a European social directive resting on a ma-
jority of 27 members. Some argue that there would be no legal basis for har-
monisation of wages, as this, for the moment, continues to be a matter of na-
tional competence (like fiscal matters). But such data do not necessarily dis-
qualify the project of social convergence criteria. There are regions and sec-
tors with a similar labour productivity, where equal pay is economically jus-
tified. A 1996 analysis showed that the minimum wage in 11 of the 15 mem-
ber states was situated at 50 to 55% of the average wage – a good starting
point to pursue further convergence. Of course, the enlargement of the Eu-
ropean Union to 27 member states did not help. But the lack of a social con-
vergence pact did so even less. On this point it has to be said that in the late
1990s European social democracy squandered almost all its opportunities.
Social harmonisation has never been made a point of contention, even when
a majority of European governments were centre-left (1998-2002).

But today it goes without saying there is a need for a European minimum
wage and that we therefore can no longer maintain a silence about this. This
also means that there is a need to lay down a correct definition of wages. Ei-
ther they follow a liberal and market-oriented approach where supply and
demand determine the price of labour – in this case it will be “normal” that
we will soon earn as little as in low-wage countries. Or the pay is defined as
a negotiated scale based on education and experience, and to the direct wage
is added a “social wage” with pensions and rights such as the right to a sub-
stitute income in the event of illness, disability or unemployment. This sec-
ond approach in part blocks the working of the labour market, and is based
on the income levels necessary to have a “good” life. Wages must then be tied
to the evolution of global wealth (measured in GDP per capita), taking into
account productivity gains and price increases.

The left and the labour movement should accept the second approach as a
basis and thus fight against the market-orientated definition, also on the Eu-
ropean level. The demand for social convergence should become tangible.
Some points of view, published, for example, by the very moderate Robert
Schuman Foundation, defend the option of a European minimum wage
based on the target figure of 60% of median income, which is the poverty
line.5 But this seems too low a target figure, for minimum wages must be at
least 20% above the poverty line; if not, compensation income will approach
the poverty line. In figures, this means a minimum wage in the countries of
Eastern Europe from 400 to 500 PPS instead of 150 to 200 in the Eastern Eu-
ropean countries, to go from 600 to 1,000 PPS in the southern European
countries, and from 1,300 to 1,500 PPS in the core of the Eurozone. Once the
minimum wage is defined upward, social convergence will be more under-
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or – in the case of Trichet – elite circles. While the public debate has been dif-
fuse, multi-faceted and erratic from the beginning, core elements of elite
opinion have maintained a determined course throughout the crisis, albeit
cautiously at the beginning. It is precisely this “strange” combination of anti-
neoliberal rhetoric on the one hand, and the stubbornness of those in power
amidst chaos and disorientation on the other, which inspired Colin Crouch
(2011) to write about “the strange non-death of neoliberalism”, and Paul
Krugman (2010) to comment in his New York Times column on “the strange
triumph of failed ideas” (a phrase which provides us with our title). In the
present publication we consider the implications of this non-death and tri-
umph for the economies and labour markets of ten European countries.

2. What brought us together

To publish such a book in these times is a delicate operation. As an editor,
authors have to be issued deadlines, and in one e-mail I reminded some of
them that we should try to finish before the Euro collapsed. It was intended
as a joke, but who knows. One author replied that it was so difficult to finish
because new developments were succeeding one another so rapidly. Indeed,
the present volume does suffer from this difficulty. However, when we start-
ed our joint work we knew that this was unavoidable, but also that in any case
our topic goes beyond the economic policy roller-coaster ride of the past
three years. What concerns us are the changing models on the basis of which
Europe’s economies and labour markets are organised. The background of
our undertaking is the intense academic debate on the persistence and im-
portance of the various ways in which capitalism is organised, including the
institutions that shape welfare regimes, labour markets and national produc-
tion systems. While neoliberalism had achieved its political and economic as
well as media domination in the 1990s, the academic literature on the vari-
ous “worlds of welfare capitalism” (Esping-Andersen 1990) and “varieties of
capitalism” (Hall and Soskice 2001) began to make a strong point against
mainstream “one best way” and “there is no alternative” (TINA) thinking.
One crucial aspect of this literature was that, while individual capitalist coun-
tries may achieve a similar economic success despite different institutional
settings, these settings – or “models” – may impact substantially on the qual-
ity of social outcomes. Hence the message that institutions still matter.

But what about the changes, or even ruptures, experienced by such mod-
els? This simple question brought together the present group of researchers
from ten European countries to look at the “dynamics of national employ-
ment models”, as we called our three-year research project, which ended in
2007. The country-specific findings indicated that, over the past 20 years,
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“Self-regulation that manages everything, that’s finished. 
Laissez-faire, that’s finished. The market which is always right, that’s finished”.

Nicolas Sarkozy, September 25, 20082

“Trichet: ‘The market is always right. And it has to be fully respected at all times.’
Question: ‘I am sorry, you said that the market is always right?‘ 
Trichet: ‘Yes, I said the market is always right’.”

Jean-Claude Trichet at a press conference, 8 April 20103

1. Introduction

Some might argue that neither President Sarkozy nor (then) President of
the European Central Bank (ECB) Trichet were entirely serious when they
made the statements quoted above. Sarkozy knew what many people wanted
to hear in the autumn of 2008, quite apart from the fact that he would never
agree that anything or anybody should be allowed to regulate itself or even to
be right unless he himself gave the order or advice. Naturally, that also applies
to any notion of a “refoundation of capitalism”. Thus, his statement had a tac-
tical aspect. Trichet, too, was to some extent arguing tactically when he insist-
ed that the ECB President would never comment on bond or currency mar-
ket movements.4 On the other hand, both were serious insofar as they reflect-
ed, or even reinforced, a dominant trend at the time, either in public debate

The Triumph of Failed Ideas 
Introduction1

Steffen Lehndorff
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3. Varieties of vulnerability

The chapters of the present volume underscore that it is both misleading
and superficial to summarise the current economic turbulence – as is now
routine in mainstream media and politics – under the heading of “public
debt crisis”. What is happening now is rooted – to be sure, in a variety of
ways, depending on the country – in the destabilisation of national models
of capitalism due to the predominance of neoliberalism since the demise of
the post-war “golden age”. More precisely, the combination of “financialisa-
tion” (Foster and Magdoff 2009), EU internal market policy and the Euro-
pean Monetary Union, on the one hand, and the weakening of regulatory
and welfare institutions within most EU countries, on the other, have given
rise to serious imbalances within the EU and contributed to imbalances in
the world economy (Krugman 2008; Coates 2011).

It is nothing less than the very concept and architecture of the Eurozone
that have been overwhelmed by a deep crisis. Becker and Jäger (2011) por-
tray it in terms of the “unfolding contradictions between different national
capitalisms, characterised by [broadly] financialised or by neo-mercantilist
regimes of accumulation”: in other words, a monetary union between an ex-
port-focused and surplus-oriented core and a periphery that is dependent
on imports and capital inflow has proven to be fatally flawed and unsustain-
able.

The country chapters reveal the extent to which the respective country-
specific socio-economic development models (to go beyond the possibly
limited scope of the term “growth model”) are either unsustainable for the
respective country or unsustainable for other countries. The chapter on
Greece gives the most impressive example of the former, the one on Germany
the most striking example of the latter. Moreover, in the case of Germany –
but arguably also in the case of the United Kingdom due to the supreme im-
portance of the City of London – these socio-economic models are sustain-
able neither for the country in question nor for the rest of Europe.

Unfortunately, the short intermezzo of massive stimulus packages, while ex-
tremely important for short-run recovery, by and large failed to include ex-
penditure geared to fostering more sustainable structural change. Indeed, as
Leschke, Theodoropoulou and Watt (in this volume) conclude, “the crisis
could and should have been used as an opportunity to introduce corrections
to the previous growth model, in which rising inequality was a prominent fea-
ture”. It is in the same vein that Hans-Jürgen Urban argues that the social pacts
in some countries – most notably Germany and Austria – while proving es-
sential in preventing the crisis from doing serious damage to the labour mar-
ket, have failed to pave the way for future pre-emptive policy approaches.
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most existing national models had been driven – albeit on the basis of differ-
ent premises and to varying extents – to develop growing tensions and vul-
nerabilities due to increasing inconsistencies within their institutional archi-
tectures. Core elements of the EU single-market strategy had contributed to
destabilising existing models (“negative integration”), given the weakness of
countervailing powers aimed at social institution building at both national
and EU levels. The bottom-line of our findings, therefore, given both exter-
nal (for example, “globalisation” and “Europeanisation”) and internal pres-
sure for change (for example, demographic change) and their interaction
within a neoliberal mainstream, was that there was a growing need for “mul-
ti-level institution building” aimed at revitalising national employment
models in Europe.5

When our research project ended, the crisis began. This experience made
us wonder whether our findings might be useful in developing a better un-
derstanding of what has been happening since 2008. To exchange views on
this topic we met again, in spring 2011, with extremely helpful financial and
organisational support from the Foundation of the European Left: Trans-
form! European Network for Alternative Thinking and Political Dialogue. The
discussion focused on three questions:
l To what extent did changes in national models before the crisis help to pre-

pare the ground for the crisis?
l How have the models fared during the crisis? 
l Which lessons have been drawn, and what are the challenges and choices

faced by national actors regarding the future of the respective socio-eco-
nomic development models?
The following chapters of the present book include the ten country analy-

ses whose main ideas were discussed at the meeting, as well as the contribu-
tion by Hans-Jürgen Urban, member of the executive board of the German
metalworkers union IG Metall, on the prospects of trade-union policy in Eu-
rope. Last but not least, it also includes a study on current austerity policies
and their interaction with the new approaches to economic governance at the
EU level, written by Janine Leschke, Sotiria Theodoropoulou and Andrew
Watt of the European Trade Union Institute (ETUI). This analysis provides
an important complementary view and we are more than grateful that the
ETUI was interested in contributing to – not to mention funding and pub-
lishing – the present book.

While it is definitely far too early to expect profound foresights, the pres-
ent status-quo analyses provide insights into national ways of coping – or
non-coping – with the ongoing crisis. These insights will hopefully provide a
better understanding across borders at a time when European rhetoric is be-
ing used as a smokescreen for national egoism.
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the reliance on export-driven FDI, as James Wickham puts it, has become a
“national fetish” (turning the interrelated low corporate tax rate into a “sym-
bol of national independence”).

In contrast to the sometimes devastating prospects described in these
chapters, the Eurozone countries Austria, France and Germany (together
with Sweden) appear to be performing much better. However, while the
French economy has been less affected by the recession than the other two
because it is more dependent on the domestic market, social and regional in-
equalities are on the rise and long-standing deficiencies – youth unemploy-
ment in particular – justify serious doubts about sustainability. Austria, in
turn, is becoming more and more dependent on its export industries and on
the ups and downs in Germany, while its banking system is particularly ex-
posed to the future of the highly indebted private sectors in Central and East-
ern Europe. With regard to Germany, it is important to understand how the
weakening and neoliberal modification of labour market and welfare institu-
tions over the past ten years have exerted enormous downward pressure on
average wages, thus contributing to the paradoxical effect that this alleged
growth engine in fact functions as a major millstone aroung Europe’s neck.

Sweden may be regarded as the only outlier in our present set of countries
as its social equity model has survived the recession basically undamaged and
continues to enjoy undiminished support among large segments of society.
Nevertheless, unemployment (in particular among young people, immi-
grants and low-skilled workers) remains at levels inacceptable for this coun-
try, giving rise to attempts by the present government to cautiously weaken
some pillars of the traditional model through the back door (most promi-
nently by a reform of the unemployment insurance system geared to reduce
trade-union influence), leading to even more problematic social outcomes.
After the recession there may be another push towards greater duality be-
tween insiders and outsiders in the Swedish labour market, which leaves Do-
minique Anxo concerned about the possibility of a “progressive decline of
the Swedish model, its coherence and the robustness of its social cohesion” in
the future.

Apart from Sweden, with its modest changes (if only when compared to
other countries), the following chapters provide a clear overall picture.
Things were far from perfect before the crisis, but now they are rapidly get-
ting worse. In the aftermath of the “great recession”, austerity policy domi-
nates the scene. The obsession with cutting public expenditure is undermin-
ing or even blocking the road to recovery and the revitalisation of socio-eco-
nomic models. These roads are different in each country, but they are being
obstructed almost everywhere. What we are witnessing is the resurrection of
a neoliberal “there is no alternative” approach under a new heading.
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It is clearly important to reveal the ill-advised economic policy approaches
which are currently leading the Eurozone and the rest of the EU towards dis-
aster. The emphasis of the present publication, however, is different and may
be regarded as a complementary contribution to current non-mainstream
economic analyses. The analyses of individual countries highlight the impor-
tance of interaction between economic and institutional changes both within
countries and between countries and the EU. In retrospect, it is this interac-
tion that helped to prepare the ground for the expansion of the combined fi-
nancial crisis and deep recession of 2008 into a chain reaction of interrelated
crises in financial markets, public finances and – in some countries – ongo-
ing recessions. Moreover, as demonstrated in the chapter on EU-level eco-
nomic governance, the same happened – and the situation continues to de-
teriorate – with regard to the formation of a Eurozone fiscal policy authori-
ty without democratic legitimacy. Our earlier joint research project recom-
mended “multi-level institution building” in Europe and this need is being
driven home every day as the European crisis deepens. In fact, both at the EU
and the national level, the interaction between unsustainable growth models
and the deficiencies of welfare, labour market and economic governance in-
stitutions makes it particularly difficult to find ways out of the crisis. This, in
a nutshell, is the story told in the ten country chapters.

The bottom-line of the sketches is that, with very few exceptions, the “va-
rieties of capitalism” in Europe can today be depicted as “varieties of vulner-
ability”. The nature and depth of the specific economic and social problems
of the countries analysed do differ substantially, even with regard to the mag-
nitude and importance of sovereign debt whose country-specific causes are
highlighted in the respective chapters. What all national models have in com-
mon, however, is that they have become increasingly vulnerable in the course
of the current crisis, if sometimes for very different reasons.

Most disturbingly, the chapters on Hungary and Greece, but also the one
on Spain, suggest that the term “vulnerability” may be an understatement. In
these countries, the very foundations of future economic and social develop-
ment are at stake. Italy differs from this group of countries due to its still dy-
namic manufacturing industry in the north, but this potential could be de-
veloped and exploited for the benefit of the country as a whole only through
massive reforms of the state. The United Kingdom, in turn, will be more de-
pendent on the City of London than ever, given the ongoing massive job cuts
in the public sector which, in the decade before the crisis, had made a dispro-
portionately high contribution to job growth compared to the private sector.
Ireland, arguably, is providing the most contradictory picture of all the coun-
tries analysed in the present book, as the catastrophic conversion of private
debts into public ones has triggered massive cuts in public expenditure, while
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fore simply no way to avoid addressing the income inequality problem
head-on” (ibid., p. 27).

It is reasonable to ask why the focus of dominant policy approaches is on
the outcome rather than the causes. However, if one limits one’s thinking to
logic, sometimes one fails to understand what is happening. Once one takes
into account the dimension of power, however, it makes sense. This is what
Annamaria Simonazzi in her chapter on Italy describes as “welfare being re-
placed by bankfare”. Furthermore, as deplored by Josep Banyuls and Albert
Recio in their chapter on Spain, it is also the “absence of a credible project
with clearly designed alternative proposals” at the political level that “has al-
lowed adjustment policies to be presented as the only realistic response”.

The fundamental importance of the universal focus on austerity can best
be underscored by remembering that the “road to serfdom” as envisaged by
Hayek was allegedly paved by the modern (welfare) state that was said to put
individuals under tutelage. The notion of the “small state” has been the core
of the neoliberal agenda from its very beginning – a contemporary example
is the “Big Society” approach of the present UK government. Since the early
1980s, justification for the small state agenda has been sought in the free
market paradigm. Since 2008, however, this paradigm has lost much of its
persuasive power in most European countries. Thus, it has been put into
“just-in-case mode”: if you do not believe the blunt message that public debt
reflects that “we” are living beyond our means, you will be convinced by the
experience that “the markets” are punishing us for our lack of belief. The di-
version has worked fairly well so far, and for the time being it represents a
strong sheet anchor for the reinforcement of neoliberalism.

While the “indignados” in Athens, Madrid and elsewhere are shouting “We
will not pay for your crisis” to their governments and banks, German (and
Dutch, French, Finnish and Austrian) taxpayers are being encouraged by
their governments and banks (and their media mouthpieces) to shout back
“We will not pay for your debt”. True, not everyone has joined in the chorus,
which shows the ambiguity of the situation in Germany, as well as in other
parts of Europe. However, what has dominated the scene so far is an econom-
ic policy approach that puts European integration at risk. The economic
foundations of the latter, which over recent decades have increasingly been
shaped by the unbalanced agenda of a single market without an equal em-
phasis on social rights, are proving to be fragile and now may even be turn-
ing into a threat to the democratic future of the European Union. Democra-
cy is being endangered by the rise of right-wing populism and EU-scepticism
in many countries (Baier 2011) and equally by the lack of democratic foun-
dations for economic governance at the EU level, which has begun to inter-
fere with fundamental democratic rights within member states.8
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4. TINA reloaded: like lemmings to the sea

In most of the countries analysed in the present volume, the outcomes of
the 2008/2009 crisis are being tackled in practice on the basis of core guide-
lines of neoliberalism. Free-market fundamentalism is being called into
question rhetorically, but neoliberalism is being resurrected, despite the
strong public feeling that “those who are responsible for the crisis should pay
the bill”.

This balancing act is based on the assumption that curbing public debt is
essential for everything: in the short term, it is the prerequisite for putting an
end to speculative attacks on the government bonds of “endangered” coun-
tries; in the short and medium terms, it is needed to provide the “confidence”
required to clear a path for economic recovery; and in the medium and long
terms it is the only way of preventing “our children and grandchildren from
paying the bill for us living beyond our means”. Hence, once again “there is
no alternative” (TINA). And if this dogma loses support among believers and
the power of the myth starts to fade, it will be as Goethe puts it in his poem
“Erlkönig”: “And if you’re not willing I will use force.”6

The all-encompassing focus on public debt is remarkable, not least because
this implies that the victim is declared guilty. Public debt is not at the root of
the current crisis, and anybody who has the slightest doubt in this respect
should look at the figures and arguments presented by Leschke, Theodor-
opoulou and Watt in their chapter on EU-level policy. Joseph Stiglitz made a
good point in an interview with a conservative German newspaper that “no
government has ever wasted so much money as the US financial industry”
(Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 2011).

This critical stance has meanwhile found support from large-scale analy-
ses published by the IMF in which it is concluded that short-run fiscal con-
solidation has proven to be “contractionary, not expansionary”, thus boost-
ing unemployment and income inequality and “adding to the pain of those
who are likely to be already suffering the most” (Ball et al. 2011, p. 22).7

What is more, in the same IMF publication Kumhof and Rancière (2011)
present their data evaluation showing that countries in which inequality has
increased saw a corresponding worsening of their current account: “As in-
come shares of the top 5 percent increased between the early 1980s and the
end of the millennium, current account balances worsened” (ibid., p. 25). It
should be noted at this point that, irrespective of whether this leads direct-
ly to soaring public debts or primarily to private debts in the first instance
(as is shown in the chapters on Ireland and Hungary), the latter have been
transformed into public debt. Hence the lesson of these authors, neglected
so far by the dominant policy approaches: “In the long run, there is there-
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ty but also of the potential to pave the way for a more sustainable model of
economic development.

In comparison with these countries and for the time being, austerity poli-
cy in France, Austria and Germany but also Italy has been implemented at a
more moderate pace so far. However, the unsocial outcomes are obvious al-
ready, and the tide will soon rise. As Hermann and Flecker summarise, in
Austria too, “what caused the problems in the first place are still being called
for or actually used as remedies: austerity, privatisation and protection of fi-
nancial assets”, priorities which make it “unlikely that Austria will get off as
lightly in the event of a new recession”. There is no doubt, however, that Italy,
as one of the countries on the shortlist for speculation against government
bonds in the Eurozone, is in a much more difficult situation. On the one
hand, the basic industrial structure in the northern regions provides ample
potential for keeping pace with international competitors. On the other
hand, bureaucracy in the public sector, not to mention corruption, cronyism
and organised crime, are obstructing the development of the country as a
whole. At the same time, the tax base is much too small for modernisation of
the welfare state. As Annamaria Simonazzi puts it, the middle classes have
“managed to avoid paying taxes and turned their tax notices into bonds, un-
derwriting the loans required to finance the deficit”. Under these circum-
stances simply raising taxes means reinforcing the regressive structure of tax-
ation and punishing those who actually pay their taxes. As Simonazzi con-
cludes, tax evasion can be reduced only if the concept of taxes is “reconnect-
ed to the concept of services: people need to relearn that what they pay for is
their health, education, kindergartens and elderly care”.

This is proving to be equally pertinent for countries such as Austria, France
and Germany, whose public services and welfare systems appear to be in
much better shape than Italy’s. Indeed, the stories told in the chapters on
Germany and Austria put one in mind of those being crucified alongside Bri-
an in the Monty Python film who are encouraged to sing “always look on the
bright side of life”. In Germany, to select the alleged role model, the deficien-
cies of public investment in education and other crucial social services are
striking, given that this country has no other “raw materials” than the skills
of the people living in it. What is more, it has already become obvious in Ger-
many, as in France, that budget cuts are being targeted to social expenditure.
The so-called Schuldenbremse (debt brake) in Germany, for which the French
President found the slightly more glamorous name of “golden rule” – an ob-
ligation enshrined in national constitutions to keep sovereign debt within a
certain limit at all times – will cut deep into these states’ capacity to act in the
coming years, given their predominant unwillingness to enlarge tax bases and
reinforce truly progressive taxation. What will prove to be a major problem
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For the time being, Hungary may be regarded as the most striking example
for the combination of austerity policy and right-wing populism. The pres-
ent government, with a parliamentary majority sufficient to change the Con-
stitution, is erecting an authoritarian regime intent on protecting the wealth-
ier layers of society while cutting deep into social security, labour-market
regulation and labour standards. The neoliberal agenda is combined with
measures geared to defend the interests of the large groups of private middle-
class borrowers who are indebted in Swiss francs. This is a severe blow to
Austrian banks but helps to safeguard political support amongst the middle
classes, which so far has proved to be a particularly smart way to cover up the
simultaneous dismantling of welfare institutions protecting the poor.

The focus on public debt rather than on inequality, seconded by the em-
phasis on spending cuts over progressive taxation and tax rises, is truly the
most striking indication of what James Wickham, in his chapter on Ireland,
calls the “paradoxes of non-learning”. In some of the countries covered by the
present book, even in the short period of time in which this approach has
been applied, the outcomes are already worrying. As the chapters on Ireland,
Spain, Greece and Hungary demonstrate, the imposed austerity approach is
driving these countries even deeper into crisis, while safeguarding “socialism
for the rich”, as Wickham describes the conversion of private debts into pub-
lic ones. The crises will persist even when the economy (as may be the case in
Spain and even more so in Ireland, in contrast to Greece), stimulated by for-
eign demand, picks up occasionally. They are systemic crises in the sense that
they reveal the lack of sustainable economic and social development models.
Or, as Maria Karamessini concludes with regard to Greece, “the shock thera-
py is killing the patient”.

Other than countries within the Eurozone or, as in the case of Hungary,
countries which depend almost exclusively on the economic fortunes of the
Eurozone, austerity policy in the United Kingdom follows a slightly different
rationale. With its independent currency and a central bank which (unlike
the ECB) is entitled to act as a lender of last resort, thus providing more lee-
way for alternative approaches, the “Thatcher plus” policy is being pursued
primarily and bluntly on political grounds. As Damian Grimshaw and Jill
Rubery make clear, the UK with a sovereign debt to GDP ratio roughly at the
level of Germany is suffering an “austerity crisis” rather than a public debt
crisis. The “Big Society” rhetoric of the current government can be regarded
as complementary to the “small state” but it sounds much more elegant to
European ears (and the UK still is, as these authors have highlighted repeat-
edly, closer to Europe than to the United States). If the “cabinet of million-
aires” succeeds, the country’s dependency on the City of London will be
greater than ever, at the expense not only of social justice and regional equi-
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Germany to be held in 2013 at the latest, and the massive popular movement
in 2011 against nuclear energy which forced the present government to make
a sudden U-turn on one of its core issues, political prospects for Germany,
too, are not only bleak. The challenges described in the following chapters,
however, point to the complexity of the challenges ahead. This is what Hans-
Jürgen Urban means by a “mosaic left”, namely a “Europe-wide movement, a
heterogeneous collective player, consisting of different initiatives, organisa-
tions and personalities”. He calls for a “multi-layered perspective [which]
must find its way into the trade unions’ debates on strategy.”

The term “multi-layered” is crucial. The conclusions to be drawn from
Leschke, Theodoropoulou and Watt’s analysis of EU economic policy gover-
nance is unambiguous. The EU single market project in general and EMU in
particular are fatally flawed due to their unbalanced focus on free markets
without adequate countervailing social and labour standards, and on price
stability and austerity without adequate reference to sustainable economic
development, employment and social equity. The current “juggernaut of ne-
oliberal policy reforms”, as Damian Grimshaw and Jill Rubery put it, is driv-
ing the European project onto the rocks. An array of substantial reforms in
both the short and the medium term is needed to prevent this from happen-
ing (for overviews on the debate on the most urgent reforms, see EuroMemo
Group 2010; Degryse and Pochet 2011). Given the ongoing crisis of the fi-
nancial system the most obvious measures include new EU-wide regulations
of financial markets (accompanied by more radical approaches, such as the
downsizing and restructuring of the banking sector under public control and
governance, to be tackled at national level), as well as reform of the European
Central Bank to enhance its role as lender of last resort.

Equally urgent, the upcoming institutional design for a so-called “econom-
ic government”, which is to interfere with national government budgets and
labour market regimes to push through public expenditure and wage cuts,
must be blocked to give countries more room to breathe and, not least, for
the sake of democratic legitimacy. In addition, what is really needed for mon-
etary union is a strategic agreement on solidarity – or transfer – mechanisms
(technically based on Eurobonds) between richer and poorer EU countries,
and a democratic institutional foundation for this supranational decision-
making process. Other than being currently designed at EU level, the Euro-
zone needs a permanent mechanism whereby current account surpluses pro-
duced in some countries can be invested in strategically useful projects,
geared to fostering sustainable development potential, in countries with cur-
rent account deficits. More generally, given the devastating results of the
hitherto dominant single-market approach, reforms of the European treaties
must establish the long-needed rebalancing of economic and social rights in

for Germany, however, will turn out to be a disaster for a number of other
countries that have been forced into this cage by the fiscal dictatorship estab-
lished by the German government.

There is a strange rationale, as described in the chapter on Germany, which
makes the leader of the lemmings believe that he or she will not be forced to
jump and that, if the others do jump, he or she will not be affected (and even
that there may be no abyss at all).9 In fact, this rationale is light-years away
from the observation of FT commentator Martin Wolf (2011) that “in 1815,
UK public debt was 260 per cent of GDP. What followed? The industrial rev-
olution.” Arguably, any possible future “industrial revolution”, whatever its
nature might be, would desperately need strategic public spending which re-
quires a sound tax base.

5. Challenges ahead

The present crisis is rooted in a combination of policy and institutional
failures, and as these failures have occurred at both national and internation-
al levels, the challenges facing a reform agenda are multifaceted. What is
more, national egoisms are making coordination between economic and po-
litical elites very difficult. But establishing across-the-board solidarity and
coordination of political initiatives among those who are suffering from the
failures of economic and political elites is no easier task. This holds for vari-
ous groups of people, as can be seen in some countries in which large-scale
wage cuts and dismissals are being imposed on public-sector employees
while workers in the private sector may be relieved by a modest economic
upturn, or in those countries where the first stage of austerity measures has
focused primarily on welfare benefit recipients. However, it holds even more
for people who may be encouraged to maintain their respective helplessness
or resignation by right-wing populists; as Tóth, Neumann and Hosszú put it
in their chapter on Hungary, in some cases there may exist “tacit consent on
the part of the majority of a disillusioned society”.

The chapters of the present book do not provide consolation. They simply
describe the challenges. The pictures drawn are sometimes a little depressing
but this does not necessarily mean that the authors are entirely pessimistic.
Due to the widespread public discontent with free-market fundamentalism
and financial industry supremacy in many European countries, political
leaders are walking on thin ice. It is for this reason that, by way of example,
Florence Jany-Catrice and Michel Lallement hope that the French presiden-
tial election campaign in 2012 will provide opportunities for a public debate
on new approaches to tackling the European crisis and the rising social in-
equality. Similarly, looking ahead to the federal parliamentary elections in
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Notes
1) “A Triumph of Failed Ideas: European Models of Capitalism in the Crisis” is the title of

a book edited by Steffen Lehndorff, published by Etui in Brussels. What follows is an ex-
cerpt from the manuscript of his introduction to the book. Download:

order to put more emphasis on the reduction of inequality and to pave the
way for more sustainable models of socio-economic development.

This perspective is “multi-layered” due to the simple fact that national gov-
ernments must be pushed in this direction by domestic social movements.
However, there is more to the national “layer” than this. Annamaria Simon-
azzi, discussing the future fate of the Euro, raises a twofold question: “First,
is there a common interest linking surplus and deficit countries and capable
of supporting a commonality of policies? … Second, are there reforms that
the southern countries should implement on their own in order to make the
common currency a viable policy for them, besides reforms/policies that re-
quire a common design?” She concludes with a bold statement that is rather
uncommon among non-mainstream observers: “Only once we have done
our homework can we seek, and demand, Europe’s help.”

The punchline of this argument is that the same applies to allegedly
“healthier” countries in general, and to Germany in particular. With one ma-
jor difference: institutional reforms within Germany would not merely be
helpful, but crucial for the success of other countries. The problem that Ger-
many poses for the EU, and most dramatically for the Eurozone, goes beyond
ill-advised policy approaches imposed on other countries. The core problem
is the weakening and partial dismantling of institutions over the past ten to
fifteen years which, in earlier decades, provided for a combination of eco-
nomic success with a – by capitalist standards – high level of social equity. As
spelled out in the chapter on Germany, it is this process of dismantling which
is behind average-wage stagnation in Germany and the consecutive soaring
current account surplus with the Eurozone, which obstructs economic and
social development in many other Eurozone countries. Thus, curing Europe
requires political and institutional reforms in Germany, allowing for greater
equity both within and beyond Germany. As argued in the Germany chapter,
both the economy and society of this country have great potential to put this
into practice. For the time being, however, this potential is not being utilised,
to Europe’s considerable harm. This failure has an impact not just on the
economies of other countries, but equally on the leeway of trade unions and
other movements in society calling for alternatives to austerity and a resur-
rected neoliberalism.

This is what makes the “multi-layered” and “homework” concepts so im-
portant. There will be no European reform agenda unless each country does
its own homework. Equally, without a new European reform agenda, alterna-
tive approaches in individual countries may be suffocated. This is a complex
challenge indeed. n
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Document

Resisting Financial Dictatorship – 
Reclaiming Democracy and 
Social Rights! 
Political declaration & coordinated actions – JSC 2012 

Where we come from 

Last year, the JSC presented its diagnosis of the crisis. It highlighted its sys-
temic nature – financial, economic, social, ecological and political. This cri-
sis shows the failure of a development model and of two decades of neolib-
eralism. The JSC also denounced the neoliberal character of the responses by
governments. European demonstrations (like that of September 29, 2010)
have not up to now been able to reverse the balance of power. Subsequently,
we want to continue reshaping this balance of power by all means available
and in coalition with all social actors: trade unions, NGOs, social move-
ments, academics and political representatives. (…)

Priority Actions and Campaigns

The JSC proposes to the organisations the following actions and cam-
paigns. Obviously, each organisation is not asked to implement every idea
proposed.

1. The seriousness of the current situation leads the JSC to call European
forces to converge in their struggles. We need to rebuild a new common
European space: the absence of a visible alternative and of a space for mo-
bilisation hinders mobilisations on a European scale. The Alter Summit is
meant to play this role. Today, with several organisations and social move-
ments, intellectuals, and representatives of the European left, we propose
the first steps towards this Alter Summit in a process which is open to all
forces who want to change the EU in a profound way.

2. We will actively engage in a series of immediate actions to advance our
goals. We will be active
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www.etui.org/content/download/5164/51374/file/12+A+triumph+of+failed+ideas+WE
B.pdf

2) “Le président de la République veut refonder le capitalisme.” Discours du 25 Septembre
à Toulon. Available at: http://www.gouvernement.fr/gouvernement/le-president-de- la-
republique-veut-refonder-le-capitalisme

3) Jean-Claude Trichet, President of the ECB, Frankfurt am Main, April 8, 2010. Introduc-
tory statement with Q&A. Available at: http://www.ecb.int/press/pressconf/
2010/html/is100408.en.html

4) Moreover, during his last year in office in 2011, he demonstrated his tactical abilities
when he deviated from his own beliefs by occasionally allowing the ECB to interfere
with sovereign bond markets against the fierce resistance of Bundesbank dogmatists.

5) The main findings of the EU-funded DYNAMO project were published in Bosch, Lehn-
dorff and Rubery (2009). A second book (Anxo, Bosch and Rubery 2010) focused on
the welfare state. Sector-focused cross-country comparisons have been published in the
journal Work Organisation Labour and Globalisation (Huws, Lehndorff and Grimshaw
2010). For other publications and further details, see http://www.iaq.uni- due.de/pro-
jekt/iat/dynamo.php

6) According to the myth the ‘Erlkönig’ is an evil spirit that lies in wait for unsuspecting
travellers. However, unlike in Goethe’s poem, Europe’s contemporary Erlking – or per-
haps one might say ‘Erlqueen’ – is visible to everyone. Nevertheless, reality comes close
to Goethe’s concept as Erlqueen and all minor Erlkings alike never tire of emphasising
that it is ‘the markets’ that have to be ‘convinced’, which assumes implicitly that actors
are invisible.

7) These authors plead for a ‘slower pace of consolidation combined with policies to sup-
port growth’, referring to IMF director Christine Lagarde (ibid., p. 23).

8) It is telling, for that matter, that before the 2011 parliamentary elections in Portugal the
leading opposition party, which was about to win the elections, had to agree on the aus-
terity plan imposed by the EU authorities (or in practice by the German and French
governments) before the financial rescue package was agreed. A similar tide of events
could be observed in Ireland and eventually Greece. The message sent to the electorate
is clear: You may vote, if you like, but it won’t really matter.

9) For further insights into what European policymakers have adopted from lemmings, see
Watt (2010).
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grammes – not forgetting the Eastern and Central European countries,
who were the first to be hit by harsh austerity measures.

5. We will defend the right of collective action in Europe. Therefore, we will
work on the Posted Workers Directive, presently under revision, and we
will oppose the adoption of the proposed regulation Monti II, which con-
stitutes a major attack against social rights and the right to strike; through
actions of sensitization of MEPs; by considering the advisability of using
legal means to counter Monti II and other attacks on our rights.

6. We will create a communication tool to prepare the Alter Summit, to cir-
culate information on the campaigns that we conduct or support, to sound
the alarm over the anti-social and anti-democratic attacks in our coun-
tries, including the destruction of collective bargaining.
On all these themes, a series of questions has been tackled in the work-
shops: there are important results and debates, which demand further
deepening. These will be collected in a complementary publication. n

To read the whole document in different languages visit: www.jointsocialconference.eu/
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l on April 7 at the Euro-Mediterranean meeting of the campaigns on citi-
zens’ audits of public debts;

l on May 5-6 in Brussels at the CEO-TNI meeting;
l on May 17-19 in Frankfurt on the issue of the ECB;
l at the Global Action Day on June 20, connected to the Rio+20 Peoples

Summit, in order to build resistance against green neoliberalism;
l at the Subversive Forum in Zagreb on May 13-19;
l in the EPSU campaign (to be launched officially on April 24) and actions

on water as a common good (a paradigmatic one!);
l in the Global Action Day on June 20 related to the People Summit at

Rio+20, resisting “green neoliberalism”;
l at the meeting in Athens in September;
l at the project Firenze 10+10 in November.

3. We will develop or support transnational campaigns on the following
themes:
l citizens’ audits of public debt, with particular emphasis on the impact of

debt on women;
l mobilisation campaigns against the ratification of the “fiscal compact”

treaty by the national parliaments, with referendums in the European
countries where this is useful and possible;

l campaign for distribution of wealth (coordination of wages and adequate
European minimum income);

l transformation of the role of the ECB, allowing loans to European coun-
tries at very low rates and under democratic control, in order to develop
employment and public services, meet social needs and begin the ecologi-
cal transition; and pushing the ECB to buy back the debt on the secondary
market, in so far as it is not cancelled;

l Campaigns for tax justice, linked to a day of action programmed for 2013;
l Campaign against corruption (also looking at ways of “auditing” the cor-

ruption level);
l Campaign against the Free Trade Agreements and for an alternative trade

mandate for the EU;
l campaign in defence of public and universal health services as a social

right.

4. We propose the implementation of unitary citizens committees in all Eu-
ropean cities, bringing together activists, women and youth movements,
trade unionists, NGOs, “indignados” and political representatives, in order
to resist the attacks by the EU, and also to build a mass solidarity move-
ment with Greece and all populations in struggle against the austerity pro-
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F rance is sending Roma back to Rumania, Roma are “voluntarily” leaving the
country to go to Macedonia, Czech Roma are seeking asylum in Canada –

these headlines of recent years have repeatedly drawn the eyes of the public
to the migrations of Roma in Europe. The resulting debates emphasise the le-
gal status of migrants. Thus the deportation of Rumanian and Bulgarian
Roma from France in 2010 triggered a new European debate on the right to
free movement in the EU. Roma from Macedonia and Serbia, who had since
the liberalisation of visas in 2010 immigrated to the EU, became the subject
of a debate on “asylum abuse”. As a reaction to their immigration, intense de-
bates ensued in Brussels on the examination of persons on the grounds of
ethnicity (ethnic profiling) at the exterior borders of the EU and about tem-
porarily reintroducing the visa obligation for Macedonians and Serbians.
(ESI 2011)

In Germany, the human rights’ campaign “Alle bleiben” / “Everybody Stays”
has highlighted up the situation of Roma from Kosovo who found refuge in
Germany in the 1990s, yet were never given a permanent residential permit.
Since Germany and Kosovo signed a repatriation agreement in 2009, they are
acutely threatened by deportation (Kropp / Striethorst 2010). Less public at-
tention is paid to the emigration of Czech and Hungarian Roma to Canada.
After numerous applications for asylum by Roma, a diplomatic hassle broke
out in summer 2009 between Canada and the EU, after Canada had unilater-
ally introduced visas for immigrants from the Czech Republic (Tóth 2010).

The Migrations of Roma in the
European Union – an Ethnic
Minority as the Sport of European
Politics

Manuela Kropp / Anna Striethorst



or 50 Euros home every month is enough (ibid, p. 31). Therefore we want
consciously to speak of migration in this context, because the concept of mo-
bility implies a freedom of choice that most Roma definitely do not have.

The majority of the present-day ca. ten million Roma in the EU live in Cen-
tral and Eastern European countries, in Bulgaria, Rumania, Slovakia and
Hungary. Also in Spain and in France, Roma traditionally make up a com-
paratively big share of the population. Together with Italy these countries are
the major target of emigrés from Central and Eastern Europe, because they
hope for cultural and linguistic proximity and for the support of resident
Roma or Roma who have emigrated before. Migration to Great Britain has
only recently brought into existence a significant Roma population. Some
Central European countries are at the same time countries of origin and of
destinations for Roma migrations.1

The origins of Roma migrations date back to the 1990s. After the collapse
of state socialism, many of the poorly qualified Roma lost their jobs and their
incomes in traditional niches. They plunged into extreme poverty and be-

came the “biggest losers of the transition” to capitalism (Soros / Wolfensohn,
quoted from Sigona / Nidhi 2009, p. 3). If the unemployment among male
Roma in Hungary in the year 1985 corresponded to the unemployment of
the average population, it has now risen to 70 percent. Parallel to the impov-
erishment of the Roma, social struggles of redistribution and a new defini-
tion of state and nation led to the flare-up of resentment against Roma in the
countries of Central and Eastern Europe (Sigona 2011, p. 3). What followed
were arson attacks and other acts of violence against Roma in the past two
decades.2 

These threats and the lack of economic perspectives led to the emigration
of Roma to Western European EU countries and to Canada already in the
1990s. To this end, applications were filed for asylum most of which were
motivated by the fear of racist violence. The media reported the issue for the
first time when in 1997 thousands of Czech Roma travelled to Canada and
sought asylum there. In the year 2001 several Roma families from the Hun-
garian village of Zámoly were granted asylum in France.

The official opinion of the EU and its member states is that Roma migra-
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All these facets of the migration of Roma have to be considered as paral-
lels, because they have common roots. Roma transgress borders to escape ex-
periences of poverty, discrimination and open hostility to them. At the same
time, the rhetoric of governments and media constructs them as a homoge-
neous group; policies explicitly directed against Roma differ according to
their respective nationality. The usual categorisation according to origin and
legal status easily obscures these involuntary commonalities. Therefore the
immigration of Roma from the EU neighbouring countries should con-
sciously be considered in any debate of political attempts of solution, al-
though this paper must confine itself to the migration of Roma within the
European Union.

As a consequence of their migration, the situation of Roma has meanwhile
become a topic in most member states of the European Union. At the same
time, the actions of the individual governments stand in stark contradiction
to the self-proclaimed values of the Union such as freedom, equality and re-
spect for human rights: in their countries of origin, Roma are excluded, in-
creasingly become the objects of hostility and live in extreme poverty and
permanent segregation. The countries of destination on the other hand lack
the political will to protect the rights of immigrants and integrate them into
their societies. The question as to how the EU is relating to the Roma policy
of her memberstates thus becomes the litmus test of a European “space of se-
curity, of freedom and of rights”.

This article examines the question of what has caused the increase in Roma
migrations within the EU and of the political and legal areas of tension in
which it must be seen today. Within the context of conflicts with the policy
of the Western European countries of destination, the French Affaire des
Roms is to be examined more closely. The focus of this paper, however, is on
the Roma policy of the European Union: How do European institutions deal
with the migration of Roma? What would the EU have to do to guarantee the
civil rights of Roma vis-à-vis the member states? 

The background of Roma migrations

In the face of the European right to freedom of movement, the question
can be raised if a more positively connoted concept of mobility would not be
appropriate for the migration of Roma within the EU. Are Roma not simply
some of the many million Europeans who in their search for work temporar-
ily move to another country of the EU? However, many Roma exercise their
right to free movement “within the context of good cause for emigration and
immigration” (FRA 2009, p. 21). In not a few cases entire families are on the
move; as their motivation sometimes the vague hope of being able to send 40
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Racism as the Background to Migration
“I’ve never felt this good in Bulgaria. In France I can drink coffee on
the Champs-Élysées and nobody will tell me that I am not entitled to
stay there. I do not want too much, do I?”

Interview with a Roma immigrant to France, quoted from FRA, 2009M
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they find access more easily also to other services such as housing, for exam-
ple (FRA 2009, p. 7). Others discover after their arrival that their expectations
had been much too optimistic. They do not find a job, tend to get lost in the
jungle of bureaucracy and in not a few cases their situation becomes more
hopeless than the one they left behind in their country of origin (Ibid, p. 41ff).

In many member states high bureaucratic barriers prevent access to social-
security benefits, school attendance and public services. The result is a domi-
no effect, and many find themselves barred from exercising their fundamen-
tal political, economic and social rights (Ibid, p. 8ff). In many places the Di-
rective on the Right to Move and Reside Freely is enforced by the national au-
thorities who lack knowledge, appropriate practices and experiences in deal-
ing with foreign members of minorities.3 So far, information campaigns and
trainings have almost exclusively taken place on the level of civil society (e.g.,
European Dialogue 2009).

The actions of authorities also depend on political decisions, and these are
often not in favour of Roma. The national and local decision-makers do not
perceive the immigration of Roma as a natural occurrence in a united Europe
but as a problem or even as a threat. A study conducted for the OSCE and the
European Council describes the illegal surveillance of immigrants and the vi-
olation of their private sphere, the lack of protection for the Roma’s person-
al safety and ethnic profiling by the police4 (Cahn / Guild 2010, p. 6f).

The measures against Roma are accompanied by a massively populist rhet-
oric by the political protagonists. In their rhetoric they react to the horror
scenarios painted in the media on the, one hand, and, on the other, they
themselves add momentum to the racist discourse. Roma migration is sys-
tematically criminalised by links being established to human trafficking and
gang criminality. In recent years the fight against crime has repeatedly served
as an excuse for European governments: for both destroying the Roma settle-
ments as “cauldrons of criminality” (FRA 2009, Amnesty International 2010)
and for selecting EU citizens on the grounds of ethnicity in order to deport
them. Almost without any echo in the media, collective deportations of
Roma took place in Denmark, Sweden, Belgium and Italy in recent years.

In some countries of destination – especially in Italy – there exists the
alarming trend to develop a general “response to the Roma question”. Native
born citizens of Roma background and foreign Roma are combined and hus-
tled into ghettos far outside the cities. In this way, the development of cus-
tomised integration strategies are prevented for Roma from other member
states (FRA 2009, p. 9). In 2008 a loud public outcry could be heard when the
Italian government introduced a biometric data bank in which the finger-
prints of all Roma living in Italy were registered (ERRC et al., 2008, Amnesty
International 2008).
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tions have fundamentally economic reasons, and this has served to justify a
predominantly restrictive admission policy. Among the measures of EU
member states to reduce the number of asylum applications, “pre-screen-
ings” took place at Prague Airport on the request of Great Britain, which were
a breach of the law and with the help of which potential asylum seekers were
identified and rejected (Guglielmo / Waters, p. 773).

The fear of EU member states of an increase of migrations became a deci-
sive factor in the negotiations regarding the enlargement of the EU in 2004.
In these talks it seemed opportune to strengthen the economic and legal po-
sition of Roma in the acceding countries. During the accession talks Roma
organisations themselves saw a chance to put minority rights on the political
agenda – not only in the acceding countries, but also in the EU itself. Their
2003 joint declaration denounced discrimination against Roma and de-
manded measures in favour of social integration and political participation
in particular (Ibid., p. 775).

It is controversial how far the increased attention given to the issue during
the accession negotiation has in reality led to an improvement of the living
conditions of Roma. In any case, their status changed abruptly with EU ac-
cession. “With accession, a Union whose members had gone to great lengths to
restrict Roma migration now on a single day admitted over a million Roma, who
have become both citizens of the Union and members of its largest minority”
(Ibid., p. 777).

Since then Roma, like all other EU citizens, and in accordance with Article
20 of the TFEU (Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union), have
been in possession of Union citizenship. Among the rights resulting from
their Union citizenship are the non-discrimination rule according to Article
18 of the TFEU and the right of free movement according to Article 21 of the
TFEU and Article 45 of the Charta of Fundamental Rights. According to
these laws, EU citizens and members of their families have the right to move
about freely and to stay within the territory of the EU. In the year 2004 the
European institutions gave this right concrete shape by adopting the so-
called Directive 2004/38/EC on the right to move and reside freely.

Rejection instead of integration – the policy of the countries 
of destination

The various experiences of Roma in the course of inner-European migra-
tion differ widely. Some experience a remarkable improvement of their eco-
nomic situation, and they are confronted with less racism than in their coun-
tries of origin. In particular, access to the labour market is decisive for a pos-
itive experience of immigration: If Roma can secure jobs in the formal sector,
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and Fundamental Freedoms. They denounced the measures as discrimina-
tion and a breach of the Directive on the Right to Move and Reside Freely and
regarded the European treaties as having been violated (European Parliament
2010). The reaction of the French Minister for Integration, Eric Besson, was
simply to release the statement that, “France will continue to send back EU cit-
izens who remain on French territory illegally” (quoted in: Carrera / Faure
Arger 2010, p. 1).

Viviane Reding, European Commissioner of Justice at first remarked that
the French government had guaranteed her that the practices were in com-
pliance with EU-laws and were not explicitly targeting Roma. Until the mid-
dle of September the position of the commission remained ambivalent; after
that, however, Reding announced that she would introduce treaty violation
proceedings against France on the grounds of discriminatory application of

the Directive on the Right to Move and Reside Freely.6 This change of mind
had been prompted by the circular letter of August 5. As a consequence, the
French authorities changed the circular by removing the explicit reference to
the group of the Roma. In the end, the Commission did not institute treaty vi-
olation proceedings against France (Ibid. 2010, p. 12).

One year later, Reding called the Affaire des Roms a “wake-up call for Eu-
rope” and emphasised that the European Commission would “not hesitate to
raise its voice if member states did not correctly apply securities which were to
protect EU citizens against arbitrary and disproportionate expulsion” (Euro-
pean Commission 2011b, p. 2). Meanwhile the practice of evacuating Roma
settlements and of deporting foreign Roma continues in France and Italy.

The proceedings of French authorities against Roma who merely made use
of their right to free movement show how vulnerable the biggest ethnic mi-
nority of the EU is. It also shows how much remains to be done in terms of
the member states to make the right to inner-European migration a reality for
Roma. The incorrect application of the directive concerning free movement
by national authorities regularly leads to the denial of rights and claims, those
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The Italian policy towards Roma and numerous racist acts of violence
against Roma in Italy and other Western EU countries directed attention to
the European-wide dimension of the situation of Roma: In this way, the con-
sequences of both EU enlargement and Roma exclusion combined to threaten
not only the relationship between two member states but also the fundamental
right to freedom of movement within the EU. These troubling events all empha-
sized the often overlooked fact that systemic discrimination and sporadic vio-
lence against Roma are prevalent in Western Europe and are not confined to for-
mer Communist-ruled countries. (Guy 2009, p. 25)

The French Affaire des Roms as a test case for freedom 
of movement within Europe

In summer 2010, employing massively incendiary rhetoric, the French gov-
ernment deported almost 1,000 Roma from France.5 Simultaneously, it
cleared more than forty “non-approved“ Roma settlements in August 2010
alone. A number of human rights’ organisations protested against the meas-
ures and insisted that France should be obliged to provide more temporary
spaces for Roma on the move and to guarantee the right to adequate accom-
modation (Kropp 2010).

The measures of the French authorities represented a breach of several Eu-
ropean legal norms, first of all that of freedom of movement within Europe:
the restriction of movement for citizens of the Union is permitted only for
reasons of maintenance of public order, security and health; a lack of finan-
cial means is not a sufficient reason for expulsion. In addition, the French
government would have had to observe the principle of proportionality and
conduct examinations based on single cases. According to both Article 27 of
the Directive on the Right to Move and Reside Freely and Article 19 of the
Charta of Fundamental Rights collective deportations are forbidden – the
only decisive factor must be the personal behaviour of those concerned.

One particularity was the fact that the French government explicitly target-
ed Roma and thus selected them for expulsion on the basis of their ethnic
background. Thus, a circular letter of August 5, 2010 became public, accord-
ing to which the French authorities were to concentrate deportation meas-
ures on the group of the Roma. In this, France broke European legal instru-
ments banning discrimination on the grounds of race and ethnicity (Carrera
/ Faure Atger 2010, p. 5).

The reaction of the European Parliament was resolute: In its decision of
September 9, 2010, the European Parliament emphasised that collective de-
portations are forbidden on the grounds of the Charta of Fundamental
Rights and the European Convention on the Protection of Human Rights
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The Crisis as the Background to Migration
“If I could make just 400 Euro in Bulgaria I would not come here.
Now with the crisis I am just working on and off. The crisis is going
to last long and I think next year we are going back to Bulgaria [...]
but if we find a good job I want to stay in Spain for seven or eight
years and then return to Bulgaria.”

Interview with a Roma woman who emigrated to Spain, 
quoted from FRA, 2009M
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ried out in the context of the so-called Roma Decade. Among these the Roma
Education Funds aim at the integration of Roma into national educational
systems, as do numerous campaigns against the discrimination of Roma.

Implicitly, all these measures also aim at reducing migration. In the first
place, migration is regarded as the undesirable consequence of extreme
poverty, so that improvements in the home countries are to reduce the mo-
tivation for emigration. However, in the Commission’s programmes and of-
ficial statements on the situation of Roma, migration as a whole only plays a
secondary part. In particular, the situation of migrants in the Western mem-
ber states has been raised by the European Parliament rather than the Com-
mission.

After numerous requests by the European Parliament, the Commission in
April 2010 presented an “EU Framework for National Strategies Towards the
Integration of Roma to 2020” (European Parliament 2008, European Com-
mission 2011a). The idea behind this European Framework Strategy is to im-
plement more coherence and to oblige the member states to protect Roma.
However, it contains neither binding specifications nor sanctions in the event
of non-observance. Controversial topics such as the protection of Roma as
national minorities in all the countries of the Union and their structural par-
ticipation were not given any attention (Romani Rose 2011, p. 4). The issue
of hostility towards Roma in particular was most scrupulously avoided, al-
though it is this hostility that is at the bottom of numerous cases of discrim-
ination and repression of Roma both in the countries of origin and in the tar-
get countries of migration.

Beyond the concrete effects of the Framework Strategy the omissions men-
tioned above again make visible a certain perspective of the European insti-
tutions on the migration of Roma. It is commonly accepted to regard this mi-
gration as an apolitical act, as “an influx of the poorest of the poor”. So far,
the European institutions have not raised the question of the extent to which
the migration of Roma could be a civic act against the denial of democratic
participation: “The Roma […] are not connected in any way with democratic
practices. The mobility of the Roma […] remains largely apolitical in the sense
that they are not seen to intentionally seek to renegotiate the structures of pow-
er and authority through their mobility. The Roma, who live in poverty and ex-
perience discrimination and racism in their countries of origin, […] are often
represented as a disorderly mass of people made up of individuals frustrated
with living conditions.” (Aradau / Huysmans 2009, p. 6)

Neither the Commission’s financial instruments nor European legislation
against discrimination – in the shape of the Anti-Discrimination Directive
2000/43/EC or the Framework on Fighting Racism and Xenophobia
(2008/913/JI) – have been able to target the causes of migration. The impor-
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regarding social security, the access to the labour market and the registration
of residence in particular. The European Union has to enforce a policy vis-à-
vis the member states, such that all measures regarding Union citizens with
Roma background correspond to the principles and the anti-discrimination
directive laid down in the Charta of Fundamental Rights.

In the Affaire des Roms the French government demonstrated that it doubt-
ed the capacity of the European institutions to monitor the implementation
of EU legislation. It remains incomprehensible why the European Commis-
sion as the “guardian of the treaties” did not institute treaty violation pro-
ceedings against France. Even if such proceedings would not have reversed
the expulsions already carried out, these practices would have been stopped
and a clear signal sent to France and other member states.

To strengthen the position of the European Commission vis-à-vis the
member states the introduction of a preventive mechanism of enforcement
should be considered for European law. Contrary to the current treaty viola-
tion proceedings, an instantaneous “freezing” of practices in violation of
principles of European law would thus be facilitated7 (Carrera / Faure Atger
2010, p. 17).

The Migration of Roma and European policy

At least since the EU’s enlargement, Roma policy has become an important
sphere of influence for European institutions. Numerous initiatives and re-
ports also dealing with Roma migration bear witness to this (e.g., Aradau et
al. 2010, FRA 2009). Today the practice of European institutions is largely
based on the conviction that the situation of the Roma in Europe does not
correspond to the values of the European Union and that the EU is obliged
to defend the Roma’s rights as Union citizens vis-à-vis the member states.
However, there are also voices warning against reducing the subject to a
merely European one and thus letting the member states off the hook (ICG
2008, p. 3).

A pioneering role in supporting the Roma is played by the European Par-
liament: in the past its resolutions have repeatedly demanded of the member
states and the European Commission that the social situation of the Roma be
improved, that they be considered within the EU structural funds pro-
grammes, that racism and segregation should be fought and consciousness
raised of the history of the Holocaust, to which 500,000 Roma fell victim.
The approach of the European Commission focuses on improving the social
situation of Roma in its central and Eastern European member states. Among
the Commission’s best-known measures is the PHARE Programme in sup-
port of the Countries of Central and Eastern Europe as well as projects car-
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Roma in Europe 2007, Source: Wikimedia

(http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/0a/Roma_in_Europe_2007_cropped.png)

Populations of the Romani people by country, showing the “average esti-
mate” published by the Council of Europe. These estimates are the bases for
the number of seats by country in the European Roma and Travellers Forum
(ERTF) based in Strasbourg.

The size of the wheel symbol represents total population by country (Ru-
mania 1.85 million); the shade of each country’s background colour repre-
sents the percentage of Romani with respect to the total population (Ruma-
nia 8.5%).
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tance of the Anti-Discrimination Directive in the struggle against exclusion
and discrimination should not be underestimated, but it is not sufficient to
break the structural exclusion of Roma and the vicious circle of miserable
housing conditions, poor educational opportunities, unemployment and
poverty (De Schutter 2005). To tackle these problems the EU would need
competences in the fields of social and educational politics, which it so far
has not had.

That the causes of Roma migration cannot be overcome in the short term
does not free the European Union of its obligation to improve the situation of
migrants in the countries of destination. The European Union must enforce
the observance of existing European standards and make use of its room for
manoeuvre in favour of the Roma. The consistent enforcement of European
freedom of movement and the extension of rights through Union citizenship
in particular play a crucial role for an active European Roma policy.

The question of how the European Union tackles the migration of Roma
will gain more relevance in the future. In the policy vis-à-vis the acceding
countries in former Yugoslavia the debates which took place prior to the
Eastern European Enlargement are repeating themselves. Often the living
conditions of the Roma are the subject of discussion concerning current or
possible accession negotiations (e.g. European Commission 2010b); and
their migration puts into question the already effected liberalisation of visas
vis-à-vis Macedonia and Serbia.

In the Union itself the European institutions remain largely powerless in
the face of the violations of the Roma’s fundamental rights. Nationalisms and
the hostility to Roma are steadily on the rise, and the consequences of the cri-
sis will continue to intensify the poverty among Roma in years to come. If the
European Union does not only want to defend its values of freedom and
equality on paper, a revision of the Roma Framework Strategy is required.
This revision would have to include the questions hitherto omitted and hold
responsible all member states, including the Western European ones, in bind-
ing regulations. n
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Prologue

Immigration is bad – that is what the propagandists of populist politics are
blazoning, in unison with their primitive media set on singing the same tune.
The social and economic problems of our economic system are projected
onto immigrants, and those still unaware “aliens” cannot easily defend them-
selves against what is happening.

Immigration is good, say the left, the greens and NGOs. They refer to hu-
man rights or to the findings of European demographers who know that our
continent needs immigrants in order to maintain the population develop-
ment necessary for prevailing in global competition.

I share the human-rights concerns and the socio-economic analysis of the
second position, but would like to add a third and more fundamental one:
immigration IS happening. Immigration is what is human, because only
through migration could humankind spread from its places of origin in East-
ern Africa to the entire globe. Only if we remember this can we tackle the
phenomenon of migration adequately and develop an immigration policy
suitable for human beings.

First act: immigration is bad

Amir Kassaei, one of the most successful managers in the world of adver-
tising industry, recently said on TV that in the world economic crisis the ad-

Immigration Is Good, 
Immigration Is Bad, 
Migration Is (a Fact)
A Human Drama in Three Acts and a Few Ideas

Ulrike Kruh 

Notes
1) However, exact data as to how many Roma currently make use of their right of free

movement within the EU are not available. On the sensitive question of data collection
and processing according to ethnic criteria see ERIO 1999.

2) In Hungary in particular, the level of acts of violence prompted by hostility to Roma is
high, with violence even having increased in recent years. In 2008 and 2009 eight people
died in a series of murders. Also in the Czech Republic attacks on the Roma settlements
are occurring repeatedly. In September 2011 “marches” took place in front of Roma set-
tlements which could hardly be kept under control by the police. For details on the rising
anti-Roma see Amnesty International: Report Hungary 2010; Amnesty International: Re-
port Czech Republic 2010; ENAR 2010.

3) In particular, the discrepancy between the legal status of the Union citizenship and the
extreme poverty of the Roma presents a challenge for many authorities; this is illustrated
by the example of the City of Berlin: When in summer 2009 several Rumanian families
put up their tents in a Berlin park, they were shoved to and fro between different depart-
ments for several weeks and finally were given bribe money for their “voluntary” depar-
ture to Rumania. As non-Germans, they were not entitled to social security and as EU-
citizens they could not seek asylum and get benefits in Germany.

4) The report mentions a number of recommendations for the improvement of the situation
of the Roma. For the member states training measures are demanded for the implementa-
tion of the European Law and the effective implementation of anti-discrimination rules.
The European Union is to establish a Roma Department in the European Commission, to
extend its monitoring of the situation of the Roma and to check whether European poli-
cies support migrants in their getting health insurance (Cahn / Guild 2010, pp. 83f.).

5) Like other European countries, France has been effecting deportations on “humanitarian”
grounds since 2007, often combined with payment of a financial compensation of 300 Eu-
ros per adult and 100 Euros per minor. Afterwards, the biometric data of those deported
are collected in the OSCAR data bank, in order to prevent “abuse” of the financial com-
pensation (Carrera / Faure Atger 2010, p. 5). The number of those involved amounts to
several thousands; in the first half of 2010 alone more than 8,000 Rumanian and Bulgari-
an Roma were expelled from France. However, public protest only flared up when Nicolas
Sarkozy staged the mass deportations as part of his populist “war against criminals”.

6) In the respective press conferences, Reding expressed her irritation about the misleading
information by the French government and drew parallels to the Second World War, “I
personally have been appalled by a situation which gave me the impression that people
are being removed from a member state of the European Union just because they belong
to a certain ethnic minority. This is a situation I had thought Europe would not have to
witness again after the Second World War” (quoted from Carrera / Faure Atger 2010, p.
11). Also the meeting of the heads of states and governments on September 16, 2010 was
overshadowed by significant controversies concerning the question of the Roma’s free-
dom to move. In the end, however, the French course of action was not formally con-
demned.

7) The relevance of such a mechanism is revealed in the ongoing non-implementation of
the directive on the right to free movement in many other European countries. After
treaty violation procedures were conducted in spring 2011, several member states adapt-
ed their regulations to European Law, yet the European Commission continues to state
that deficiencies prevail in three areas: “immigration and residence of family members
including partners, issuance of visa and residence cards for family members from non-
EU-countries and guarantees against deportation” (European Commission 2011b, p. 3;
for details cf. Carrera / Faure Atger 2009).
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also wannabe sexy guy was made State Secretary for Integration by the Vice
Chancellor and has for a few months now been sitting in the Austrian Home
Office holding a highly paid job.

The nomination of Kurz was strongly criticised, his lack of experience in
particular being a point of controversy. That is why he had to work against
his image. He invented a kind of “Kassaei-campaign”. By means of PR paid
for from tax payers’ money the attention of the public was to be drawn to the
usefulness of immigrants, with particularly successful ones serving as show-
case examples. In this context the international catering entrepreneur Attila
Dogudan recurs again and again, making skilful use of the identity debate for
his own company and pointing to his Turkish roots and the good opportu-
nities offered in Austria. What he rarely mentions in public is that his father
lent him the money for founding his first company.

At this point we have arrived at the political core of the matter. So-called
successful immigrants, that is to say, those who are dedicated advocates of
capitalism, as a matter-of-course do not present a problem to the economic
system and are consequently never even called immigrants in public and by
the media.

It is the others who present the “problem”, those “unwilling to integrate” and
living in the much criticised “parallel societies”, which they defend wearing
head-scarves and visiting mosques, those who do not speak enough or only
poor German and allegedly are not interested in “us”, the social majority. The
father had been a labourer for years. The mother cooked excellent food at
home and painstakingly kept clean the much too small flat. After her arrival
here in the North she was busy with work and bringing up the children. In the
beginning every single penny had to be turned twice, so that finding the mon-
ey for a German language course for the woman was quite impossible.

There is a decisive sociological difference between them and the successful
ones such as Kassaei and Dogudan, namely their class-specific origin. They
do not come from the middle or upper class but are children mostly of peas-
ants from less developed regions in former Yugoslavia or the Asiatic part of
Turkey.

Today those people who by selling their cheap labour had made possible
the Central European economic boom of the 20th century are stigmatised ex-
actly because of their efforts. For more than 30 years the Austrian Federation
of Industrialists ran offices in Ex-Yugoslavia and in Turkey for hiring “guest
workers”. The people from Anatolia or Serbia were virtually lured to Austria
with the promise that they would be able to quickly establish their own and
their families’ livelihood.

Integration measures which would have complied with the standards of so-
ciological research were unheard of then, probably because they would have
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vertising industry had to be aware of its social and political responsibility and
might even partly be blamed for the current situation.

What place does the voice of a representative of an economic branch so ex-
plicitly serving capitalism have in a leftist journal?

Kassaei, as he said when asked, is an immigrant. From his twelfth year on
he had had to serve as a child soldier in the Iran-Iraqi War, has probably shot
people and when still a child experienced his best friend dying next to him.
Kassaei comes from a wealthy Iranian family who did everything to save their
son’s life. His family succeeded in smuggling him across the Turkish border;
from there he ended up with relatives in Vienna, where he found initial hos-
pitality, while only a short time later, when still at school, he had to earn his
own living. Thus the son of bourgeois parents got to know Vienna from the
very bottom. That he would finish his schooling was a matter of course to
him. After that, he began his studies of economics at Fontainebleau. His first
jobs as a controller of advertising agencies led him to Austria again. Mean-
while, he had acquired Austrian citizenship and moved to Berlin. After fur-
ther jobs he made his way into the international advertising agency of DDB
which transferred him to their New York headquarters. Today, he is said to be
one of the three most important people in the advertising business. An ex-
ception, for sure. Or perhaps not?

In the SWR Friday evening talk-show a few weeks ago, Kassaei earned gen-
eral admiration for his story. Only his somewhat softer accent acquired in Vi-
enna (and almost inaudible – and I know whereof I speak, since I am an Aus-
trian) was carped at smilingly by the talk show host. Something had to be dif-
ferent – and thus somehow strange – about this successful man.

Why do media and public opinion generally embrace immigrants like Kas-
saei, while at the same time ruthlessly attacking immigrants in general? For
the latter purpose, the vocabulary of catastrophes and war language is em-
ployed. Floods are said to be overwhelming us so that dams and walls have to
be built against them, the fortress Europe will have to barricade itself. Worse
comparisons are taken from the animal world or from medicine. We and
them, we the good ones and they the bad ones, we in here and they, the ene-
mies out there in front of the protecting wall – this image is endlessly being
hammered home to us. Anthropologists call this the process of “othering”
and thousands of their studies show that this phenomenon exists in many so-
cieties and cultures.

Sebastian Kurz is 24 and a law student. More than in his studies he has been
engaged in his political function as the president of the Vienna conservative-
party youth organisation. Before the last elections for the Vienna City Gov-
ernment he tried to gather votes by riding through the city in a huge vehicle
with the slogan “Black Is Sexy!” written on it. This quite good-looking but
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If people have never had the chance psychologically to come to terms with
processes of immigration these problems are unconsciously shifted from one
generation to the next. The fact that the guest worker father was despised and
the mother was insulted might be the reason why the son of the second gen-
eration develops aggressive behaviour, and it might trigger the screaming be-
haviour of the daughter. The revolts in the Paris banlieues six years ago and
the British revolts of 2011 originating in Tottenham show the deep “discom-
fort in the culture” of many immigrants. The EU’s fortress policy of recent
decades has not contributed to any positive development but only triggered
an additional and gigantic problem for all.

Unfortunately, the postmodern fashion in social and cultural studies and
research has only supported and co-created this trend.

Classical sociological approaches, which spoke of phenomena such as
chain migration (i.e. migrants go to countries in which other migrants from
their country of origin live so that a chain is spanning the world; thus they
can rely on support during the difficult first time of settling down in their di-
aspora), was oriented to the push-pull-model (push factors are the negative
ones forcing people to migrate; pull-factors comprise the attractive charac-
teristics of the new country), regarded migrants as factors of demographic
development (thus taking up the ideas of the formidable Malthus) and clear-
ly distinguished between emigration for work and flight.

In contrast, postmodern theories do without socio-economic explanations
of social problems, but instead try to interpret the world in “turns” such as the
linguistic turn, the cultural turn, the anthropological turn or even the iconic
turn, etc. These attempts at explanation focus on the surface of the phenom-
ena, resorting to Marxist writings only to disembowel them like a cow, while
the core of the (to them earlier) matter, the explanation of the socio-econom-
ic conditions and the analysis of the system, is tabooed. It would, they claim,
be old-fashioned, unnecessary and not in line with cultural sciences.

These “cultural” scientists have a penchant for examining all cultural and
social phenomena linked with migration. In the cult of difference and varie-
gation they practice, the difference is factually cemented, with migrants be-
ing typecast in rigid roles and – in the most negative case – their subordinate
and disadvantaged positions in society being confirmed scientifically.

Thus the sciences have abandoned their claim to promote emancipation; at
the universities a postmodern mainstream has established itself, with mi-
grants being its popular study objects. That they have now long been subjects
in our society is not a concern of this school of thought.

In the face of the structural imbalance and its human-rights’ consequences
under which most immigrants are suffering, the left, the greens and many
NGOs, as a rule, defend the cause of the immigrants.
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cost too much. The consequences of this human-rights monstrosity are used
by right-wing politicians such as Sarrazin (and despite his SPD membership,
he is of course a right-winger) or the Austrian Freedom Party’s Strache who
is waving the huge wooden cross of Christianity on Vienna’s Ringstrasse and
proudly pasting posters reading “Daham statt Islam” (“At home instead of Is-
lam”).

The use of the term “parallel society” with its reproachful and pejorative
connotations is particularly insidious. What does an Austrian entrepreneur
who likes being a member of the Lions Club have in common with an Aus-
trian worker who is a fan of the Rapid football club? Both of them are active-
ly involved in clubs, which after all are small “parallel societies”. What does a
single mother of two children from Linz who is active in the parent teacher
association at her children’s school have in common with a female Freedom
Party politician organising a choir in Carinthia? All around us, including the
“Austrian Austrians”, there exist only “parallel societies”, exclusively. So why
should this be different with people coming from somewhere else? And why
is this phenomenon turned into a reproach against them?

The so-called “immigration problem” or the “issue of integration” (in po-
litically more correct terms) is the good old class issue. Wealthy immigrants
from a bourgeois background, quickly arranging themselves with the prevail-
ing conditions and the economic system, are considered good, while those
from poor social backgrounds, who have become workers here, are identified
as bad. Their culture is called backward and it is forgotten that for a long time
no institution of the destination country paid any attention to them cultur-
ally. It is blocked out that bourgeois immigrants even in their immigration
situation can normally count on more social support than their much poor-
er, less educated counterparts, the “guest workers”.

This discrimination of former workers and their different culture follows a
clear political objective, since it can be interpreted as “a shot across the bow”
of the native-born employees, who are thus kept silent by scare mongering
and discouraged from raising their justified demands.

Moreover, a wedge is thus driven into the workforce. If we, the native em-
ployees find ourselves in such a bad situation, this must be somebody’s fault,
and if I am politically badly educated, I tend to think that it is not the fault
of the conditions (which have to be changed), but of Savo, my Serbian col-
league, or of Mesud, the Turkish man driving the forklift truck. This tactic
fulfils a double purpose; it is clever and really devilishly ingenious.

Since people no longer speak of class conflict in the public arena, the focus
of the discourse has shifted: now we are dealing with “ethnicising” and “cul-
turalising” the social consequences of the economic imbalance – which is
structurally determining for capitalism.
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In political discussions of migration one fact is always ignored. There are
also Europeans who are “fed up with” Europe, Austrians who migrate. They
consider this over-aged country too rigid and encrusted and cannot stand
living here any longer. Of course, politicians know better than to mention
this group, since they would have to ask themselves a self-critical question:
“How have we driven away these people – what did we do wrong?” They
would have to rethink their own contribution to Austrian politics, which is
something that would require a high degree of self-reflection only to be ex-
pected from exceptional politicians.

Third act: migration IS taking place

Let us pause for a while: How could humanity spread from its place of ori-
gin in Eastern Africa across the entire globe? How did “we” manage the de-
velopment from Australopithecus afarensis (the famous Lucy) to the sky-
scrapers of Shanghai and New York? The answer is clear: by migration.

2.4 million years ago, the genus of homo split from the Australopithicines,
with the development of the homo sapiens being completed only about
250,000 years ago, which is a very short time span in relation to the entire his-
tory of the earth. According to the Southern Dispersal Theory the “great mi-
gration” of homo sapiens across the planet began only about 70,000 years ago
from the Horn of Africa and took place in several waves.

In Europe, homo sapiens encountered his genetic cousin, homo nean-
derthalensis, who had migrated earlier, and partly interbred with him. The
last great human settlement is considered to be the American one after the
then dry Bering Strait between Siberia and Alaska had been crossed, which
means that – according to some scientists – humans have been on the Amer-
ican continent only for about 15,000 years.

This makes migration the human activity par excellence, the terms “hu-
manity” and “human migration” really constituting synonyms. The idea of
the nation-state coming into being in the beginning of the 19th century con-
tradicts this knowledge on a political level. In this ideal nation-state, one peo-
ple speaking one language, with common traditions, folk dances and even
clothes (costumes) would live. This nation state – which in reality has ever
existed anywhere in the world – would be a kind of gigantic family, in which
those who allegedly are the same could live together in peace. Hence, every-
one coming “from outside” would present a potential threat to this assumed
peace, an alien, and in consequence even an enemy.

Apart from the fact that the family is a social cell extremely susceptible to
risk (after all, most murders are committed in the family unit), the family
model can for reasons of size not simply be transferred from a tiny group to
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Second act: immigration is good 

Many true believers and leftists as well as many concerned with the human-
rights situation are dedicating themselves to this task in organisations such as
Caritas, Amnesty International, Asylkoordination, IOM, Zara, etc. Many of
their concerns are supported by UNHCR, the United Nations’ Refugee Or-
ganisation. The bravest among them have gotten themselves into trouble
with their ministries of the interior; they study the laws which are constant-
ly and endlessly being amended and write commentaries on them, etc. As a
consequence of this structural injustice an entirely new branch of law devel-
oped, and even curricula were adapted. The legal situation has become so
complicated that today only a few lawyers can claim to be real experts in the
jungle of immigration law.

Only the most blatant cases of human-rights violations make it into the
public. When in autumn 2010 two 8-year-old twin girls from Kosovo were to
be deported in the early morning hours in an armed special security action,
an outcry of protest could be heard throughout Austria. 100,000 dedicated
and committed citizens signed a petition against this deportation. The pres-
sure had become too big even for the resolute State Secretary Fekter, who, af-
ter applying a myriad of juridical manoeuvres, eventually had to give in and
allow the re-entry of the Kosovan Komani family.

The public’s positive attention goes to the cases that from a humanitarian
point-of-view are extreme, while negative attention is given to the majority
of migrants, the migrant labourers who have been residents for a longer pe-
riod of time.

Let me provide some information about the Austrian context. The EU-27
has got 491 million inhabitants, with 41 million of them (8.4%) being mi-
grants. 1.3 million of the 8.4 million of Austria’s inhabitants were born
abroad (i.e., 15% of the population), with 760,000 of them being foreign cit-
izens (about 9% of Austria’s population). The number of naturalisations has
been drastically reduced due to the impact of the black-blue government
(i.e., the right-wing and conservative government coalition of the “Christian”
Democratic People’s Party [ÖVP] with the Freedom Party [FPÖ] between
2000 and 2006), when immigration laws were tightened so that in the year
2010 only 6,135 persons could be naturalised, most of them in socially more
liberal Vienna.

Four hundred thousand are “foreigners” are employed in the Austrian
labour market – this is a percentage of 12%. They are not of Turkish origin
but mostly come from Germany and former Yugoslavia, with the Turks
(among them many Kurds) making up only the third largest group among
the immigrant population.

192
M

ig
ra

ti
o

n



and acquire possessions at the place of his / her residence; part 2 would guar-
antee him / her the affiliation to a European nation which obliges him / her
to keep the laws and rules of this country but also makes it possible for him
/ her to participate in the culture and language of the country chosen. Part 2
would change in case of migration; part 1, however, could never be taken
away from him / her.

The individual nation-states would be relieved of the burden of exercising
the political pressure of assimilation and freed from the discourse of closed
doors, since they could stick to their rules and traditions and develop them
further at their own discretion. The question German TV journalists always
ask immigrants, “And what do you feel yourself to be, more of an X or more
of a German?” and their intention to discriminate would lose force. (This
idea is relevant to European migration and does not consider migration from
other continents).

Trade unions would act in reasonable and solution-orientated ways if they
eventually could see that migrants stand for ALL employees, that they are a
kind of avant-garde of employees in the sense that they are the ones exam-
ples have been made of for years. What migrant workers show is how the class
antagonism has been shifted and culturalised, i.e., neutralised, so that from
the employees’ perspective the socio-economic struggle can only be fought
with great difficulties. A broad trade union representation of these employ-
ees – and not only a few information centres like today – would politically
and constructively adopt this conflict.

It would also make sense and be politically more sustainable if the left and
greens in the information centres, the many activists motivated by human
rights questions, always asked themselves what exactly it is from a political
point-of-view that they are doing. Do they understand the culturalisation of
a socio-economic antagonism and do they perpetuate it thereby, or do they
see that with their commitment (which is right and necessary) they are help-
ing some people, but that what’s at stake is a much bigger confrontation?

Experts are debating about what Freud really said. “The voice of reason is
a soft one”, say the ones. No, “the voice of the intellect is a soft one”, say the
others. The fact is that reason prevails only with great difficulty. This is so
everywhere and always has been, but it is particularly true in the migration
debate. So we continue to hope. n

Sources (among others)
Rainer Münz: Migration in Europa und Österreich [Migration in Europe and Austria]. Vien-

na 2007
Ferenc Féher, Agnés Heller: Naturalization or “Culturalization“, Paper presented at the

Workshop: “From Aliens to Citizens”. Vienna 1993.

Im
m

ig
ra

tio
n

 Is G
o

o
d

, Im
m

ig
ra

tio
n

 Is B
a

d
, M

ig
ra

tio
n

 Is (a
 Fa

ct)
195

a number of several millions of people. Sociologists know this, right-wing
politicians, unable to perceive the difference between society and communi-
ty, prove quite resistant to such insights. The advocates of the right who like
to stand up for the privileges of the “native” population, and by that mean the
succession of Celts, Romans, Germanic peoples, Slavs and ancient Bavarians
in Central Europe, have to have the wider historic perspective pointed out to
them. Their arguments are too short-fetched, in the truest sense of the word.

In English, where conferring citizenship on somebody is called “naturalisa-
tion”, the immigrant is in this process gaining a natural status. This is true in-
sofar as the immigrant becoming a citizen of the new country is finally able
to move about freely, settle down, take a job and vote in elections. Already in
1993, Hungarian sociologists Agnés Heller and Ferenc Féher claimed that the
concept has to be supplemented to incorporate not only “naturalisation” but
also “culturalisation”. In this context, culture does not mean German or
French culture; it means human culture, something greater and culturally
shared by all of us, the possibility of participation.

Identity politics is only adopted when identities are allegedly endangered.
Those who do not know exactly who they are, have to reassure themselves of
their identity / identities. Therefore we have to find a way of dealing with mi-
gration which does not put identities under pressure but supports and un-
derpins them.

Epilogue: what would be reasonable to do? 

For one, the idea of the “denizens” could be further developed, which the
jurist and migration researcher Rainer Bauböck from the European Univer-
sity Institute in Florence has so committedly been advocating. Denizens are
citizens / inhabitants of a certain place. They come from somewhere else and
still possess their “old” citizenship. They are located between aliens and citi-
zens and have the right to settle down where they want. Already in the Ro-
man Empire and in early common law in England there existed a similar le-
gal status.

I could imagine neither placing denizen-ship lower in rank in relation to
citizenship nor to subordinate it, but to explicitly place it above citizenship.
So one would not be a European because one is French, but one would be
French, because one is European. De Gaulle’s Europe of regions would be re-
placed by the idea of the European region. This is not futile verbal hair-split-
ting but makes a huge difference from a human-rights point-of-view.

Thus every person would have a two-part passport: Part 1 – something like
a UN passport – would allow him / her residence and affiliation to the big
whole, Europe, grant him / her the right to settle down and the right to work
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by which people who are predictably and permanently prevented from re-
turning to their home countries, are permitted to stay in Europe for good.

Against this one can critically argue that it is impossible to speak of a com-
mon immigration policy, let alone of a European asylum policy. Although in-
dividual instruments do exist, they are too limited in their range, conflict
with each other, do not commit the member states to anything and thus
merely form a patchwork that attempts here or there to fix something or oth-
er. Some will argue that this rag rug by no means deserves to be called a com-
mon European policy or a European system.

Some examples illustrate what is meant: the Blue Card applies only to
“highly qualified” persons and explicitly not for people who have applied for
or have already been granted asylum. The above-mentioned directive for
temporary protection has so far not been applied even once, due to the re-
quirement that the Council of Ministers has to pass a resolution saying that
a “mass influx” is taking place. Only then can the refugees be distributed
among different states. The minimum requirements for asylum systems in
Europe, divided among three directives,4 are currently being revised.

The official reason given for all three cases: the directives contain much
phrasing that is too vague and therefore leave the member states too much
room for manoeuvre when it comes to application. Or to express it in other
terms: the member states are definitely not obliged to observe a certain min-
imum standard.

This situation results from the restrictive paradigm underlying European
border, asylum and immigration policies. The “blocking” of immigration is
present in all the determining factors of immigration policy. It is enshrined
in the constitutional foundations and, as regards content, is woven like a red
thread through all the base lines of European immigration policy.

Border Control, Asylum, Immigration – the Treaty of Lisbon

A glimpse at the treaties, the primary law of the EU, reveals the competence
of the EU in some areas, but also its limits. The Treaty on the Functioning of
the European Union,5, which is what the former EC Treaty is called now that
the Treaty of Lisbon has come into effect, determines the political areas in
which the EU possesses competence; it states how far these reach and the pro-
cedures through which laws can be passed. Articles 77-80 of the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union are relevant here. These concern the ar-
eas of border control (Article 77), asylum (Article 78) and immigration (Ar-
ticle 79) and commit the EU to solidarity and fair sharing of responsibility in
this area between member states (Article 80). The restrictive attitude of the
EU towards immigration already becomes obvious in these articles: immi-
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When in a European context immigration is talked about it usually does
not take long before the name FRONTEX pops up. Migration is most-

ly mentioned in the same breath as “illegal” and “illegal immigration” – the
term is unambiguous – must be fought. That is the point at which FRON-
TEX, the agency for the protection of the EU-borders, comes into play. And
this is paradigmatic of the restrictive approach of European politics when it
comes to migration.

At the same time, EU immigration and asylum policies look quite present-
able – at least on paper. Thus, in this area, the EU has set up a number of sub-
sidy schemes such as the refugee fund, the integration fund and, last but not
least, the general programme “Solidarity and Management of Migration
Flows” (SOLID).1 However, their budgets are used in a myriad of ways so that
barbed wire for border fortifications can even be financed from it. Moreover,
there exists with the Blue Card2 a European rule enabling workers from
countries outside the EU to be employed, while further laws regarding legal
immigration are in the planning stage or in the midst of legislative proce-
dures, stuck somewhere between the Parliament and the Council in their first
or second readings. The same holds true for the area of asylum policy. Be-
tween 2002 and 2005 European minimum rules were created for the individ-
ual asylum systems, while in addition to this there exist rudiments such as the
emergency directive for temporary protection,3 which was the reaction in the
area of asylum policy to the war in Kosovo in 1999, or a resettlement project
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people. Yet, for immigration policy, it is decisive to know where the compe-
tences of the EU do not lie: according to paragraph 5, each member state pre-
serves the right to determine the number of people coming from third coun-
tries who are given work permits. In any case, the European countries have
the last word when it comes to admission to the labour market. Consequent-
ly, a uniform European regulation is not possible which would make it oblig-
atory for the member states to open the gates to their labour markets for im-
migrants. With regard to this question, all the European laws are confined to
providing the member states with a legal framework – whether the states
make use of it or not is up to them.

Immigration as a threat

A recurrent theme to be found in the EU documents is that, in general and
on principle, immigration represents a risk, a danger to our society, to pub-
lic order or health. Accordingly, thinking in terms of security prevails.

The first goal, therefore, is so-called defence against immigration. All in all,
immigration is unwanted – that is the basic tenor of European migration
policy. For humanitarian reasons, an exception has to be conceded to
refugees, and for economic reasons exceptions for certain groups of the
workforce are thinkable. It is striking that almost all the European instru-
ments aiming at the admission of people have only a short time perspective.
Whether it involves temporary protection, seasonal work or the Blue Card, a
principle of “as long as necessary, as short as possible” is inherent in all these
directives. This goes to such lengths that seasonal workers can be equipped
with permits valid for several years or are promised privileged treatment for
the following year only if they leave the EU on time. The message here is also
clear: Coming: yes, under certain circumstances; staying: no.

The only instrument conceived with a long-term perspective is the one for
resettlement, and there is still a plan to create it. It addresses refugees for
whom it is foreseeable that they will never again be able to return to their
countries of origin. They are granted a permanent status of residence and
normally also the prospect of citizenship in their new home country. Again,
it is symptomatic that of all things, this EU resettlement programme has been
blocked by the Council, i.e., the representatives of the member states, for
more than a year now.

Between the idea of defence on the one hand, and the temporary excep-
tions on the other hand, a political area of tension unfolds. The legislative
bodies in the EU are trying to tackle the problem of having to simultaneous-
ly fight and handle immigration by resorting to the principle of “divide and
conquer”. The outcome is a specific legal frame, specific rules for each and
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gration and asylum are issues first and foremost put into the context of bor-
der regimes – that is the message.

Article 77 commits the EU to the goal of a joint management of the exte-
rior borders and the abolition of border controls inside the EU. On the one
hand, this article provides the legal basis for the abolition of border controls
in 22 of the 27 member states, the so-called Schengen acquis; on the other
hand, for the establishment of the border control agency FRONTEX, one of
the symbols of the “Fortress Europe” par excellence. If the recent reform of
the FRONTEX mandate is considered – it came into effect in 2011 –, it be-
comes obvious that almost all the requirements of this article have been met
or are on the way to being met.

With regard to Article 78, the situation is quite different. According to it, the
EU has to develop a common asylum system which contains an asylum status
acknowledged throughout Europe. The “European asylum system” which was
previously created on the basis of this article consists of the three directives for
minimum standards in the treatment of asylum seekers, the controversial
Dublin Regulation6 which determines which state is responsible for examin-
ing an asylum application and the directive on temporary protection. In com-
parison to Article 77, the result is rather feeble: as a result of European asylum
competence, there are three insufficient laws the revision of which has been
delayed due to difficulties, in addition the Dublin ordinance hated by the
Southern European member states, yet much praised by Germany and other
Northern European countries as well as the emergency directive which does
not contain any concrete criteria for its application. In this respect, the road
towards a uniform European asylum status is still a very long one.

Only one clause in Article 78 is of some relevance in the framework of Eu-
ropean policy. According to paragraph 2 g, for the purpose of better “manag-
ing inflows of people applying for asylum”, the cooperation with third (=
non-EU) countries is possible. This aims at preventing refugees from ever ar-
riving in Europe and applying for asylum there. Instead, people are to be pre-
selected and are to file their applications while still on site. Thus, also border
fortifications as well as training and equipment of border patrolling officers
in third states can be financed, which usually is done from subsidies such as
the refugee fund or SOLID.

All further competences of the EU regarding immigration policies origi-
nate in Article 79. Accordingly, the aim of European immigration policy is
“the efficient management of immigration flows”“at all stages” as well as “en-
hanced measures to combat illegal immigration and trafficking in human be-
ings”. Moreover, the article states the competence of the EU for conditions of
entry, the rights of third-country nationals residing legally in the EU, “illegal
immigration […] including deportation” as well as combating trafficking in
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filling the necessary requirements are to be allowed to come and work in the
EU, only to leave again after a few years. Both the Blue Card as well as the
planned directive for seasonal workers and for employees sent by their com-
panies are clearly based on that concept and allow for time spans of between
three to five years.

The EU follows this policy although the concept of circular immigration
has proved a failure. At least this is what experience in many European coun-
tries, in Germany among others, tells us. The reason is relatively simple:
Many people do not go back. This problem is also known to the EU Com-
mission. That is the reason why in the future also seasonal workers from third
states are to be animated with the promise of a work permit for two more
years to punctually leave the EU again. Otherwise they have to face being re-
fused such a permit or a visa later. The other reason why circular immigra-
tion has failed as a concept is that the assumption that immigrants would stay
only for a short time has usually served as an excuse for not having to make
special efforts to integrate them. If people stay only for a short while, it is not
necessary to undertake special efforts for them to settle down and feel at
home in their new country.

It is a serious mistake to align the European instruments of legal immigra-
tion with this ideal. As in the past, this will serve as an excuse for the absence
of efforts at integration and prevent equality before the law between immi-
grants and EU citizens. Another point is to be considered: If there is an obli-
gation to leave the country, this entails controls. The costs of these controls
are high – and not only in financial respects. Already now, running the spe-
cific data bases such as SIS, VIS and EURODAC, with whose help visas are is-
sued and illegal crossing of borders and asylum applications are subjected to
surveillance throughout Europe, costs many millions annually; the costs are
increased by the lengthy development of the Schengen Information System
of the second generation (SIS II), which has been running up costs for years
now. Such controls will also require policemen and border officials. This
means that either the expenses for security organs must be increased or these
officials will be missing in other areas. Last but not least, the costs also affect
our liberty. Once SIS II and similar systems are put into operation, the immi-
gration and emigration behaviour of EU citizens can be checked at the same
time without any special further effort. Those who think this fear is exagger-
ated should remember that until only a few years ago it would not have oc-
curred to anybody in Europe to have the data collected and analysed of all the
passengers of all the flights in the EU. A proposal containing exactly this is
being discussed in the European Parliament just now. This is only to indicate
that data collection appearing too time-consuming or meaningless today
could be a reality in only a few years.
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every group of immigrants. The most remarkable differentiation is the one
between refugees and other immigrants. This differentiation is not only im-
peccably upheld in the wordings of the law. Refugees arriving in the EU are
examined by FRONTEX with regard to exactly this differentiation. Only a
person fleeing from targeted persecution by the state in his or her country of
origin is a legitimate refugee; persons trying to flee “only” the deprivation of
any economic future and poverty entirely lack this legitimacy.

How difficult it is to maintain this differentiation could be seen in the
months since the beginning of 2011 in the Mediterranean. When visiting the
Italian island of Lampedusa in May 2011, we could witness the landing of
1,700 refugees. The majority of these people, originally coming from different
African and Asian countries, had fled Libya where they had for some years
been living and working and were now on the run from a civil war which was
none of their concern. They had lost their employment and their flats and ar-
rived only with the most necessary items – some of them had a small back-
pack with them, others not even that. So, were these people legitimate asylum
seekers or not? After all, there were practically no Libyan citizens among them,
so that many might without a second thought be deported to their countries
of origin. In contrast to the Tunisians, who arrived at the same time and who
also had “only” fled the lack of any economic prospects in their home coun-
try, they were lucky and for the time being permitted to stay.

Yet there are also other differentiations being made between further groups
of immigrants. With the Blue Card higher qualified and skilled workers are
equipped with a work permit in the EU. This is soon to be followed by a few
regulations for seasonal workers and for workers and employees sent to the
EU by a multinational company. All three of these instruments will contain
specific regulations regarding the duration of the permit, visiting rights and
family reunion, etc. So, while on the one hand there is a trend towards har-
monising in the entire EU, quite the opposite is the case in immigration pol-
icy, with immigrants being divided into small groups and equipped with dif-
ferent sets of rights.

All these regulations have in common that they are mutually exclusive. Per-
sons having applied for asylum or having been granted asylum cannot apply
for the Blue Card. Persons coming from a third country and being married
to an EU citizen are equally excluded although there is no guarantee that a
work permit will follow from this marriage.

Circular immigration

As regards the chance to enter the EU to work there, the EU relies on the –
not really new – concept of circular immigration. This means that people ful-
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it has been waiting as draft legislation for approval by the Council. Resistance
on the part of some member states is blocking the decision.

The situation of immigrants on the labour market is a suitable field of ac-
tion for the left in the migration debate. The goal has to be complete equali-
ty between non-European workers and their German-born colleagues. This
is the only way to prevent immigrant workers from being put into the posi-
tion of competing unfairly with the native-born ones. Equality is decisive in
every respect. Only when immigrant workers have a right to equal pay, to the
same working hours and cannot be blackmailed because of their illegal sta-
tus, will it be possible to prevent people from being played off against each
other. It is only then that immigrants cannot be used for dumping wages or
for worsening working conditions. Thus, equal rights in the workplace are a
precondition for a liberal immigration law in the positive sense – both on the
European and the national levels. Indeed, the commitment to an open 
(-minded) Europe which does not barricade itself behind barbed wire and
FRONTEX must be reflected on all levels. n

Notes
1) The websites of the Commission, available in English under http://ec.europa.eu/home-

affairs/funding/intro/funding_intro_en.htm, provides an overview of Home Affairs
funding.

2) Council Directive 2009/50/EC of May 25, 2009 on the conditions of entry and residence
of third-country nationals for the purpose of highly-qualified employment.

3) Council Directive 2001/55/EC of July 20, 2001 on minimum standards for giving tem-
porary protection in the event of a mass influx of displaced persons and on measures
promoting a balance of efforts between member states in receiving such persons and
bearing the consequences thereof.

4) The directives are: Council Directive 2004/83/EC of April 29, 2004 on minimum stan-
dards for the qualification and status of third country nationals or stateless persons as
refugees or as persons who otherwise need international protection, and on the content
of the protection granted; Council Directive 2003/9/EC of January 27, 2003 laying down
minimum standards for the reception of asylum seekers in member states; Council Di-
rective 2005/85/EC of December 1, 2005 on minimum standards and on procedures in
member states for granting and withdrawing refugee status.

5) Official Journal of the European Union C 115 of May 9, 2008, p. 47ff
6) Council Regulation (EC) No 343/2003 of February 18, 2003 establishing the criteria and

mechanisms for determining the member state responsible for examining an asylum ap-
plication lodged in one of the member states by a third-country national.
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Immigration as a threat, discrimination of immigrants by the law, circular
immigration – these are the issues where a left defending human rights and
combating xenophobia, Islamophobia and racism, has to start acting. It can-
not be repeated often enough: immigration does not represent a threat to our
society; it is mutually enriching. An asylum law which only acknowledges
prosecution organised by the state and war as reasons for granting asylum ig-
nores the most common reasons for flight. It is of utmost importance to act
against any discrimination of immigrants under the law and to oppose with
an inclusive approach the method of creating a legal frame for each and every
small group.

It is not evident why people coming to Europe should not be able to change
their category. Why should we build legal barriers for people temporarily
seeking protection in Germany, for instance, preventing them from being
granted a long-term residence and work permit which would in any case be
better? Such a step would eventually not only improve the financial situation
of those concerned and relieve the budget; it would also concede more rights
to him or her. The same holds true for all “illegal aliens”. If the problems oc-
curring in this context are to be tackled seriously the first step has to be the
legalisation of residence, which implies that those concerned are also enabled
themselves to represent their interests.

Usually the reason given why the categories should be impenetrable is that
any other practice would encourage abuse of our asylum systems, which is
also the reason why the European instruments for legal immigration can only
be applied for in the country of origin. This aims at discouraging any attempt
to gain a temporary right of residence and settling down in illegality after-
wards. From our point of view it is this illegality in particular that poses a
problem, having consequences not only for those immediately concerned but
for society as a whole. Compared to the damage caused by the exploitation of
immigrants and the lack of a social safety net the reference to an exploitation
of the asylum systems is a cynical one.

Also, the allegedly high cost of asylum systems is an argument that does not
hold. The most expensive factors involved are usually the accommodation in
camps or even imprisonment. Similarly expensive are the police controls
which are necessary in order to put restrictions on the right to move, such as
the residency obligation in Germany. From this perspective it makes the most
sense to shape the asylum systems in such a way that the refugees are able
simply to integrate in their new country and the labour market. On the Eu-
ropean level, one new beginning has already been made and needs to be fol-
lowed. The programme for resettlement, which was started as a pilot project,
should be established as a long-term and consistent programme. However,
the European Parliament has already adopted the bill in May 2010. Since then
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sonal workers was sanctioned. It is therefore on the basis of the needs for a
workforce that the entry flows are determined (aside from cases of political
asylum and of refugees). The law is very explicit here and establishes (in Ar-
ticle 21) that the annual decrees have to take account of the information sup-
plied by the Ministry of Labour on the state of employment and rates of un-
employment at the national and regional levels.

The second point – administrative detention for immigrants – has led to
the institution of “Centres of Temporary Stay” (CPTs), which require some
explanation.2

CPTs were established by Article 12 of Law no. 40/1998, which regulates the
carrying out of deportations. The law establishes that when it is not possible
immediately to carry out an expulsion of a foreigner (because it is necessary
to establish his identity or find a means of transportation), the questore (the
organ which depends on the Ministry of the Interior and is responsible for
the police forces) provides that the foreigner be maintained for the minimal
time absolutely necessary in a CPT. It is the questore who transmits the de-
tention proposal to a judge who has 48 hours to validate it. A stay in a CPT,
in 1998, could not exceed 30 days. It is also the questore who, availing him-
self of the police, is responsible for the foreigner not going too far away from
the CPT and who must reinstate the measure without delay in the event that
it is violated. It should be noted that in Italy, as in European countries in gen-
eral, ordinary detention in prisons is entrusted to the Ministry of Justice and
to the police forces dedicated exclusively to custody. However, in this special
case the CPTs are destined for the divisions of the police employed in the
control of street demonstrations.

In the first year of the coming into force of the law, 11 CPTs were opened
in which some thousands of immigrants were detained.

Law 189/2002, known as the Bossi-Fini Law (named after Umberto Bossi,
secretary of a racist party (the Lega Nord) and Gianfranco Fini, secretary of
a right-wing party (Alleanza Nazionale)), introduced the detention also for
those requesting political asylum and prolonged the stays in the CPT2, bring-
ing the time up to 60 days.

Law no. 125/2008, known as the “Security Package”, one of the first acts of
the fourth Berlusconi government, renamed the CPTs with the name they
now have: “Centres of Identification and Expulsion” and then a few months
afterwards, with Law No. 94 /2009, it was established that the maximum de-
tention term for foreigners in such Centres would be 180 days.

On June 16, 2011, the Minister of the Interior, Roberto Maroni, announced
the approval of a decree law that brought the detention time up to 18
months. It should be noted that in the period 1998 – 2011 there was an alter-
nance of governments with a centre-left majority (1996 – 2001 and 2006 –
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Introduction

This brief article proposes to do three things: first, to delineate the main
features of immigration policies in Italy; second, to evaluate the effects of
these features; and third, to outline a concise balance sheet of the political
choices made and possible developments

Part one: Entrance quotas and detention centres

Up to 1990 Italy did not have a norm to regulate immigration.1 Only in
1998 was a law on immigration approved (Law No. 40/1998, known as the
Turco-Napolitano Law) which marks an important turning point in policies
of managing immigration matters. The norm, the first organic regulation of
the presence of foreigners in Italy, follows by eight years the law known as the
Martelli Law and constitutes the framework of the current legislation on im-
migration, despite its already having been modified in 2002.

There are two main points in the new norm. The first is the introduction
of the criterion of entrance quotas for granting stay permits. The second is
the introduction of administrative detention for immigrants lacking a permit
and awaiting expulsion, along with the creation of detention centres for this
purpose.

With the introduction of quotas, in fact, the principle of tying the freedom
of entry of foreigners in Italian territory to the need for dependent and sea-
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2008) and centre-right one (2001 – 2006 and 2008 to today) without this
leading to any changes of the principal features of the norm on immigration.
We should also add that the law on immigration was approved in 1998 by a
majority of the centre-left government, which included in the coalition more
left-wing parties, such as the Party of Communist Refoundation (Rifon-
dazione Comunista), which at the time had a ca. 8 % vote share. The same
law was proposed at the time by two representatives of the government, the
Minister for Solidarity Livia Turco and the Minister of the Interior Giorgio
Napolitano, who belonged to the Democratic Party of the Left (DS), the
coalition’s leading party, arising out of the ashes of the Italian Communist
Party. The need for the establishment of the detention centres was justified as
being imposed by the Schengen agreements and was easily approved despite
various aspects which were considered potentially unconstitutional. And yet,
the only precedents in Italy for the opening of the administrative detention
centres, entrusted to the control of the Ministry of the Interior, were the in-
ternment camps of the fascist period.

It should also be added that if the institutionalised left parties voted in
favour of the establishment of the centres, a broad alignment of movements
and associations, including in the Catholic sector, contested the opening of
these camps from the very start.

Part two: The detained – ghosts or clandestine?

From the moment when entry quotas were introduced in Italy, hundreds
of thousands of immigrants were forced into the condition of “irregulars”.
The number of entries officially permitted was in fact far lower than those re-
quested in 2011 and was a bit less than 100,000 units,3 with special limita-
tions according to country of origin. Bureaucratic procedures, the elevated
cost of permit requests, the requirement to be in possession of a work con-
tract at the moment the request is processed, and a long series of other bur-
dens has made even more difficult the acquisition of a stay permit. Very of-
ten the waiting periods to find out the results of a request exceed one year,
and thus even immigrants who have presented a request and are eligible to
get a permit have to live in semi-legal conditions. These normative condi-
tions and the bureaucratic slowness of the offices in evaluating the requests
have encouraged hundreds of cases of fraud, which have victimised the im-
migrants. In many cases they have had to pay to obtain “work contracts”
which have subsequently turned out to be false and thus useless for purpos-
es of the permit.

For these reasons, one of the first demands of the anti-racist movements
and of the committees established by the immigrants themselves was the re-
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quest directed to the governments for “amnesties” that would permit the reg-
ularisation of the situation of immigrants already present for years on Italian
territory but forced into irregularity. During these years, the immigrants
themselves have achieved a high level of autonomy and organisation in rela-
tion to traditional left associations and trade unions. Throughout Italy, an ex-
perience of grassroots committees has emerged, whose protagonists were the
immigrants themselves. A widespread network of small committees, associa-
tions and grassroots trade unions (sindacati di base) gave birth to the experi-
ence of Immigrant Committees in Italy.4 Founded in 2002, the Committee
was among the promoters and organisers of a demonstration in Rome on Oc-
tober 17, 2009 which had the participation of more than 100,000 people. In
the last two years, March 1 has been proclaimed the day of the immigrants’
strike, in which thousands of irregular immigrants have participated through-
out Italy. What characterised the self-organised experience of immigrants is
the increased radicalism of demands and autonomy in regard to the centre-
left majority governments and the unions and associations connected to the
political-party system. Despite the high participation of these experiences and
the visibility achieved even in the mass media, it must be admitted that we are
still far away from the intended goals. By now many years have gone by with-
out amnesties being granted that are able to absorb the high number of irreg-
ulars, with the exception of immigrants employed in domestic and care work.
It also happens that new periods for presenting new requests are opened with-
out the processing of the previous requests for permits being terminated.

In this situation of uncertainty, the immigrants present a new request, pay-
ing once again the cost of the request. According to some estimates, the Ital-
ian government earned about 300 million Euros from the last regularisation
procedure.

The other point hotly contested, also by some of the parties which had vot-
ed for the immigration law, are the Centres for Immigrant Detention. These
Centres have been the object of numerous denunciations, penal inquests and
journalistic reportage, from their first appearance up to the present day. Cas-
es of abuse and violence on the part of the forces of order have been docu-
mented. The last Centre to have been opened by the Italian government in
spring 2011 was closed after the immigrants had protested by the judges who
after only two months had determined many violations of rights. Neverthe-
less, on April 1, 2011, through a circular, the Ministry of the Interior prohib-
ited journalists and parliamentarians from entering the Centres, thus shelter-
ing them from inspection and from public opinion. The history of these in-
stitutions is truly a sad one.

Already in 1999 the Centre for Cultures in Milan, an association for the
protection of rights, denounced the shameful hygienic conditions, the lack of
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resulting report, known as the De Mistura Report, was announced with the
presence of the Minister of the Interior. The Commission (in which three of
its ten members depend on the Ministry) did not demand the closing of the
Centres but asks for their “gradual emptying” in the framework of a revamp-
ing the entire system. In the Report one reads that the Commission “feels that
the present system of detainment: 1) does not respond to the complex prob-
lems which the phenomenon involves; 2) does not permit the effective man-
agement of irregular immigration; 3) needs several improvements in the case
of immigrant rights; 4) comprises serious difficulties for the forces of order,
not to mention difficulties for the detainees; and 5) involves high costs with
disproportionate results”. The Commission also pointed to the comingling in
the places of detention of asylum seekers and immigrants awaiting expulsion
and asks the Italian government to make adequate provisions.

The recommendations fell on deaf ears and the conditions in the Centres
have not been improved, up to the point that a long series of rebellions and
protests, such as those which in 2011 led to the closing of the Centres of San-
ta Maria Capua Vetere (Caserta) only two months after its opening. In the
face of repeated denunciations of human-rights violations, the only measure
taken by the Ministry of the Interior has been to prohibit journalists and re-
gional deputies from entering the Centres.5

Part three: What future?

The discriminatory policies adopted toward immigrants did not succeed in
impeding their presence in Italy. According to official estimates there are ca.
4,200,000 immigrants with regular residence in Italy.6 According to the esti-
mates of NGOS, among them Caritas, there are at least 700,000 immigrants
without stay permits. Despite the fact that their presence is an established fact
and is necessary for the economy, the right-wing parties, in particular the
Lega Nord, continue to call for a policy of turning people away, and expul-
sion at the borders, even of those requesting asylum. For the new arrivals on
the island of Lampedusa, in the wake of the conflict in Libya and the revolts
in Tunisia and Egypt, the current Italian government only opened up a new
Centre and lengthened the detention times. The lack of integration and wel-
come policies has, in many parts of the country, brought about serious social
strains. On September 18, 2008, six immigrants at Castelvolturno (Caserta)
were killed, ambushed, in a racially coloured way, by Camorra killers dressed
as policemen. On the next day, there was the revolt of hundreds of immi-
grants exasperated by conditions of poverty and invisibility. In January 2010,
in Rosarno (Calabria), hundreds of immigrants, compelled to live in an
abandoned factory under inhuman conditions, rebelled after some of them
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translations and of legal information on the situation of the immigrants
themselves, numerous suicide attempts, sexual molestation vis-à-vis women
detainees who are imprisoned together with men and violence on the part of
the forces of order. The denunciations were confirmed by the reports of the
journalist Fabrizio Gatti who pretended to be an immigrant and succeeded
in entering the Centre.

In August 2002, the parliamentarians Graziella Mascia and Francesco For-
gione, after a visit to the Centre in Lampedusa, complained that “the detained
foreigners sleep in tents and containers where the temperature reached 70
degrees Celsius. There is no mensa because the container intended for this
purpose was being used as a dormitory. Thus people were compelled to eat
under sunlight and in the courtyard and, considering the spaces involved and
the impossible logistical conditions, they are kept standing in line and count-
ed even 10 times a day. Even if there is water there is no soap. There are no
clothes for changing, no SIM cards or cigarettes, and for this reason there is
often tension and protests. The most dramatic issue regards hygienic condi-
tions, which could potentially provoke epidemics, and have already been de-
nounced by doctors: filth everywhere, seven bathrooms for 200 people, only
two of which worked”.

In 2004, doctors Without Borders made public the first independent report
on the Centres. The report points to the inefficiency as regards health condi-
tions and their treatment, legal aid, management of the Centres and wide-
spread violations of human rights, including serious violations of the right to
asylum. The report demands “the immediate closing, in the face of their ab-
solute and indisputable inadequacy“, of the Centres in Turin, Lamezia Terme
and Trapani. The report shows paradoxical cases of immigrants who have ex-
ceeded, in entering and exiting as many as seven times, the 60 days of stay
provided by the law.

Next, in 2006, was the White Book published in the wake of the visit of
deputies of a working group composed of Greens and Rifondazione Comu-
nista. At the conclusion of their inspections, the working group pointed out
“the systematic violation of the provisions of the law regarding immigration
on the part of the authorities who are supposed to guarantee their imple-
mentation, and pointed to an awkward violation of a sanctioned right and of
the human rights of foreigners” and the “near total erosion of the right of
asylum in our country”.

In 2007, the Ministry of the Interior of the centre-left government present-
ed the results of the Investigatory Committee established by the government
after the denunciations and after some legal trials concerning mistreatment,
which indicted some managers of the Centres. The Investigatory Commis-
sion was presided over by an important UN official, Staffan De Mistura. The
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were wounded by rifle shots. In 2011 in Brescia, some immigrants climbed a
crane, up to a height of about 10 yards for some days to ask for the granting
of stay permits. Their protest was ended by a police charge.

No episode seems able to change the attitude of governments toward im-
migration policy. The Minister of Reforms, Roberto Calderoli, and vice-Min-
ister Castelli of the Lega Nord have recently used offensive words regarding
immigrants, complaining that the norms did not permit the shooting of im-
migrants at the borders. The xenophobia of the Lega Nord, which is the sec-
ond party of the present government coalition, is so extreme that the MEP
Mario Borghezio said he understood the reasons that compelled Anders
Behring Breivik to carry out the massacre of Oslo and that a “multi-racial so-
ciety is disgusting”.7 In the face of these xenophobic attitudes, the centre-left
parties are behaving in a very timid manner. Livia Turco, member of the Par-
tito Democratico and signatory of the immigration law that established the
Detention Centres, although criticising the abuses and violence, has several
times insisted on the merits of her norm and the need to have places of ad-
ministrative detention – while the more left parties, which have more radical
politics vis-à-vis immigration, have been excluded from parliamentary rep-
resentation because they have not crossed the 5 % threshold. A powerful fear
prevails in public opinion regarding immigrants, nourished by a prejudicial
information and widespread ignorance regarding Islamic culture – a preju-
dice which is also translated into the application of penal norms, if we realise
that in Italy ca. 30 % of the detained population is made up of immigrants,
who as such make up only 7% of the resident population.

Within this certainly not encouraging scenario, we can point to positive de-
velopments such as the liveliness of a widespread network of anti-racist asso-
ciations and the strong political consciousness of the immigrant movements
which forcefully demand the right to citizenship of residency. Their direct ac-
tivism demonstrates that, despite the xenophobic and racist policies and the
arbitrary detentions, a real process of integration is underway, which cannot
be stopped. n

Notes
1) For an overview it is useful to visit the site of the Ministry of the Interior http://www.in-

terno.it/mininterno/export/sites/default/it/temi/immigrazione/
2) See A. Esposito, L. Melillo (ed.), A distanza d’offesa. Ad est dell’equatore, 2010.
3) Data from the Ministry of the Interior, www.interno.it
4) www.comitatoimmigrati.blogspot.com
5) The decision to prohibit access to journalists was also criticised by the journalists trade

union: www. fnsi.it 
6) See the report Caritas/Migrantes, Immigrazione. Dossier Statistico 2010.
7) http://www.dirittodicritica.com/2011/07/26/borghezio-oslo-societa-multirazziale-14336/
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Where did the voters for the Piratenpartei come from in Berlin? Three
groups can be discerned: voters who had already voted for “outsider” parties;
voters from the centre-left-reformist spectrum of SPD-Greens-LINKE,
which altogether form the largest group by far; and a small group of voters
from the liberal-conservative spectrum. Two of 5 votes for the Pirates came
from parties represented in the Berlin chamber of deputies; 3 of 5 came from
persons who had not previously voted for a party represented in the cham-
ber of deputies. Among men under 35 the party achieved 21%, and 12%
among women of the same age. The results were also above average among
people of 35 – 45. The Pirates got above-average results among people with
higher-education diplomas (10%). Likewise above average were the propor-
tions among workers (11%) and union-organised workers (14%), among
employees (10 %), freelancers (14%) and among the unemployed (13%).

The Pirates are not a programmatic party in the classical sense. Their po-
litical dynamic cannot be ascertained via their demands. The Pirates are a
creature of cultural commonalities from the internet, a political attempt to
sensitise, by means of the culture of the digital natives, the political system to
certain areas of conflict, and at the same time to reform the relation of poli-
tics and citizens. As a whole, the Pirates represent cultural figures who have
long been excluded and derided. They bring people from diverse political
camps together. What unites them is the transformation of work and the
everyday use of the internet. An intensive and authentic use of the internet is
connected with organizational principles such as transparency, participation
and equality.

The Piratenpartei has succeeded in winning the votes of citizens on a broad
basis beyond its original cultural milieu, citizens who in no way can be re-
garded as digital natives or “internet-oriented”. The heart of the Pirates’ elec-
toral campaign was the attack on the established way of doing business of the
political system, on the mode of politics. The Piratenpartei made the demo-
cratic mode of behaviour itself into a theme.

“The Pirates speak simply with their electors, just as normal people do in
everyday life. In so doing they contrast themselves to the permanent staging of
politics”.2 Politics is a difficult business, for which reason it must be “mediat-
ed” through agencies and communication professionals to women and men?
“On the contrary …. The success of the Pirates rests less on the internet and
much more on what can be done with the internet: the production of direct con-
nections” (Lobo). The Pirates do not shy away from dilettantism: “’I have no
idea of this, but I’ll incorporate it’. In the language of everyday life, this sentence
is the most honest and most constructive thing that one can say in the situation.
Outside of the Piratenpartei it is not imaginable” (Lobo). Admitted ignorance
has a more simpatico and even in the end more competent effect than un-
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One is on shaky ground if one tries to say something about the success
and further prospects of the Pirate Party in Germany – because in Ger-

many’s party landscape it is a new phenomenon, different from the other
parties and now an occasion for all sorts of political projections. In short,
they are freebooters: hard to grasp, a liquid phenomenon – it is not to be
precluded that they will get into the next Bundestag, but it is to the same ex-
tent not to be precluded that their big electoral success in Berlin will remain
an exceptional occurrence and that they will not enter any subsequent par-
liaments.

The Piratenpartei Deutschland – “Pirates” – was founded on September 10,
2006 in Berlin. Their model was the Piratpartiet founded in Sweden in 2006.
The Pirates see themselves “as a part of an international movement for co-
shaping the transformation to the information society, expressed by them as the
‘digital revolution’”.1 In January 2008 they participated for the first time in a
state parliament election. In the 2009 Bundestag election the Pirates got 2.0%
of eligible votes. Among the 18 – 24-year-olds theire share was 9% (women
5%, men 12%); also among 25 – 34-year-old men they were over the 5% hur-
dle with 6%.

In the 2010/2011 state parliament elections, the Pirates remained under the
5% hurdle and seldom got more than 2%. In Berlin, on the other hand, the
Pirates, almost exactly five years after their founding, got 8.9% and in so do-
ing achieved their first-time presence in a parliament.

Pirates in Berlin – On the Success 
of the Piratenpartei in the Berlin
State Parliament Elections
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continue to be played out, will be more decisive for the further development
of the Piratenpartei than the outcome of this debate.

Open source, open access, free culture, freedom of knowledge – these are
central concepts of a new order in the internet, which have become the hall-
marks of the Pirates. At the centre of this are the conditions of appropriation
alongside of questions of copyright and patent law.

Also here the position of the Pirates is not homogeneous. There are those
who mainly stress “freedom of conditions of production” but stick with the
basic thinking behind copyright and monetary gratification. The other posi-
tion invokes the principle of “free knowledge” as the common heritage of hu-
manity and rejects “intellectual property”, copyright or property-based soft-
ware patents. Products of creative labour are understood as creative com-
mons.

Around this point the perhaps most exciting area of conflict in which the
Pirates operate comes into view: “communism 3.0”. Since the 1980s, with the
appearance of the internet, there has been a struggle over appropriation in
the area of knowledge.

In fact, through the appropriation by big companies like Microsoft, Google
and Apple in the area of knowledge and culture, the central question for the
future development of social relations of communications is “whether in the
arena of knowledge, propertied, commercial valorisation or the idea of a free
communal access to knowledge will establish itself” (Paetau). The Piratenpartei
arose and developed its impact on this central point of conflict with a strong
orientation to ideas of community.

There are two essential underlying principles of the “pirate life” in ideas of
community: the idea of free network formation, free communalisation in
this or the other group and the idea of common goods, those goods that are
common to all or which should be. In arenas such as education and knowl-
edge, genetics and biology (seeds) or public infrastructure (water, energy) the
Pirates have already shown their organic capacity to tie in to political con-
frontations and movements. In the Berlin electoral campaign other “com-
mons” played this role in the cultural bridges to the “hard” issues of other
parties: income, housing and transport. With basic income and ticketless lo-
cal transportation the Pirates have appropriate political demands that re-
quire the social order to provide and protect elementary common goods.
Such commons correspond to the socialisation and the mode of work and
life of a part of those who were born in the 1970s and 1980s of the last cen-
tury: a high degree of flexibility in the matter of work, working time and
dwelling place requires certain basics, a specific provision of basic services.
The demand for such a commons thus arises from the “dialectic of precari-
ety”: Precarious modes of work and life are experienced as the normal case;
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masked ignorance. The “protest” of the Pirates voters was directed “against
the ritualized artificiality of a politics whose communication has been reduced
in the eyes of many citizens to talk shows, short utterances that play well on TV
and news releases which are among the emptiest written things since the discov-
ery of the Voynich manuscript”.3

There are mainly three fields which the Pirates have offensively tilled: the
utopia of a free knowledge order, the virtue of civil rights and democratic
procedures.

For the Pirates, “democratisation of democracy” above all means: It is not
the democratic system that is the problem but the way it is currently consti-
tuted. The Pirates’ essential project is here “the development of new forms of
political participation as an answer to the smouldering crisis of representa-
tive democracy”.4 Alongside demands for more direct democracy and uncon-
ventional forms of participation, the technological support of participatory
processes is at the centre. This involves well-known keywords like open data
and open governance. More important still is their own work on the project
liquid democracy or liquid feedback. This involves experimental participation
software, which wants to open up the establishment of demands and posi-
tions for a broad participatory process that is also extra-parliamentary. The
core thinking here is the implementation of the principle of delegation of the
right to vote and of the “weighted vote”. Everyone should decide him/herself
how much he/she wants to be informed and of his/her participation.

In so doing the Pirates call two principles of the current party system into
question: the model in which parties represent common interests of whole
population strata; and the model of “identitarian organization, which wants
to integrate the variety of political fields of action under a unitary programme
to be as free of contradictions as possible”: “The members of the Piratenpartei
have proven to be convinced that the variety of opinions and network-based mu-
tual studies of other positions is the best means for working out political strate-
gies”.5 Some things in fact speak for the idea that the Pirates have not only at-
tracted dissatisfied voters because they are a new party, but also because they
are another party.

The second central area of the Pirates is the maintenance of informational
integrity and self-determination against state surveillance and repression in
a digitalised societal communication. The point of departure is the Basic
Right to informational self-determination created in the 1980s by the Feder-
al Constitutional Court. This tradition has a new explosiveness due to the
conflicts around internet censorship, the struggle against data retention, elec-
tronic remuneration statements et alia. The concern for the “preservation of
civil rights and freedom” includes differing positions. At present the “post-
privacy” defenders are in the party minority. That and how this conflict will
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filled by the Pirates; it was seen as the legitimate political representation of
this community. They will still be able to fill this gap for a while, since the es-
tablished parties cannot simply make up for their failures through quickly
passed resolutions. n

Notes
1) Oskar Niedermayer, “Erfolgsbedingungen neuer Parteien im Parteiensystem am Beispiel

der Piratenpartei Deutschland”, in: Zeitschrift für Parlamentsfragen, No. 4/2010, p. 842.
2) Sascha Lobo, “Wo der Piratenschatz liegt” – www.spiegel.de/netzwelt/netzpolitik/

0.1518.787354.00.html September 21, 2011, p. 3.
3) Ibid.
4) Felix Stadler, “Demokratie jenseits der Repräsentation“, in: ak – analyse und kritik,

No. 565, October 21, 2011, p. 3.
5) Ibid.
6) Niedermayer, op. cit., p. 851.
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the old social-state world of secured employees’ rights, the acquisition of so-
cial property through labour, has become a foreign, distant and not attain-
able world. In insecurity or flexibility there is a great potential for autonomy
and self-determination, but also a great compulsion to compensate for the
material, social and psychological burdens of overwork, irregular income and
unlimited availability. In order to overcome the ongoing transformation of
the world of work and life without dramatically rising social (social, health)
costs it will be necessary to have recourse to certain common goods. Basic in-
come is better suited to halfway conscious patchwork identities than the
years-long building up of social-state claims on social security. One does not
want more than this commons from the state and from society; one can take
care of the rest better on one’s own. Together with the liberal-libertarian im-
age of individual and society, with the Pirates there is a connecting of liber-
alism and socialism directed toward future digital communication with a
high capacity for connecting to other social areas. Here they work as a social-
liberal force in the positive sense.

The question of the future of the party is too early to ask. The further de-
velopment of the Pirates will be determined by a contradiction: The Pirates
come from the worlds of the internet and have come up against the limits of
the institutional political world. All parties are forced to relate to the Pirates.
Since behind the Pirates lies a cultural community whose borders are hard to
comprehend there will not be able to be a tough exclusion strategy, rather
there must be a positive reaction to the themes of the Pirates: network poli-
tics, participation, digital communication and social state.

How will the Pirates position and assert themselves in struggles over redis-
tribution policy? The answer to this will probably decide the Pirates’ future.
“Share” and “commons” are if anything not the hard political currency which
can alone satisfy voters. Among the Pirates’ weaknesses is that they presume
the existence of common goods and are not (yet) thinking through how they
are to be produced.

At the moment the further development of the Pirates will be decided by
the question of whether and how their fields of conflicts and issues can be as-
serted as independent conflicts. Network politics in the form of civil rights,
also democracy, are social lines of conflict which political science places on
the axis between libertarian and authoritarian value systems. Actually, these
poles are occupied in the German party system. Therefore the Pirates could
only be successful because “the established parties have neglected to take up
in time the digital revolution and its problems”6 or admitted that this grow-
ing cultural world was quite foreign to them. This led to party-political ex-
clusion of all who belong to the “deterritorial community”, for which net-
work policy is a deciding factor in their political preferences. This gap was
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mained, among them Sergey Udalzov, self-authorised coordinator of the
“Levyj Front” (Left Front) movement.

The creativity of the protesters regarding creative solutions, word play and
outfits does not discontinue, but the movement has been pushed from the
centre of interest to the side. Also the hope to uncover manipulations with
the help of volunteer election observers has – at least so far – not been re-
alised. Instances of electoral fraud are small in number and limited locally to
specific areas. The circle of those who want to persist is becoming smaller. No
exponent of the opposition is voicing demands, which would allow discern-
ing a further-reaching political programme. Not even the arrest of partici-
pants in the manifestation on the day after the election seemed to particular-
ly upset anybody. Those arrested were released a few hours later. People are
getting increasingly tired of protesting, the enthusiasm is giving way to a
mood of diffuse impatience. Moscow’s deputy mayor was quoted saying that
he was considering a reform of the text of the law concerning the right of as-
sembly, since the high number of manifestations since the Duma elections
were a huge extra burden on the budget, in particular because of the huge
presence of police and fire-brigades.

Putin’s concession – or at least his staged concession – to enter a dialogue
with the forces of the opposition seems to be taking the wind out of the sails
of the latter. Putin’s interest in election observation – as celebrated in the me-
dia – and announced sanctions for election manipulations adopted the op-
position’s central demand for honest elections in a very skilful way. Even if it
is not a real dialogue which is taking place – there was no real leader, Putin
had complained after the first demonstrations, whom it was possible to meet
and talk to –, the political climate has changed.

Among other ways this was reflected in the media, for hours broadcasting
talk shows dealing with the events between Duma and presidential elections
in which all the presidential candidates (except for the winner Putin) and
some representatives of the opposition were coming and going seemingly
endlessly.

Obviously, the heterogeneous opposition alliance is falling apart. Common
positions of the four blocks of the last big demonstration – civil society
movements, liberals, nationalists and leftists – have so far not been formulat-
ed. Current president Medvedev initiated a reform of the party law which is
to make considerably easier the foundation and registration of parties. This
led to an immediate split in the ranks of the civil movements: into quite an
important part of the activists now sitting in workgroups or preparing a re-
foundation and another part accusing the others of collaboration with the
system, while the protest spirit of intellectuals and television stars displayed
so effectively in the media has faded remarkably.
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C ompared to the good electoral results of the Communists (CPRF) and of
“Just Russia” (Spravedlivaja Rossija), a party somewhere near Social

Democracy, the presidential candidates of these the rates received for the par-
ty lists lagged far behind. There is often a wide gap between votes for the can-
didates and votes for the party. This phenomenon is most obvious with the
“Just Russians” whose top candidate Sergey Mironov managed to secure only
3.8 percent of the votes (while his party gained 13.2 percent and thus achieved
a much better result). The votes of protest voters went to both Gennady
Zyuganov (CPRF) and to billionaire Mikhail Prochorov who announced that
he would now really start building a political party “for active and thinking
people”.

Due to Prochorov’s strong presence in the media and against the back-
ground of the old and well-known top personnel of the parliament parties, a
majority of the urban middle classes and of young and first time voters gave
their vote to the only political newcomer in the March elections. It seems that
Zyuganov’s time is over – an impression which is true also for all the other
candidates except Prochorov.

“Just Russia” is crumbling and is considering renaming itself. The CP is
locked in its conviction that Putin’s election victory is illegitimate and unfair.
Meanwhile, the mass protests are losing ever more impact. If on February 4
the official number of protesters was 100,000, only 20,000 have remained
since the elections. Of the figureheads of the protests only a handful has re-

Colourful, But No Revolution
The Russian Opposition Movement is Gradually Abating 
after Putin’s Victory
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prospects in Russia (Prochorov’s 8 percent would represent the upper limit).
Surprisingly, social democratic vocabulary is booming again. Meanwhile,

former president Mikhail Gorbachev is sensing the opportunity to breathe
new life into his ailing Social Democratic Party with the assistance of big
banker Alexander Lebedev and the harsh criticism of Putin. The reactions of
political analysts are not overly enthusiastic: Gorbachev would only play a
role as patriarch and moderator in the event of a serious loss of power of the
Kremlin, since the West listens to him, judges Evgeny Minchenko, head of the
International Institute for Political Expertise. A voice from the government
party of United Russia: Mikhail Gorbachev who had once sent the Soviet
Union on its fatal nose dive and had in the name of a political rebirth creat-
ed confusion and chaos in Russia was now playing into the hands of the
“Weisband Sect”. No comment …  n
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For the left movements the protests have led to an important event: Prior
to the mentioned demonstrations about 400 representatives of the otherwise
usually divided “Left Forum” – the communists of the capital who had split
from the CPRF, Trotskyites, anarchists, antifascists, but also leftist intellectu-
als – agreed upon a joint course of action. Since then, Sergey Udalzov has de-
veloped into the figurehead of the left, extra-parliamentary opposition. Udal-
zov, who had in 2005 been a candidate on the list of the Communists for
Moscow’s City Duma, had drawn attention prior to the opposition’s manifes-
tations by unexpectedly calling for supporting Zyuganov in the elections.

He refuted claims of preparing to be Zyuganov’s successor in the CPRF. Ac-
cording to other rumours he is said to be planning the foundation of his own
left party. Anyway, the great-grandson of a famous Bolshevik, Udalzov brings
with him experience in individual oppositional behaviour – according to leg-
end he has been arrested about 100 times. If under these preconditions, Udal-
zov can succeed not only in unifying the splintered leftist movements but
also in leading them into the sphere of party politics, remains to be seen.

In mid-March notable left representatives and activists of the street
protests “For Fair Elections” presented a cross-party alliance, the so-called
Social Democratic Union, the aim of which is to integrate all left-wing forces
as well as the independent trade unions. Russia was facing a foreseeable
boom of political parties which would pose a particular threat to the left due
to the expected foundation of minute parties, said representative of the
Duma and “Just Russian”, Gennady Gudkov. All relevant forces from the
Communists to the right-wing Social Democrats are invited to join the al-
liance. Gudkov’s party colleague, Ilya Ponomarev, puts the focus on projects
able to take up the citizens’ winter protest in numerous voluntary initiatives.
“These people and the emerging civil society are our basis”, Ponomarev said.
The new “Social Democrats” are oriented towards a movement beyond the
traditional “leadership type”. The time had come for more flexible structures
based on soft principles of co-existence, said lawyer and former representa-
tive of the CP, Elena Lukjanova.

From Darya Mitina, blogger and activist of the Left Front, rather sceptical
words can be heard on this issue: although all possibilities at networking were
good and important, election blocks were still forbidden, which made small
parties incapable of policy-making, while at the same time the consent of
voters to social democratic party formations had remained very low. Rather,
the Russian left was inclined to Communist ideology, while the socialist top-
ic had so far been the playground of those in power (two-party system) or
rallying issue for those politicians of the left who were afraid of radical slo-
gans, Mitina said. To them it would be risky to form an alliance with the C-
parties, while on the other hand they would see that liberalism did not have
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Recently Hungary appears much more often in the western media than
ever before, usually, in critical articles that mention the Prime Minister

Viktor Orbán and refer to the activity of the government and laws adopted
by the parliament. The reason for this is the drastic change in Hungary’s pol-
icy and the tragic state of its economy.

In April 2010 Orbán’s party (“Young Democrats”, FIDESZ) won the parlia-
mentary election by 53% of eligible voters due to a high rate of abstention
and a drastic change in the mood of voters who turned against the socialist-
liberals who governed the country. With this number of votes FIDESZ re-
ceived more than two-third of the seats in parliament, while liberals were
voted out, the Socialist Party got only 17% and the extreme right (“Jobbik”)
entered parliament by nearly the same percentage as the socialists. The par-
liament and the government rebuilt the political institutions and rules in an
anti-democratic spirit greatly increasing the government’s direct control over
the whole life of the country. Some of the most important elements of the in-
troduced changes are: an authority controlling the media has been estab-
lished; a new constitution inspired by old nationalist and religious (Catholic)
ideas came into force on January 1, 2012; a flat personal income tax was in-
troduced decreasing the duties of high-income strata; the system of tripartite
decision-making on labour rules ceased, industry-sector chambers run by
the rich owners and negotiations behind closed doors increasingly substitute
the role of trade-unions; the educational and health systems are being reor-

Austerity Policy in Hungary
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In the period of 1982-1990, to promote the struggle for a system change,
the IMF opened four stand-by arrangements with a total value of 1,324 mil-
lion SDR. After the parliamentary (5-party) election in 1990, the newly
formed conservative government received an extended arrangement of 1,114
million SDR in 1991, followed by an arrangement for 340 million SDR in
1993. In the elections of 1994, the socialist government won 72% of parlia-
mentary seats, but formed the government together with the Free Democ-
rats, a liberal party.

Under IMF pressure, the government introduced a stabilisation package in
1995 and following its predecessor’s policy of privatisation and sold the Hun-
garian trade and credit banking system to big foreign banks. With these ac-
tions the system was concluded, and there was no more need for IMF assis-
tance for about a decade.

Hungary also had close contacts with the World Bank in the period of
1982-1998, while the country received 40 loans in a total value of 3.4 billion
USD, about half of which were the structural adjustment and reform pro-
gramme loans. The total 2.8 billion SDR from the IMF and 3.4 billion USD
from the WB aimed at direct and indirect support of the system change. The
country, further, was not entitled to WB loans and there was a general belief
in and outside the country that Hungary would not need IMF contributions
in the future due to accelerated preparations for its entrance into the Euro-
pean Union.

The financial assistance of the IMF and WB was far from enough to coun-
terbalance the devastating economic effect of liberalisation and privatisation
that set off a deep economic regression later called a “transitional crisis”. The
consequences of the system change were the total opening of the internal
market to western goods and capital, a destroyed industrial and agricultural
structure, a loss of national wealth estimated to be higher than that in the
Second World War, and a strong dependence on foreign capital.

Impact on economic growth

In the system change the key factor was the rapid privatisation of state-
owned enterprises and the cooperatives. The natural consequence was tur-
moil in the production sphere, a deep fall of industrial and agricultural out-
put and GDP. At its nadir, in 1993, the industrial output was only 82% of its
1989 level and the output of agriculture 65%. The level of total GDP declined
to 82%, the same level as industry, which was explained by a somewhat bet-
ter than average performance of commerce, the financial sector and other
services. Due to the more equalised income level during the years of social-
ism, few people domestically could participate in the privatisation; the win-
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ganised and are receiving less and less state support and increasing the role
of the private sector and churches.

The Orbán government and parliamentary fraction have a double face. On
the one hand, they rely on a number of big capital owners who emerged dur-
ing and after the system change and want to get the support of the higher
echelons of the middle class; on the other, they use nationalist demagoguery,
anti-communist slogans, pretend to fight corruption but are initiating legal
actions with or without any grounds against socialists or simply those who
are near to them. In the west most people and even many politicians do not
understand the reasons behind such an unfavourable turn and the growing
hostility to the EU in Hungary. The case of Hungary is only one example of
countries of Eastern Europe that have several different features but are final-
ly facing similar difficulties.

The system change

There is a close connection between the IMF, the World Bank and Hun-
gary’s EU membership, on the one hand, and the transition from a socialist
to a capitalist country and the history of indebtedness, on the other. Connec-
tions with the IMF and WB began following the second oil price shock that
doubled oil prices in 1979-1980. Due to its large energy dependence and pre-
vious indebtedness, the Hungarian economy was at the edge of the abyss in
1981. To avoid bankruptcy the idea of entering the World Bank and IMF was
raised at the highest decision-making level and, finally, received the support
of the leadership of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party.

The official entrance into the IMF and WB occurred in May 1982. Hungary
received a warm verbal welcome, being the first Eastern European country
entering the two institutions. The country received IMF stand-by arrange-
ments and a number of WB loans that kept the country afloat. Contacts with
experts of the WB and IMF became intensive and their influence increased
among economists and politicians. In 1987 the IMF imposed severe condi-
tions on the signing of a new arrangement and the government submitted to
them. At this moment in Hungary the system change was de facto initiated,
though the final political act followed only in 1990.

The IMF and World Bank’s suggestions were an adoption of neoliberal the-
ory, which says in substance: governments should cease direct state econom-
ic intervention and open the way for private markets to distribute economic
resources efficiently; this way dynamic economic growth will start, from
which each member of society will gain. In the spirit of the “Washington
Consensus” the IMF and World Bank recommended measures of decentrali-
sation, deregulation, liberalisation and privatisation.
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Unemployment, consumer inflation, wages and pensions

A consequence of the production decline was a steep fall of activity rates
and increasing unemployment. In the period of 1989 to 1994 the number of
employed declined by nearly 30%, from 5.3 to 3.8 million and did not in-
crease even in the period of recovery. Employment topped in 2006 at 3.93
million; the crisis then caused another decline that pushed figures below 3.8
million. While the EU-27 average rate of employed in the 15-64 age group
moved from 60.7% (1997) to 64.2% (2010), the analogous figures in Hun-
gary were 52.4% (1997) and 55.4% (2010).

In the first years after the system change a correct system of handling un-
employment was introduced with the assistance of the WB and experienced
international organisations. However, as longer-term unemployment in-
creased and increasingly affected the younger generations, the level of servic-
es has been diminished several times until it reached an inhuman level in or-
der to decrease budget deficits. In recent years, mass poverty is not only pres-
ent in regions and villages, where 70% of the working-age population has no
work, but also in large towns and the capital.

Inflation played an important role in the increase of poverty too. The so-
cialist consumption price policy kept prices of subsistence goods and servic-
es at a low level through less taxation and via subsidies; the reform policy of
the 1980s brought price proportions nearer to western standards by inflation.
At the beginning of the 1990s inflation plummeted and decreased slowly (see
Chart 1).

Not only did the average rate of consumption prices increase and the cur-
rency lost a lot of its purchasing power, but also price proportions turned in
a direction that makes simple subsistence much more difficult. The 13-times-
higher average consumption price level includes a modest growth of durables
and clothing prices, a near average increase of food, alcoholics and tobacco
prices, and an extreme take-off in household energy prices that are 42 times
higher than in 1989.

In the first period, the change in real wages and in the real value of pensions
remained somewhat better than GDP. Managing the system change was not
easy politically, because a smooth transition was possible only when people
expected rising living standards approaching western levels. Later, in certain
years, the national elections influenced the rate of change of wages and pen-
sions, as the vote of pensioners was a determining factor in election results.

The absolute and relative situation of active workers worsened abruptly af-
ter 1994; the value of wages in 1996 fell to 26% less than in 1989. In 2010,
while GDP compared to 1989 stood at 128, the similar figure for pensions
was 119 and for wages 115. Therefore, high wages and pensions cannot be

A
u

sterity P
o

licy in
 H

u
n

g
a

ry
227

ners were either previously leading professional people or foreign capitalists.
Many small shops were established just after the change.

Real growth in industry improved and achieved its previous level in 1996-
1997, and industry gradually became the engine of growth again. Transfor-
mation opened the way for a dynamic growth of foreign direct investments.
The domestic private sector awakened too, though with a time lag and to a
lesser extent. Within industry the leading sector came to be the foreign-
owned car industry (Audi, General Motors, Suzuki, Hankook Tire, recently
Mercedes), surrounded by a number of outsourced workers and ventures.
However, the domestic interrelationships of enterprises and sectors were bro-
ken and each sector depends on foreign investments, orders and deliveries –
and state support to a large extent.

Agriculture was harder and more lastingly hit by the system change than in-
dustry; its output varied between its deepest point (see above) and 90%. The
food industry was a target branch of foreign owners; many of them purchased
enterprises for a small period at a low price either to get rid of them as rivals
or to sell off their machinery, sacking the personnel without warning. The
general decline of the food industry and the disappearance of some food-in-
dustry branches reduced the market for several agricultural products, de-
prived the national economy of important export goods and necessitated sur-
plus imports for domestic consumption. The high-level state farms that sup-
plied cooperatives and farmers with seed grain and breeding animals closed,
and nearly all production cooperatives ceased to exist. A large part of their
wealth, cattle and machinery was carried away, with buildings ruined. The
technological need for balance between land cultivation and animal breeding
changed at an unequal rate; the gap increased to the detriment of animal hus-
bandry mainly as a consequence of the effect of rules and subventions of the
EU. Presently, cattle stock is only one third of its past level, causing overpro-
duction of corn with increased state subsidies in good agricultural years.

In the past, members of cooperatives and often also state-farm or industri-
al workers had a garden around their houses or near to the villages. Howev-
er, nowadays, possibilities of household gardening or breeding a few animals
are limited due to increased input prices, difficulties in getting onto the mar-
ket with surplus products and lack of incentives and knowledge among
young people.

GDP real growth went beyond the 1989 level in 2000 and due to rapid
growth of industry and finances achieved a peak in 2008 at 35% higher than
the 1989 level, but it fell down because of the strong blow from the world cri-
sis and slow recovery to 30% in 2011. If we take the average annual growth
rate of the twenty-two years, it is only 1.2% against the 5.2% in the 1960s and
5.1% in the 1970s.
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The graph shows the high rate of imports and exports compared to GDP
growth. If we take the 21 years together, then 1% GDP growth combined
with 6.5% more import produced (mainly due to the last years) a 7% in-
crease in exports. The country became dramatically more open, but this does
not prove the neoliberal doctrine that opening the market is efficient.

The structural changes that occurred increased the import propensity of
production and consumption often not due to the efford to achieve higher
efficiency but due to lack of domestic supply. But this factor does not explain
the dynamics of foreign trade alone. The extremely rapid growth of imports
and exports between 1996 and 2006 is mainly due to foreign direct invest-
ments that are in very loose linkage with the development of the domestic
economy. Foreign direct investments and functioning capital grew dynami-
cally and established a number of large plants in the country that import ma-
terials and semi-finished products and export manufactured goods. This is
an internal turnover between plants of identical owners. Around 70% of the
industrial export is produced by foreign-owned companies that contribute to
GDP by about half of the added value of industry and employ only one third
of industrial workers.

After the decline of home industry and agriculture a large need for foreign
investments developed and as, at the same time, similar problems existed in
the other Eastern European countries, a restrained competition evolved
among them. Governments tried to attract companies by contributions and
making additional investments, giving tax and other exemptions. With 3 to 4
times lower-wage workers, filial companies can send home a much higher
profit to their mother country; they have advantages also in forming internal
prices and in exploiting exchange-rate differences. When planning new in-
vestments they can renew negotiations with the government and, usually,
they receive new concessions.

Indebtedness

In the introduction we referred to the very important economic and polit-
ical role of indebtedness in bringing the IMF and WB into the scene and lat-
er on its role in system change. The question of whether the transformation
brought the expected solution of the debt problem is an important one.

The data give a negative response to the question. Gross debt was 21.3 thou-
sand million USD on January 1, 1990 and 110.9 thousand million Euros on
July 1, 2011. The relevant net debt data are: 11.9 thousand million USD (Jan-
uary 1990) and 53.0 thousand million Euros (July 2011). Several changes
took place in the method of accounting and publishing debt data; exchange
and inflation rate differences have an influence on the data of gross and net
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seen as responsible for the economic difficulties, particularly for the in-
creased indebtedness.

Another important factor was a radical change in income distribution. In
a short time a stratum of rich people emerged, and the country acquired its
own billionaires. Generally, upper middle-class people are also among the
winners, but the number of winners cannot be estimated as comprising more
than a third of the population and as time goes forward some of them are
losing their advantages. At the other end, the number of the system’s losers is
estimated at more than one third of the population, among them more than
one million suffer from hunger, including about 250-300 thousand children,
who can eat only at school mensas. Recently, the number of homeless in-
creased dramatically.

Foreign trade

Hungary has an open economy, which is why the balance of foreign trade
was a sensitive factor of economic development and economic policy before
the Second World War, just as after it. Sales of accumulated stocks of goods
and means produced an active foreign trade balance in 1990, with a small
sum in 1992 followed by – sometimes huge – deficit years until 2005. A
change in this negative trend started in 2006, and since this time each year’s
economic activity has resulted in a larger surplus of exports over imports (see
Chart). In 2010 the surplus reached 5.5 thousand million Euros, a significant
sum for the country considering the difficulties caused by the crisis.
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countries than with the developed western and northern countries. The
southern countries and Ireland had a period of catching up between 1994
and 2008. That evolution broke down as a consequence of the world crisis
and due to their high indebtedness. It is a question whether they can keep
some part of their relative development gain or will fall back in the near fu-
ture. Italy’s growth was slower than both the western and northern group and
that of the other southern countries too; and its weight in the southern group
is so large that its slower growth rate would distort the southern average.

During the system change the eastern countries had a deep economic cri-
sis of which 1994 was the worst year in most countries. This period of tran-
sitory crisis is often forgotten and mentioned only as a return to parliamen-
tary democracy and freedom. The following years of recovery and develop-
ment show a rapid upswing. However, if we look at the total of 20 years their
growth was somewhat below the western and northern average, and many
countries in this group could not counterbalance the initial deep shock and
economic fall and the strong effect of the world crisis. Poland is a clear excep-
tion; it is the largest country in this group, and therefore it had to be shown
separately in order not to distort the average data. Only of Poland can we say
that the system change was advantageous from a narrow economic point of
view as represented by GDP growth. Among the many reasons for its success
we can mention its geopolitical importance in the relations between the west-
ern part of Europe and Russia; the remittal of a large part of its debt at the
beginning of the change; and also that family farming survived the years of
socialist development.

Hungary had a less successful performance among the Eastern economies.
An important reason for the poor performance was the high initial indebt-
edness, while several Eastern European countries (Czechoslovakia, Rumania,
Slovenia, the Baltic countries) had no or a very low debt position in 1990.
The majority of the Hungarian population expected an improvement over
the failures and rigidities of the socialist system and were pleased at the open-
ing of relationships with the western countries, but did not foresee the con-
sequences of the change to a market economy. Only a smaller stratum of the
population tried to initiate private enterprise and only a minority was pre-
pared to withstand the strong competition of foreign capital.

Conclusions

The background of the political situation in Hungary has to be sought in
its economic development. In the economy the government has to face a
huge indebtedness, dependence on foreign financing, and the opposing in-
terests, on the one side, of foreign-owned banks and subsidiaries of multina-
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debt, but the difference is so extreme that there is no doubt as to the answer.
In 2010 gross debt reached 108.7% of GDP and debt services including in-
stalments took away 19.% of GDP.

We can conclude that the opening of the market, diminishing growth rate
and living standard, worsening social situation, increasing poverty, did not
improve the country’s debt position. On the contrary, indebtedness is even a
larger burden on the economy and finally on the people than it was before.
The prospect of a better life for the majority of the population has moved far
away from any immediate future.

The case of Hungary in a European context

The Hungarian development is more or less typical of all Eastern European
countries. At the beginning of the 1990s they went through a longer or short-
er transition crisis, had a better or worse developing period and were hit by
the world crisis more or less hard. The table below gives an overview of the
development of the three main groups of EU member countries.

Country groups have been selected on a geographical basis also taking into
account similarities in the path of development. Ireland’s growth, as a coun-
try of the western periphery, shows more similarities with the Mediterranean
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Source: UN Statistics Department National Account Database (GDP constant USD 2005)
and own calculations of weighted averages by population data of countries on the January 1, 
2010.
West + North: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Luxemburg, Nether-
land, Sweden, UK
South  5 + 1: Cyprus, Greece, Malta, Portugal, Spain plus Ireland; and the 6th of the South, 
Italy
East 9: (previous socialist countries): Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia; and 10th Poland
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tional companies as the most rich and influential actors of the economy, and,
on the other, of larger or smaller domestic entrepreneurs who try to survive
in the crisis and enlarge their place within it. The increasing burden of the
economic crisis and mismanagement pushes the great majority of the popu-
lation deeper and deeper into impoverishment. Their problem is that they
have no real trade-union support or political representation. Spontaneous
protest movements arise in which different strata of the population demand
the resignation of the government, an end to austerity policies and real dem-
ocratic policy changes.

The economic crisis revealed a number of hidden contradictions in the
economic policy of the EU, the roots of which go back to Maastricht. Know-
ing the large differences in the development level of member-states and the
force of national traditions, the aim of introducing a common currency was
premature. The creation of the cohesion fund could have diminished the
problem; however, a real policy of economic integration of the less devel-
oped countries was not developed, and the role of the fund remained mar-
ginal. The situation further worsened in consequence of the simultaneous
decision to start negotiations with countries of Eastern Europe. Enlarge-
ments increased the number of countries and population living well below
EU average.

The actual intensive work on the European Stabilisation Mechanism and a
pact on fiscal discipline aiming at improvement of finances and saving the
banking sector by continuing austerity policies will only deepen the econom-
ic and financial crisis and the split among different groups of member states.
The policy to solve actual problems by jumping ahead, which helped to over-
come difficulties in certain cases in the previous decades of the EEC and the
EC, will not work under the present situation, which is characterised by pre-
cisely overestimated freedom of action and premature decisions. To follow
the same policy that caused the problems endangers the very existence of the
euro area and the EU itself. n
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Immediately after the revolution, Egyptians were full of hope. From now
on, democracy was sure to reign in this country oppressed by sixty years of

military rule. The people had managed to topple the regime – at least they
thought they had.

After all, Mubarak had stepped down and the SCAF (Supreme Council of
Armed Forces) that had taken over had promised to hand over power to a
civilian government within six months.

With their new found enthusiasm, the Egyptians started to found new par-
ties. They had to wait for the new party law to be issued by the SCAF for a
long time though. When it was finally published, it presented a lot of hurdles
that made establishing a party without large financial backing a very difficult
feat. After their successful revolutionary experience, the people also felt em-
powered to make demands and exercised their right to demonstrate. They
took to the streets for different causes – better work conditions, better
salaries, political change – whatever needed to be addressed.

Nevertheless, these activities were not welcomed by the “interim” govern-
ment. It didn’t take long and demonstrations, strikes and protests were for-
bidden by a new law, issued by the SCAF.

People continued to demonstrate. They asked for the prosecution of repre-
sentatives of the old regime. They demanded a new constitution. They ex-
pected an immediate change in government and demanded that corrupt
ministers leave their place and the prime minister be changed.

What Democracy?
The New Egypt Gets Back Into the Rut

Gabriele Habashi
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from the plummeting economy. People who had to worry about bread on the
table didn’t care about political reform anymore.

And some had been happy under the old regime and wanted their rights
reinstated.

The regime had not just been Mubarak and his clan. The regime had con-
sisted of a whole network of power positions. And these still made up the fab-
ric of politics in this country, even if some elements had been removed from
their functions or some of them just had to lay low for a while. Over all, the
structures and functions were still active.

The SCAF, for instance, is made up of a circle of Mubarak’s cronies; they all
had served dutifully in the army leadership under the old president.

The political decision-makers in the ministries are still in power, the gaps
left by those who had to leave quickly filled by other veterans.

The Prime Minister El Ghanzouri, chosen by the SCAF, had served as Min-
ister of Planning and as Prime Minister before, under Mubarak’s rule.

The Minister for International Cooperation, Fayza Abo Naga, has remained
in the cabinet from Mubarak’s time.

Naturally, some positions have been filled by newcomers with a real inter-
est in democracy and in fair governance. Nevertheless, some of them have al-
ready given up, such as the new Minister for Culture, who resigned from his
post during the bloody clashes between demonstrators and SCAF in October,
not wanting to serve under an unfair regime.

The presidential candidate El Baradei had given a similar reason for his res-
ignation, not seeing any chance for real democratic structures in the future,
as long as the future role of the SCAF was not defined clearly.

The SCAF tried to show its intention to guide Egypt towards democracy by
holding parliamentary elections at the end of 2011.

Naturally, the party law and the reorganisation of the constituencies as well
as the short preparation time excluded a lot of new parties from the election
process, notably those representing the interest of the poor.

Lots of political groups had existed underground and this had led to a
strong differentiation of the various political viewpoints after the revolution
and, therefore, to a puzzling fragmentation in the political scene. Parties had
popped up from the ultra-left to the ultra-right, but only the already estab-
lished and rich managed to legalise their organisations in time for the elec-
tions.

The Islamists – the Muslim Brothers and Salafists – had managed to get
constituted in time and to initiate their election campaign with candidates in
most constituencies. Only two left parties managed to be constituted, (one a
newly founded party, one an old established party more liberal than left,) but
the left was not able to present many candidates for the elections.1
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Much of this had been promised by the SCAF upon taking power. Never-
theless, the SCAF seemed to implement promised political reforms only with
public pressure.

Meanwhile, demonstrators were slandered in the state media in a way that
turned public opinion against them. After the traumatic weeks of the revolu-
tion and the ensuing stall in the economy, people yearned to return to “nor-
mal life”, and they easily bought into the SCAF’s argument that the demon-
strators were the root cause of any delay in development. A split occurred in
society which had been formerly united by the revolution.

A few months after the revolution, some demonstrations turned into clash-
es with the police. With public opinion turned against the demonstrators, the
SCAF seemed to feel safe enough to show a hard hand to those who dared to
resist. Some examples:
l A demonstration by the families of martyrs of the revolution asking for the

promised compensation turned into a bloody fight, finally resulting in a
sit-in in Tahrir Square.

l After several violent attacks on Christians by fanatic Muslims, a demon-
stration of mainly Christian participants was broken up by brutal force and
many people were killed.

l Following a demonstration of thousands on Tahrir, demanding the step-
ping down of the SCAF and the replacement of the prime minister, a small
group of people remained for a quiet sit-in. These were the families of
those killed in the previous clashes, who were supported by some young
people from the other sit-in in Tahrir. Next morning they were met with
brutal force, beaten, and chased away. Immediately, resistance formed and
lots of people streamed into Tahrir to protest in front of the Ministry of the
Interior. They were beaten, randomly shot and gassed with tear and nerve
gas. By November, the clashes had turned into the “Second Revolution”
with a raging war between demonstrators and Armed Forces.
Riot police and civilian thugs employed by the Ministry of the Interior as

well as military police took part in these clashes. The initial shock of the army
participating in strikes against the population wore off quickly. After all, the
people were used to state brutality from former times. Somehow, things had
returned to “normal”.

Normal, in Mubarak’s time, was the state versus the people. Now it was the
state versus the demonstrators.

Although the SCAF’s brutal force shocked quite a lot of people (who again
went to Tahrir to show solidarity), not all the people were on the side of the
demonstrators. Some had been turned against them by the state media’s
propaganda. Some were just not interested in more “revolution”; they pre-
ferred peace and quiet at the cost of political repression. Some were suffering
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It was clear that the SCAF was ready to use legal and illegal means to re-
main in power, using either democratic means or sheer oppression to reach
its goal. In one way or the other everything is as it was before the revolution.
The people are being ruled by a strong force and overruled by absolute pow-
er. The SCAF has not yet made its future role clear, once a president is elect-
ed (which might happen in May). Neither has the question of the new con-
stitution been resolved yet.

There is much public debate about these issues, but in the end it will be
SCAF that decides. The Muslim Brothers in parliament show a clear tenden-
cy to cooperate with SCAF on all major issues, as both sides profit from this
cooperation.The reality of daily life has not changed much in Egypt. The
poor continue to be poor and become poorer day by day, the rich continue
to be rich, keeping their power and their wealth. The networks that guaran-
tee this status quo are intact, and lots of old faces are being seen again in pol-
itics.

The first experiences of democracy, free elections, have not changed much
for the people. The only thing that has changed fundamentally is that the
people now believe they have a right to their say. They have a political con-
science. And they will not allow complete repression. They might succumb to
pressure, but in the end they will demand freedom and their democratic
rights.

Another thing that has changed is the people’s belief in their united
strength. This is seen in the attempts at implementing democracy on all lev-
els of society.

There are examples of initiatives to reorganise companies or institutions
with worker’s or employee’s representatives, there are dozens of newly found-
ed unions now competing with the established ones, and there are grassroots
movements, where mainly young idealistic people are trying to reform their
society by establishing fair distribution procedures for bread or gas or by
monitoring the processes in communal politics.

In this lies the opportunity and the task for the new left parties who are
preparing for the next legislation period. Hopefully by then they should have
united and established the left as a serious alternative in the political field.

For this legislative period, the people have chosen the Islamists. If the lat-
ter do not manage to integrate the disparate layers of society and to provide
social justice, the left might provide the people with a clearer vision and of-
fer them alternative socio-economic and political solutions.

The “revolution” happened because Egyptians had enough of repression,
corruption and hopelessness. Nevertheless, the social positions of the people
have not been revolutionised, and their political reality is nearly the same as
before, under the guise of democracy.
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One third of the seats in parliament went to direct candidates, the other
two-thirds to candidates from lists. The Muslim brothers, trying to get most
of the votes, offered deals to all other parties to make joint lists, in order to
get more votes. Only the old established left party agreed to the deal, thus los-
ing credibility among the new left parties.

All other left parties decided to form an alliance for the elections, in order
to place some candidates on the lists and get some seats in parliament.

The parliamentary elections brought many Egyptians to the polls. Not all
of them came, because they were convinced of their democratic rights. The
SCAF had issued a public statement, that non-participation would be heavi-
ly fined, and many came only because they were afraid of having to pay the
fine. General interest in the democratic voting process had already dwindled.
The election system in Egypt is very complicated. Although the different me-
dia had done their best to try and explain it in detail beforehand, most vot-
ers nevertheless did not really understand it.This was a good opportunity for
the ever present Muslim brothers, who helped the voters find “their” candi-
dates. The free elections were not that free after all. And not completely free
of fraud either.

Nevertheless, after the elections, the new parliament launched its debates,
and the people were hopeful that it might work in their interest. The parlia-
mentary debates were broadcast live on television and were met with broad
interest. People had developed a political conscience.Some tried to get the
parliament’s attention by regularly organising marches from all over Cairo
towards the parliament, promoting special causes, but they were not wel-
comed at all. Clashes here and there erupted between armed forces (some-
times supported by Muslim Brothers) and demonstrators.

In some incidents, the demonstrations and protests were shockingly vio-
lent, as the Armed Forces turned their weapons on the unarmed civilians.
The picture of the woman in the blue bra beaten and kicked by soldiers went
around the world.People had enough of the SCAF. On January 25, the first
anniversary of the revolution, millions took to the streets again, marching to-
wards Tahrir, and chanting “Down with SCAF”.

Three days later, the country was rocked by the football massacre in Port
Said, where allegedly football ultras had attacked one another leading to over
a hundred deaths. Shortly after, it was revealed that the riot had been foment-
ed by the Ministry of the Interior, which had armed thugs infiltrate the
crowd. The final straw had broken. The SCAF had forfeited its right to rule.
Public outrage demanded that the SCAF leave.For some time, after every
bloody event, the SCAF had been denying its involvement, always claiming
that an unknown “third party” was responsible. However, no one could be-
lieve that the supreme power was that blind and powerless in all these cases.
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“Bread, Freedom and Social Justice”, a slogan of the revolution, remains a
still unfulfilled promise. n

Note
1) The left parties have become aware that they need to join forces. Currently (March

2012), two left parties are attempting to unite. Negotiations have started, but have not
yet been concluded.
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China, which has become a major actor in liberal globalisation, is at a real
turning point in its development. The restructuring of its economy has

profoundly transformed the nature of labour relations of the Maoist period.
Since the 1980s and 1990s social conflicts have been growing. The 2010
strikes, notably at Honda and Foxconn, are part of a new context with a
stronger working class mobilisation, both more conscious and more collec-
tive. Is this the sign of a new era in the Chinese labour movement? This was
one of the major themes of a conference – “Workers’ struggle in the East and
the West: New points of view on the labour conflicts in globalised China” –
held in Vienna (September 22, 23 and 24) initiated by Transform! 

Participants in the conference from very different horizons – Chinese re-
search workers form the Universities of Peking and Hong Kong and Chinese
Research Centres, European China experts, American and Australian trade
unionists and NGO activists – exchanged their experiences. This gave rise to
rich discussions, including often very different approaches. However, there
was one unanimous observation – the conflicts have highlighted the inabili-
ty of the official trade unions (ACFTU) to play their role in defending the in-
terests of the world of labour.

Other forms of organisation are appearing. The lines have shifted. Since the
law on employment contracts came into force in January 2008, although they
are so far only partially enforced, the awareness of collective demands has in-
creased, noted Wang Kan (from the Chinese Institute of Industrial Relations)

China: New Perspectives 
After the Great Strikes of 2010

Dominique Bari
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cessitates a more flexible and open redefinition so as to reflect the realities of
contemporary China, where a large part of the industrial manpower consists
of “peasant-workers”, the mingongs. It is hard to say that China is not win-
ning in the present world capitalist system. However, the model being fol-
lowed is reaching exhaustion because the social and human cost is too high:
the disparity in incomes is shocking, society is fragmented and throughout
the country there are latent explosions. It is time, he stressed, to imagine an-
other future.

According to Tim Pringle (Warwick University) many commentators have
adopted the habit of describing the Chinese working class as victims of the
reform rather than as agents for change. The situation is not static – he re-
calls that the establishment of the law on employment contracts in January
2008 had given rise to a vast public consultation during the preparation of
the document, which had enabled employers and workers, foreign Chambers
of Commerce, as well as tens of thousands of NGO activists and ordinary cit-
izens, to express their views on the subject.

This consultation has enabled the Chinese workers – especially the most
skilled and experienced in the private sector – to acquire a critical mass of
knowledge about the world industrial system and their legal rights. Never-
theless, there remain important constraints on the development of a labour
movement in China – particularly the legal banning of freedom of associa-
tion.

Carlos Polenus (CSI, Brussels) called for a widening of the field of cooper-
ation in the context of globalisation and of the capitalist crisis while working
class awareness is intensifying, which requires a response from the Chinese
trade unions. To the question of whether Solidarnosc could serve as a model
for China, the answer is negative considering the present day working condi-
tions in China and Poland.

Wolfgang Greif, International Secretary of GPA-DPA, Austria, (union of
private sector clerical workers, graphic workers and journalists) urged China
to ratify all the fundamental standards of the International Labour Organi-
sation (ILO), particularly the conventions on freedom of association and the
right to collective bargaining. Nevertheless, the request for international co-
operation by the Chinese unions is important.

“The objective of the conference is also to provide elements of understanding
and to set up a Sino-European network on labour issues”, recalled Josef Baum,
of Transform Austria, questioning the forms of cooperation to be envisaged
between the working class movements. This gave rise to several contributions
from trade unionists and NGO activists on the perspectives of international
exchange at the level of both trade unions and NGOs.
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and Mary Callangher (Michigan University). Two kinds of movements are
appearing together: those backed by the institutional trade unions and those
born of spontaneous actions. “Workers’ demands have raised the crucial issue
of transforming the ACFTU”, stressed Chang Kai, of Peking People’s Universi-
ty, a specialist in labour law and advisor of the strikers at Honda. Pointing out
the emergence of a new class-consciousness, he insisted: “The trade unions
must change in character and develop a real ability to represent the wage
earners. This is a crucial point on which will depend the future of the social
movement in China”, he continued, stressing the necessity for a new model
of distribution benefitting workers.

The situation varies according to province and firm, as was shown by a
number of enquiries carried out by research workers following the wave of
social conflicts lasting several weeks, which took place in the province of
Guangsong in Japanese company factories. They effectively paralysed Hon-
da’s production on all its assembly lines in China. A paper by Cao Xuching
(Keele University) and Roger Seifert (Wolverhampton University) on the
Honda strikes (between May and July 2010) brought out the workers’ mo-
bilisation and the resolution of the struggles by collective bargaining –
events still rare in contemporary China. Pun Ngai (Peking University and
Hong Kong Polytechnic) who runs the Research Centre of Social Work,
stressed the importance of the cooperation of students from technical and
occupational high schools with the strikers. She reported several examples
of success, like the SACOM (students and academics against the Misbehav-
IOR Company).

Lu Hulin (Beijing University) drew a very dark picture of the reality of
working relations in the building sector that represents 10% of the GDP and
is a source of substantial accumulation of wealth. In 2009, in a list of 12 Chi-
nese billionaires, eight owed their fortunes to building due to a particularly
appalling exploitation of migrant labour. About 95 million people, the im-
mense majority of whom come from rural areas, work in this sector, which
in China is part of the “informal economy” where labour laws are often ig-
nored. Arrears of wages are a chronic disease. The seriousness of this social
situation comes largely from the fact that the building workers are recruited
employers acting as intermediaries for the major building companies.

Huang Jisu, research worker at the Academy of Social Science, co-ordina-
tor of the review La Pensée Critique Internationale (International Critical
Thought) and co-author of a book entitled La chine est malheureuse (China
is Unhappy), pointed out that the working class has, so far, never been at the
centre of policy in China and questions the definition of the working class in
China today. Is it composed of those modern and urban industrial workers,
as Marx had seen them? The answer is “yes” and “no” – which, in his view, ne-
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versity (Beida) a “green economy” is not incompatible with a “red economy”.
The social environmental movements (green associations) are combining
with those of the traditional workers’ movements (red associations). Social
justice and ecological sustainability go hand in hand, provided that the fun-
damental aim of economic growth is properly defined: that is, of meeting the
fundamental needs of people and not of subjecting it to capital’s law of max-
imum profit. “In an economy of growth, like China’s”, he explained, “growth is
simply a necessary and temporary condition of a stage in the long-term develop-
ment that will lead to the satisfaction of its citizens. The real ecological danger
comes from China’s dependence on solely economic criteria”.

Maxim Combes, an economist from ATTAC-France recalls that the failure
of the Copenhagen Conference gave rise to new citizens’ initiatives dictated
by the urgency of both climate and social justice. “The climate crisis shows
up the social dimensions of inequality both to those who produce it and
those who suffer the consequences”. He described the work of these move-
ments in support of a transition in power sources, which require really effec-
tive international regulations and national public policies that, far from those
limited to some ad hoc and partial adjustment, would create real breaks ca-
pable of meeting both the climate /environmental and the social issues.

Professor Joseph Baum (Transform-Austria), however, regretted the fact
that the economic and social crisis in Europe had, for politicians and public
opinion, relegated the climate crisis to the background as if the two were un-
related. He felt that, for the Chinese, the present crisis was an opportunity
and a challenge that should be used to make the necessary fundamental
changes so as to establish healthy and sustainable economic structures and to
economise in the use of fossil fuels.

Eva Steinfeld raised the issue of the energy transition in China. She
stressed, however, that it would be difficultto address in view of the coun-
try’s dependence on coal (70% of its primary fuel consumption) although
the 12th Five Year Plan that covers the period 2011-2015 has assigned an im-
portant place to the struggle against pollution and for developing a green
economy.

In particular, it sets the objective of increasing the proportion of renewable
energy from 8% to 11.4% of the primary fuel consumption, plans a reduc-
tion of greenhouse gas emissions of between 8 and 10% and an increase of
forest cover. In 2010, 177 billion euros were invested in clean energy, which is
30% more than the year before, according to the UNDP.

Several speakers highlighted the popular awareness of environmental
problems in the 1990s, a period marked by runaway industrialisation. This
awareness is continued today in the work of over 3,200 NGOs. However, Yu
Jie regrets, “transparency and access to information is limited”.
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China – social and economical Challenges

The international forum that took place in Beijing last November on “cli-
mate changes and comparison between the socio-ecological movements in Chi-
na and Europe”, on the initiative of the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation and the
Law Faculty of the People’s University of Beijing, had put forward the chal-
lenges that Beijing would have to meet regarding the environment. This con-
ference was a first ever, pointed out Lutz Pohle, in charge of the Rosa Luxem-
burg Foundation’s office in Beijing, to the extent that it brought together re-
search workers and committed Europeans active in social and ecological
movements and, on the Chinese side, academics, members of parliament,
senor officials and NGO representatives. The diversity of the Chinese partic-
ipation showed the different forms of commitment and the dynamics of mo-
bilisation evidenced by these many actors. This clarifies, in an original man-
ner, the way that ecological problems are tackled in China following on thir-
ty years of economic expansion. The challenges to be taken up are immense:
the most populated country on the planet is, today, one of its principal pol-
luters. “We are producing cheaply, the world is profiting from this but we are
paying the price”, stressed Yu Jie, leader of the NGO The Nature Conservancy.
This critical situation has led the authorities to review its growth model, go-
ing from the quantitative to the qualitative. Zhou Ke, Dean of the Law De-
partment of the People’s University, notes that development has been mort-
gaged by degrading the environment, whose cost is estimated at 3% of GDP.
Moreover the environmental problems still raise difficult political and socie-
tal issues – perhaps more so in China than elsewhere: there are constant
demonstrations by the population linked to environmental scandals

Zhai Yong, a member of the People’s National Assembly, described how
China had had to build up a legal framework, previously totally absent, relat-
ing the environment to the pace of industrial growth over these three
decades. As far back as 1979, the government had passed a law on protecting
the environment, a concept that was embodied in the Constitution in 1989.
Since then, the central government has been publishing innumerable docu-
ments on air and water pollution and solid waste, studies on impacts on the
environment, clean production, energy savings and renewable energy. How-
ever, as with a great deal of Chinese legislation, there is the greatest difficulty
in carrying out this astonishingly exhaustive and modern system. The local
authorities are more interested in economic growth in the area of their juris-
diction than in protecting the environment.

Nevertheless, the aim of sustainable economic development instead of just
seeking development as rapidly as possible is on the agenda. According to
Huan Qinzhi, lecturer in the Department of Marxist Studies of Beijing Uni-
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Wang Quandian, of the Canton Agricultural University, highlighted the
fundamental priorities for changing the model of economic growth that
must go hand in hand with the development of the participation of the so-
cial forces: “In other words”, he said, “we must promote democracy and broad-
en public participation in accordance with the primacy of the law. This is the
fundamental way for achieving the socialisation of environmental manage-
ment”.

He described how, over the last few years, the population has taken part in
mobilisations to protest against irresponsible industrialists or to demand the
closing of dangerous sites. Each time the internet acted as a medium for
spreading the protests. He gave the example of the town of Xiamen, in Fujian
Province. Rallying to an SMS message sent out by mobile telephones, thou-
sands of citizens, mainly of middle-class origin, came out onto the city’s
streets in late spring 2007 to attack the project of building an enormous
chemical plant to produce paraxylene, an aromatic hydrocarbon used in the
production of polyesters.

While the heterogeneous assembly of actors were organising in China
around a common social and environmental discourse, recalled Lutz Pohle,
it should be born in mind that these commitments are expressed in contexts
and stages of development quite different from those in the major capitalist
countries. However, over and above these differences, a certain number of
convergences have been identified. n
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After the end of the East-West-conflict, the countries of the West saw them-
selves as winners. Subsequently, they made war – limited local wars against

weaker countries – into a “normal” means of politics again. Western powers
began conducting war-like actions against targets in Libya on March 19, 2011;
a sea-blockade followed on March 22. On March 24, they announced that
Gaddafi’s air force had been destroyed and “Phase I” of the war was complet-
ed. For “Phase II”, NATO took over command. Thus, the attempts by the
African Union, the Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez, Russia and the Turk-
ish government to act as mediators between the Libyan civil war parties and
to prevent the war threatened by outside powers were forcibly thwarted.

It was an “asymmetrical” war. “The pilot of a fighter-bomber or the crew of
a warship from which the Tomahawk cruise missiles are fired are beyond the
reach of enemy fire. In such a situation, war loses all of the characteristics of
the classical duel situation and rather resembles – to speak cynically – certain
forms of pest control (Herfried Muenkler). This time, the vermin was
Muammar al-Gaddafi. But, in the end, it is not (only) the rulers who die, but
innocent people. Right from the start the forces of aggression had not aimed
at establishing a “No-Fly-Zone” to protect the Libyan civilians, as stated in
Resolution 1973 of the UN Security Council of March 17, 2011, but at regime
change. But this goal is not sanctioned by international law. Moreover, this
war waged by the West had more innocent victims than the Western media
would have us believe, and it presented a breach of international law, even if

The West’s War against Libya 
and its Outcome

Erhard Crome
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For many decades it had been claimed that the Arab peoples were “inca-
pable of democracy”. Since January 2011, whole populations have been ris-
ing, first in Tunisia and Egypt, then in Yemen, Jordan, Morocco, Algeria,
Bahrain, Libya and Syria. After, in the beginning of March 2011, political
unrest and police intervention had also been reported from the eastern part
of Saudi Arabia, this gave rise in the West to visible worries about the secu-
rity of oil supplies, the stability of oil prices, of stock prices and financial
markets and about a looming threat of a huge “wave of refugees”. When Sau-
di Arabia intervened with its army in Bahrain, where the Fifth US Fleet is
headquartered, to suppress the demonstrations, the West’s reaction was one
of secret consent; when Gaddafi did the same, the West resorted to war. As
far as Syria is concerned, the intervention plans of Western powers have so
far been checked by Russia and China having vetoed a respective resolution
in the UN Security Council – pointing to the misuse of such a resolution in
the case of Libya.

The people in the Arab countries demand freedom, democracy, constitu-
tional legality and the respect of their human rights, but at the same time are
also asking for work and a life of self-determination and existential security.
The social and political situation can help to explain why in many Arab
countries big demonstrations have taken place to overthrow the regimes. In
Tunisia and Egypt, a decisive precondition for the “peaceful revolution” was
that the army is an independent factor in domestic policies and – for what-
ever reasons – was not prepared to shoot at the demonstrators. In Libya, the
government continued to control important parts of the army. Gaddafi was
the first to order the army brutally to fire on sections of his own population.
Units loyal to him followed his command. The presidents of Yemen and
eventually Syria did the same.

Representing a strategic and not merely a symbolic connection between
the upheavals in Tunisia and those in Egypt, a democratically motivated
process of change in Libya after Gaddafi’s fall would have strengthened the
case of the Arab revolution and improved the conditions for its further ad-
vancement. The war in Libya guaranteed that the revolutions in both its
neighbouring countries remained isolated from each other, which makes it
easier to channel the political conflicts in both countries to suit the wishes
of the West in establishing a democratic façade behind which the old world
order and property relations continue.

In their co-operation with the USA and NATO, the absolutist, pre-demo-
cratic monarchies of Saudi Arabia and Qatar have further buttressed their
positions of power within the Arab world, including in Northern Africa,
thus seeing to it that the revolutionary pressure is diverted in the Arab
Peninsula.
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its instigators invoked UN Security Council resolutions. After the wars
against Afghanistan and Iraq, it was the third war the West had waged since
2001 in the Muslim world.

Muammar al-Gaddafi, Libya’s ruler since 1969, was murdered in Sirte at
the end of the war. First, his convoy was bombarded by NATO-aeroplanes,
and then he and his companions were seized by troops of the administration
which had meanwhile been installed in Benghazi. Gaddafi suffered a head in-
jury, was shot in the stomach and lost ever more blood until someone
rammed a stick up his anus – in order for his humiliation to be complete.
Eventually he died of severe blood loss. Subsequently, on October 31, 2011,
NATO declared the war over and itself as the winner.

The Berliner Zeitung (October 21, 2011) stated that Gaddafi’s murder was
“a reason to celebrate” and that it was good he could not be taken to court:
“Gaddafi in prison and on trial certainly would not have missed any oppor-
tunity to go on wreaking havoc and causing confusion. If anything, he would
have settled in in his role of the accused and would have used the dock as a
stage for his notorious speeches. In the logic of war propaganda, moral and
constitutional principles are quickly thrown overboard, if only the enemy can
be defamed. It is true that this time Gaddafi was not declared Hitler’s ghost
like Milosevic in the Yugoslav war or Saddam Hussein in the Iraq war, but
nothing less was settled for than calling him a despot and a tyrant, which
meant he did not deserve a trial.

In the Roman Empire, the chiefs of defeated peoples were led through the
streets of the capital in a triumphal pageant led, in chains or in a cage, like
wild animals. In the present case the ending of the war was accompanied by
video pictures spread throughout the whole world of a man bleeding to
death – as the great triumph of the West after the imperial war. NATO Gen-
eral Secretary Anders Fogh Rasmussen called the West’s war against Libya “a
very successful mission” and explained that it had not only been a humani-
tarian action but that it “served the strategic interests of the alliance” (Die
Zeit, November 3, 2011). It was about oil, power and geo-politics.

The Arab uprising

Now, in international politics, the course is being set to wars against Syria
and Iran. All three countries, Libya, Syria and Iran, had been blacklisted by
the US government under President George W. Bush as countries whose gov-
ernments and systems had to be overthrown to integrate them into the direct
sphere of control of the USA or the West. Officially, Barack Obama and his
administration abandoned Bush’s list of “rogue states”, but is continuing the
geopolitics of “system change”.

246
C

o
u

n
tr

y 
R

ep
o

rt
s



ing to existing tribal structures, with a major part of it going to recipients in
the Western part of the country with the capital of Tripoli at its centre, in
which the population continued to support Gaddafi; the smaller portion
flowed to the Eastern part of the country with the city of Benghazi, which
was the stronghold of the rebels. Decisions about how the money was to be
used were made by Gaddafi himself. Thus a system of personal dependencies
was created through the chiefs of Gaddafi’s tribes who handed down the
money within their tribes. Therefore the uprising against Gaddafi was re-
garded as that of the disadvantaged regions of the country vs. the privileged
ones, that is, against those who administered this distribution.

Consequences of the war

Altogether more than 26,300 airborne operations took place; 9,600 are said
to have been actual air raids. Again ammunition with depleted uranium was
used, whose toxic radioactivity is particularly harmful for the civilian popu-
lation and the environment. NATO claims that civilians have not been in-
jured. But even the low numbers claimed and the sparse data bear witness to
the opposite. When NATO entered the war, the number of estimated casual-
ties amounted to about 1,000. Nadji Barakat, the last minister of health of the
Gaddafi government, told the AP news agency that there had been 30,000 ca-
sualties and 50,000 injured persons (Neues Deutschland, October 27, 2011).
This was a long time before cities such as Misratah, Bani Walid or Sirte were
largely destroyed in the final battles of the war by NATO bombs and missiles
fired from planes and by the artillery fire and heavy arms of the ground
troops on both sides. Therefore the entire number of dead and injured, in
particular among the civilian population, must actually be much higher. Af-
ter the acts of war had ceased in November 2011, 60,000 deaths were spoken
of, in February 2012 the estimated number of casualties as an immediate
consequence of the war was 90,000, that is, without the victims that the con-
tinuing civil war situation have been producing.

“Gaddafi was not good, but the revolutionaries are worse”, inhabitants of
the city of Sirte said to journalists from the West (www.zeit.de, March 1,
2012). The city was not only largely destroyed in attacks with heavy arms by
the militias of the so-called Transitional Council but was systematically loot-
ed, including the apartments of civilians. Most inhabitants are unemployed
and do not get any support. There are about 40 different militias more or less
in control of the different parts of the country, and the transitional govern-
ment is incapable of putting a stop to their actions. Jihadists with links to Al
Qaeda are gaining ground. The shari’ah was declared the basis of the law.
Black Africans who worked in the country during Gaddafi’s days are now
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Libya before the war

In the African and Middle Eastern context, Libya had in past decades
achieved a high level of social security and established a highly developed ed-
ucation and a comparatively modern health system available to all. From
1970, when Gaddafi took power, the population has grown in numbers from
1.9 million to 6.5 million, which means that it has more than tripled. 90 % of
Libyans live in cities, with two million inhabitants in the capital of Tripoli
alone and one million in Benghazi. The Human Development Index (HDI),
which the UN regards as a benchmark for the degree of development of
countries, is seen as indicative of the welfare enjoyed by the population of a
particular country. It includes factors such as life expectancy, literacy, educa-
tion, health care and pro capita income. According to this index, Libya be-
longed to the group of countries with a high level of development (ranking
53rd worldwide), higher in the list than the EU countries Bulgaria and Rus-
sia, so that compared to all other African and to Arab countries in the
Mediterranean area it was the most highly developed. During Gaddafi’s rule,
Libya had developed from one of the poorest countries in the world into the
richest country of Africa.

Despite this, mass protests also took place in Libya, with protesters de-
manding Gaddafi step down. The reasons for this were manifold. The coun-
try was the eighth largest producer of oil in the world reaping high incomes
from oil and gas production, with about 70% of the Gross Domestic Product
deriving from this sector, while all other economic branches played a rather
minor role. Basically, there is no domestic industry. Due to temporarily
slumping oil prices on the global market, earlier programmes for industrial
development were stopped and investments realised with the help of foreign
workers. This made Libya a country with huge incomes from oil export and
at the same time a high unemployment rate, which hit young people in par-
ticular; about 28% of the population are between 15 and 24 years old, with
30% of them being unemployed. In spite of a comparatively high level of
support by the state, they not only lacked jobs but also future prospects. In
this there is no difference between them and their peers in Tunisia or Egypt.
The domestic political system which had developed throughout the years was
authoritarian; any opposition was rigidly suppressed, and the media were
controlled by the government. Again and again, there were assassinations, at-
tempted coups and uprisings of officers who once had been Gaddafi’s com-
rades-in-arms, of students, fundamentalist Islamists, among them the Mus-
lim Brothers or tribal formations, all of which were brutally put down.

Behind the façade of modernisation traditional tribal structures continued
to exist. A considerable part of the state budget in Libya was allotted accord-
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persecuted on racist grounds. The UN is criticising the continuation of daily
arbitrary arrests, torture, murder and lootings without these violations being
punished (www.spiegel.de, March 2, 2012). The Eastern part of the country
with its rich oil resources, the Cyrenaica, has meanwhile declared its autono-
my, and other regions have followed suit. Already in January 2012, the USA
moved 12,000 troops from Malta to Libya to guarantee the uninterrupted
flow of oil. Combat is continually flaring up in different parts of the country,
claiming new victims.

The results of the war are not democracy and human rights, but a contin-
ued and progressive deterioration of the state, accompanied by suffering, in-
justice and misery. The greater part of the modern urban infrastructure has
been destroyed and reconstruction is taking place only very slowly. The mon-
eys of the Libyan State Fund which were kept in Western accounts and were
frozen at the outbreak of the war are being released only step by step. How
the Traditional Council, which has access to these funds, will use them can-
not be effectively checked. Compared to Iraq and Afghanistan, the West has
not suffered any losses of its own in Libya. As far as the political and social
consequences of the war are concerned, the war against Libya is like the oth-
er wars: War is not an adequate means of solving the problems and conflicts
of the 21st century, but only increases the suffering and the number of vic-
tims. There is nothing to indicate that this could be any different in the case
of an intervention in Syria or an attack on Iran. n
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