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The only way out of the current crisis in the European Union would seem 
to be through the effective unity of action of left political forces and so-

cial movements. One is prompted to go back to the slogans of US President 
Barack Obama’s first electoral campaign: ‘Yes, we can!’

As Pierre Laurent explains in this issue, the left that is situated to the left 
of social democracy, which still today stands by neoliberalism, does not, it 
is true, have a political majority in the decision-making bodies; however, it 
is becoming increasingly clear to more people that the left’s conceptions of 
how to deal with the general crisis represent the only productive strategy. 
Redistribution from the top to the bottom, more rather than less democra-
cy, common instead of separate solutions to Europe’s problems and the ori-
entation to internationally sustainable alternatives are the order of the day. 

That the left is in a position to come close to achieving these goals is 
shown by the lively initiatives for change, which have emerged in the World 
Social Forum in Tunis and the Alter-Summit about to take place in Athens. 
The current issue of transform! revolves around these two events and at-
tempts to provide theoretical buttressing to the necessary practical transfor-
mation which these events reflect. The individual contributions show that 
much has become fluid in the societal context: Things are not staying the 
way they were.

This is especially true of trade union organisation, the approach to own-
ership of the means of production and the mode of everyday life. Alongside 
traditional solutions, demands for common ownership, basic insurance, en-
ergy security, food sovereignty, etc. are coming to the fore. Increasingly 
more individuals are active in or around the traditional organisational 
structures in order to bring their mode of life into line with their ideals. Up 
to now it has not been possible to pool this gigantic potential of people in-
terested in change and inspire common action. It is precisely such goals 
which initiatives such as the World Social Forum and the Alter-Summit 
serve.

Europe’s present misery can be seen as the consequence of a long-drawn-
out crisis of over-accumulation. In Europe the wage rate has been declining 
for years and even decades, while ownership and assets as a share of income 
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is ceaselessly rising. Excessive wealth and galloping poverty are two sides of 
the same coin. As a result, the exaggerated profits of firms can no longer be 
invested in the sphere of production but must be speculated away in the fi-
nancial markets. In this the banks, which are willy-nilly the agents of this 
development, have been able to transfer speculative losses to the communi-
ty of states. The state debt this has induced is finally then the bludgeon with 
which the social state is smashed and the tendency of the rate of profit to fall 
is stemmed.

We are effectively experiencing vast private and public poverty in a period 
of the greatest wealth ever amassed in human history. Instead of accepting 
this scandal, we need to encourage people to take their fate into their own 
hands and to provide for the social and political framework that is compat-
ible with the general demand for equality and justice. In the contributions 
to this issue of transform! you will find much excellent analyses and inter-
esting reflections on how to overcome the crisis – in the spirit of Pierre Lau-
rent and the French left’s slogan, which we take to heart: ‘the people 
first!’ n

Lutz Holzinger
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The WSF in Tunis was a great moment of solidarity with the people of 
Tunisia, two years after the Tunisian uprising against Ben Ali. It brought 

a burst of energy and dynamism to all progressive people in today’s world 
who have felt the infective dynamism of the Jasmine Revolution in Tunisia, 
despite the difficulties, reflected in particular in the assassination of Chokri 
Belaid, the charismatic leader of the Tunisian Popular Front. 

 The Photo reportage by Carla Luís, which illustrates this edition of our 
journal, provides a taste of the energy which the WSF imparted to the social 
movements present in Tunis. The wind of a new internationalism is blowing 
over Tunis ...  n
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Head over feet: young boys 
watch the WSF Final March 

from a bus stop.
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We are in an exceptional moment in history – a crisis of civilisation, a 
historic clash between the dominant and globalised capitalist system 

that has entered into a lasting crisis and the many-sided growth of a new 
world in which the forces for cooperation and mutuality are seeking to pre-
vail over the principles of competitiveness.

Europe has entered into a spiral of recession and social regression which 
is resulting in a strong popular movement of protest, deep political crises in 
those countries where violent and devastating austerity remedies have been 
carried out as well as an intensification of competitiveness within the dom-
inant class at the European level.  Some are calling for federalism to move 
forward to a centralisation of decisions at a European level while others, like 
David Cameron, are increasingly distancing themselves from the project of 
union to return to the concept of the ‘great European market’. In any case, 
Europe today is no longer what it was before the crisis and no status quo is 
possible.

The neoliberal framework for building Europe is shared by the right, the 
social democrats, the greens and the centrists. Now that this model is in cri-
sis, along with the consensual application of austerity policies by all these 
forces, Europe is plunging into a very serious democratic and political crisis. 
These policy choices have been fundamentally called into question by the 
populations in election after election, mobilisation after mobilisation. We 
are in a period of great instability in which any political force that carries 

For Alternative Fronts

The responsibilities of the Left in a crisis-ridden Europe.

Pierre Laurent
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out austerity policies pays a penalty at the next election – or else (more rare-
ly) is forced to resign in the face of popular pressure. One way or another 
these sanctions lead to very uneven political results.

The populations are sending out clear warning signals, even if expressed 
in diverse ways. Everywhere anti-political populist and sometimes racist 
and xenophobic trends, nationalist or right-wing regionalist parties and 
even openly Nazi ones (as in Greece with Golden Dawn) are benefitting 
from people’s anger and despair. These are worrying developments.

However, some powerful struggles and political breakthroughs are emerg-
ing from this crisis, like the Left Front in France, Izquierda Unida in Spain 
or Syriza in Greece, whose impacts and developments are interconnected. 
Converging struggles, political rapprochement and new processes are 
emerging, which deserve our attention. Resistance has developed to a con-
siderable extent in some European countries, and we can see some interest-
ing attempts at coordinating these struggles at the European level. Today, 
well beyond the electoral influence of each of our parties, tens of thousands 
of people are hoping to find answers to their aspirations and opportunities 
for intervention in the political debate – trade-union and political forces, 
social and citizens movements, wage earners and youth, intellectuals, active 
members of community associations, artists and ecologists.

Great resposibility 

We have a great responsibility. Without alternatives for progress – without 
the emergence of a radically new vision of a Europe that could unite the 
populations in solidarity, cooperation and democracy, that is endowed with 
the means of freeing itself from the financial markets and intent on acting 
to change the rules imposed by globalised capitalism – anything is possible, 
including the worst. 

This is why we are confronting these dangers with the ambition of a real 
project of refounding a Europe that would move towards humanity and sol-
idarity. We are launching extensive discussions in the heart of our societies 
to outline the transformations needed and the major lines of the new con-
struction adapted to this project. To do this, there is one imperative condi-
tion that only we can meet – that all the progressive forces in Europe which 
aspire to change, combine their efforts in a concrete, permanent and sys-
tematic manner.

This is the meaning we give to the building of the Front de Gauche in 
France. In Europe, the objective we are setting for our cooperation is that 
of working on these proposals and opening the necessary political areas for 
sharing and participation by the greatest possible number. This is how we 
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aim to make this alternative a majority one. In short we aim to be the tools 
of a common and alternative policy of construction, in France and in 
 Europe.

Putting an end to ‘TINA’ – saying YES to an alternative.

Following the fall of the Berlin wall and the rapid development of neolib-
eral hegemony, the expression so dear to Margaret Thatcher, as it is to José-
Manuel Barroso, was ‘There is no alternative’ (TINA). This was strongly 
echoed in all our European countries. TINA, moreover, continues to be the 
most widely used formula to justify austerity cures, budget choices and to 
discipline some of us who want to repair the damage done by the irrespon-
sibility of others. However, the crisis, the bank scandals and the social con-
sequences of the bailout mechanisms as well as their total economic ineffi-
ciency, have made a dent in the triumph of capitalism. The resistance that is 
developing, especially in southern Europe, shows the revolt of European cit-
izens against this model and, as a consequence, has opened up the hope of 
an alternative. Thus, our responsibility, as left organisations, is to deliver the 
coup de grâce to TINA and make this alternative credible. 

Today resistance to austerity policies (budget cuts, privatisation of public 
services, increasing indirect taxes and the price of fuel and power) and flexi-
bilisation of the labour market (lowering minimum wages, making employ-
ment contracts more precarious) – both of which are supposed to reduce the 
deficits, the so-called sovereign debts, and solve the unemployment problem 
– is crystallising. We must point out the real consequences of these policies: 
The Eurozone has now entered a lasting period of recession and unemploy-
ment is mushrooming everywhere. We must make clear what these measures 
are for: to preserve the interests of finance and the employers. We have seen 
this logic being brutally applied in Cyprus, bypassing parliament and direct-
ly attacking citizens’ bank accounts, while voices are increasingly being 
raised to say that the path established by the European powers is madness. 

Serving the people

Thus the alternative starts from a simple position: serving the people in-
stead of the financiers. In the Front de Gauche (Left Front, or FdG) we have 
called this ‘people first’. Starting from there, at least two points have to be 
treated in more detail: What development model do we want? How do we 
achieve it?

To those who claim they can solve the unemployment problem by increas-
ing job insecurity for wage earners and the problem of deficits by applying 
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austerity we reply: The real solution is to produce in Europe and produce in 
alternative ways by organising the ecological and social transition of our 
production models. The immensity of the wealth unleashed by the informa-
tion revolution together with the phenomenal acceleration of knowledge 
and science could enable us considerably to reduce working hours, to light-
en the burden and discomfort of labour while enriching its content. This 
could provide more free time for everyone throughout their lives so as to 
train, cultivate and develop their capacities, their creativity and participa-
tion in satisfying social activities outside work. It would enable the reduc-
tion of inequalities, develop kinds of production to meet the immense needs 
of humanity for food, healthcare and energy, etc. as well as build real sys-
tems of job security and training, thus ensuring the permanent expansion 
of public services, education, housing, research, culture, transport and the 
protection of the environment.

This radical change of course implies discovering new forms of social ap-
propriation along with new powers for wage earners, which would allow 
them to act on all the strategic choices of their firms and to envisage the 
public taking over most strategic sectors (steel and energy production, etc.). 
It also implies that banks and currency again become common goods serv-
ing the general interest. The urgency in countries most exposed to public 
debt is to cancel the greater part of them, to cancel or reschedule repayment 
as a preliminary to restore growth. The political battle for changing the sta-
tus and missions of the European Central Bank is fundamental. The ECB 
was designed to protect the financial markets as their armed wing. The idea 
was to make the Eurozone an attractive area for financial activity, and it 
continues to serve financial rents. Nothing prevents it from being trans-
formed or from re-inventing its power to create money so as to make the 
Eurozone a solidarity zone. This was the idea behind the European citizens’ 
initiative that the EL campaigned for: to collect a million signatures to cre-
ate a European public bank, exclusively dedicated to financing social devel-
opment and ecological transition.  This initiative was blocked by the Euro-
pean Commission, which refused to record it. 

Rebirth of democracy

This brings me to a second idea: The alternative is also a rebirth of democ-
racy at all levels.  Let us assess the impact of the Budget Pact, drawn up by 
Nicolas Sarkozy and Angela Merkel and rapidly adopted under pressure by 
all the countries of the Eurozone in 2012. It is the power of every European 
country, of every national parliament, to define its revenues and expendi-
tures, in other words to redistribute national wealth, which has just been re-
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moved and transferred to the European Commission (a technocratic entity 
whose composition is not determined by universal suffrage) and to the little 
national troikas composed of experts who decide the measures to be taken 
for ensuring financial balance. For these ‘automatic correction mechanisms’ 
to make decisions instead of national parliaments, all that is required is for 
the growth forecasts to be revised downwards.  The Spanish indignados were 
certainly right in demanding ‘real democracy’. The question of popular sov-
ereignty is a crucial issue for the future of Europe. In the face of the seizure 
of power (and even, in some countries, the repression of any form or criti-
cism) we want instead to strengthen the role of elected institutions and en-
courage the involvement of citizens in political decision-making.

A new dynamism on the left

I am convinced that these concerns are increasingly shared in our socie-
ties, far beyond our ‘traditional’ spheres of influence.  The last series of elec-
tions in France and the response that the FdG was able to get are good illus-
trations.

We have accepted the challenge of a very open front, a citizens’ movement 
capable of creating popular political dynamisms that consciously and sus-
tainably carry forward the objectives of change. We have not succeeded in 
everything, but we have reason to think that a majority, or in any case a very 
large part of our people, could start moving politically and try to extricate 
the left from this spiral of failure. In four years the FdG has already reshuf-
fled the cards in France in a left direction.

Everything confirms the need to change our country’s trajectory, and eve-
rything shows that the government and President of the Republic do not, for 
the moment, see this need. The weakness of the President’s programme has 
compelled us to decide on non-participation in the government. Today, its 
social liberal direction not only confirms the rightness of our decision but 
pushes us to mobilise still more strongly. Our approach is to support what 
can be seen as a step forward for our people – and to reject whatever is 
aligned with the disastrous principles of austerity and competitiveness. We 
always and in all circumstances put forward positive proposals.

We are not waiting for 2017, nor are we betting on the government’s fail-
ure, since we know that the danger of the right’s return to power is ever 
present – as is that of increased of votes for the National Front, fed by de-
spair. Developing broad and convergent social mobilisations will be neces-
sary for inverting the relation of forces, pushing back the liberals and the 
financial markets and to trying to force the government to take all the in-
dispensable measures it has so far refused to take. We are supporting the 
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mobilisations and we are helping them while respecting the autonomy of 
each of them. The social movement also carries a political dimension. The 
FdG is working to ensure that its proposals for action are complementary 
with those emerging from the struggles. It will have to see to it that unified 
frameworks, fronts and alliances adapted to the times and the challenges are 
created. Beyond the millions of electors who voted for the FdG and who can 
today see the correctness of its analyses, there are millions of others who 
have not yet done so and have only looked at the FdG from a distance with-
out going any further, and who, at the moment, are wondering how to act to 
get the changes they want.

This is why we have launched a campaign ‘The Alternative to Austerity is 
Possible’ with the ambition of ‘working for immediate solutions to the crisis 
and building an alternative policy and majority’. We already know that con-
vergences are possible with some sectors, some Socialist and Green activists 
and leaders and, more broadly, with all those who hope for change. In this 
search for convergence and common action we are therefore strongly calling 
on trade union and community activists.

European struggles and cooperation

Our national activity is inseparable from its European and international 
dimensions. As we create fronts of struggle for change we must unceasingly 
bear its multiple dimensions in mind – national, European and internation-
al. To thwart divisive strategies that aim at undermining the rights of all Eu-
ropean populations, the cooperation that we maintain between progressive 
forces will be decisive. I think that we must move towards an international-
ism of networks that are operational and politically useful in our real social 
life.

I have wanted to stress the responsibilities of the left in a crisis-riven Eu-
rope. I am convinced that linking our national and European struggles and 
proposals is crucial. This has been a reality ever since there have been Euro-
pean treaties, policies and a common currency. It is becoming a matter of 
urgency today. The austerity policies and the unconditional support Euro-
pean institutions give to the financial markets are based on a coordinated 
strategy of the wealthy elites, but also on the liberal consensus, which allies 
liberals and conservatives with social democrats and ecologists at a Euro-
pean level. If we are not up to the task of uniting left political forces and 
opening areas of dialogue with the social forces at the European level we will 
have lost an important asset in our confrontation with the markets and the 
supporters of the liberal consensus. I should add that there are many trade-
union forces, social forces and workers who have identified the European 
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level as relevant to their struggles – we must take that into account.
Our ambition is a refounding of the European Union, that is, the beauti-

ful idea of a ‘Union of European peoples and nations’, which current leaders 
have soiled and distorted. This is indeed one of the great challenges of con-
temporary class struggle. ‘Building Europe’ must not mean conforming to 
the norm of liberal globalisation, but giving ourselves the means – econom-
ic, financial and political – of bringing to life an advanced social and cul-
tural model and of building an increasingly horizontal democracy in which 
individuals not only have the right to vote but also have the power to act di-
rectly, thus influencing basic European orientations. This must include set-
ting other rules in international relations – more equitable, more democrat-
ic and more peaceful.  It is clearly not a matter of dreaming of Europe’s 
‘Great Day’. Nevertheless it is time that, with our actions, those of the FdG 
and those of the party of the European Left (EL) – and, if possible, many be-
yond these – conditions be created for the forces of social transformation to 
go on the offensive and put effort into building a concrete alternative to the 
‘Europe’ against which we are struggling on a daily basis.

The EL, of which I have been President since December 2010, will be hold-
ing its Congress in Madrid next 13 to 15 December. This still young organ-
isation which works with due respect for differences of political culture 
while urging rapprochements and common action, has covered a lot of 
ground. The success of these initiatives shows that it is possible to open up 
still wider and more flexible areas, enabling work with other forces in build-
ing the alternative. We are speaking about a ‘European Front’ and will be 
discussing organising ‘an annual European Forum of alternatives’ at our 
congress.

We are not the only ones searching for areas in which to do work in com-
mon. Proof of this is the organisation of the Alter-Summit to take place in 
Athens from 7 to 9 June. This unprecedented initiative brought together a 
very wide range of social and trade union forces. It is a new construction 
process that the EL, in its role, supported from the start. This event can and 
must be an important moment for giving visibility to all those who are step-
ping forward and coming together for a European alternative. We have a lot 
to bring to this and must actively prepare for it in our countries together 
with those forces that are ready to participate.

Finally, the European elections will take place in 2014. This will be the 
moment for politicising European issues, and we must take care to turn 
them into a broad popular struggle. Together we must avoid the trap of the 
reductionist debate of choosing between Europe as it is and ‘leaving the 
Euro or the EU’ and instead advance our idea of refounding Europe. We 
must discuss the present composition of the European Parliament and con-
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vince people that another voice is needed there. I think that the conditions 
exist in many countries for a substantial reinforcement of our parliamen-
tary group, the GUE/NGL, which is the only group capable of representing 
an alternative in the European Parliament, both in terms of its proposals 
and its practices.

The stranglehold of austerity and authoritarianism that is crushing the 
European populations must indeed be broken somewhere. Where will the 
crack open up? In Greece, Spain or Italy? In France? One thing is certain, it 
is by making our efforts converge that we will succeed in progressing on the 
road to social transformation. n
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Female demands were a 
constant presence in the 

World Social Forum.
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The Alter-Summit (AS) takes place in June in Athens, with the participa-
tion of hundreds of collectives and organisations from Europe and 

Greece. Already, in the European preparation committee there are more 
than 150 participant organisations, among them large European trade un-
ions, institutes connected with activism against neoliberal globalisation like 
the European network transform!, organisations like ATTAC, NGOs, eco-
logical networks, social movements, organisations supporting rights, inter-
national and national feminist organisations, movements of solidarity, im-
migrants’ collectives and antiracist and antifascist movements. Political 
parties are not regarded as a part of the network, but all those sharing the 
goals expressed are invited to support it. As this article is written (Mai 
2013), thousands of activists are expected to come from Europe, and many 
more will participate from Greece itself. There are also solidarity caravans 
organised from different countries, which will find their way to Athens. 

What is the Alter-Summit?

The idea arose from the proposals of dozens of organisations participating 
in the Joint Social Conference, which held its conventions in several loca-
tions in Europe in the last three years. The need it hoped to address was that 
of establishing a new connection between trade unions and social move-
ments to provide the anti-neoliberal resistence with a higher level of unity 

‘We Will Roll Back Austerity before 
it Destroys Democracy’

Athens, 7 and 8 June 2013

Sissy Vovou
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and convergence. The AS was publicly announced last November, during 
the Florence 10+10 event organised to connect and re-connect the move-
ments that had constituted the European Social Forum. A European com-
mittee was formed, which organised the meetings and the assemblies and 
had responsibility for their contents. 

The AS is a new form of communication and action transcending the zz

European Social Forum which functioned for 10 years in Europe and in 
Greece. It is self-financed from its participant organisations. The Athens 
convention is conceived as its first big step. 
The choice of Greece is symbolic. It is a practical demonstration that Eu-zz

ropean movements appreciate the Greek struggles in resistance to the 
barbarous anti-social policies of which Greece was the greatest victim. It 
aims to confront the crisis with solidarity and proposals for another Eu-
rope. 
The Athens AS is expected to be one of the biggest annual movement zz

events and to become a new stronger basis for resistance.

The ‘Manifesto’

The Manifesto of the European Peoples was discussed for several months 
and finalised at the last preparatory meeting which took place on 11-12 May 
in Zagreb. Its public presentation constitutes the core of the big event in 
Athens. It targets the policies of austerity and its consequences, and defends 
social and democratic conquests, strengthening the struggles against the far 
right, racism and fascism. 

The Manifesto was elaborated by organisations that formally committed 
themselves to the goals of the AS and participated as its representatives in its 
preparation. This resulted, in contrast to the procedure employed in the So-
cial Forums, in more binding structures and was considered the only appro-
priate process in relation to the unsatisfactory experience of the European So-
cial Forum, in whose framework the social movements never adopted their 
resolutions before the last day of the meeting. In the European Social Forum, 
in the last years of its existence, the closing assembly of social movements only 
compiled a mobilisation agenda and could not agree any more global posi-
tions, due to the diversity of targets of the different movements participating 
in it. 

For the AS, it would have been impossible to come up with a manifesto 
without the current preparation and deliberation, which renders it demo-
cratic in terms of its formation, while it necessarily echoes only the organi-
sations wishing to participate. Thus, the chaos of the Social Forum assem-
blies, as well as the final incapacity to arrive at political consensus, could be 
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avoided. The last taste of this kind of chaos was experienced in Florence, 
where in the end the decision was taken to do no more than tackle the up-
coming action agenda, since agreement could not be reached on basic de-
mands, due to different approaches.

In Florence, the mobilisations agreed on were those for the 14th of Novem-
ber 2012, with general strikes in a number of countries, the 18th of Decem-
ber (International Migrants Day), 23-27 January 2013 against the commod-
ification of life and against the banks, the 8th of March for the feminist and 
women’s mobilisations, the 14th of March for the protests in Brussels and 
elsewhere as a response to the Summit of the European Union, 26-30 March 
at the World Social Forum in Tunis and the blockupy mobilsation in the be-
ginning of May in Frankfurt. 

At the AS in June, new strategic targets will be discussed. In June of 2013 
there will also be resistance mobilisations against the G8 meeting in London.

The pillars of the Manifesto 

The Manifesto is based on four pillars, on which its analysis and demands 
are built: 

1) Debt
‘Human rights must come before debt service and human needs before 

 profit.’
  

2) Austerity / environmental transition
Demands: ‘Develop public, Europe-wide investment programs under social 

control for a social and ecological transition. This transition should be based on 
an industrial and agricultural policy that addresses the ecological crisis as well 
as the need to create millions of quality jobs and should rely on ecologically sus-
tainable and socially useful activities in the public interest.’

3) Social rights and income 
‘Throughout Europe, particularly on its southern and eastern rims, harsh 
austerity policies are imposed, supposedly for the sake of debt repayment 
and reduction. Entire populations are overburdened, public spending is cut 
dramatically in essential areas, valuable investments in research or industrial 
activities are downgraded although they could contribute to a social and eco-
logical transition. 

These austerity policies enforced by EU institutions and European govern-
ments create a downward spiral, destroy economies, add to deficits, debts, un-
employment and poverty and intensify the ecological crisis and the looting of the 
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environment. Meanwhile, a small minority continues to enrich itself  unduly.’
The demands include jobs for all, rights of collective bargaining and trade-

union freedom, a minimum wage and protection from poverty. 
There is specific reference to the rights of women, and the particular way 

in which the crisis hits them, while gender equality generally informs all the 
demands.

4) Banks
‘The collapse of the private banking system in 2008 was not an accident but 

rather a direct consequence of finance serving only shareholders and speculators 
to the detriment of the public interest.’

After denouncing speculative activities the Manifesto demands the impo-
sition of ‘effective and strict regulation of banks and other financial institu-
tions. Enforce complete separation of commercial and investment banks. Pro-
hibit the use of tax havens and off-balance- sheet activities. Abolish bank 
secrecy rules. Tax financial transactions and restore control over capital inflows 
or outflows. Break up “too big to fail” banks.’ ‘Enforce democratic supervision 
of banks and financial institutions. Orient credit towards job-creating activities 
that encourage social and ecological development. Give priority and incentives 
to publicly and collectively owned cooperative public credit systems.’ 

Internationalism is part of the basic outlook of the AS, in the sense that it 
gives major weight to solidarity among and beyond the European peoples, 
while it rejects the counterposing or confrontation of persons and of states. 

The call concludes: ‘Alternatives exist: our responsibility is to change the bal-
ance of power in order to impose them and build genuine political, social and 
economic democracy in Europe.’

The general target, as proposed, is to build ‘a united movement  
for a democratic, social, ecological and feminist Europe’.

The Greek working group

Of decisive importance for the success of the preparatory work is Greece 
itself. A working group was formed in Greece, already before the meeting in 
Florence and in preparation for it, consisting of about 20 organisations, 
trade union and social movements. The group subsequently made constant 
efforts at broadening out, and became part of the European organising 
committee of the AS. It organised an assembly of the European committee 
in Athens on January 18. In Florence, Athens was proposed in November as 
the place for the AS convention, but it was finally decided only in January. 
Thus, after the assembly of the European committee on 14-15 March in 
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Brussels, the Greek working group initiated the process of forming the 
Greek organising committee, which was established at the end of March. 
Today, there are more than 30 organisations participating as members of the 
organising committee with more than 15 as observers, and new participants 
are constantly arriving.

How useful is the Alter-Summit and to what extent  
does it promote the struggle? 

The Manifesto actually contams a strong critique of neoliberalism, but 
several of its formulations are permeated with a nostalgia for the old good 
European Union, the lost paradise. It does not convey an idea of overturn-
ing the present-day EU; rather, it speaks of the transcendence of present pol-
icies. The ideological debate over the kind of Europe we want takes place in 
all the assemblies and meetings of the European committee, the arguments 
being characterised by diverse viewpoints with different proposals, and this 
discussion is echoed in the Manifesto itself, where several formulations have 
undergone change. 

Large European trade unions and social organisations are AS participants. 
As for Greece, the General Confederation of Labour (GSEE) participates as 
well as the secondary-education Federation OLME, though their precise sta-
tus is still under discussion. The Labour Centre of Athens – EKA partici-
pates as a full member. 

There was broad discussion on the participation of the big trade unions in 
this project. According to many activists, the moderate and in part reform-
ist policy carried out by unions in relation to the governments, so goes the 
argument, call into question how helpful their participation is in the strug-
gles against neoliberalism. 

The Greek trade unions are also included in the criticism of the large un-
ions, which the social movements have made. We are familiar with their re-
formist leaderships, which nevertheless did want, or were forced, to organise 
several general strikes, even though participation in these strikes and rallies 
has always been left to certain more militant trade union factions or to the 
militant cadre.  This is, in brief, the situation of the trade unions, and until 
there is a change in leadership, or until new ones with greater militancy and 
mass participation are formed, we shall proceed with the existing ones. This 
was a matter of discussion in the European and the Greek Social Forums for 
many years, even if neoliberalism was less harsh then and we had chosen to 
participate and give militant content to the common actions.

Other large participating European unions have organised workers’ strug-
gles in nearly all countries. Smaller and militant trade unions have also been 
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invited to participate, and some of these have already responded positively. 
As to NGOs and social movements, they are really participating, but their 

dynamic today is not what it was. Today radical political solutions are need-
ed, as shown in Greece, and there is need for a break with the existing poli-
cy and for a change of government, at least in the first phase, but, as we 
know, the political subjects are still weak, both numerically and politically. 
Greece is an exception, but although the emerging disaster has generally 
pushed the popular masses to the left and mostly toward SYRIZA, which is 
preparing for government, it is not clear yet when this transcendence will be 
possible.

In any case, as stressed on many sides, both the movements and the par-
ties are needed in order for such a radical overturning or even rupture to 
take place. And the internationalist character is necessary, for there is no 
possibility of any political change without the support of the European 
movements. In such a spirit, the realisation of the AS event, network and 
process, has a role to play in strengthening the movements and the visibility 
of the common struggles. The AS represents an opportunity for resistance, 
if and to the extent that the social strength of the big organisations is trans-
formed to radical policies. The answer will come from the developments in 
which we wholeheartedly participate.

What will happen in Athens in June? 

In the Olympic Athletic Centre of OAKKA in June 7, there will be a mas-
sive assembly of thousands of people for the presentation of the Manifesto 
and subsequent speeches. 

Of great importance too are the assemblies in the three smaller halls on 
Friday and Saturday, 7 and 8 June, covering the basic questions. The past 
practice of many seminars and workshops has not been adopted because 
every collective can find its colleagues and can meet in the way it wishes. 
The assemblies will deal with the development of solidarity and the struggle 
against neo-Nazism as well as women’s rights, common goods, austerity, the 
banks, debt and our answers. The programme is still not precisely estab-
lished.

The event will close in the afternoon of Saturday, June 8 with a demon-
stration in the centre of Athens. n

Athens, 15 April 2013
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Recent events surrounding attempts to ‘save’ Cyprus enable us to draw two 
different conclusions. On the one hand, they confirm that Europe is en-

tering an ‘austerity’ dead end based on submission to market forces (particu-
larly the financial markets) and on generalised competition (especially fiscal 
competition). On the other hand, however, it can also be shown that there are 
economic alternatives available: massive taxation of major wealth or capital 
controls – which are considered impossible measures when we propose them 
but present no problems when Mrs Merkel’s solutions are put into practice. 
The only thing lacking is the political determination clearly to break with the 
Troika’s ultra-liberal principles and those of the European governments. 
There remains, however, the problem that, despite a fairly broad consensus 
in progressive parties on the principal desirable responses, this political de-
termination will continue to be absent as long as a united and determined 
European social movement does not force it onto the agenda.

This is why the need to unify the activities of Europe’s social movements 
around some specific and urgent common political objectives is so clear. 
The Euro has been saved … for the umpteenth time, but the European so-
cial model and democracy itself are very endangered. Moreover, the differ-
ent national resistance movements, however determined and creative they 
may be, have shown their limitations. The shouts of a million demonstrators 
in Lisbon, Madrid Rome or Athens only produce a slight murmur in Frank-
furt or Brussels.

The Alter-Summit:  
Unity of Action Is Necessary

Felipe Van Keirsbilck
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To go from the recognition of this need to the possibility of united action, 
we have to bring our interpretation of the crisis beyond the usual activist 
circles to the broader population, and this should be done at two levels. 
First, by stressing that its origin, its depth and its extent are essentially po-
litical. In 2008, following the outbreak of the ‘sub-prime’ crisis, Sarkozy or 
the G20 indeed blamed ‘immoral’ capitalism, promising to bring it to heel 
(and end tax havens, for example, by the end of 2009, but with the contam-
ination of public budgets, the discourse changed: The problem had become 
‘the cost of social security’, ‘excessive state expenditure’ and the wage levels. 
Therefore we must replace the narrative of the ‘inevitability of economic cri-
sis by that of a crisis’ with political origins whose solutions are, therefore, 
political.

Second, we must reconnect the concrete national struggles with this Eu-
ropean explanation. For example, the solidarity committees in Athens or 
Thessalonica opposing the cut-off of electricity or the anti-eviction move-
ments in Spain are confronting concrete local issues and with national leg-
islation and police forces. We believe that behind these very real issues lie 
common causes: European policies. As long as our activist circles, who have 
a vision of the austerity logic of the Troika and the EU, are separated from 
the struggles of the poor, the workers and the rest of the population around 
very concrete issues and social movements, we will continue to be powerless. 
This is why the dominant powers and the media that serve their interests are 
developing an ‘economic’ and ‘national’ discourse about the crisis. Behind 
these political conjuring tricks what is being targeted is the European social 
model and real democracy.

Democracy: For whom and how?

During the 20th century, in a variety of forms and at different paces, a con-
sistent democracy was established in the western European states – in east-
ern Europe, while political freedom was denied, a certain number of social 
advances (education, health, housing, etc.) were guaranteed, according to  
rights recognised as fundamental in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights. It is essential to remember that the project of democratising the 
oligarchic societies of the 19th century aimed at much more than a collec-
tion of institutions and procedures (electoral, legislative, etc.). To describe a 
democracy as consistent it must have a central objective accompanied by the 
necessary means. The prime objective is not the ‘quality of governance’, the 
legality of procedures but the progress of real citizens’ equality – equality 
not only at the polls but also in real access to essential resources: knowledge, 
culture, security of existence and decision-making power.
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Pursuing such an objective requires acquiring the means to break with 
false equality, hypocritically expressed: ‘In its majestic impartiality, the Law 
forbids everyone, rich and poor alike to sleep under a bridge or steal bread’, 
as Anatole France ironically put it a century ago. Demanding equality 
means first of all recognising inequality and trying to oppose the power of 
collective action to the power of money and accumulated privilege. Long be-
fore Sarkozy and Berlusconi, privilege and wealth have made possible the 
exercise of power – not only over people and property but also over the 
mechanisms of decision-making and elections. This is why for those who 
want real equality, no parliament, even one elected under the most admira-
ble of constitutions, would be enough.

What defines a democracy worthy of the name is a society that has qual-
ity as its principal objective and freedom of collective action as its essential 
resource. This is exactly what democracy is beginning to lose, at any rate 
since Maastricht (1992), with the construction of Europe under the influ-
ence of the neoliberal revolution gradually replacing the sovereignty of 
states through a complex political system in which the national leaders built 
together, ‘in Brussels’, the political constraints they needed – and which 
they hasten to denounce when they go back to their own countries.

The issue is not to reject the European Union. If our democracies have 
known better days, this was certainly not due to some magic virtue of the 
nation (a nationalist withdrawal would be the worst of solutions) but rather 
thanks to the power of social struggles.

The 2008 crisis dramatically accelerated this impoverishment of democ-
racy. If virtually all the governments are carrying out socially devastating, 
democratically suicidal and economically absurd austerity policies this is 
not because they have all been simultaneously struck by total idiocy. It is be-
cause they see in this crisis a unique opportunity to achieve in a short time 
what they could not do in 30 years: switching to a regime of permanent aus-
terity resolutely in the service of competitiveness and profit.

Faced with this ‘silent revolution’ (as Borroso himself calls it) all those 
who are dedicated to real democracy – one that is not satisfied with legality 
but seeks equality – see the necessity and the urgency of unity of action be-
tween trade unions, social movements, those active in the cultural and sci-
entific fields as well as those political leaders who have not given up on 
progress.

But how can we build concrete bases for stronger coordination that takes 
into account the diversity of national realities, organisational cultures and 
types of movement? This is the central objective of the Alter-Summit  – a 
network of trade union organisations, social movements (ecologists, femi-
nists and precarious workers, etc.) from 30 countries in Europe around a 
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concise Appeal pointing out the historic and political extent of this ‘crisis’ 
(see the Appeal at www.altersummit.eu) . We have identified 3 conditions: 

1. The first is the possibility (already largely achieved) of establishing a net-
work that respects the balance between the components (particularly be-
tween trade unions and movements) and between regions of Europe, 
with clear working rules – which is what the European Social Forums 
lacked. Thus the Alter-Summit takes up the spirit of the ESF (‘Another 
Europe is possible!’) but wants neither to repeat nor replace it. The Alter-
Summit has also clarified its relations with the political forces: If we 
want really to force a change in the EU’s policies (oppose the Fiscal Com-
pact, austerity and the destruction of collective bargaining …) we need 
the unity of all available forces. We therefore call upon political public 
figures who fully endorse these objectives to join us – but we do not want 
parties, as such, to be in the leadership of the movement, nor do we want 
them to ‘represent’ us. The social movement does not need spokespeople. 
Everyone must carry out the struggle in their own field: the trade unions 
inside the firms, the social movements in their spaces and the political 
parties in the parliaments and political discussions…

2. The second condition depended on expressing a limited number of po-
litical priorities that are widely shared and very urgent, regarding debt, 
austerity, the transition towards an ecological and social model and the 
‘socialisation’ of the banks. It is essential to keep to a short list of priori-
ties; otherwise it will be impossible to create a really common basis.

3. The third major condition is the convergence of forces, witch expressed 
in the ‘Summit of Peoples and Alternatives’ on 7 to 8 June in Athens is 
not just another conference of ‘European specialists’ but a real popular 
mobilisation, rooted in the realities and in the national struggles. In 
many countries national co-ordinations are working to make this mobi-
lisation a success.

Our adversaries, Mrs Merkel, Messrs Draghi and Barroso et al. have man-
aged to use the financial crisis as a fantastic opportunity for attempting to 
impose their vision of society. It is not yet certain that we could not do the 
same. n
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Political stability has not 
yet been fully achieved  

in Tunisia.
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On 7-8 June the Alter Summit of the European Peoples takes place at the 
Velodrome in Athens. An alliance of more than 150 organisations – in-

cluding trade unions, social movements, NGOs and political actors from all 
parts of Europe will publicly present a manifesto for the struggle for a dem-
ocratic and social Europe.

This new kind of alliance is the expression of a political ‘self-defence com-
munity’ in the face of an attack – unique in the history of Europe, at least 
after the Second World War – on the social state, public services and stand-
ards of living but also on democracy. On the other hand, the Alter-Summit 
movement hopes to throw open the door to political struggle for a political 
alternative in Europe.

For this purpose it is necessary to take stock of developments so far.
In the seventh year of the capitalist crisis we see the following picture: In 

southern and eastern Europe the austerity programmes imposed by the 
Troika have unleashed human catastrophes, but the goal for which they 
were implemented, the reduction of sovereign debt, was clearly not met.1

 The fiasco has reached such a dimension that the Director General of the 
International Red Cross announced the reorientation of his organisation’s 
programme with the following arguments: ‘Never since the Second World 
War were so many Europeans dependent on humanitarian aid […] Social 
tensions always rise when bread becomes too expensive. In addition, ever 
more young people with university degrees have no possibility of getting a 

Europe Between Disintegration  
and Revolt

Walter Baier
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job. They are beeing told that it will be years before things get better. It is no 
wonder then that hatred for politics has grown. There is bottled up rage, 
frustration and hopelessness here – an explosive mixture.’2 

With the reform of the Stability and Growth Pact in the European Parlia-
ment, which was passed against the votes of the left, as well as the Budget 
Pact ratified by the 25 member-states, who together were determined to im-
pose a rigid austerity policy with authoritarian means, the situation has sig-
nificantly deteriorated. In addition, the 17-country Eurozone and the EU 
entered into a recession in 2013. The IMF’s announcement of a turn for the 
better in the next year, which it attached to the negative prognoses it pub-
lished for this year, is hardly credible. On the contrary, serious economists 
increasingly warn that the EU could plunge into a 10 to 15-year depression. 
One can only imagine what would remain of the social state, democracy and 
European integration afterwards.

European capitalism is facing new historic challenges. The internal crisis 
is occurring against the backdrop of a shift in the balance of global econom-
ic power, which is illustrated by a detail in a mid-March Financial Times ar-
ticle: While the global pool of government bonds given a triple-A rating by 
the three most important rating agencies was reduced by 60%, there was a 
an upgrading of securities in a great part of the rest of the world. ‘Topping 
the list in the scale of credit upgrades since January 2007 are Uruguay, Bo-
livia and Brazil. The biggest downgrades were in crisis-hit southern Europe, 
with Greece seeing the steepest drop.’3

A similar picture emerges from the growth prognosis published in the 
IMF’s World Economic Outlook this spring.

IMF Growth prognosis 20134

China        8.0 % 
World economy 3.3 % 
US                                    1.9 %
Eurozone                  - 0.3 % 
Austria 0.8 % 
Germany 0.6 % 
France               - 0.1 % 
Italy             - 1.5 % 

The pattern of a global development at three speeds – 
a sustained dynamic of ‘emerging markets’ and developing economies;zz

moderate growth for the USA;zz

recession in Europe, however unevenzz
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– troubles not only Europeans but threatens, as Olivier Blanchard, IMF 
Chief Economist, warns, the global economy as a whole, which can only be 
a strong as its weakest member.’5

The road from the Lisbon Strategy announced 13 years ago at a special 
summit of the heads of states and governments, which was to make the EU 
into the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based area of the world 
economy, to today’s actual malaise is in retrospect astoundingly brief.   

The social effects can, as far as they can be expressed statistically at all, be 
seen from the Quarterly Review6 of the EU’s Commissioner for Employ-
ment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, László Andor, according to which in Jan-
uary there were 26 million people in the whole of the EU without a job 
(10.8%), with youth unemployment in January at a record high of 23.6%.

From this perspective this testimony is also damning for the ‘crisis man-
agement’ of the countries and the EU. Since spring 2011 alone, 3.7 million 
people have lost their jobs, and the trend in the Eurozone is worse than the 
EU average.

However, the data throw light on still another development, one that is 
politically very explosive for the project of European integration, as they 
show an average 10% higher unemployment rate in southern and eastern 
Europe than in the north and the centre.

In view of these objective differences in social development it is not sur-
prising that in recent years nationalist interpretations of the crisis have in-
creased, which has led to the emergence and growth of right-wing extremist, 
and in some cases neo-Nazi, parties.

With respect to the opening up of a democratic and social way out of the 
crisis, there are indeed class reactions to the crisis – strikes, demonstrations 
and new social movements – which have developed principally, but not only, 
in southern Europe. These deserve our attention.

Without fear of exaggeration, we can characterise the current decade as 
exhibiting the most extensive mobilisation of trade unions and social move-
ments against the policies of the ruling class since the end of the Second 
World War. And there is much evidence to suggest that the wave of protest 
will grow still further.

The International Labour Organization (ILO) has come to the same as-
sessment in a report it published at the beginning of April on the situation 
in Europe. ‘In the wake of the economic and currency crisis, the danger of 
social unrest in the EU has risen markedly in recent years, in fact, in terms 
of the indicators developed by the Organisation by 12% in relation to the 
level before the financial crisis.’7

At the beginning of April, the London Independent reported that the two 
largest British trade unions, Unite and Unison, came out in favour of  dis-
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cussing preparations for a general strike against austerity policies.8 In view 
of the curtailments of the right to strike in the Thatcher era, the discussion 
took on great significance, and the Independent did not fail to note that with 
the call for a general strike the unions would be using this most massive of 
actions available to them for the first time since 1926.

The British trade unions’ discussions is part of a Europe-wide mobilisa-
tion against austerity policies. Let us recall the most striking actions of this 
Europe-wide resistance movement in the first half of the current year9:

At the end of last year the beginning of a month of sustained protest in zz

Slovenia;
the strike of public transport workers in Athens;zz

mass demonstrations in February in Bulgaria against immiseration and zz

for a new constitution;
14 March – action by the European Trade Union Confederation on the zz

occasion of the EU Summit;
beginning of March – million-person demonstration in Portugal with zz

the slogan ‘Screw the Troika’ against the Memorandum;
10 March – mobilisation of the two largest Spanish trade unions in alli-zz

ance with 160 organisations in mass marches in all the country’s most 
important cities;
Massive protests in Cyprus;zz

5 May – 100,000 demonstrate in Paris against austerity and for a Sixth zz

Republic;
1 June – mobilisation of the ‘squares movement’ in Portugal, Spain, zz

Greece and Germany;
22 June – demonstration of the British trade unions against the austerity zz

policy of the Tory government.

The style with which the Euro finance ministers, headed by the finance 
policy hardliners from Germany, Austria, the Netherlands and Finland, de-
nied the Cypriot population a bearable solution to their country’s bank cri-
sis shows that the confrontation is entering a new harsher phase.

Up to now’, the Greek economist Yanis Varoufakis argued, ‘supporters of 
austerity and of the German approach to the Eurozone Crisis in the deficit 
countries (including France) have argued that we need to go along with Ber-
lin and Frankfurt so as to inspire sufficient confidence in those who control 
the purse strings (in our willingness to “do our homework”) before they can 
yield to the inevitable eurobonds, to the logic of a banking union, to what-
ever it takes to bring about greater political and economic union.

Alas, the Cyprus deal reveals how wrong this view was: Even though peo-
ples throughout the periphery (in Ireland, in Portugal, even in Greece and 



34 

Italy) have, however grumpily, bowed their heads to severe austerity and the 
removal of labour protection laws, the powers that be in Berlin and Frank-
furt are shifting away from unifying moves, adopting increasingly authori-
tarian, divisive policies that are pushing the Eurozone in precisely the op-
posite direction to that dictated by political and economic sustainability.’10

The resulting political dangers for European integration and the stability 
of countries is obvious. Growing worries about the future, which has also 
gripped parts of the ruling class and the political elites, is expressed in po-
litical-science discourse as well. 

In a recently published paper, the Friedrich Ebert Foundation (of the Ger-
man SPD) has developed four possible scenarios for the shape of the Euro-
zone in the year 2020.11 Its point of departure is the recognition that the 
procedure followed up to now (Scenario A ‘muddling through’) of treating 
the financial crises as unique individual cases by always using the same pol-
icy mix of emergency loans and austerity, can no longer be continued as it 
practically excludes an economic recovery. It is notable that the scenario fa-
voured by the authors, that of a completion of the economic and currency 
union through a financial union and a political union under democratic 
and social auspices (Scenario D) is considered improbable by them.

The danger, they explain, is an uncontrolled breakup of the Eurozone 
(Scenario B) with negative and dangerous consequences. In the face of this 
dilemma, the study’s authors come to a remarkable conclusion for a politi-
cal foundation12 whose mother party has up to now been unconditionally 
committed to European integration and political union: ‘The unlikelihood 
of completion of the monetary union by a fiscal union in the near future led 
to a situation in which the Core Europe scenario was widely perceived as 
the, not exactly desirable, but probable second best outcome of the current 
crisis.’ And then, in order to mitigate the bad taste of the nationalist separate 
path of this ‘second-best option’, they add: ‘An important difference was 
discussed between a Core Europe understood as a two-level model with a 
closed centre and a periphery lagging far behind, on one hand, and in mod-
ified form as a two-speed Europe, in which a vanguard of states proceeds 
towards fiscal and political union while leaving the door open for others to 
join, on the other hand.’13 However, the substance of a withdrawal on the 
part of the ‘Triple-A’ countries from European commitments, which follow 
from the currency union established as one of their conditions, cannot be so 
easily disposed of through semantic exercises.

In view of the disaster, to which the scenarios investigated by the Friedrich 
Ebert Foundation also testify, it is astounding that not even a hint of a cor-
rection of the neoliberal orientation of the European Union’s economic and 
social policy is entertained. Not even the rather pragmatically presented de-
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mands of the Confederation of German Trade Unions (DGB) for sufficient-
ly good, sustainable and high-quality jobs, regulation of financial markets, 
the financing of a Europe-wide investment programme through a special 
‘New-Deal loan’14 receive any attention, although overcoming the social 
consequences of the crisis represents the crucial precondition for continuing 
European integration. 

The current crisis of European integration could be the harbinger of con-
tinued and deeper convulsions. The attempt to transform the European Un-
ion into an authoritarian austerity regime is very probably doomed to fail-
ure.  Nevertheless there is a danger of the a reactionary way out of the crisis 
in the form of a ‘Walpurgis Night on the Brocken of nationalism’ such as 
Rosa Luxemburg observed in 1918.15

If the left wants to cope with its respnsibility in this precarious political 
situation as a European force, it must round out its social, economic and ec-
ological alternatives by a programme for democracy in Europe.

There are five criteria I think essential:
One cannot understand Europe as a unified state, among other reasons zz

because Europe is not a nation. But we can think of Europe as a ‘com-
monwealth of European nations’ whose basis is the idea of democracy 
and subsidiarity. This would mean that the competences would be so di-
vided between the Union and the countries that the Union would only 
have competence where that of the countries is insufficient. In the sense 
of a social and ecological reconstruction, these would have to include 
important responsibilities on social and ecological standards, bank over-
sight, redistribution policy, even European public services and European 
transfer payments. For this the European Union must have a substan-
tially greater budget and new financing instruments at its disposal.
Its political legitimacy has to rest on a spare basic law that defines the zz

norms of the common juridical space and regulates the division of com-
petences between the various levels and institutions; and it must rest on 
a European citizenship on the basis of the equal rights of all people liv-
ing in the Union, a proportional electoral law applied to the European 
Parliament and on effective parties on the European level.
The European Union needs a Charter of the Rights of Nations and Eth-zz

nic Groups, to which the right to self-determination and autonomy ap-
ply. They must be able to decide freely and democratically whether they 
want to belong to a country or to the Union. Moreover, within the Union 
each individual is entitled to join or not join a national community of his 
or her choice and to exercise his or her cultural, national and religious 
rights within the general juridical framework.
No European institution, neither the European Central Bank nor the zz
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European Court of Justice, can act as a quasi-legislative instance. The 
Stability and Growth Pact has to be abrogated. The European Parliament 
assumes full responsibility for European monetary policy. It exercises 
control of the European Central Bank.
The rights of the parliaments in relation to the executives must be zz

strengthened at all levels. The European Parliament is accorded, in the 
framework that results from subsidiarity, the full right to decide on the 
European budget, pass laws and elect the European Commission. To 
guarantee the rights of countries and nations a second chamber of the 
European Parliament should be constituted.

The question then is how such a new Europe can emerge in view of the 
elites’ revoking of the social-state compromise. The left would be ill advised 
if it were to withdraw precisely now from such an important battlefield. 
However, it would be equally unrealistic to overlook the fact that the carry-
ing out of the authoritarian austerity regime, which we are now experienc-
ing, destroys the basis for a calm and gradual reform of the European trea-
ties. Instead, what would seem to be required, is a break whith their 
dominant logic, leading to a new foundation of the European Union. It is 
clear that the door can only be opened by defeating the current policy.

Or in the by now almost classic words, with which the Italian Communist 
Altiero Spinelli, in the famous Ventotene Manifesto of 1944, summarised 
his vision of a new Europe: ‘In order to respond to our needs, the European 
revolution must be socialist, that is, its goal must be the emancipation of the 
working classes and the realisation of more humane living conditions for 
them.’16 n

Notes
1 The ratio of sovereign debt to GDP rose in Greece from 2009 to 2013 from 129 % to 

176 %, in Portugal from 83 % to 128 % and in Spain from 54 % to 124 %. In the whole 
Eurozone, the debt level is now 90.6% of GDP, after being at 87.3% in 2011. In the EU 
the accumulated debt corresponded to 85.3% of the EU GDP; in 2011 it had only been 
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Things are going badly in Europe? That’s because it is not federal enough, 
we are told. Accordingly it is proposed to give yet more power … to 

those who have reduced Europe to its present state.
Today, the insistent references to ‘federalism’ cover up the essential prob-

lem, which is that of democracy. In fact, the European political system does 
not meet either of democracy’s two major requirements: It is based neither 
on representative democracy, since its only elected assembly has extremely 
limited legislative powers, nor on any form of direct democracy, since the 
possibility of action by its citizens is drastically restricted.

If there is a description that can be used, it is, at a pinch, that of a delib-
erative democracy: Its institutions consult with a limited number of organ-
isations and interest groups considered their ‘partners’, who act through 
consultative or accredited committees and auditions. However, two thirds 
of these ‘associations representative of civil society’, institutionalised by the 
Treaty of Lisbon (article 8B, clause 2), are composed of groups that defend 
private economic interests.

The principle of governance

This decision-making standard of the Union is in no ways an exception. 
In 1975 a collective work, published under the auspices of the very elitist and 
opaque Trilateral Commission, attacked the ‘excess of democracy’ and in-

Putting an End to ‘Governance’

Roger Martelli
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vented the hitherto unknown word ‘governance’. This old, long forgotten, 
mediaeval term reappeared in the 1970s in the vocabulary of business man-
agement (‘corporate governance’). It began to assert itself in the 1980s both 
as a means of expressing the superiority of managerial models over admin-
istrative cultures and of legitimising the neoliberal demands for a ‘minimal-
ist’ state managed by ‘elites’. Advocated by liberal circles, it serves as an ide-
ological base for the widespread moves to reduce the extent of the state 
sector, of public deficits, of customs dues, of taxes on capital or state control 
of currency. It provides theoretical justification for the erosion of state pow-
er even as it delegitimises political and social struggles. As soon as trade 
competition became the indispensable horizon of all regulation, ‘govern-
ance’ appeared to be the minimal mode for public regulation in the context 
of a social balance based on negotiation of contracts between ‘experts’ rath-
er than on conflict and law.

All public management, from the local to the world scale, is thus seen as a 
matter of tripartite sharing. The orientation of economic activities is en-
trusted to the financial markets and their self-controlling organs (rating 
agencies, for example); monetary policy and credit is in the hands of bodies 
now independent of political powers (IMF, World Bank, regional banks); 
political coordination is effected through what the political expert Bertrand 
Badie rightly calls ‘diplomatic connivances’, inspired by the ‘club member-
ship’ spirit of the richest states.

This is the general spirit that rules European decision-making arrange-
ments. It is essentially neither federal nor confederal but technocratic and 
only minimally democratic. 

Dare to break up

The time has thus come to agree that the present accumulation of treaties 
has created an irreformable situation. Any advance is worth the effort, even 
in the present restrictive framework, but half measures will very soon come 
up against its limitations and, ultimately, fail. Realism is on the side of a 
breach with the ultraliberal principles that have been followed for at least 
the last three decades and with the undemocratic methods of governance.

Faced with the crisis, Europe chose the discipline of the financial markets. 
It would be best to try, without further delay, another approach, which con-
sists of using the enormous potential of present-day Europe but inverting 
the principles that control its future – those of liberalisation, of privatisation 
and delocalisation. There must be a massive injection of regulations, social 
appropriation, and re-localisation into the gears of the Union. The principle 
of the Stability Pact must be replaced by a monetary policy and a new budg-
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et and fiscal policy. It is not a question of putting up with structural defi-
ciencies but of seeking to reduce them by renouncing tax favours and bail-
outs of banks without getting anything in return – which were at the heart 
of the recent abuses.

If the logic of some choices moves from competition to cooperation, from 
competitiveness to pooling resources and solidarity, institutional dynamics 
should be considered in this context. To be fully effective, the socio-eco-
nomic breach must be accompanied by a break in decision-making proce-
dures. In thinking about this, let us not be mistaken about where the re-
sponsibility lies: we must attack the very root of the democratic malady. 
According to some, Europe suffers from a lack of integration that we could 
remedy by limiting national sovereignty. Others, on the other hand, see the 
continent emerging from the crisis only if the whole European Community 
structure is ended and full sovereignty of the states is re-established. A 
strengthened federalism or a strict confederation? The problem is that nei-
ther of these two models takes into account the complexity of reality.

As a result of the ‘globalisations’ that have been at work for at least four 
centuries, the world has acquired a universal and previously inexistent sub-
stance that has gone beyond the stage of pure abstraction. Through the in-
terplay of exchanges, the immediacy of intercommunication networks and 
the emergence of a European social area, Europe is tending to become a 
community of destiny that goes far beyond the commercial framework, 
clearly more than a simple network of established powers. The question thus 
arises of finding forms of association capable of adequately mastering and 
controlling the ‘supranational’ reality. For a long time, relations between the 
states – the balance of power and/or cooperation – sufficed to manage the 
continental and planetary areas. This is no longer the case when the ‘inter-
national’ is clearly the ‘world’.  However, a social form is not immediately 
supplanted just because it tends to become obsolete.

The strength of national self-image was derived from the fact that it 
turned a subject people into a political community of citizens able to carry 
out common projects. Today it is necessary and possible for other, vaster, 
communities to appear and to draw up collective projects, on a broader 
scale than that of nation-states. However, to date, these political communi-
ties have not been formed. The supranational ‘people’ is more virtual than 
real. Consequently the management of the transnational has tended to be 
delegated to great techno-structures, multi-national firms or supranational 
administrations. For some decades now, on the continental as well as on the 
planetary scale, an elite has been formed, which shares responsibilities, 
which continuously communicates, which is endowed with a collective ex-
perience and which has established a shared foundation of codes and values. 
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In the absence of a political people, it is this limited group of leaders, often 
at the pivotal point between the private and the public, who exercise the 
functions of general regulation. Yet, by reaction, its predominance, virtu-
ally everywhere, aggravates the disasters of ‘ethnicity’, of withdrawal of 
those groups judged primordial.  It is the cause of the dangerously violent 
breach between a ‘Europeanism’ that turns towards the elites and a more 
popular ‘euro-scepticism’ that fuels distancing and indifference if not out-
right resentment of the majority.

Reduce the national sphere? In fact, no good will come from a confronta-
tion between a globalised technocracy and some individual societies atom-
ised by tribalism or communalism. If any outcome is possible, it is from the 
democratic control of an accepted mixture of the national and the supra-
national. 

A rational balance between nations and the Union.

The most reasonable course would be to tie the European Union to two 
simple and mutually compatible principles: that of subsidiarity, which im-
plies that the Union only does what the states cannot themselves do; and 
popular sovereignty, which pre-supposes that citizens act in all circum-
stances. This could be made concrete through seven simple points of prac-
tice:
1.  The Union’s decisions cover subjects that are considered relevant to the 

common framework: establishing and observing legal and ecological 
standards, defining and managing a public community area (including 
European public services), setting up sectoral policies and managing 
community institutions. The major overall directions, which condition 
the establishment of these domains (the private/public balance, institu-
tional systems) come under the states’ prerogatives. A third of the states 
could oppose the adoption of a proposal by those institutions having leg-
islative powers – should this proposal be nevertheless passed, a majority 
of the national parliaments could block it.

2.  The exercise of European citizenship should be broadened. The forming 
of associations by citizens and their possibility of self-expression will be 
materially encouraged. Direct legislative action is possible: Any Europe-
an project signed by a million people will be discussed by the Parliament 
and put to the vote. Proposing citizens’ initiatives, which allow bills or 
directives of the Union’s institutions to be put to a popular vote, will be 
made easier. The Commission must not have, as it does today, the power 
of filtering them, which turns it virtually into a constitutional judge em-
powered to interpret treaties. Moreover, a citizenship of residence will 
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allow all people residing in the Union, whatever their origin and under 
identical conditions in all the states, to enjoy the same civic rights as Un-
ion citizens.

3.  The European Parliament’s powers must be effective. The current meas-
ures limiting them will be abrogated in matters pertaining to laws and 
the budget. The Parliament controls the executive and the European 
Central Bank. Its cooperation with the national parliaments should be 
developed.

4.  From the moment that it is based on full popular sovereignty (broaden-
ing of citizenship and effectiveness of the powers of the European Parlia-
ment), European regulations will have a legitimacy that will enable them 
to become the Union’s common standard. In the event of a persistent 
disagreement by one state, a referendum in the country concerned could 
decide on the non-application of a European act.

5.  The role of national parliaments would be strengthened by applying the 
principle of subsidiarity, by discussing European policies as well as by the 
mandate given to the representatives of each country to take part in the 
management of the public affairs of the Union.

6.  No European Institution, neither the European Central Bank (ECB) nor 
the European Court of Justice, can operate in a manner that, in any way, 
make laws in the same way as the Council or the Parliament. For this 
reason, the recent Treaty on Stability, Co-ordination and Governance 
Within the European Economic and Monetary Union and the Fiscal 
Pact shall absolutely be abrogated.

7.  The public authority would possess tools for carrying out its missions: It 
would freely decide on its budget (without the restrictions of the Stabil-
ity Pact) and control the ECB and monetary policy. It would have at its 
disposal a European public banking centre, reorient taxation and de-
pend on more and stronger public services

For a constituent process 

The European institutional mechanism is faced with an overall crisis of 
legitimacy. The piling up of treaties has created an irreformable mechanism; 
consequently there is no other way out but a global refoundation. This rec-
onciliation of the peoples of Europe with the Union literally requires a con-
stituent process. 

In the present context of the coexistence of states and the Union, the ob-
jective of this process is an international treaty. Unlike the existing treaties, 
it will not have to decide on the economic model and even less on the poli-
cies to be adopted. A new treaty would have one objective and one objective 
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only: democratically to bring into existence the Union and its operating sys-
tem – by improving and giving greater value to the mechanisms of represen-
tation, by developing and legitimising the practice of citizenship and by 
opening the way to a European democracy of participation. The Europe of 
the Treaty of Rome, of the traders and technocrats, will be excluded – a new 
way must be opened up for Europe and its peoples: a Europe of rights.

The implementation details of this constituent process are of fundamental 
importance: No institutional construction can be fully legitimate unless it 
arises from the will of the citizens.  Thus the only reasonable method would 
have three stages: a phase of in-depth discussion involving the citizens of all 
the countries of the Union; on this basis representatives would be elected to 
an Assembly whose function would be to draft a new foundation document; 
finally, the document emerging from the work of the Assembly would be 
discussed in each state of the Union and directly ratified by referendum.

Some people object to direct consultation of the populations for fear of 
national withdrawals. It is true that there is no assurance that in a demo-
cratic constituent process the populations might choose a way other than a 
European Union, even if the latter were to have new foundations. However, 
nothing is worse than maintaining the status quo, for the peoples’ Europe 
has already been bled white.

If the constitutive process is a requirement and it achieves its ends, the 
cards will be reshuffled. Some former cleavages may be overcome: European 
citizenship would become a reality and not just a constantly disappointing 
pious hope; the balance between the Union and the states could be re-
thought once the fears, bitterness and suspicions have been removed. The 
Union could then work as a political community, based on the free involve-
ment of its peoples and its citizens. 

Life will assert itself and clarify the major choices, distinguish between 
the people who want a social Europe and those who only want a big market 
place. The issue of the component parts of the Union, such as that of its bor-
ders, should become relative. If a people decides, temporarily or not, to 
withdraw to the sidelines of the Union, would that be such a tragedy? If, on 
the other hand, another decides to take part in the common building proc-
ess, why should this be seen as a danger?

What counts is the bringing together of peoples who decide to share a 
project for the future.  The last word must remain with them. n
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Some languages 
are universal.
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The EU’s crisis management is deepening the disaster in which the Union 
finds itself. However, a change of course is not in sight. This would re-

quire insight into the causes of the debacle and the courage to abandon the 
dogmas of the free market; and it would require fighting the power of the 
financial industry. Europe has to be conceived anew in order to overcome 
the agony.

A financial crisis and a crisis of competition – not a debt crisis

At its core, the current crisis is not a debt crisis but a crisis of the com-
petitive and financial order as it was created by the European treaties. The 
crisis had its starting point in the financial crisis, which itself was the con-
sequence of liberalised and deregulated financial markets. It is not prima-
rily a debt crisis resulting from the mismanagement of individual coun-
tries. 

Apart from some aspects of the Greek drama which are now being de-
clared the causes of the crisis, allegedly explaining everything, the countries 
have been acting ‘in compliance with the system’ and manoeuvring within 
the financial and competitive order established by the treaties. Within this 
system it is only consistent for the states to abstain from receiving tax rev-
enue from capital income and to intensify international competition be-
tween national competitive territories via fiscal and social dumping. In in-

Thinking Europe Anew Without 
 Imposing It from Above

Andreas Fisahn, Peter Wahl *
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ternational competition between national territories the competitive system 
of the EU finds its most significant expression. 

The structural error of the competitive order

Since the 1980s the EU has gradually been moulded into a neoliberal com-
petitive order. The EEC developed from a state-interventionist customs un-
ion to a competition-oriented, neoliberal EU, in which not only the compa-
nies but also the states compete against each other. While large areas of 
commercial law have been harmonised, competition, on the other hand,  
takes place where European harmonisation was excluded by law: in the ar-
eas of tax law and the social systems. This can only lead to a downward spi-
ral – to a race to the bottom in the fiscal and social domains. Continuing on 
the same path, interpreted as an intensification of integration, is socially ir-
responsible and will not work in the long run. 

The structural error of the financial market order

In the 1990s the European competitive order took on a specific dynamic 
due to the deregulation of the financial markets. Through it, politics has ul-
timately degraded itself to the point of becoming a mere recipient of orders 
reacting only to the signals of the financial markets. Uncontrolled financial 
markets allow institutional investors and the wealthy to avoid being taxed 
in the national states. This worsens the revenue situation of the states and 
deepens the dependence of public finances on the markets. Uncontrolled fi-
nancial markets create virtual wealth which has to be served by the real 
economy. It is a redistribution machine favouring the owners of financial 
assets. The financial crash of the years 2007/2008 eventually led to a reces-
sion which has continued the present, developing into a debt crisis and 
bringing about a lost decade for the Union. 

The financial casino has recommenced its operations. Meanwhile, the 
states are struggling with the consequences of the crisis and through rescue 
funds the debtors guarantee the casino’s functioning. The losses of the 
banks are thus socialised. That is why public debts are much higher today 
than they were before the crisis. After the outbreak of the crisis, the G-20 
had announced far-reaching reforms, but so far nothing much has hap-
pened except for a few cosmetic adjustments. This is clearly due to the influ-
ence of the financial lobby and the “systemic significance” of the major 
banks as well as in the taboo of questioning the system. 

On the other hand, the European Constitution, which by way of treaties is 
committed to liberalised financial markets and freedom of movement for 
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capital, is setting tight limits on re-regulation. The crisis of the EU is a crisis 
of its competitive and financial order. That is where any fundamental revi-
sion must start.  

Authoritarian economic governance

As a reaction to the crisis, the restructuring of the EU in the direction of 
an authoritarian economic governance is being pushed. All of the various 
agreements and pacts – the Pact for the Euro, Sixpack, the ESM (European 
Stability Mechanism), the Fiscal Pact and the Banks Union – have a com-
mon denominator: They aim at centralised control of the economic and 
budget policies of the Euro-countries. Wolfgang Schäuble quite frankly stat-
ed that, ‘[i]deally, there would be a European Minister of Finances. He 
would have the right to veto any national budget and would have to approve 
the level of new borrowings.’ This is not only a centralist but also an author-
itarian solution. Not even in a national state does a minister of finances have 
the right to veto the budget law decided by parliament. Such an authoritar-
ian solution harbours the danger of ever more democratic and fundamental 
rights being suspended in order to guarantee a continuation of the socially 
irresponsible, for the prevailing management of the crisis is first and fore-
most to uccure by reducing state expenditures through cuts of social bene-
fits and wages.

What the managers of the crisis demand are upper limits to credits (a 
‘debt brake’) and thus an austerity policy leading to depression and further 
worsening of the economic situation. The number of unemployed has 
reached a historic all-time high of 12%. However, not even the objectives set 
by the managers themselves can be achieved by the restricted spending pro-
gramme: The level of debt is rising in relation to the shrinking gross nation-
al product. For this reason too, intensified integration characterised by an 
authoritarian austerity policy cannot be a sensible route.

  

Centrifugal tendencies and growing nationalism

The authoritarian economic governance is understood as a step towards 
intensifying integration. This position calls itself ‘pro-European’, but in ac-
tuality it is not because this form of integration is anti-democratic and anti-
social. The very substance of European values is being crushed and, conse-
quently, the European project as a whole jeopardized. As a consequence of 
the crisis management the distance between Europeans has now become 
even wider, with the aversion to Germany in particular growing daily and 
expected to grow further in the near future. National and chauvinist ten-



Th
in

k
in

g
 Eu

rop
e A

n
ew

 W
ith

ou
t  Im

p
osin

g
 It from

 A
b

ove
 49

dencies can be observed, everywhere triggering centrifugal dynamics which 
could lead to an erosion of the current legal foundations of the EU.

Imposing an intensification of integration?

As an alternative, demands are being heard for a supranational democra-
cy, especially from within the social democratic and green spectrum, the 
outlines of which remain completely vague. In order to initiate a democrat-
ic reform of the Union, these demands include the calling of a convention to 
reform the treaties and submitting a new European Constitution to the vote 
of the populations of Europe. The intentions here may be good, but the re-
ality will be anything but good because the wrongheaded development will 
not be corrected if the competitive and financial order is not also called into 
question. At best, single measures are considered such as joint government 
bonds. These create short-term relief for the borrowings of some countries, 
but the mechanism of handing out gifts by way of redistribution is tackled 
as little as is the power of the actors on the financial markets.

Democratisation of the EU

Democratising the EU is the objective of any emancipatory politics. This 
involves, on the one hand, the institutions of the EU: To return to democ-
racy in Europe at least requires uniform European suffrage, Europe-wide 
parties and votes having equal weight. The representation and self-legisla-
tion demanded by democratic movements are not being realised. Not even 
the national parliaments can control European politics any longer. Vassilios 
Skouris, the President of the European Court of Justice (ECJ) has quite 
frankly explained how the system works: Europe has acquired competences 
due to the principle of conferral, and where the limits of the competences 
are drawn is determined by the ECJ. 

The lack of democratic programming by national parliaments is not com-
pensated or replaced by the European Parliament, since it is not a democrat-
ic parliament, elected on the basis of equal suffrage, which would function 
as the central organ of legislation. In the legislative process, the EP still 
comes second after the Council. Thus the EU is a post-democracy in which 
the bustling but for the most part ineffectual activities of the representatives 
have replaced democratic control and self-legislation. 

Instead, possibilities should be opened up to put into practice economic 
and political alternatives. Which economic model to choose must, in a dem-
ocratic society, be decided through the democratic political process. The 
European Constitution should be opened to a democratic process in which 
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different objectives and perspectives, priorities and concepts can compete to 
find majorities to support them. This kind of openness would mean taking 
a road leading out of the established competitive and financial market order, 
which is only possible through a fundamental revision of the treaties. 

This could involve a slim European Constitution, which under conditions 
of a democratised European legislation transfers competences but does not 
lay down any detailed specifications of objectives and means. Conditions 
sine qua non for further integrative steps are real steps to guarantee the so-
cial agenda, to reverse the asymmetry between capital and labour. 

For re-thinking the social

Any politics of emancipation must liberate itself from the binary logic that 
the road to an authoritarian-centralist order is ‘pro-European’ while reject-
ing it is considered ‘anti-European’.

Since criticism of the authoritarian variety of integration is often moti-
vated by nationalism and welfare-chauvinism, hardly anyone in the camp of 
those struggling for emancipation dares to question the dominant course of 
integration. For fear of being cornered into the two-camp logic and de-
nounced as anti-European, nationally narrow-minded and backward-look-
ing.

An intensification of integration at the present moment would only secure 
in an authoritarian manner the wrongheaded structural decisions of the 
past; it would lead to a continuation and exacerbation of a policy at the cost 
of the majority of people and to the benefit of the profits of the big compa-
nies; it would continue the wrong set of priorities aimed at turning Europe 
into the most competitive of all regions, which really means conditions fa-
vourable to capital investment.   

Under these preconditions and power relations it makes little sense to in-
troduce a constituent process by way of a convention procedure. That would 
require an intense and broad discussion of the perspectives of the EU in and 
among all the member states so as to arrive at a consensus on the question 
of how we want to live together in Europe. 

This kind of discussion is not taking place in the midst of the hectic man-
agement of the crisis, and that is why the prerequisites are not there for a 
constituent convention process. In the end, a Europe of solidarity is only 
thinkable if those social forces organise, who want to push for such a project 
from below and who are able to defend and preserve both old and new 
achievements. Democracy is not only a question of electoral procedure but 
also one of which social interests stand a chance to prevail.
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Short-term reaction to the crisis

As a short-term response to the crisis strict regulation of the financial 
markets including controls of capital movement and effective taxation of 
large assets and capital incomes is necessary. The casino must be closed 
down. Moreover, a ‘transfer union’ of one kind or another is unavoidable. 
However, the addressees of solidarity are not ailing banks but the citizens of 
the countries ridden by the crisis and among them those particularly weak 
socially. Banks may only be saved under the precondition that they are sub-
ordinated to public control and run according to a business model commit-
ted to common welfare.

Speculation against crisis-ridden countries must be stopped, through, for 
example, a ban on credit default swaps for government bonds, the neutrali-
sation of ratings and bans on market access for hedge funds and other high-
ly speculative actors. In addition, the ECB must assume the role of ‘lender 
of last resort’ until the crisis economies have been consolidated and have re-
covered to the point where they can stand on their own. 

If required, the temporary flexibilisation of the Euro by introducing re-
gionally different exchange rates or the fixing of currency fluctuation cor-
ridors are legitimate measures. If this takes place in a structured and con-
certed way, the negative effects can be limited and the costs would be much 
lower than if the Eurozone were dissolved in a chaotic way. If the dominant 
way of managing the crisis is continued, the collapse of the common cur-
rency will inevitably be the outcome. 

Global competition

The EU is integrating itself into the geopolitical upheavals and striving to 
become the most competitive region on earth. Competition is primarily un-
derstood as economic, but is to be supplemented by political and military 
means. The ideal is the EU as a superpower together with the USA and Chi-
na, forming the G3. If the world is looked at through the lens of power and 
geopolitics, the rise of China to a superpower, the potential of India, Brazil 
and other threshold countries as well as Russia’s attempts to revive it’s 
former power must, from the perspective of European functionary elites, be 
regarded as a source of concern. Indeed, the 500-year epoch in which Eu-
rope and its North American offshoot determined the fate of the world is 
drawing to a close.  

It is obvious that a EU superpower is incompatible with a European policy 
of emancipation. ‘Peace’ (in the comprehensive sense of the word) must be 
the objective of any European policy and not geopolitics on the model of 
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past centuries. The EU should play a major role in defining a new interna-
tional order, which is conceived of as an order of peace and replaces inter-
national economic competition with an ecologically oriented order of coop-
eration and solidarity. Only in this way can the global challenges such as the 
climate crisis, population growth and the scarcity of resources be faced. The 
EU should become a region standing for peace, solidarity, democracy and 
social rights worldwide, in short: a superpower in terms of quality of life. n

Note
*)  A longer version of this article was published in German in the journal Sozialismus 

11/2012.



A
ltern

a
tives for Eu

rop
e 

 53

Europe finds itself in the midst of a very severe crisis. If this crisis cannot 
be overcome, both the political project of European integration and the 

European and global economies will be heavily damaged, not to mention 
the extent of social destruction the crisis has already caused in the countries 
of the European periphery.

For years, European policy has been short-sightedly aimed to gaining 
time. Since the outbreak of the great crisis in 2007/2008, all member states 
of the EMU (European Monetary Union) have been in crisis mode, al-
though in different ways. Even in 2013, the global economy is moving on a 
very hesitant path of development, with Europe still being miles away from 
where it was before the crisis – in terms of both the Eurozone and the EU as 
a whole. What is more, solving the crisis by an austerity policy built into the 
system through its institutions only exacerbates the crisis constellation. 
Misguided developments are being intensified, with massive programmes of 
cutbacks deepening social inequality, which in turn weakens the reproduc-
tive process both in the economy and in society. 

Yet all this is not only about the consequences of ‘fiscal dictatorship’ in the 
EU but also and simultaneously about the consequences of ‘radical restruc-
turing’ in US budgetary policy, which is trying to achieve a balanced budget 
by saving in expenditures and raising  more revenue. The scant hope for a 
new constellation of growth, triggered by the coincidence of European and 
US ‘austerity policy’, is certainly also not spurred on by the new approaches 

Alternatives for Europe

Joachim Bischoff
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to crisis management policy in Japan. Since the real estate and asset bubbles 
burst in 1989/90, the situation in Japan has been characterised by deflation, 
or declining inflation. By implementing massive recovery plans, the govern-
ments have continually tried to break out of this blockaded accumulation 
dynamic, but so far without success. 

Still, in Japan it is not the consolidation of public finances which is the fo-
cus of policy; rather the government has launched a new initiative to supple-
ment the low-interest-rate policy and the strategy of cheap money from the 
central bank (BoJ) by increasing public expenditures. The most extensive 
public stimulus measures since the outbreak of the crisis at the end of the 
1980s are to create investments in public infrastructure, assistance for small 
companies and incentives to private capitalist investments. 

An end to the Great Crisis of the 21st century is not yet in sight. It is still 
entirely unclear how the process of debt relief or of ‘deleveraging’ is to suc-
ceed in this constellation without deflationary consequences, how the rela-
tive de-coupling of the financial and real economies can be reversed and the 
‘infernal triangle’ of public debt crisis, bank crisis and recession be broken. 

Structural reforms in the Eurozone

It is absurd to want to force structural adjustments of national economies 
in the Eurozone by a policy of wage reductions and austerity policies leading 
to nothing but depression. Europe needs economic growth and at the same 
time a structural change in its accumulation regimes. Germany’s leading 
role, which consists so far in a massive carrying out of austerity regimes, 
must be overcome by the hegemonic power abandoning an economic policy 
oriented towards current account surpluses and striving for a more equal 
balance of trade. Yet, it is of course to be expected that such a political par-
adigm change will be rejected by the economic and political elites. The core 
problem by now is the far-reaching destruction of the political arena. 

In the EU calls for a ‘policy of growth’ are increasingly frequent. Even the 
heads of government tell us that the debt and fiscal crises can only be over-
come by growth. Yet, there is nothing politicians and ‘experts’ are more at 
odds on than the question of where the growth is to come from. Since the 
1970s growth rates in the rich industrialised countries have been more or 
less steadily on the decline; this trend would have to be reversed. In the 
1990s it seemed for a while as though this could be done; but what then 
mostly grew were the financial sector and the indebtedness of private house-
holds. However, growth alone will not suffice for paying the high debts. The 
entire debts on the capital market amount to 350 % of global GDP, while 
this 62 billion US-dollar GDP is accompanied by credits and debts of 200 
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billion US dollars. Reducing debt only through higher growth rates would 
be a long-drawn-out process; other forms of financial repression (such as 
debt conversion) must be adopted. What is then required is a sensible mix 
of debt relief and qualitative growth, by which the excessive importance of 
the financial sector is simultaneously reduced.  

If since the beginning of the debt crisis in the Eurozone the focus in the 
economic debate has been on the consolidation of national budgets, the call 
for growth initiatives can now be heard more and more loudly. The presi-
dent of the EU-Council, Herman Van Rompuy, contends that the weight 
needs to be gradually shifted to the stimulation of growth and employment, 
with the consolidation of the budget being the ‘foundation stone’ on which 
a comprehensive strategy of growth would have to be built. Van Rompuy 
wants this to be the topic of the EU Summit at the end of May. 

The head of the European Central Bank, Mario Draghi, is also speaking 
out in favour of a ‘growth pact’, as a supplement to the Fiscal Pact, that im-
poses financial discipline on the Euro-states and further EU-countries. The 
policy of structural reform and budget consolidation is to be supplemented 
by investments stimulating growth, for example, in cross-border infrastruc-
ture projects. 

What has contributed to the change of mood are first of all the dreary re-
sults of austerity politics. Even the alleged model students of debt relief – 
Ireland and Portugal – had to be conceded a time extension needed for re-
structuring. In addition, there is the vicious circle of consolidation in 
countries such as Spain, Greece and Italy: Cuts in expenditures and tax 
hikes deepen the recession in the short run, and in turn hamper the consol-
idation of the budget. 

However, except for low interests and a loose monetary policy, what other 
instruments does the economic-policy toolbox contain? Politicians in gov-
ernments favour stimulating growth on the supply side, that is, structural 
reforms such as the liberalisation of the job markets, downsizing of the pub-
lic sector, pension reforms or the dismantling of obstacles to competition. 
These structural reforms – or so their adherents claim – would lead to the 
consolidation of public budgets and an increase of competitiveness; eventu-
ally an economic upswing would take place in the wake of increasing ex-
ports. That kind of political approach is always given full support by the EU 
Commission and the Council of Ministers. Yet, its implementation is slug-
gish and the outcomes modest, because improved competitiveness needs 
more time and must be integrated into a global economic opening of the 
different markets, which has in recent years stopped altogether. 

A different approach is suggested by Keynesian-oriented economists who 
consider the policy of austerity counterproductive and therefore advocate it 
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be rescinded and replaced by state-stimulated demand. In the Eurozone an 
extension of deficit targets has gradually become accepted: Italy, France, but 
also Spain, Portugal and the Netherlands will not reach the agreed reduc-
tion of state deficits for 2013. But watering down the savings targets does not 
result in the implementation of additional public investments. A compre-
hensive infrastructure programme coordinated Europe-wide – and compa-
rable to the volume of investments in Japan – would increase both public 
and private demand significantly and stimulate new capital investments, 
but would also be accompanied by an increase of deficits, which in most of 
the countries are still considerably high, and thus a rise in the debt-to-GDP 
ratio. In the Eurozone the debt had in 2011 already reached an all-time high 
of 87.2 % since the beginning of the monetary union. That is why in spite of 
their inclination to expanding public investments those in power have so far 
rejected ‘an old-style Keynesian approach on the demand side’ as an ‘illu-
sory concept’.   

Currently, the prospects of suspending the consolidation of public financ-
es, as laid down by the Fiscal Pact, are minimal. At the same time, this mis-
guided economic policy has intensified the downward trend in the entire 
European economic space: ‘This falling in line with the austerity course of 
ever more countries of the EEC, massively curbed economic recovery in the 
Eurozone and – contrary to the present aspirations of the Troika consisting 
of the ECB, EU Commission and IMF – led to the further burdening of pub-
lic budgets and an increase of the debt-to-GDP-ratio. The countries con-
cerned only reacted by further toughening austerity policies.’1 

A look back at the development of recent months clearly shows: The aus-
terity course in no way contributes to solving the economic and financial 
problems. On the contrary, cuts in public funds weaken the economy and 
only increase the debt-to-GDP-ratio. ‘The debts most drastically increased 
in those Euro countries most affected by the financial crisis and which had 
implemented the most radical austerity programmes. […] Stabilising meas-
ures on a suitably large scale, for example, a targeted strategy of growth for 
weak Euro countries, are still not envisaged. Therefore the present develop-
ment is an illustration of the already failed economic policy.’2

Empirically, it is continually clearer by now that pure consolidation is an 
anti-growth strategy. Meanwhile, several years have gone by without the 
emergence of a common understanding around a growth strategy. On the 
contrary, the Fiscal Pact pre-programmes a downward spiral. ‘Since January 
2013 the Fiscal Pact has been in force. Its implementation in a situation in 
which most EU countries find themselves in a recession or at least stagna-
tion could delay or even prevent an upswing and thus also dampen medi-
um-term economic development. This danger does not arise from the basi-
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cally sound goal of curbing public debt, but from the path through which 
this goal is to be reached. This path is constituted by two rules:  

Each Contracting State is only allowed to run a structural (cyclically ad-zz

justed) deficit of a maximum of 0.5 % of the GDP (deficit rule).
Each year the public debt must be reduced by one twentieth of the differ-zz

ence between the current debt ratio and the agreed target value of 60 % 
(debt rule). 

[…]
While the debt rule will become effective only three years after the state 

has brought its headline deficit below 3%, the new deficit rule applies 
permanently.’3

Alternatives

The elements of an alternative are well-known: What is required is a mix-
ture of growth incentives and restructuring measures for public finances; in 
addition, we need strategies to counter the internal imbalances in Europe 
and Germany’s enormous current account surplus. In concrete terms this 
means pay raises in Germany and an industrial policy increasing both ex-
ports and productivity in the national economies of the countries on Eu-
rope’s periphery. The failure of the strategy pursued so far is obvious: The 
internal devaluation, i.e. the compulsory reduction of wages and prices, has 
increased the debt burden of households, enterprises and governments. ‘If 
austerity is enforced, people lose their jobs, because nobody buys the prod-
ucts they make. But the debt burden does not go down when jobs are lost; it 
rises. It is possible to avoid this trap, but only if we take austerity policy – 
that is, higher taxes and lower expenditures – off the table and start talking 
about debt-friendly fiscal stimuli: that is, further increases in taxation to-
gether with an increase in public expenditure. In this way, the debt ratio will 
fall, because the denominator (economic performance) will rise and not be-
cause the numerator (the total public debt) will shrink. This kind of enlight-
ened economic stimulus comes up against strong prejudice.’4

The core problem of persistent depression in the EU is insufficient social 
demand. Enterprises do not invest enough in new plants or equipment and 
therefore create a too low salary income or simply too few jobs. Therefore we 
can understand the alternative to the policy of consolidation as a political 
decision to boost society’s consumption and consequently the economy. 
This has nothing to do with continuing the debt management policy. It is 
about interfering with the distribution ratios and, ultimately, about selective 
increases in taxation in times of economic hardship. Europe needs structur-
al reforms, but not the ones the defenders of consolidation policy demand. 
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The alternative to consolidation amounts to financing goods and services 
that are inadequately provided by the private capitalist sector – things such 
as better social security, education, healthcare and public infrastructure – 
through raising taxes on higher incomes, investment income and large ac-
cumulated assets.

What this therefore means is a policy of tax-financed expenditures: The 
Confederation of German Trade Unions, for example, has proposed a 
Marshall Plan for Europe according to which additional investments would 
be made amounting to 260 billion Euros (about 2 % of the GDP) per year in 
a period of ten years (DGB 2012). A European Future Fund would issue 
bonds guaranteed by all participating member-states. Revenue from a tax 
on financial transactions would be used for paying off debt. The seed capital 
for the funds would be generated from a one-off capital levy.  

We should take as a starting point the reestablishment of the relative in-
dependence of financial markets from value creation in the real economy in 
order to initiate a structural change of the total social reproduction process 
by changing the distribution ratios. In the USA and many other countries, 
in a number of sectors capital and corporate incomes as a share of GDP has 
reached its highest ratio in decades. The incomes of economic elites and so-
cial upper classes have for a long time been detached from the developments 
in total production and employment growth. While the demand for luxury 
goods is booming, the demand for goods and services for low-wage groups 
is falling. With the exception of the countries immediately hit by the crisis, 
all this is happening in a time of extreme loosening in monetary policy and 
close to zero interests. The structural concentration of incomes at the top is 
accompanied by cheap money and the chase after ever higher returns, which 
thus drives up stock prices. 

Despite the widespread concern for, indeed fear of, poverty, unemploy-
ment, inequality and the extreme concentration of income and wealth, the 
political and social support for an alternative model of restructuring and 
growth remains modest. However, without radical socio-economic reforms, 
GDP growth in the major capitalist countries will at best recover very slow-
ly, while the political systems remain blocked. The political alternative lies 
in limiting wealth and power, distributing economic profits, so that strong 
impetus is given to growth of the real incomes of the poor, and in safeguard-
ing macro-economic stability. The obstacles to the implementation of such 
a restructuring of wealth lead to renewed detachment of the financial and 
stock markets from the social process of value creation. The widening gap 
between the booming financial markets and the daily life experience of the 
majority of citizens could widen still further. If the soaring of asset prices 
far above reality is not stopped by society, another sudden shock of value de-
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cline will make visible the real basis of production.  
The lack of logical thinking in dominant European policy has once again 

become obvious in the consultations over the budget framework for the next 
years. The EU budget is the instrument for investment and growth in Eu-
rope. Although there has been a redeployment of funds toward tackling 
youth unemployment, the resources remain modest and are embedded in a 
logic of cutbacks. For stimulating growth, for example, by creating new jobs, 
promoting competitiveness and research and development, the upcoming 
year’s EU budget only provides 59 billion Euros – less than in the current 
budget year. According to the Committee on Budgets the volume of the EU 
budget for 2013 is 2 % lower than the current year’s expenditures. This cor-
responds to 0.99 % of the GDP of the 27 EU countries. In the current year 
the ratio of EU budget to member-state GDPs still amounts to only 1.05 %. 
Contrary to their pan-European rhetoric, here too the fans of cutbacks and 
austerity policies have come out on top.

The dominant policy of debt brake, fiscal pact and austerity neglects eco-
nomic growth and is manoeuvring Europe into a cul-de sac. There are fea-
sible alternatives to this failed approach. But the precondition for political 
change is an immediate suspension of austerity policy and the comprehen-
sive embedding of the economic and social-policy reform in broad civil in-
volvement. The by now oft-demanded renationalisation of economic and 
monetary policies would, it is true, allow the countries of the periphery to 
devalue their currencies, but they would find it more difficult afterwards to 
serve their Euro debts. External deflation is no panacea for a rapid improve-
ment in competitiveness. Eventually, turbulence on the financial markets 
would trigger an incalculable domino effect also for the member-states. 
Also in this respect, a strategy to counter the inner-European imbalances 
and Germany’s enormous current account surplus would make more sense. 
In any case, the alternative to the race for competitive advantages consists in 
agreeing on an economic division of labour and an industrial policy which 
promotes both exports and productivity in the national economies at the 
European periphery.  n

Notes
1  IMK Report 80, March 2013; http://www.boeckler.de/pdf/p_imk_report_80_2013.pdf
2  Ibid.
3  Ibid.
4  Robert J. Shiller, Debt-Friendly Stimulus, 20 March 2013; http://www.project-syndi-

cate.org/commentary/balanced-budgets-without-austerity-by-robert-j--shiller/.
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Chávez was a constant 
presence in the WSF.
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The June 1999 Council Summit of the heads of state and government in 
Cologne is considered the founding date of the European Union’s mili-

tarisation. At that time the principle of establishing troops for military in-
terventions was established, whose size was determined a half year as 60,000 
soldiers (which means a total of about 180,000 soldiers in view later of the 
required rotation and logistical support). In order to embed this militarisa-
tion in a strategic framework, a ‘European Security Strategy’ (ESS)1 was 
adopted, after a delay, in December 2003. 

Global claim to power: Only together are we strong!

The ESS is unequivocal in its claim of a global power role for Europe: ‘As 
a union of 25 states with over 450 million people producing a quarter of the 
world’s Gross National Product (GNP), and with a wide range of instru-
ments at its disposal, the European Union is inevitably a global player. […] 
Europe should be ready to share in the responsibility for global security and 
in building a better world’ (ESS:2).

This pooling of the power capabilities of nation-states on the EU level 
seems all the more urgent to the EU elites against the background the pow-
er shift toward Asia as well as the increasing conflicts in the international 
system. Former British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s understanding is para-
digmatic here: ‘For Europe, the crucial thing is to understand that the only 

A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing:  
European Security Strategy 

Jürgen Wagner
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way that you will get support for Europe today is not on the basis of a sort 
of post-war view that the EU is necessary for peace, […] In a world in par-
ticular in which China is going to become the dominant power of the 21st 
century, it is sensible for Europe to combine together, to use its collective 
weight in order to achieve influence. And the rationale for Europe today 
therefore is about power, not peace.’2

The sprawling complex of threats

After the ambitions of the ESS are made plain, the document goes on to 
present a boundless set of threats against which it is necessary to defend. In 
the section ‘Key Threats’ no less than five types are listed, which are then 
subdivided into numerous sub-threats.3 In addition, in other sections of 
the document, further threats are indicated, for example the question of 
energy dependence: ‘Energy dependence is a special concern for Europe. 
Europe is the world’s largest importer of oil and gas. Imports account for 
about 50% of energy consumption today. This will rise to 70% in 2030’ 
(ESS: 4).

What is especially striking in such a high-level document is that it no-
where specifies what means are to be deployed against the specific threats. 
In so doing it fosters a ‘securitisation’ by means of which many phenomena 
are brought into the military’s sphere of activity. The most prominent ex-
ample of this is the development policy which actually according to Article 
208 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union should be ex-
clusively directed toward the eradication of poverty. In fact, it is increasing-
ly being instrumentalised for security issues, which extends all the way to 
the direct cross-financing of military interventions out of development-pol-
icy budgets, such as the ‘African Peace Facility’.

The result is that the ESS, with its hazily defined analysis of threats, opens 
the door to dealing militarily, under some circumstances, with these 
‘threats’, as long as it is considered necessary for the Union’s own interests.

Interventions robust and global

Already shortly before the passage of the ESS, the geographical limit for 
intervention by EU reaction forces – which were already generous, being set 
in 1999 at a 4,000 km radius from Brussels – had been abandoned, because 
the first inverventions under the umbrella of what is now called the ‘Com-
mon Security and Defence Policy’ (CSDP) had already begun with ‘Concor-
dia’ in Macedonia in March 2003 and in June 2003 with ‘Artemis’ in the 
Congo, which clearly is situated more than 4,000 km from Brussels.
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It should be noted that the deployment of EU intervention troops was at 
the time mainly legitimised with the argument that the Balkan conflicts 
had shown that the EU must be in a position to intervene in extreme cases 
in conflicts on its immediate periphery. With Operation Artemis at the lat-
est, this argument was dispensed with; after all, there it was obvious that the 
intention was eventually to be able to intervene militarily on a global level. 
Here too the ESS shortly thereafter supplied the rationale: ‘Our traditional 
concept of self-defence – up to and including the Cold War – was based on 
the threat of invasion. With the new threats, the first line of defence will of-
ten be abroad. The new threats are dynamic. […]  We need to develop a stra-
tegic culture that fosters early, rapid, and when necessary, robust interven-
tion’ (ESS: 8 and 12)

At the June 2004 EU Summit Meeting in Brussels, with ‘Headline Goal 
2010’, new plans were released in order ‘literally’ to be better armed for such 
intervention. This involved the decision to institute intervention-ready ‘bat-
tlegroups’ – highly mobile and quickly transferable intervention troops with 
about 1,500 soldiers each – in addition to the EU intervention troops. From 
the beginning of 2007 two of these battlegroups are always on call to be 
transferred in only 5 to 30 days. At the December 2008 Council Summit a 
new, extremely ambitious planning goal was released: Capabilities are to be 
built as quickly as possible for making it possible to carry out up to 19 CSDP 
interventions simultaneously – among them two high-intensity combat op-
erations at a time and two ‘stabilisation missions’, that is, occupation inter-
ventions as in Afghanistan.

If one asks top EU politicians what the particular characteristic of Euro-
pean foreign and security policy is and how it differs from that of other pro-
tagonists, one can be certain that civilian-military cooperation will be 
pointed to. For example, Javier Solana, EU High Representative until the 
end of 2009, commented: ‘The logic underpinning ESDP – its unique and 
distinctive civil-military approach to crisis management – was ahead of its 
time when conceived. That logic has proved its validity and has been adopt-
ed widely by others.’4

This logic serves the civilian flanking of military intervention and in-
creases its efficacy. Once again the ESS supplies the justifying argument: ‘In 
almost every major intervention, military efficiency has been followed by 
civilian chaos. […]The challenge now is to bring together the different in-
struments and capabilities: European assistance programmes and the Euro-
pean Development Fund, military and civilian capabilities from Member 
States and other instruments’ (ESS: 12ff.).

However, civil measures – mediation, humanitarian aid, etc. – were origi-
nally thought of as alternatives, not as supplements to military foreign pol-
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icy. Now, however, through civil-military cooperation the independence 
and neutrality of civilian protagonists is being massively compromised, 
since they are often only seen as an appendage of military intervention. For 
this reason, the Dachverband der Deutschen Entwicklungspolitischen 
NROs (VENRO – The Development-Policy Federation of German NGOs) 
has levelled this criticism: ‘Civil-military cooperation’ means that state de-
velopment cooperation and reconstruction aid are subordinated to military 
aims as “counter-insurgency”.’5

The conflation of civilian and military aspects has by now even been in-
stitutionalised on the strategic level: On 1 December 2010 the European Ex-
ternal Action Service started functioning. Almost all civilian and military 
instruments have been combined in it with an aim henceforth to be able to 
carry out a ‘more coherent’ and seamless power politics, as can be seen in 
the statements of EU High Representative Catherine Ashton: ‘We must mo-
bilise all our levers of influence – political, economic, plus civil and military 
crisis management tools – in support of a single political strategy. […]The 
days when EU foreign policy could be dismissed as all talk and no action are 
long over.’6

New global geopolitical strategy?

The European Global Strategy Project initiated by Italy, Spain, Sweden 
and Poland has set itself the goal of presenting a new strategy by May 2013, 
in which ideas are to be developed, which ‘go beyond the risks to also look 
at opportunities, and to take into account the changes that are taking place 
in Europe as well as in the rest of the world’.7

An essential matter that has changed is the USA’s shift of focus toward the 
Far East, which furnished EU power politicians an occasion to extend the 
EU’s sphere of influence and supersede the USA as the ‘peace-keeping pow-
er’ in the greater region. The most prominent to advocate this is the Group 
on Grand Strategy (GoGS), an association of geopoliticains who are explic-
itly advocating the establishment of a militarily secured wider imperial area 
and a consequent expansion of the EU’s sphere of influence.8 When the ESS 
began to speak about European power politics, the language was quite en-
coded, but now that period is gradually coming to a close. n

Notes
1 http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cmsUpload/78367.pdf.
2 Andrew Hough: ‘Tony Blair: EU needs elected president, former PM says’, The 

Telegraph, 9 June 2011.
3 The ‘Key Threats’ named are: terrorism, proliferation, regional conflicts, the prolif-
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eration of weapons of mass destruction, regional conflicts, state failure and organised 
crime.

4 Álvaro de Vasconcelos (ed.): What ambitions for European defence in 2020, EUISS 2009, 
p. 7.

5 VENRO: ‘Was will Deutschland am Hindukusch?‘ Positionspapier No. 7/2009, p. 6.
6 Remarks by EU HR Ashton at the Munich Security Conference, 6 February 2010 

(http://www.eu-un.europa.eu/articles/en/article_9472_en.htm).
7 Think-tank process for a European Global Strategy, EGS Fact Sheet, July 2012 (http://

www.euglobalstrategy.eu/about). 
8 Jürgen Wagner: ‘Grand Area: Ein imperiales Raumkonzept für die Weltmacht Euro-

pa‘, in: Wissenschaft & Frieden 1/2013.

Free Gaza and Palestine:  
that was the theme  

of the WSF Final March.
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In both the ideals and the rhetoric of trade unions international solidarity 
plays a major role. Trade union practice, however, is first and foremost fo-

cused on the context of those nation-states, in which they were able to 
achieve their most important victories in the 20th century. It is those 
achievements within the national framework which are being undermined 
with the help of the EU and its institutions (Wickham 2012). Since 2010 the 
most radical programme of austerity in the entire history of the EU has been 
imposed on the crisis-ridden countries in the name of Europe. For the time 
being the trade unions and the masses of their members in Germany and 
the group of the other so-called ‘core countries’ of the (by now shrinking) 
Eurozone, particularly in Northern Europe, could have the impression of 
living in another world. Conflicts around trade union policy are becom-
ming more differertiated among the differnt countries. Yet, the policy of 
fighting the crisis in the EU, which at the same time increasingly exacerbates 
it, confronts traditional models of trade unionist policy with its limits de-
fined by the nation state.  

From the great recession to the great aggression

While in the first stage of the current crisis, i.e. the ‘Great Recession’ of 
2008/2009, most European governments had resorted to active crisis-man-
agement measures, in the second phase, the intensified crisis of the Euro 

Trade Unions: 
The Difficult Path to Solidarity  
in One’s Own Interest

Steffen Lehndorff *
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system since 2010, governments adopted a policy which aggravated the cri-
sis. Largely on the initiative of the German government, elaborated by the 
EU Commission and in coordination with the IMF in the framework of the 
Troika, an authoritarian interventionism was established, which is putting 
massive cuts of state expenditure and further deregulation of the product 
and job markets at the centre of a new economic and political management 
(Bieling 2012; Leschke et al. 2012). It is based on a concept comprising the 
entire range of the standard neoliberal programme of ‘structural reforms’ 
and deals in no way with the dramatic need for reform, in particular in the 
countries on the periphery (see the analyses of countries in Bosch et al. 2009 
and Lehndorff 2012). 

Those ‘employment-friendly labour market reforms’ (European Commis-
sion 2012) are primarily implemented in the countries on the Euro-periph-
ery, notably in Greece and Spain (for surveys see Clauwaert/Schönmann 
2012; Hermann et al. 2012). Thus, following the requirements of the Troika, 
the Greek government has enforced the general privilege of company-level 
agreements over centralised sector-level agreements. In companies without 
any trade union representation, company agreements can also be concluded 
with ‘other groups of employees’. In addition, all procedures involved in the 
declarations of general application of collective agreements have been sus-
pended. Also, in 2012 the statutory minimum wage based on a national 
wage agreement was cut by 22 % (for those under 25 years of age by 31 %). 
In so doing the government has overturned the previously practiced nego-
tiation of the minimum wage between the central collective bargaining par-
ties and removed one of the most important pillars allowing trade unions to 
influence general minimum standards up to now. 

The dismantling of the systems of collective agreement and interest repre-
sentation in Spain also includes the general privileging of company agree-
ments over centralised agreements. In addition, employers are allowed uni-
laterally to ‘opt out’ of the minimum standards of the centralised agreements 
if there have been losses for two quarters. If no agreement can be reached on 
the application or change of collective agreements, forced arbitration is in-
troduced through the Ministry of Labour with the involvement of a trilat-
eral commission. Employers can now terminate employees without prior 
consultation with the representatives of the employees’ interests. This com-
bination of relaxing the rules on protection against dismissal and curbing 
the power of the works councils has deprived the trade unions of crucial ar-
eas of its influence. 

In both countries the trade unions are not only losing fundamental insti-
tutional power resources but also their traditionally strongest political al-
lies. Most social democratic parties have from 2010 become so enmeshed in 
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implementing the dictates of the Troika that they have manoeuvred them-
selves politically out of the running (without more radically left parties 
gaining ground anywhere with the exception of Greece). This increasingly 
forces trade unions to depend on their own potential: their organisational 
strength, their ability to call strikes and their political ability to mobilise 
and build alliances. To a certain degree they have been able to do so: Of the 
118 general strikes that have taken place in Western Europe between 1980 
and 2011, 24 have occurred just in the years 2010 and 2011 (Hamann et al. 
2012). Yet, for the most part in contrast to their previous experience, trade 
unions are now increasingly coming up against a brick wall. Starting in 2012 
at the latest these general strikes have partly had the effect of being impotent 
protests no matter how high the participation rate and how strong public 
sympathy is.  

Thus the trade unions find themselves in new and unfamiliar company. 
The mass protests in Spain, Greece and the other crisis-ridden countries 
were essentially – at least in the beginning – distant from the trade unions. 
Of all the groups of employees, the young, who in Spain and in Greece are 
hit hardest by the crisis, have the weakest ties to trade union organisations. 
The trade unions, as Hyman (2007, 206) had already presumed before the 
outbreak of the crisis, found themselves to be ‘outsiders in a terrain where 
until recently they had been assigned the comforting and rewarding role of 
insider’.  Now they have to seek ‘often uneasy cooperation with other social 
movements that have never acquired the respectability gained by trade un-
ions in most countries.’ 

The sleeping giant?

It is possible to grow into this kind of unfamiliar role only slowly. This 
happens, for example, to the extent that trade union members get involved 
as individuals in neighbourhood movements where they (can) act as little as 
representatives of an organisation as can members of any other social or-
ganisation or party (Fernández Steinko 2011). Equally unfamiliar is involve-
ment in areas such as the educational and health systems, which have up to 
now not been bastions of trade union influence. There, however, big protests 
are developing as a response to the austerity measures. These protests do not 
just consist of classic industrial actions but are organised as part of broader 
social movements. Yet, as a consequence of the widespread feeling that em-
ployees of the public sector are privileged, divides have to be overcome here 
too (Muñoz de Bustillo/Antón 2012).

Trade union members in Germany may well have the impression that they 
are living in another world. Yet the pendulum is swinging back. 
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From a Greek or Spanish perspective the German trade unions convey an 
image of strength. This is only partly due to their size. In the decade before 
the crisis, the degree of trade unionisation in Germany dropped by about 10 
per cent to 19 per cent - more than in almost all other Western European 
countries. Only in very recent years have industrial trade unions succeeded 
in slowing down or stopping membership decline. The impression of 
strength is really based on the role trade unions play in the German institu-
tional system, which seems to give them a political influence going far be-
yond their actual organisational power. Yet these possibilities of exerting in-
fluence within the institutions have greatly diminished since the 1990s. 

This can be observed in a particularly impressive way by studying the de-
velopment of wages. Starting in the 1950s (West) German industrial trade 
unions never link their wage demands to productivity increases in the in-
dustries, but to the growth of the entire economy, in order to avoid the 
continuous widening of wage gaps between the sectors. As a consequence of 
‘pattern bargaining’ wage increases were aimed at in economic sectors 
which lay above the rate of productivity increase in those specific sectors. In 
order for this to work, there had to be additional mechanisms to redistribute 
from sectors with a high rate of increase in productivity to those with a low-
er rate; in this the taxation system played a major role, in particular for the 
public services sector. This redistributive framework was operative well into 
the 1990s – since then it has been dismantled step by step. 

This process had many facets: shrinking collective bargaining coverage, 
numerous local departures from centralised collective agreements due to 
pressures from outsourcing and relocation, far-reaching abandonment of a 
system of declarations of general application for collective agreements, pri-
vatisation of public services, substantial reduction of tax revenues by reliev-
ing higher incomes and income from capital, deregulation of temporary 
work, the encouraging of mini-jobs, the weakening of unemployment insur-
ance, pressure exerted on the unemployed to accept job offers with disad-
vantageous terms, de-facto introduction of a combined wage for low wage 
earners (state subsidies to support very low or poverty-level jobs taken by 
the unemployed) – thus many of the institutions which brought about a de-
gree of social equality and redistribution, quite impressive under capitalist 
conditions, were seriously damaged and partly destroyed. As a consequence, 
Germany today has one of the biggest low-wage sectors of all Euro-countries 
and is the only EU-country in which average wages during the 2004-2008 
economic growth phase did not rise but fell. The trade union wage policies, 
which were exposed to the all-pervasive political and medial headwind of 
the ‘debate on Germany’s national competitive position in the world’, cer-
tainly played a role in this damage. But if between 2000 and 2012 the in-
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crease of the average real negotiated wages lay 5.5 per cent below the rise of 
productivity for each employee, and the average real wage per employee had 
decreased by a further 9.3 per cent, this signals that the lion’s share of the 
negative wage development is a result of the dismantling of labour market 
institutions.  

It was particularly as a result of Agenda 2010 that German trade unions 
were deprived of a significant part of their institutional power resources. 
Important elements from the EU’s catalogue of ‘employment-friendly la-
bour market reforms’ have been enforced against the, at times, highly im-
pressive, yet politically powerless protest of the trade unions. 

From a European political perspective, this power shift had a remarkable 
consequence. Before the Eurozone was created, the fear was occasionally ex-
pressed that within the currency union jobs could be endangered in one 
country due to wage dumping in others, because wage policy would then be-
come the only remaining macro-economic regulating screw for influencing 
price competitiveness. These allegations have been substantiated, yet in a 
way entirely different from what was imagined, because the ‘social dump-
ing’ had its starting point in Germany. Today, and with low social standards 
to begin with, the countries on the periphery are forced to imitate the Ger-
man path and even considerably to exacerbate the course taken.   

Thus the defeats of the German trade unions up to the mid-2000s and the 
considerable weakening of their institutional influence have become the 
problem of trade unions in the other Euro-countries. This triggered a race 
to the bottom in dismantling institutions with social balancing functions, 
a development which will sooner boomerang on the German trade unions 
and their possibilities of exerting influence in the institutional frame-
work. 

Outlook: European solidarity as a defence of one’s own interests

The countries of the Euro are drifting apart dramatically both socially 
and in terms of their economies. Also the gap between the sets of problem 
trade unions are facing in individual countries is huge and, realistically 
speaking, broad cross-country solidarity movements are hardly imaginable 
at present (which does not mean that attempts at developing them are super-
fluous superfluous). It is obvious that a basic change of direction, to bring 
to a halt or even reverse this process of drifting apart, is needed, and is pos-
sible, on the EU-level in particular. In view of the attempts by the EU-Com-
mission to draw the trade unions – for example, in the framework of a ‘tri-
lateral exchange of opinions about the development of wages’ – into its 
destructive policy of ‘structural reforms’, the challenge to the trade unions 
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is to take a more oppositional stance at this level too, and in fact they are 
tending to do so (Janssen 2012). However, this does not solve the problem of 
how they can bridge the gap between this level of politics and their respec-
tive national fields of conflicts.    

It is the conditions themselves which force the national trade union or-
ganisations to develop a European policy as part of their respective ‘domes-
tic policies’. The crisis management exacerbating the crisis turns the weak-
ness of the ones into a problem of the others and can drive all of them 
toward marginalisation – some sooner, some le. This is crucial for the devel-
opment of European trade union solidarity. If up to now the dominant im-
pression was that the working people in Germany (as well as in the Nether-
lands, Austria or Northern Europe) were not immediately affected by the 
spreading social misery in the South, the pendulum is now beginning to 
swing back. In policy papers such as ver.di’s Manifesto for a European Policy, 
IG-Metall’s Setting the Course towards a Europe of Solidarity and the German 
Trade Union Federation’s Marshall Plan for Europe the reciprocal effects 
have already been identified and alternatives proposed. So far nobody 
knows yet what relevance these programmes can have for the practical ac-
tivity of the unions and how the gap between them and the daily practice of 
the unions can be bridged. 

Despite national differences, the challenges are surprisingly similar in all 
the countries. The trade unions always have to struggle first against the cri-
sis-management policy on a national level. This also holds true for Germa-
ny. The boomerang the government in Berlin is throwing at the countries 
hit by the crisis will very soon land on the toes of German employees in the 
shape of increasing wage competition – unless this is counteracted by a new 
regulation of the labour market in Germany. And the painful effects of the 
debt brake and Fiscal Pact will in the years to come be increasingly evident 
also in Germany, on the municipal level in particular, so that active redis-
tributive policy via tax reforms will move to the very top of the political 
agenda.       

In this setting, the political autonomy of trade unions is required. This 
means going beyond the mere defence of earlier achievements and develop-
ing independent alternatives, not in order to replace political parties but out 
of the insight that the parties have to be pushed into taking the ideas of the 
trade unions into account. It is the role of a ‘constructive veto player’ (Urban 
2012), which does not necessarily belong to the tradition of the Southern 
European trade unions. The German trade unions are certainly quite used 
to the constructive aspect of this approach but are less familiar with politi-
cal mobilisation for a veto than are their Southern European sister organi-
sations. 
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In recent years German trade unions have criticised the system more 
sharply than they had previously done, and they have presented important 
reflections on new urgently required political changes of direction. Tackling 
the doubtless difficult task of mobilising for a big redistribution initiative 
and a new labour-market order would be a further radical step: from criti-
cism of the system to the practice of constructive criticism of government.  

In other European countries trade union members will immediately un-
derstand what this has to do with their own working and living conditions 
and with Europe. The German trade unions must not be silent with their 
members regarding this link. A different course in Germany would let all 
the others breathe more fresh air. For the time being, political changes in 
Europe will be brought about or promoted by changes in individual mem-
ber states. And that is why for good reason all eyes are on Germany. Social 
reforms in Germany are not everything for Europe, but without them there 
will be nothing. n  

Note
* This contribution is a considerably shortened version of my article ‘Verschiedene 

Welten? Gewerkschaften in der europäischen Krise’ (“Different Worlds? Trade Unions 
in the European Crisis”), which was published in the journal Das Argument in May 
2013. Therefore most of the original references are not included here. 
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Strikes are a major means of trade union self-assertion. A closer look at 
strikes in Germany reveals interesting trends and developments, indicat-

ing new approaches to trade union strategies and practices. At a March con-
ference organized by the RLS (Rosa Luxemburg Foundation) and the Ger-
man service workers union ver.di in Stuttgart some experiences and analyses 
of strikes were brought together and discussed*. 

Strikes in the Federal Republic of Germany

In comparison with other countries, relatively few strikes take place in 
Germany. According to estimates of the Institute for Economic and Social 
Science (WSI) for the period between 2004 and 2010, on average 15 working 
days per year were lost due to strikes, whereas in France the number was 
162, in Belgium 64 and in Great Britain 24. 

In the highly juridified system of industrial relations in the Federal Re-
public, strikes have primarily functioned as latent threats by high-member-
ship trade unions in well-organised workplaces. ‘The labour struggle prac-
tices of the trade unions belonging to the DGB (German Trade Union 
Federation) largely adheres to the dominant legal conception that sees 
strikes only as an ultima ratio’ (Dribbusch: 236). 

During the Federal Republic’s economically prosperous years, a low un-
employment rate prompted employers’ intense interest in collective agree-

Renewal through Strike
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ments as a way to protect themselves from wage competition for skilled 
workers. Collective bargaining took place along strongly institutionalised 
lines and in the framework of partnership relations between the bargaining 
parties which attributed to the trade unions a pacifying function even in 
times of strikes (Hensche). In Germany strikes are strongly regulated, may 
only be undertaken for certain demands clearly specified as subject to bar-
gaining, are subject to the risks to the members of high strike-pay and are 
legal only if a union calls them.    

Recent developments

In recent years the number of strikes has clearly risen without a notable 
increase in the number of strike days. According to data provided by the 
WSI, 250 strikes and warning strikes took place in 2012, most of them be-
cause of single-workplace or company-wide collective agreements. While 
between 1960 and 1990 most walkouts took place in IG Metall’s collective 
agreement sector, since the mid-1990s a shift to the services sector can be 
seen (Dribbusch). In 2012, the 188 applications for strikes in the federal ex-
ecutive of the largest German services union, ver.di,  represent the climax of 
this trend (WSI).  

The reason lies in the changed conditions: On the legislative level, union 
representation reeled from the disastrous Hartz IV measures and deregu-
lation of employment conditions. Furthermore, the economic crisis and 
growing unemployment undermined the structural power of trade un-
ions. At the same time they were confronted with increasingly aggressive 
employer strategies, which are no longer relying on the pacifying function 
of cooperation. To a great extent, the work of trade unions began to be 
characterised by defensive struggles, crisis management and agreements 
on workplace competitiveness. 

Drop in membership

A severe drop in membership, the lack of works-council structures and 
increasingly precarious labour conditions has led, in many sectors, to a 
partial or complete loss of the capacity of trade unions to call strikes. At 
the same time, collective wage agreements are steadily losing importance 
as employers resign from their employer federations. In addition, privati-
sations and the outsourcing of some of the employees most willing to 
strike, such as sanitation workers and those in the public transport sector, 
removing them from the purview of the collective agreement in the public 
services sector, have led to a fragmentation of bargaining structures. Many 
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of the wage disputes reveal the defensive position in which the trade un-
ions find themselves.

While trade unions have long tended to ignore this situation, continuing 
to take their own organizational nature and practice for granted, in recent 
years voices have been heard advocating change since ‘even, and particu-
larly, in difficult situations and crisis periods, it is still possible for social 
actors such as trade unions to make fundamental choices’, says sociologist 
Klaus Dörre, whose thesis triggered discussions on how to revitalise trade 
unions.

The alleged revival of a strategy of social partnership through the ‘crisis 
corporatism’ (Urban) emerging during the financial and economic crises of 
2009 shows how caught up parts of the trade unions still are in the old forms 
of regulation which hardly seem promising in the face of the negative power 
constellations. Yet, a comprehensive reorientation of trade unions cannot be 
discerned.

However, there are now attempts to see how organisational strength can 
be reconstructed.  New conflict-oriented initiatives have developed precise-
ly in areas now exposed to massive attack. 

Elements of a new culture of strikes

Remarkable in recent years have been strikes by groups which had previ-
ously been considered hard to organise. The first post-war strike of cleaning 
personnel (2008) or the conflict over the preservation of a centralised agree-
ment in the retail sector (2008/2009) are examples of the high participation 
of women in recent strikes. Another trend becomes obvious here: the in-
crease of strikes in sectors where precarious employment plays an important 
role.

At the Stuttgart conference, strike tactics were discussed, specifically 
through joint actions and the involvement of the public. A good example is 
the retail trade. There employers have recently been successful in breaking 
strikes by recruiting staff from employment agencies. The ver.di district of 
Stuttgart successfully countered this outsourcing strategy by resorting to 
flexible strike tactics: The strikers arranged to leave the shops at very spe-
cific hours and used this surprise effect to make it impossible for employers 
to hire flexible labour in time to substitute them (Riexinger). 

Even the six-week strike in the educational services sector (2009) was 
characterised by high participation despite the employees’ professional 
ethos, i.e. their sense of responsibility for the children in their charge. The 
educators could reconcile the children’s welfare with their strike aims by 
making clear to the public  the link between their interests as employees and 
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high-quality childcare. In addition, trough flexible strikes they limited the 
burden for the parents and could occasionally even win them over for joint 
protests.

But politicising demands is not only important for the motivation of the 
employees. In the public sector in particular, walkouts very often do not cre-
ate economic pressure. As conflicts in the public sector are automatically 
also political, winning over public opinion is central to the struggle.

Recent strikes are very often accompanied by participatory and democrat-
ic forms of organisation, which, however, all too soon come up against the 
limits of classical trade union structures.    

Although strikes are democratically legitimised, the power to shape how 
they are actually conducted does not lie with the employed. Despite pre-
strike ballots and deliberations in elected bargaining committees, decisions 
regarding strikes eventually need the blessings of the trade unions’ Federal 
Executive Committee. Even the particular strategies are usually determined 
by strike coordinators who are full-time functionaries.

ver.di’s Stuttgart district has developed some elements to counteract the 
lack of democratic participation by the actors proper, i.e. the strikers. By in-
cluding shop stewards working on a voluntary basis in the strike-organising 
committees and by the exchange of all strikers on a daily basis in strike as-
semblies, both participation and the ability to strike were significantly in-
creased. 

As developing strike strategies is complicated but has far-reaching conse-
quences, the focus was put on expanding the strategic skills of the volunteers 
by providing them with early information and by including them. In the 
long term, a more democratic, livelier and more participatory strike culture 
began to develop in this way (Schmalstieg).

Renewal by strike 

The approaches and strategies discussed at the conference on strikes call 
into question important pillars of a trade union practice oriented toward 
social partnership and proxy representation. At the same time the practice 
of the strikers contains the potential to accelerate and consolidate neces-
sary changes in trade union work. During a strike, workplace hierarchies 
are suspended and independent collective organisation can unfold. Soli-
darity and common strength can be experienced. Therefore going on strike 
is an act of emancipation even today. The strengthened self-confidence and 
experience of the employees suggest a practice beyond that of classical rep-
resentation, one which does not shy away from conflicts and is able to han-
dle them.
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A strike in the Stuttgart retail trade illustrates this. Young immigrant 
women could be won over to activism in this dispute and became a driving 
force in the strike. Afterwards they practiced an entirely new workplace pol-
icy. As newly elected works councillors they were much less shy about using 
strikes as a means of exerting pressure than their older colleagues, who still 
had good memories of the practice of social partnership in the workplace 
(Riexinger).

This change in trade union practice will not occur without friction and 
political resistance. Stronger membership participation, democratised 
structures and conflict skills can only be developed and established within 
continuous reflective practice. It is against this and the successes of upcom-
ing strikes that the chances for trade union renewal will be measured. n  

Note
* The conference was one of the first to deal on a cross-union level with the issue of 

strikes and an activating and democratic strike culture. Besides the high number of 
participants (500), it should be noted that the majority of participants were relatively 
young trade union researchers and full-time and voluntary trade unionists. See   
www.rosalux.de/streikkonferenz.
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For a long time the idea of social appropriation was thought of as amount-
ing to no more than public property. The ease with which neoliberalism 

was able to privatise a number of public services shows to what extent this 
appropriation was merely a matter of form.  If public property remains pri-
mordial, it is essential that it be completed by an appropriation by the work-
ers and users. The appearance of alter-globalist struggles around the protec-
tion of common property opens new perspectives: the need to build an 
inalienable commons that forbids private appropriation.

The present struggles to defend jobs often involve taking over firms as co-
operatives. This is an important stage in the appropriation of production by 
wage earners. Although the choice of a workers’ cooperative marks an evi-
dent break with the capitalist order, it remains subject to the risks and un-
certainties of the market and was, for a long time, considered questionable 
both by the trade unions and the cooperative movement itself.

From common goods to the construction of  the commons

The widespread policies of commodification in the last thirty years have 
revived the need to protect common goods – nature, water, health and 
knowledge, among others – from private appropriation.

The notion of ‘the commons’ has taken on a new meaning with capitalist 
globalisation and the ecological crisis. The term indicates a common wealth 

Social Appropriation:  
Paths to an Alternative Project

Benoit Borrits and Chantal Delmas
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for all that must not be commodified. Struggles have been waged to recog-
nise this, with new forms of class struggle bringing new actors onto the 
scene. For example, the movement against land seizures in Africa and Latin 
America, or the battle for water in Italy, which resulted, in 2011, in a refer-
endum with 95% in favour of a public water service, understood as a com-
mon good. The claim of the right to healthcare as a common good for the 
whole of humanity, presupposes enormous struggles against the pharma-
ceutical multinationals in the poorest countries for access to medicines.

These struggles for common goods at the local, national and internation-
al levels are aiming at removing from commodification whole areas of soci-
ety considered necessary and useful to all and thus having a certain univer-
sal character. These battles even go further to demand that these goods be 
recognised the common goods of humanity. 

After the failure of state socialist experiments and attempts at self-man-
agement, what credible alternatives are there in avoiding the wrong paths of 
19th and 20th-century socialism and communism?

The concept of the commons and its institution could be one of the key-
stones of an alternative project through the affirmation of two principles:

The commons are not common property as such but processes for pool-zz

ing experience and common development.
There is no commons by nature, but the commons is a social process in zz

itself. Things are only in common that have been socially decided to be 
so. 

The Italian jurist Ugo Mattei proposes overcoming the supposed antimo-
ny between public and private property: ‘A general change of sensibility that 
would lead to making “the common” into the central perspective, and would lay 
the foundations of a reversal that could take place at a technical-legal level.  It 
is thus a matter of revealing, denouncing and overcoming the paradox of the 
liberal constitutional tradition – that of private property being more protected 
than collective property.’ This perspective is more fruitful and radical than 
that of public property, which can be transferred to private property on the 
grounds of an alleged economic efficiency or for clearing away state debts. 
The issue is to build an inalienable commons, a negation of property.

Taking over firms as cooperatives

In 2011 in France, the solution to conflicts over maintaining employment 
often involved projects to take over the firm and run it as a workers’ coop-
erative. In February 2012, the taking over of the printing firm Helio-Corbeil 
as a ‘SCOP’1 was accepted by the commercial court. In June, in the North, 
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some former employees of Comareg (a company that publishes the small ad-
vertising weekly Paru-Vendu, a subsidiary of the Hersant Group) took over 
the printing plant and set up a workers’ cooperative. In November, the em-
ployees of Fontanille, in the Haute Loire, took over their textile factory. In 
December it was the turn of the employees of SET, a high-technology firm 
in Savoy. In a dispute over the terms of closing the plant for nearly three 
years, the employees of the Fralib Company, which packages tea and herbal 
teas, and which Unilever wanted to shut down, drew up a counter plan to 
take over the firm as a cooperative.

A public firm, SeaFrance, 100% owned by the SNCF (French National 
Rails) and thus by the state, did not bounce back after the 2008/9 crisis. 
However, as from autumn 2011, the employees formed a SCOP as a candi-
date for purchasing the assets of the company, thus guaranteeing the conti-
nuity of the work contracts of the 800 people on staff. The antics of ex-Pres-
ident Sarkozy hastened the liquidation of the firm. However, the wages 
earners relaunched navigation of the ferries in August 2012, under the name 
of MyFerryLink, in partnership with EuroTunnel, which bought the boats. 
In the newspaper 20 minutes2, a former SeaFrance employee stated: ‘We will 
work seven days a week, it will be hard. But I don’t regret anything because 
it is better than a company that had no sense of direction, like SeaFrance.’ It 
is a return of the meaning of work, destroyed by management methods im-
posed by the financialisation of the economy, which has even spread into the 
non-commercial sector.

Something has changed in relation to 2009, a year in which the closing of 
production units was at its height:  Rather than negotiate compensations or 
depend on a hypothetical take over, the wage earners now wish to control 
and manage their firms themselves. The employees’ are struggling to main-
tain employment is part of the battle for things in commons. Are not ‘jobs 
for all’ part of the common wellbeing of a region or of a territorial labour 
pool? The employees nearly always choose the cooperative form rather than 
a capitalist form for taking over their firm. In the cooperative form, the 
members of the society decide on the basis of ‘one person – one vote’ and 
not on the basis of the sums invested by each one. A low return on the social 
shares is the rule, which leads to the formation of a reserve that is indivisible 
– it belongs to no one in particular and acts as the common property of the 
members of the cooperative. This is a deliberate break with the rules of a 
company based on capital, whose objective is to increase the value of the 
funds invested, the social object serving to enhance the value of the capital. 
With the cooperative form, the capital takes second place and serves the so-
cial purpose of the firm.
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Can cooperatives be a break with the capitalist system?
However, the cooperative form remains a hybrid — even in the back-

ground, capital is always present. The cooperative remains private by na-
ture. Compared with the activity of capitalist companies its power is less, 
which has its negative consequences in terms of investment. Even the indi-
visible reserves can be discussed: After all they are still the shareholders’ eq-
uity that the members are hoping to defend and that could lead them to de-
velop subsidiaries that are not at all cooperative, as the Mondragon Group 
in Spain has done.

One approach to the financing of the firm in keeping with the principle of 
‘being in common’ would be to refuse to have capital stock, prefering to fi-
nance the firm solely by loans. This solution is disparaged by liberal ortho-
doxy since the loan would only be payable if the borrowers had more to lose 
than the lender. This is valid for owners whose only relationship to the firm 
is the capital they have invested, but not for workers, for whom the firm is 
their daily source of wealth. This is why one often sees cooperative projects 
almost exclusively financed by debt, the workers having difficulty in raising 
large sums of money.

A firm exclusively financed by indebtedness to a public banking sector? 
We would then have a new kind of firm: a public company, but one whose 
management by the workers and other participating parties would be a 
guarantee of the sound use of public funding for a social or ecological ob-
jective. 

During the Argentine crisis in 2002, in which many firms were taken over 
by their workers in the form of cooperatives, some called for ‘nationalisation 
under workers’ control’, the kind of public enterprise managed in a pyram-
idal manner by a management nominated by the state instead of by share-
holders. The essential demand seems to be to move over to workers’ control 
both in the case of public and of cooperative companies.

A joint cooperation of workers and users to produce something 
‘common’

Workers’ control? Labour cooperatives? The latter form was widely dis-
credited in the past because, as the workers of these cooperatives had to find 
their market themselves, it seemed to reproduce within their firm the same 
exploitative relationship as in capitalist firms. Thus, for over a century, the 
cooperative movement has preferred consumer cooperatives. In the view of 
Charles Gide, former president of the Fédération Nationale des Cooperatives 
de Comsommation, and initiator of the International Cooperative Alliance: 
‘Instead of production being in control of the market, it will become what it 
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should never have ceased being, its servant, docilely obeying the consumers’ 
orders.’ Socialist and communist currents have long rejected workers’ coop-
eratives while investing in consumer cooperatives.

Mass consumption and massive investments in mass marketing of the 
1950s and 60s led to a decline of consumer cooperatives. In this context, the 
wage restraints of the workers in these organisations were tightened to such 
an extent that it was hard to see the difference between them and the capi-
talist firms. This then led to the trade unions accepting workers coopera-
tives more readily. 

The developments of the cooperative movement (SCIC in France, Social 
Cooperatives in Italy) show the direction that the new organisational forms 
of socialised structures will probably take: direct management by the work-
ers oriented by the users or consumers and the public authorities. No doubt 
this is one of the factors that will allow commercial relations to be bypassed 
in economic relations, guaranteeing that the orientation of production units 
conforms to the general and public interest. Alongside these movements 
working in the capitalist sphere, the cooperative form is seeing a resurgence 
in the management of public services. For a long time everything involving 
network economies (rail transport, telecommunications, postal services) 
was managed by public companies as monopolies. Following the wave of 
neoliberal privatisation, the cooperative form enables, for example, the rec-
reation of municipal companies for water (for example Initiative 136 in 
Thessalonica3), or a service for supplying renewable energy (in Belgium4). 
The cooperative movement is constantly evolving. By bringing users and 
workers together for defining production, by bypassing commercial rela-
tions, the different participating parties form, in common, a social appro-
priation clearly superior to a mere legal status, be it public or cooperative, 
which guarantees its inalienable character.

For the commons – an inevitable battle against capital

The avalanche of austerity plans in the countries of the Eurozone has led 
to recession. Under pressure from the employers, wages are becoming an ad-
justment variable for guaranteeing profits. Thus, in November 2012, Re-
nault’s Spanish trade unions accepted an increase of hours amounting to 3 
working days a year, wage increases at half the rate of inflation and a new 
and better pay scale for managers. In France, the agreement signed in Janu-
ary 2013 between the employers and some minority unions, which the gov-
ernment wants to make legally binding, has the same goal: to impose a re-
duction in wages on the alleged grounds of the difficulties firms are 
experiencing. Either the employers will succeed in guaranteeing profits by 
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squeezing wages or the wage earners will stand fast on their wage guarantees, 
which will call into question companies based on capital and open the way 
to the taking over or socialising their firms.

Political action, particularly by the government, is a key factor in building 
the common. Should it act on the sidelines through radical fiscal redistribu-
tion, taking up to 100% of that part of an income in excess of a certain lev-
el, or else increase the wage earners share of the added value of their prod-
uct, especially by increasing or creating social contributions to such an 
extent as to raise the question of the social appropriation of some firms? 
These are not in opposition to one another, but the emphasis placed on one 
or the other of these two options will depend on the policy being carried 
out.

Social appropriation of the banking and financial sector

In taking firms over as cooperatives, the question of financing is crucial. 
The socialised control of the banking sector is an immediate need and a 
strategic objective of social appropriation. People are, today, talking about a 
socialised rather than public banking sector, the legal character and owner-
ship of banking establishments being no longer guaranteed. Public firms 
can, indeed, be managed from a capitalist perspective, the state owner just 
replacing the private shareholders. The activity of the users and workers in 
the management of financial establishments is the only guarantee that this 
sector will operate in the general interest.

The socialised sector includes the mutual banks that represent a signifi-
cant part of banking activity. In France, more than half of the deposits are 
with banks of the cooperative sector5; their equity is composed of social 
shares and non-distributable reserves. The key question remains that of the 
intervention of wage earners and users in defining the content of their activ-
ity. Democracy should be reactivated in the banking sector since it has be-
come merely formal. Officially, the general assemblies of local branches are 
sovereign, but in practice decisions are made by central management. It is 
crucial that these banking cooperatives be transformed to allow the direct 
impact of the employees on the management of the coop.

A convergence that has to be built

Controlling the end purpose of work, production and the respect for 
workers and their employment are the major concerns both of the workers 
in cooperatives and of those working in the classical enterprises. The em-
ployees of the latter are demanding new rights just as the cooperatives are 
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experimenting with forms that could build tomorrow’s economic democ-
racy based on values other than those of property.

The wage earners of capital-based companies are defending all wage earn-
ers, in particular their security, in all kinds of firms (see New Guarantees 
for Salaried Workers proposed by the CGT). For those working in the social-
ised sector, the question is that of the relations between a unit self-managed 
by its workers and the amount they are paid. Should their pay be complete-
ly independent of the economic performance of their unit, of its added val-
ue? It is a simple and ideal way but one whose economic effectiveness is 
questionable. Nevertheless, the future workers in this sector expect protec-
tive measures guaranteeing their salary and the possibility of moving from 
one firm to another without loss of status. These convergences between 
wage earners in the private sector and those in more or less self-managed 
experiments are essential for a radical change.

The relation of the social and the state in creating the common

The recent struggles to defend employment underline the need for social 
appropriation of production in favour of common property. This sometimes 
may involve taking over a firm in the form of a workers’ cooperative, which 
must find its market in order to survive. This is why the working class and 
cooperative movements have so long preferred consumer cooperatives to 
worker cooperatives. Today, new forms of cooperatives are emerging in 
which workers and users are associated — this will be a determining factor 
in bypassing the market and building the common.

The defence of wage earners, both direct and socialised, is undoubtedly 
the principal area of the present-day confrontation between classes, one 
which will raise the issue of either maintaining capital-based companies or 
overcoming them by self-managed forms. If a break with present day capi-
tal-based companies is indispensable, the most important issue is around 
the social appropriation of these forms, which is determined by the ability 
of the workers and users together to define the nature of production and to 
create something ‘in common’.

Part of this movement is determined by the ability of the workers and us-
ers to fight for the defence of employment and of public services. State in-
tervention will be a determining factor in these struggles, supported by the 
defence and extension of social contributions, the ensuring of workers’ in-
comes and the support of a socialised financial sector. Far from being an 
end in itself, the end purpose of this progressive state intervention would be 
its own overcoming through the creation of common property. n
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Notes
1 Société Coopérative et Participative — the French term for workers’ cooperatives, that 

is, producer coops.
2 http://www.20minutes.fr/lille/1001816-my-ferry-link-bien-partie.
3 http://www.136.gr.
4 http://www.rescoop.be/.
5 Up to a point. However, some of them, like the Crédit Agricole, have set up a top level 

organisation that is  quoted on the stock exchange whose shares are divided among the 
regional cooperative banks and private investors.
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Power cuts in winter, people falling into debt traps due to additional 
charges by gas and electricity companies, heating or eating as a crucial 

choice – the condition of the poor is becoming increasingly more difficult 
in Western and Central Europe. And the number of poor is rising, because 
the costs for the immediate necessities – in particular, housing and heating 
– are rising while the wages of low income earners are steadily falling. 

The Catholic Social Academy and the Protestant Academy, both of which 
have close ties to the charitable organisations of the churches, have recently 
published a dossier Against the Cold – Energy Poverty in Austria, which ad-
dresses a problem that involves ever more people since the numbers of those 
manifestly poor and those at risk of poverty is continuously growing. That 
the problem is acute is illustrated by the following data given in the intro-
duction: ‘In Austria about 331,000 people cannot kept their flats adequately 
warm. This means they feel uncomfortable, they are freezing, they have to 
fear the impact on their health and they cannot invite anybody to visit 
them. How many people have to do without light at home and perhaps can-
not cook due to electricity cutoffs, statistics do not tell us’.  

The scholarly study of energy poverty is a relatively new phenomenon. For 
a collection of material on this issue Thomas Berger has written the article 
‘Energy Poverty: Its Emergence and Problems of Definition’. He writes: ‘Due 
to the establishment of unfavourable structural orientations in the area of 
housing, the development of energy costs and the modes of payment for 

Energy Poverty as a  
New Social Plague

The Communist Party of Austria Proposes Basic  Energy 
 Insurance as a Solution 

Lutz Holzinger
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consumers, an academic and political debate on energy poverty began in 
Great Britain by the mid-1970s.’

What happened? – De-industrialisation, the forcing up of prices and the 
transition from the coin-operated pre-payment-system to regular gas me-
tres had led in the 1970s to ever more families with precarious incomes not 
being able to pay their gas and electricity bills. If in the times of the coin-
operated system gas supply would simply be cut off if one had no sixpence 
coins on hand, the customers now accumulated unpayable debts with the 
energy providers. As this situation developed, academic research became 
aware of the problem: Attempts were made to define energy poverty accord-
ing to different criteria, which, of course, did not help those who had fallen 
into the trap. This is a phenomenon that is consistently relevant to questions 
of poverty, and still shows the negative dialectic between miserable housing 
conditions and above-average energy consumption. 

A current problem everywhere

With precarious living conditions spreading to ever more parts of the EU, 
the problem became acute in all the countries in which the need for heating 
is great in winter. Margit Appel, in her introduction to Against the Cold, em-
phasises that the issue is just beginning to be researched in Austria; she 
pointed out, however, that energy poverty is not just a temporary deficit but 
has several facets: ‘There is one kind of poverty in which people cannot af-
ford adequate energy and another kind in which people are cut off from ac-
cess to information on energy provision and energy policy or are excluded 
from social processes of innovation regarding energy transformation and 
climate justice’.

As chance would have it, while I was working on my first article (for 
Volksstimme magazine), the gas heater in our flat stopped working. It was an 
issue for the provider, as was discovered the following Monday. In the mean-
time, with below-zero outside temperatures, our flat had become quite 
frosty. I experienced first-hand what it means to be cut off from energy sup-
ply. I would not wish on anyone to work at one ś computer with clammy fin-
gers and the cold creeping up one’s thighs.  

This is what many people experience at home all the time. In the dossier, 
Margit Appel and Paloma Fernández de la Hoz write, ‘In five of the EU-
countries examined, certain common factors have recently been identified 
as the causes of energy poverty – low income, restricted access to the labour 
market and substandard housing as well as energy costs. These result in 
clearly recognisable negative tendencies for those involved and for the pub-
lic: Energy poverty tends to affect the physical and/or psychological health 
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of those concerned; the condition of their flats deteriorates while debt prob-
lems and CO² emissions increase’.  

Heating or Eating

Ultimately, many of those affected face the alternative between heating 
and eating. Incidentally, children make up a disproportionate part of the 
victims. The increase of energy prices, far above the rate of inflation in most 
of the EU countries, has particularly drastic effects on low-income earners. 
In the course of ‘participatory observation’ in social counselling centres for 
the book Das Gespenst der Armut [The Spectre of Poverty] in 2009, the au-
thor of these lines came across many people who had run into financial dif-
ficulties due to electricity and gas back payments raining down on them, 
amounting to several hundred Euros. A social worker told me that most of 
the poor live in particularly damp and dark flats which eat up particularly 
great amounts energy.

Is it a mere coincidence that energy poverty became an issue in Great Brit-
ain when coin-operated electricity and gas metres were abolished in the 
mid-1970s? Until then it was only possible to consume energy if you had the 
necessary small change. After the introduction of monthly bills or instal-
ment payments, many households soon could no longer afford to pay their 
electricity fees – and the public became aware of the problem. 

However, it would be wrong to make abusers out of victims of energy 
poverty. For example, poverty has been spreading in Austria too: If in the 
1970s and 1980s the number of welfare recipients was a five-digit figure, in 
the 1990s it rose to six digits. In terms of the behaviour patterns of those 
affected, Appel/Fernández de la Hoz write, based on in-depth interviews: 
‘Social workers see in their clientele’s personal attitudes and behaviour pat-
terns a rather limited potential for saving energy and energy efficiency re-
garding heat, hot water, the use of electricity, acquiring household appli-
ances and especially in terms of improving it substandard housing 
conditions. However, this in no way bespeaks these clients’ lack of interest 
in  energy saving and energy efficiency. Rather, compensates for the inef-
ficiency dictated to them by their material conditions with a high degree of 
‘sufficiency’, i.e., frugality: “I unplug all the appliances that can be un-
plugged … I unplug the coffee-maker, the stove, actually everything”’.  

However, the problem cannot be solved merely by counting on the thrift-
iness of those affected, although a great deal of effort is put into tackling the 
problem through numerous initiatives providing professional and volunteer 
advice to those affected – partly supported by energy providers and political 
forces. However, ‘in Austria [and also in most other EU states – L.H.] there 
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is no coherent programme for dealing with energy poverty, although there 
is much in motion. This year Upper Austria has adopted an action pro-
gramme on energy poverty; municipalities and various organisations such 
as the Chamber of Labour, Caritas, Volkshilfe as well as private initiatives 
are carrying out projects on energy poverty and for implementing energy 
 efficiency.’ 

What Can Be Done?

In one contribution to the dossier the question of what can be done was 
raised, leading to a ‘list of recommendations’ addressed to politicians and 
energy providers along with tips regarding the organisation of the counsel-
ling service and the funding system. Suggestions range from avoiding dis-
connections and increased funding of subjects to power limiters and round 
tables to social fee rates and contact centres in social institutions. At the 
same time it was pointed out that in Austria on average 7 per cent of all f lats 
are heated with (costly) electricity, while for low-income-earning house-
holds this number is 22 per cent. It is highly questionable whether the 
 envisioned bundle of measures will permit an efficient way-out of the 
 dilemma. 

By contrast, the CPA’s proposal of free basic energy security (‘Energie-
grundsicherung’, or EGS) – presented in a dossier by Christiane Maringer 
– makes sense, because it provides an effective solution to the problem. In 
an independent study the following concept was developed: ‘All households 
are allotted a specifically defined quantity of electricity and heating for free. 
With about 2,700 kilowatt hours of electricity and 800 cubic metres of gas a 
two person-household in 60 square metres is able to cover the energy con-
sumption necessary for basic housing and living conditions.’ In addition, 
these figures are to be adapted to each different general condition.

The ecological approach of EGS consists in the fact that small consumers 
are no longer burdened by high standing charges and big consumers are no 
longer rewarded, because the consumption rate is to grow progressively be-
yond the provided limit. The measure could be financed by profit recovery 
from the energy providers, progressive rates for large-volume consumers, 
revenues from heating-oil taxes and the introduction of a value-added tax 
in the energy sector.  

The aim of the EGS concept is a concrete top-down redistribution, its in-
valuable advantage, according to Maringer, being that ‘it triggers a more of-
fensive approach in that it helps regain a bit of security and does not leave us 
in a position of only defending past achievements. We are convinced that we 
have to act with more self-confidence, because if we only demand what is 
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absolutely necessary, we will not get even that!’ This initiative, which has 
drawn attention in other countries, offers useful approaches for  action, as 
has been shown by Wolf Jurjans, a CPA district councillor in Vienna’s fifth 
district, who initiated the action ‘Warmth into the dark!’ against power and 
gas disconnections, which consists of demonstrations in front of the offices 
of Vienna’s major electricity provider. n

Syria, an always debated 
question.
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One high point of the World Social Forum (WSF) that took place in Tu-
nis from 26 to 30 March was the presence, for the first time in the Fo-

rum’s existence, of a Climate Space. This discussion space was open to activ-
ists engaged in ecological struggles as well as many Tunisians taking part 
who wanted to know more about the issue. This WSF was thus the oppor-
tunity to start connecting the social struggles, which make up the core of its 
culture, with the ecological issue. However, this connection was seen to be 
anything but simple, due both to the difficulty of bringing together differ-
ent cultures and the uncertainty about what strategy can bring the climate 
issue to the forefront of the world political scene.

This article will try to analyse the problems raised by the Forum’s having 
taken ecology into account. It is based on two workshops organised by 
Transform1, on several workshops taking place in the Climate Area and on 
conversations with some Forum participants.

Neoliberal revolts and policies

The gravity of the ecological crisis is unfolding in the context of an in-
creasingly acute social conflict: Everywhere in the world the same neolib-
eral policy (which can just as well be described as neo-capitalist) is being 
applied. It aims at dismantling the institutional forms of collective security 
(the right to a job, social security, the public management of healthcare 

The Productive but Incomplete 
 Encounter Between the Social 
 Movement and Ecology

Hervé Kempf
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and education, etc.) and at privatising collective goods so as to extend the 
market to as many areas of activity as possible. In Portugal, for example, 
as Member of the European Parliament Aida Sousa stressed: ‘the National 
Health Service has been dismantled although it was one of the main gains 
after the fall of the dictatorship in 1974’2. This is, in fact, the generalised ap-
plication of Naomi Klein’s ‘shock doctrine’3:  The leading capitalists are 
taking advantage of the weakening of their societies due to the crisis to ap-
ply capitalist dogma even more vigorously.

However, in many countries more or less organised and lasting popular 
resistances have been set in motion. Without listing them all, we can at least 
mention Portugal, where mass demonstrations on 15 September 2012 and 2 
March 2013 forced the government to step back from its plan to increase 
wage earners’ social security contributions while lowering contributions 
from firms; Italy where voters massively rejected the policies carried out by 
a former employee of Goldman Sachs, Mario Monti; Greece, which is in a 
permanent state of instability; Bulgaria, Slovenia, and Croatia where major 
protest movements have taken place; Quebec, where the ‘maple spring’ 
shook society in 2012. Nor should we forget Tunisia, where part of the po-
litical agitation is due to the fact that the Islamic government is continuing 
the neoliberal policy of the former dictator Ben Ali.

Linking the environment and social struggles through the idea  
of the ‘common good’

The ecological issue is hidden by the intensity of neo-capitalist policies 
and of social resistance. However, the same logic of privatisation of common 
goods is at work in the environmental area, and sometimes it sparks off vig-
orous struggles. For example, an important movement developed in Greece 
against the extraction of gold in the Chalkidiki peninsula4; in Tunisia the 
ecological movements are worried about the uncontrolled development of 
schist gas5; in India several projects for electric-power-generating plants, 
both thermal and nuclear, have aroused strong popular resistance6; in Can-
ada the ultra-reactionary Harper government is basing its development pol-
icy on the ecologically disastrous oil sands.

The debates in Tunis also showed the political dead end of the ‘extractiv-
ist’ policies pursued by many progressive countries in Latin America, which 
base their development solely on the exploitation of their natural resources. 
This policy tends to subordinate these countries’ development to the inter-
national markets dominated by the most powerful: ‘Germany is closing its 
own coal mines but is importing coal from Columbia’, Wilson Arias, a Colum-
bian member of Parliament, remarked. ‘This “extractivism” is threatening us 
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all to the extent that its impact on the environment isn’t assessed.  The mining 
industry is the worst sector ecologically and also in terms of wages. The fiscal 
policy adopted to attract investments condemns us to being eternally colonised.‘ 
One participant stressed: ‘Ecological common goods have become the 
government’s adjustment variable.'

Our hypothesis is that the social ‘common goods’ (education, healthcare 
and culture) are covered by the same principles as ecological  ‘common 
goods’ (air, water, forests and other land) and that capitalist policies are sim-
ilarly attacking them. Therefore the struggles to preserve social and natural 
common goods could logically be combined. 

Climate activists without a strategy

As far as the Climate Space was concerned, the atmosphere was one of un-
certainty. True, a decided advance had been made over the last few years, 
remarked Maxime Combes, a member of Attac France: ‘The movement 
around the Climate Conference at Copenhagen in 2009 made it impossible 
afterwards to talk about climate change without raising the social issues.’ It 
was then that the slogan ‘Climate emergency, social justice’ established it-
self.

Nevertheless, the failure of negotiations at Copenhagen (confirmed in 
succeeding years at Durban and Cancun) and the severity of the economic 
crisis have pushed the climate question into the background of public 
awareness. ‘There is a huge discrepancy between what the scientists say (we 
have ten years in which to win the climate battle, i.e. reduce the greenhouse gas 
emissions) and what has been done’, said Jean-Michel Etcheverry, an activist 
of the Basque ecological group Bizi. ‘We are losing this battle.'

Not only is the climate question failing to really win much public support 
but capitalist principles continue to be predominant in the institutional reg-
ulations of the issue. Thus despite its self-evident failure, the carbon market 
remains the predominant model – a climate alibi can, for example, be used 
to finance industrial plantations in Latin America or Africa and facilitate 
land seizures, observed Wilson Arias.

In this regressive situation, the climate movement (which is in any case 
very weakly organised) seems divided and for the moment quite incapable 
of dealing with the issues that are arising. Should it continue to focus on the 
climate conferences annually organised under the aegis of the United Na-
tions7? They have been the traditional venue for the big environmental 
NGOs to try and influence the governments and raise public awareness. 
They have also been a source of important information. However, in view of 
diplomatic stagnation it is doubtful whether it is worth investing more time 
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and energy in them. Another question is what attitude should be taken to-
ward China. This country has become the prime emitter of greenhouse gas-
es, but it remains, in terms of per capita income, a country of the South (that 
is, underdeveloped). Should we accuse China and put it on the same level as 
the United States or continue to treat it as a country of the South?

Moreover, the climate movement is hesitating between several tactics. For 
US activists like Bill McKibben (one of the leaders of the opposition to the 
Keystone XL oil pipeline, who was  not present at the WSF) a visible enemy 
must be targeted – in fact the oil companies – which would make it possible 
to concretise the climate question for public opinion, which is normally too 
abstract to engage most people.8 Some activists from countries of the South, 
such as Pablo Solón from Bolivia, feel that the agricultural and food-supply 
question should be emphasised by showing that climate change is threaten-
ing the safety of food supply. Nimmno Bassey, the Nigerian president of the 
International Federation of Friends of the Earth, prioritises the struggle 
against extractivism.9 Others privilege the critique of the financialisation of 
nature. No overall strategy has been established.

Moreover, Maxime Combes asks: ‘Should we launch a worldwide cam-
paign specifically on the climate or see to it that all social campaigns include 
the climate issue?’

For lack of an international strategy capable of mobilising people, a prag-
matic idea seems to be emerging: the necessity of focusing on ecological 
transition rooted in local regions.

From local alternatives … to a global strategy

For example, as a British representative of Friends of the Earth explained, 
there is work being done in the United Kingdom to go toward local control 
of the production and consumption of energy. In Berlin, a struggle is under 
way to return the railway and electric network back to the local government; 
this has a more global dimension, explained Tadzio Müller, a researcher at 
the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation: ‘The debate in Germany is about what 
Kind of transition should be attempted so as to go towards a system of re-
newable energy: should it be run under the control of communities and mu-
nicipalities or in the form of big projects run by the major companies?’ We 
could also cite the increasing number of associations linking consumers and 
farmers so that they can be supplied directly and shut out the distribution 
systems. Mátyás Benjik, of Attac Hungary, pointed to the development of lo-
cal currencies and the taking over of bankrupt firms by their workers. Elis-
abeth Gauthier, of Espaces Marx, emphasised that people are beginning to 
organise themselves in order to survive, as can be observed in Spain10 and 
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in Greece.11 The idea of collective ownership of everyday machinery can 
also be promoted, as was suggested by Søren Bo Søndergaard, a Danish 
Member of the European Parliament: ‘For example, do we really need an 
electric screwdriver in every household when they are only used once a year 
on average? Could we not set up a “library” of objects that people can come 
and borrow when they need them?’

This idea of grass roots alternatives often leads to concrete local changes. 
They are also attractive because they enable those who commit themselves 
to it to really assess the efficiency of the action taken, whereas the overall 
climate issue seems too global for people to feel they can have any weight in 
dealing with it.

Difficult connection

There is another dimension that seems essential in these localised prac-
tices: They often  mingle an ecological approach with one of social change, 
even if this is not always formalised. The connection that is so difficult at a 
theoretical and global level between the ecological and the social questions 
becomes significantly more natural and easy in concrete practices.

Moreover, as the Swiss activist Olivier de Marcellus stressed: ‘We can mo-
bilise people around local problems, but it is hard to get them to make a glo-
bal critique of capitalism’.

Indeed, we cannot really do without a global understanding of the crisis 
taking place. While it seems to be understood by all the components of the 
alter-globalist movement that the ecological struggle and resistance to capi-
talism are inseparable, this does not necessarily lead to a unified discourse. 
This is also the more so that the spread of unemployment can seem to con-
tradict the ecological analysis, which tends to recommend lowering green-
house gas emissions and thus energy consumption.

In a workshop organised by Transform! on ‘changing the economic log-
ic’12, a thesis I presented stimulated what I would call a significant debate. I 
proposed to analyse the present historic moment as the convergence of the 
crisis of the means of subsistence on a planetary scale with the new and mass 
character of the ecological crisis.13 The conclusion was that in the rich coun-
tries (essentially western: Europe and North America but also Japan and a 
few others like those of the Persian Gulf) the average level of power and ma-
terial consumption will and must diminish. The ecological situation does 
not allow a convergence at a world level with the present level of consump-
tion in Europe and North America.

This is explicitly part of any policy of regaining democratic control of the 
banks and financial markets as well as a drastic reduction of inequalities. 
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However, in my view, these policies have to be part of a new ecological econ-
omy that must take up the goal of lowering average material consumption 
in the rich countries. 

In fact, this idea did not provoke direct opposition. Thus Søren Bo Søn-
dergaard observed: ‘it is evident that there is great waste of energy’. Howev-
er, Asbjørn Wahl, a Norwegian, trade unionist,14 said: ‘We may be able to 
agree to reduce consumption but you can’t mobilise people for this. How 
can we convince people? In Norway the issue of under-consumption tends 
to be dealt with in a moralising way.’ Undoubtedly, the need to reduce en-
ergy and material consumption is becoming visible to the middle classes of 
the rich countries, but we must link this perspective to positive alternatives, 
showing that it is not a matter of making  ‘sacrifices’, but of designing an-
other world that is compatible with ecology, with justice and so with 
peace.

 One way of getting around the obstacle is, according to Jean-Marie Har-
ribey of Attac France, to understand that ‘we are no longer in a period in 
which Keynesian mechanisms work’.15 In other words, we cannot get out of 
the present economic crisis, even after having taken control of the financial 
system and the currency, by an economic policy of restoring consumption 
– the left must revise its traditional logic.  In Harribey’s opinion ‘improving 
the quality of life cannot be done simply by increasing wages or more con-
sumption; rather, it is a matter of healthcare, education and retirement pen-
sions. We must play down the question of purchasing power’.

Ecological transition

Thus, at the grassroots level, working together with workers’ organisa-
tions, that is, the trade unions, is indispensible. ‘Trade unionists must be in-
volved in the discussion to understand how they could ignore the issue of 
the climate and the environment – which is absurd’, said another partici-
pant. However, some original approaches are emerging: ‘The ELA trade un-
ion has started thinking about what an ecological transition for the Basque 
Country could be’, pointed out Jean-Michel Etcheverry.

What conclusion should we draw from these discussions in a fascinating 
Forum that took place in the invigorating atmosphere generated by thou-
sands of curious and stimulating Tunisian participants. Here are some ide-
as:

The rapprochement of the social movement with the ecological question zz

is beginning to take place.
However, the movement for climate justice does not have a worldwide zz

strategy – for the moment the campaigns that are taking place have a re-
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gional character, adapted to the different preoccupations of the popula-
tions of different geographic settings.
The exhaustion of the capitalist system is evident in the Northern coun-zz

tries, but also the exhaustion of the consumer society, to the extent that 
the left must abandon the goal of increasing the general standard of liv-
ing, which has become a lazy argument.
The gravity of the ecological crisis requires a reforging of economic prin-zz

ciples.
The notion of ‘common goods’, both social and natural could be the piv-zz

otal point of this reforging.
However, the ecologists, and more broadly speaking the alter-globalist zz

movement, must formulate and carry out positive alternatives capable of 
convincing the mass of citizens of the benefits of exiting from capital-
ism. n
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For some decades now increasingly intimate connections have been devel-
oping between the United Nations and the private sector. While it would 

seem logical that the UN, a worldwide and universal body, should control 
the multinational firms, who by definition escape state regulation, this is 
not the direction which this world institution has been going in the last few 
years.

Already in 1992, the UN’s draft Code of Conduct on Transnational Cor-
porations (TNC), drawn up in 1982 and which was to see to it that ‘the TNFs 
observe the rights of people and the fundamental freedoms in the countries 
where they are carrying out their activities’,1 was abandoned, and the United 
Nations Centre on Transnational Corporations (UNCTC), charged with 
acting to this function, disappeared under pressure from the United States. 
This marked the end of the UN’s aim of regulating the activities of TNCs.

This aim had first appeared in the 1970s in the context of an awareness of 
the abuses committed by these firms and the scandals that had been re-
vealed (like the revelation of ITT’s involvement in the 1973 coup d’état in 
Chile). In the same spirit, in 1977 the UN’s International Labour Organisa-
tion (ILO) adopted a Declaration of Tripartite Principles Concerning Mul-
tinational Enterprises and Social Policy. Although this lacked any binding 
force, it did aim at controlling and supervising the social policies of TNCs.

However, since the 1990s the UN’s attitude to multinational firms is no 
longer characterised by a wish to supervise them; rather, the wish is one of 

The UN Rapprochement With the 
Private Sector — A Dangerous and 
Undemocratic Orientation

Chloé Maurel
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partnership. Yet this partnership, to the extent that it has been put into ef-
fect, seems much more favourable to the corporations than to the UN’s 
 values.

Neoliberal orientation

By 1996, then UN General Secretary Boutros Boutros-Ghali conveyed to 
the Davos World Economic Forum his desire ‘to associate the multinational 
firms more closely with international decisions’. His successor Kofi Annan 
went still more strongly in this direction. The development of the UN to-
wards liberal economic orientations was clearly illustrated by Kofi Annan’s 
report ‘The Entrepreneurial Spirit and Privatisation in the Service of Eco-
nomic Growth and Lasting Development’ (1998).

In July 2000, Kofi Annan launched the United Nations Global Compact.2 
This project was intended to give transnational corporations (described as 
‘privileged partners for development’) a central place within the United Na-
tions in exchange for their commitment to observe ten principles based on 
human rights, working standards, the fight against corruption and respect 
for the environment.3 Indeed, Kofi Annan felt that the private sector should 
have a role within the United Nations virtually equivalent to that of the 
states. However, we should recall that the words ‘enterprise’, ‘firm’ or ‘cor-
poration’ do not appear in the UN Charter or in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. Despite this, the UN established a partnership with the 
Davos World Economic Forum, enabling a growing involvement of big mul-
tinational companies in regulating world affairs. The report of the UN High 
Commission for Human Rights ‘Business and Human Rights’ (2000) takes 
the same line, affirming the idea that business and human rights are mutu-
ally reinforcing, even going so far as to recommend privatisation of the 
management of human rights. This trend has continued under the present 
General Secretary Ban Ki Moon.

The Global Compact project, which today brings together 7,000 firms 
from 133 countries, has justifiably aroused strong criticism from social 
NGOs and civic movements, which have decried this partnership as a fools 
bargain. Indeed, this partnership does not fall within the scope of any clear 
legal framework. If, on paper, a mechanism to control these firms linked to 
the UN has been established (leading, it is true, to the debarring, as of 2008, 
of over 600 firms that did not communicate their observance of the ten 
principles of the Global Compact4), no rigorous mechanism has been pro-
vided for controlling these firms’ observance of their commitments – they 
are merely supposed to make an annual report. In many respects, partner-
ship seems largely intended to give the TNCs the means of increasing their 
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power and an opportunity for improving their public image. In fact, the 
United Nations exerts no control over the way the transnational signatory 
firms carry out this compact. Nevertheless, the firms can use the UN Global 
Compact logo (subject to approval by the Global Compact office). In effect, 
the Global Compact actually blocks the development of effective standards 
of social responsibility for firms.

Besides the Global Compact, it is also through ad hoc partnerships set up 
between UN institutions and firms that the gradual erosion of the United 
Nations by the private sector is taking place. Take UNESCO for example, 
the UN’s educational, cultural and scientific organisation. It has developed 
a partnership with Oréal for awarding prizes to women scientists; with the 
MacArthur Foundation for a programme on the natural heritage; with 
DaimlerChrysler in the context of the Mondialogo programme, which pro-
motes intercultural dialogue; with Samsung for a programme on the mate-
rial cultural heritage; with Microsoft in the framework of a programme of 
world economic and social development; with Proctor and Gamble and No-
kia for educational programmes … not to mention the partnership between 
UNESCO and the Gems network — a firm that federates private schools 
worldwide and promotes private education.5 

Partnership with TNC

Thus, in its partnership with Nokia, the company supplies mobile tele-
phones to African populations that have just become literate. To offset the 
lack of reading materials for the newly literate, UNESCO’s educational pro-
gramme sends them reading exercises by SMS, to which they have to reply, 
also by SMS. While the effectiveness of this has not been proven, it seems 
that it essentially enables Nokia to unload its old telephones and get good 
publicity. Similarly, the partnership with Procter and Gamble has enabled 
this firm to place the UNESCO logo on its packets of sanitary napkins sold 
in the West in exchange for supplying sanitary napkins to young African 
girls, enabling them to continue to go to school during their periods (tradi-
tionally they would stay at home at these times, thus missing their classes).6 
These programmes seem attractive at first sight, but in reality the prolifera-
tion of such operations, often conceived by the firms themselves, gradually 
leads to the United Nations relinquishing control of the conceptualisation 
of its own programmes and to a dissipation of its activities.

UNESCO’s partnership with the company Gems Education, initiated in 
2011, aims at setting up teacher training programmes to cope with the 
shortage of teachers in developing countries (particularly in Kenya, Ghana 
and India). However, on the French page of UNESCO’s internet site present-
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ing the project, it is nowhere disclosed that Gems Education exclusively fed-
erates private schools and that the programme, therefore, consists of 
strengthening private schools in developing countries.7 UNESCO’s choos-
ing to strengthen private education at world level is not innocuous or with-
out consequences. In particular, it correlates to the long-standing links be-
tween UNESCO and Catholic networks and the Vatican.8

In the opinion of Qian Tang, who since 2010 has managed the education 
sector of UNESCO, this proliferation of partnerships between UNESCO 
and private firms is a good thing for both partners.9 Similarly, the UNESCO 
annual report on education published at the end of 2012 stresses the impor-
tance of financing education by the private sector and praises the activity of 
private foundations like that of the MasterCard Foundation facilitating the 
gaining of employment experience by young people.10

It is true that UNESCO has received grants from some of these enterpris-
es, which have enabled it to have money needed to carry out its programmes, 
money that is welcome in this period when ordinary budgets are decreas-
ing.11 Nevertheless, is UNESCO, through this, not tending to ‘sell’ itself, 
selling its name, its ‘brand’, to the companies? Are not UN institutions in 
danger of being instrumentalised by these firms?

Moreover, there are whole sections of the management and operations of 
UN organisations that have tended to be sub-contracted to these firms. The 
Director General of UNESCO from 1990 to 2009, Kuichiro Matsuaura, set 
about privatising many sections of the organisation’s activity. Peter Smith, 
the American whom he appointed Assistant Director General for Education, 
is responsible for restructuring all the organisation’s educational activities. 
He has sub-contracted this task to a private American company, Navigant 
Consulting, which, based in Chicago, had no skills or experience in this 
field. He nevertheless signed contracts that stipulate generous payments to 
it , without going out to public tender. In just one year he paid the company 
2.15 million dollars. This sub-contracting resulted in considerable waste 
and breaches of UNESCO’s budgetary rules. As a result, Peter Smith was 
obliged to resign12. However, the present Director General of UNESCO, Iri-
na Bokova, has maintained this trend, saying she was in favour of public-
private partnerships.

Money from the private sector

This trend is far from only affecting UNESCO. In particular, the WHO 
has considerable collusion with the private sector. This orientation was en-
couraged by its executives starting in the 1990s. From the beginning of her 
term as head of WHO in 1998, Gro Harlem Brundtland encouraged the 
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tightening of links between WHO and the private pharmaceutical laborato-
ries and called for an increase in the financing of the organisation by the 
private sector. She accordingly directed WHO’s discourse and programmes 
towards the interests of private actors (as in her January 2001 speech at the 
Davos World Economic Forum before the CEOs of the biggest transnation-
al firms). ‘We absolutely need private financing. […] Since the American 
economy is the richest in the world, we must make WHO an attractive sys-
tem for the US and the financial markets’, pointed out her chief of staff Dav-
id Nabarro in no uncertain terms.13

In 2009-2010, the crisis over the H1N1 flu brought to light the links be-
tween the WHO and the interests of the pharmaceutical industry. In this 
‘crisis’, the WHO acted on the advice of its Strategic Advisory Group of Ex-
perts (SAGE), virtually all the members of which had financial links with 
the private pharmaceutical industry, which casted doubts on their alleged 
independence. Moreover, representatives of pharmaceutical firms them-
selves took part as observers in meetings of the SAGE.

The pandemic alarm issued by WHO is said to have enabled the major 
pharmaceutical firms to cash in 7.5 to 10 billion dollars of profits. The ‘A flu’ 
operation was thus a very profitable one for the laboratories.14

Apart from its management of the ‘A flu’, in many areas of its activity the 
WHO works closely with the pharmaceutical industry, especially in the area 
of the struggle against AIDS, which raises the issue of conflict of inter-
ests.15

Thus, is not the United Nations, through the multitude of partnerships set 
up by UN organisations with private firms (going, sometimes, as far as a 
veritable sub-contracting of whole sections of their programmes to firms) as 
well as by the spread of recourse to experts linked to the private sector, in 
the course of being privatised, in accord with the wishes of the dominant 
powers?16

It would seem urgent that the United Nations control the private sector, 
regulate its social practices (which often leave a lot to be desired) rather than 
give it an increasingly important place and decision-making powers within 
the UN at the expense of democratic values. This is indispensable if the UN 
and its agencies are to properly carry out their important mission of social 
progress — of which the world has so great a need. n
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The participation of Tunisian 
young activists was very 

strong at the WSF.
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The appetite for change which characterised the recent national elec-
tions of February 2013 was largely identified with and expressed by 

Beppe Grillo’s Five Star Movement (M5S), which took 25% of votes. This 
has completely thrown off balance the way of thinking we have been used 
to for the past 20 years dominated by bipolar competition between centre-
right and centre-left. The Democratic Party did not manage to score the 
victory that seemed inevitable according to the polls because it was more 
interested in reassuring the markets and Brussels than paying attention to 
and interpreting the demand for change. Nor were any of the other left-
wing parties successful, which proposed themselves as parties able to meet 
this need for change. Left Ecology Freedom whose principal figure is Nichi 
Vendola) only got 3% of the vote and Antonio Ingroia’s Civil Revolution 
only took 2%. 

M5S’s success is born from a movement which, unusually, developed over 
the years through internet mobilisations and demonstrations in the streets. 
It is only more recently that Grillo’s movement became directly involved in 
elections, starting as a local party and finally participating in the national 
elections over the course of the past year. In Italy we have not (yet) had any 
demonstrations which can be compared to those of the Indignados in Spain, 
Portugal and Greece. Dissatisfaction and the demand for change have been 
strongly expressed chiefly through voting. The M5S has succeeded where 
many others failed:  in getting the issues of local and national citizen mobi-

New Political Actors in Polarised 
 Democracies: The Case of Beppe 
Grillo – Perspectives for the Left
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lisations into political institutions, issues that political parties do not recog-
nise and are generally ignored by the mainstream media. 

The political space for populism in Italy

In Europe, the coincidence of two processes is responsible for the current 
favourable conditions for populist protest. The first is the crisis of the main-
stream parties and changes the traditional representation systems have un-
dergone. The second is the development of globalisation which has created 
many problems and demands in various countries and created new social 
fractures that the main parties are unable to represent and manage. These 
problems have been worsened by the effects of the economic crisis and the 
austerity measures promoted by the European Union.

After WWII and the anti-fascist resistance, the Italian political system of-
fered very little room for the spread of populism. The distance between the 
masses and the main parties grew in the 1990s, after the end of the Cold 
War and above all after the Tangentopoli corruption scandals. Distrust of 
the political class grew sharply and party membership collapsed. 

And so, far more room for unrest and populist politics was created in Ita-
ly than in other European countries. The Italian Social Movement, the 
right-wing party most similar to the French Front National in terms of its 
history and ideological tradition, was not able to exploit this political space. 
In addition, at the end of the 1980s the crisis of party identification was seen 
among moderate centre voters and practising Catholics in particular.  The 
Northern League, a regional formation unrelated to the more important 
Italian political traditions, identified and exploited the space which was now 
available to a populist movement. Following this, the same political space 
was also used very successfully by the commercial television monopolist Sil-
vio Berlusconi. The differences between the League’s populism and that of 
Berlusconi fostered competition and conflict for some time, but from 2001 
a convergence was sought, and their parties governed Italy for many years. 
Over the last few years, however, distrust of the centre-right government has 
continued to grow. Not just Berlusconi, but also Northern League ministers 
were held responsible for the failures in the face of the expectations they had 
encouraged. 

After the end of the Berlusconi government, the formation of the gov-
ernment led by Monti and supported by both the Democratic Party (PD) 
and the People of Liberty (PdL) undermined the credibility of the main 
political parties seen as increasingly less able to address citizens’ real prob-
lems. Judicial inquiries revealed scandals involving members of all parties, 
while the public was increasingly pressed by the effects of the economic 
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crisis and the government’s austerity measures, supported by the three 
largest parties.  The League was in opposition once more and tried to lead 
the protests against the Monti government’s policies, with little success 
because of the government responsibility they had recently shared with 
Berlusconi. Over the past year, many League voters abstained, while oth-
ers have been attracted by the 5 Star Movement, seen as a more credible 
interpreter of the protests against the parties and against the Monti gov-
ernment.  Grillo’s movement identified and expressed the huge appetite 
for change which was very clearly expressed in the February 2013 
 elections.

Creating a new type of movement

Before arriving on the electoral scene, Grillo built and consolidated a gen-
uine movement based on the internet. The Genovese comedian gradually 
transformed his role and on many occasions became a mouthpiece for citi-
zens’ protests and grassroots movements.  A comedian going into politics 
can be particularly effective, because in this way key elements of popular 
culture can be taken up and transformed, a point which has been highlight-
ed several times in anthropological studies. By using satire, impressions and 
caricatures of politicians, it is possible to communicate information which 
would otherwise be difficult or uncomfortable to say, information that can 
easily overcome the barriers set up by social norms and has a profound ef-
fect on how the public thinks and feels.

However, the original approach and innovative aspects of the new move-
ment only emerged after the involvement of Gianroberto Casaleggio, one of 
Italy’s foremost experts on internet marketing strategy. This collaboration 
showed that it is possible successfully to combine two possible strategies for 
managing political initiative and collective mobilisation. Casaleggio’s ad-
vice and professional ability offered Grillo’s political activism, and his ex-
traordinary ability to communicate with the public, a way of growing expo-
nentially that cannot be hindered by those who control the largest television 
networks and newspapers. 

The blog, which began in 2005, was a space for information and discus-
sion, but it also became a platform to launch collective and participatory po-
litical initiatives, including the campaigns: ‘Out of Iraq’ for the withdrawal 
of Italian troops, ‘Clean Parliament’, to remove convicted deputies from 
Parliament and campaigns defending consumers and small shareholders 
against big companies.

The creation of the movement really got going when the meetups started, 
platforms which allowed the blog visitors to organise themselves as local ac-
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tivists in constant mutual contact. A new space for meeting, interacting and 
socialising was created for people who were potentially interested in chang-
ing Italian politics and society, many of whom had never previously partic-
ipated in parties, groups or organisations. 

With demonstrations in hundreds of Italian town centres – the ‘Vaffanc-
ulo Days’ (‘F*ck Off Days’) or ‘V-Days’ in 2007 and 2008 – the movement 
showed the functional potential that the meetup networks could also have 
outside of the internet. The aim of the mobilisations was to collect signa-
tures for popular bills and referendums. For the first time, the two V-Days 
gave the movement a great deal of visibility in the national media and pub-
lic opinion, showing its ability to exist beyond the internet.

In three years, a network of links between people with shared beliefs, a 
sense of belonging and a collective identity was created, and they opposed 
the same adversaries – typical features of a social movement. The new move-
ment enjoyed a success in Italy comparable to that of the Piraten in Germa-
ny or the MoveOn demonstrations in support of Obama during the 2008 
election campaign.   Today, the M5S has a network of around 1,100 meetups 
across 900 cities and small towns, with almost 140,000 activists.  

Electinons 
2013 

Electinons 
2008

Differences 
2013 - 

Votes  % Votes % Votes %

MOVIMENTO 5 STELLE 8.689.458 25,6 8.689.458 25,6

Center Left

PARTITO DEMOCRATICO 8.644.523 25,4 12.095.306 33,2 -3.450.783 -7,8

SINISTRA ECOLOGIA LIBERTA‘ 1.089.409 3,2 1.124.298 3,1 -34.889 0,1

RIVOLUZIONE CIVILE 765.188 2,3 1.594.024 4,4 -828.836 -2,1

Centre-Right

IL POPOLO DELLA LIBERTA‘ 7.332.972 21,6 13.629.464 37,4 -6.296.492 -15,8

LEGA NORD 1.390.014 4,1 3.024.543 8,3 -1.634.529 -4,2

FRATELLI D‘ITALIA 665.830 2,0 665.830 2,0

Centre

SCELTA CIVICA (MONTI) 2.824.065 8,3 2.824.065 8,3

UNIONE DI CENTRO 608.210 1,8 2.050.229 5,6 -1.442.019 -3,8
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Grillo has maintained his role as the spokesperson and megaphone of 
popular protest, but has progressively altered his political commitment, 
striving to understand and listen to the public’s needs, collecting and re-
working the ideas of his movement’s activists, in order to be in tune with the 
‘grassroots’ political and social mobilisations which have appeared over the 
past 20 years.

Involvement in the electoral arena  
and the management of protests

Following the success of the V-Day rallies, the movement was increasing-
ly closer oriented toward using another democratic tool: the promotion of 
non-party lists to participate in elections on a local level. The Five Star 
Movement (M5S) was founded in Milan on 4 October 2009, with a 120-
point programme and a non-statute’ which establishes the membership 
rules. The movement rejects the idea of creating a party as an organised and 
professionalised tool which acts as a representative/mediator between citi-
zens and the institutions. 

The crisis of the parties which were formed after the First Republic, along 
with the deep mistrust of the political class, created very favourable condi-
tions for M5S. In the 2012 regional elections, the movement garnered 
500,000 votes, reaching 7% in the region of Emilia-Romagna and 5% in 
Piedmont. In 2012, M5S achieved a decisive qualitative leap; it was seen as a 
more credible interpreter of the protests against the parties and against the 

Vote 2013 by Age

        Votote for:

M5S LEGA PDL Centre PD Left (Sel-Rc)

18-29 years 33,2 4,5 14,0 8,9 19,2 8,5

30-44 y. 36,3 4,8 23,6 8,1 15,8 4,6

45-54 y. 30,5 3,0 20,3 9,0 24,8 7,0

55-64 y. 24,9 4,3 17,6 11,2 32,9 5,7

more them 64 y. 9,1 4,0 26,7 13,9 38,8 4,0

All 25,7 4,1 21,6 10,4 26,8 5,6

Source: Demos polls February 2013
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Monti government. In Parma the M5S candidate became mayor, winning 
19% of votes and then the second ballot with 60%. M5S was also successful 
in Genoa (with 14% of the vote) and in many other municipalities in the 
north and centre, with votes ranging from 8 to 12%. The results were  higher 
than expected, doubling – going from 6-7% to 18-20% – what the national 
polls had estimated for the movement. 

The M5S gained wider approval because it was able to rely on an online 
network which was already strong and widespread. Grillo refused to partic-
ipate in any television broadcasts, but his message was received by all sectors 
of the public,  particularly the criticism, controversy and ridicule aimed at 
the key political and government figures. In this way, in just a few months, 
the M5S became the principal reference point for the protest against the 
parties and the ‘caste’, playing a role similar to that of the Northern League 
in the first half of the 1990s. 

M5S was the party which won the biggest share of the vote in the Febru-
ary 2013 elections, with 25% in the Chamber of Deputies. It collected al-
most a third of those who had voted for Sinistra Arcobaleno (‘Left Rain-
bow’, an electoral coalition of Rifondazione, the Comunisti Italiani, the 
Greens and Sinistra Democratica) or for Italy of Values in 2008 and won 14% 
of former PD voters. It also won a lot of votes as a result of the severe crisis 
which shook the centre-right coalition: Grillo’s movement thus won 16% of 
voters who voted for the Pdl in 2008 and 24% of those who voted for the 
League.

These trends changed the social profile of M5S voters. Support cuts across 
social strata but is particularly high among factory workers, the unem-

Opinions about M5S

All          Voting intentions

M5S LEGA PDL CENTRE PD

The M5S in parliament will feel 
more the voice of the people

47,4 93,4 32,5 30,4 44,3 44,2 

M5S is more democratic then 
other parties

42,4 84,5 37,7 27,0 38,7 33,7

Without Grillo M5S would be 
greatly weakened and dissolve

66,1 44,0 72,6 66,8 81,4 64,2

Fonte: sondaggi Ipso settembre-novembre 2012
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ployed, the self-employed and students. It is no surprise that the PD and the 
PdL are particularly weak in those social groups which were worst hit by the 
effects of the crisis and the Monti government’s austerity measures. The PD 
is most popular among pensioners and the PdL among housewives.

From populist rhetoric to promoting participatory democracy 

Many commentators tried to delegitimise M5S, comparing it to one of the 
many populist phenomena managed by right-wing political parties in other 
European countries. Grillo himself controversially accepted this compari-
son, turning the meaning on its head. The most obvious feature which M5S 
shares with populist movements is its strong criticism of political parties 
and the political class. Grillo’s line takes up various aspects of populist rhet-
oric, expressed in the disenchanted and ironic forms of a comedian. The 
voters who voted for the M5S are different from those who voted for other 
political parties above all because of their deep distrust of public represent-
ative bodies and political institutions. In fact, trust in the parties (4%), the 
Chamber of Deputies (12%) and the trade unions (19%), is very low, clearly 
lower than that for League voters. There is a great deal of criticism of finan-
cial institutions and the media. M5S voters have very little trust in banks 
(6%) and the stock market (13%). Their evaluation of television and radio’s 
trustworthiness is also very low, with the RAI at 13% and Mediaset at 
23%.

However, the way M5S has translated protests into proposals is very dif-
ferent from that of the populist right. For parties in the populist right, the 
people can regain sovereignty by putting their faith in a ‘strong’ leader able 
to represent the will of the common people in the institutions. The people 
are defined as a community in ethnic-cultural terms, which sees immi-
grants as the enemy and more generally other national communities or 
transnational bodies. 

M5S’s project, on the other hand, is to establish itself as a tool for regain-
ing popular sovereignty, by activating all forms of citizens’ participation. 
The programme put together by the Grillo movement is completely differ-
ent from, in fact almost the opposite of, the platforms supported by populist 
parties. The goals established are above all aimed at encouraging a citizens’ 
participatory democracy, defending a universalist social state and protect-
ing and enhancing common and/or public property. 

M5S is very different from traditional political formations, but paradoxi-
cally, has had to reproduce in new ways many of the roles that the parties 
fulfilled in the past and which have either fallen into disuse or are poorly 
managed. Starting with creating a network of activists spread across the 
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country, selecting and monitoring candidates elected to political institu-
tions and, finally, understanding and communicating the public’s de-
mands. 

The large historical parties of the past referred to a social base which they 
privileged, or they proposed general goals which justified their existence.  
As already mentioned, the M5S rejects the idea of creating a party as an or-
ganised and professionalised tool which acts as a representative/mediator 
between citizens and the institutions. The key project is to put citizens back 
at the centre of politics, making them the protagonists in all choices and de-
cisions, both on the local and national level. The assumptions conveyed by 
the ‘non-statute’ show how similar the M5S is to the German Piraten party, 
although the latter cannot rely on the capacity for communication and fame 
of a charismatic leader. 

The M5S has created a scheme providing for three levels of participation: 
activist, sympathiser and voter. At the very beginning it introduced registra-
tion procedures open to all sympathisers. The main differences in relation 
to traditional parties have to do with the potential for increasing direct par-
ticipation, particularly in the context of the movement, that the web offers. 
This is perhaps the most innovative aspect of this new political subject, and 
allowed M5S to overcome the drop in participation which is affecting all po-
litical parties. The blog has also become the most important channel for get-

Vote 2013 by Employment Category

 Votote for:

M5S LEGA PDL Centre PD Left (Sel-Rc)

Manual workers 38,8 5,5 22,8 1,9 20,8 6,5

White-collar employees 26,9 3,1 13,7 12,4 28,1 6,6

Shopkeeper, artisans, entrepreneurs 44,3 5,0 24,5 8,7 13,1 1,7

Professionals 30,9 1,7 13,5 13,1 27,8 8,2

Students 29,9 3,4 10,2 13,1 19,2 9,9

Housewives 25,1 3,4 33,4 9,8 20,0 2,9

Unemployed 39,9 1,4 26,1 5,7 14,1 7,9

Pensioners 11,7 5,5 21,4 13,8 38,7 4,8

All 25,7 4,1 21,6 10,4 26,8 5,6

Source: Demos polls February 2013
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ting direct messages to sympathisers and potential voters; it has in fact re-
placed the role of political guidance and teaching that parties fulfilled 
through different channels.

The internet made it possible to recruit many activists who were previous-
ly alienated from politics. Membership offers the right to participate in the 
decision-making processes activated through the movement and establishes 
a relationship with the sympathisers, in the same way as a traditional party 
card did. Using the blog and meetups to bring political discussion back to 
the people and promote public opinion campaigns has, over seven years, 
created a mass of sympathisers, some of whom have become members of 
M5S and, in many cases, also activists. 

The M5S was not built on a programme that was defined from the begin-
ning. It progressively developed a programmatic platform which sought to 
respond to the widespread needs and demands of citizens, public opinion 
and in particular the more frequent users of the internet. In the past, the po-
litical parties of European countries played a central role in the life of de-
mocracy, ensuring that the citizens’ demands for political action were com-
municated. When creating its programme, the M5S tried to reproduce this 
role in a variety of ways, one which is fulfilled increasingly less and often in 
an unsatisfactory way by the current parties.

There are still many challenges and problems which M5S has opened up: 
the rejection of politics as a profession, the practice of politics as a tempo-
rary activity of the citizen and the resistance to creating organisational 
structures beyond the internet – all this can create many problems for a po-
litical subject which must manage power and responsibility on a national 
level. The movement cannot limit itself simply to being a ‘tool’ to encourage 
protest and the direct participation of citizens, but must rethink its organi-
sational structures. Direct democracy may be sufficient for managing po-
litical issues in limited local areas or in the web community. But it is hard 
to practice when the task shifts to the national level and political decisions 
are only actually made by Grillo and the central staff. In this phase, the 
Genovese comedian cannot limit his role to that of ‘guarantor’ to avoid tra-
ditional political practices from repeating themselves. To interact with oth-
er national political leaders on a daily basis he must stress his role as the 
movement’s political guide. Grillo is also the key link for maintaining the 
unity of the activists and ensuring they have a significant influence in the 
political arena. There is, however, still a certain ambivalence about his role 
which has caused some disagreements and discussion among M5S 
 activists. 

In any event, M5S has made an important contribution to political 
change, focusing attention back on many critical issues and problems which 
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beleaguer our democracy –  from loss of sovereignty and powers of the citi-
zen to the distrust of the current system of representation, to the difficulty 
of creating new and credible ways of participating in politics. The answers 
to these questions proposed by M5S’s experience do contain some problems 
and contradictions; but they must seriously be considered as explorations of 
possible ways of changing Italian politics. n
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On 24 March transform!europe organised a debate on the ‘European 
House of History’ (HEH) project in order to elaborate critical ap-

proaches to the public use of history and particularly the creation of HEH 
decided on and funded by the European Parliament in 2009 with the explic-
it aim of constituting a public European identity by means of a historical 
narrative on Europe.

The meeting was introduced by Francis Wurtz (Honorary Member of the 
European Parliament) presenting several questions related to the HEH to 
which he has been appointed board member. Subsequently, various histori-
ans working with transform!europe foundations reacted and brainstormed 
together with members of the transform!europe executive board on how to 
establish a network of historians and what the possible tasks and objectives 
in the short, medium and long term could be. 

The House of European History: Genesis and political aims

The HEH is a child of Hans Pöttering, past President of the EP, who pi-
loted the whole project from the very beginning until now as its President.
The fact that he is also president of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation and 
active member of the Reconciliation of European History Groups and Plat-
form of European History and Conscience makes clear that he can count on 
much political and intellectual support to shape this new European institu-

Towards a Common European 
 Historical  Narrative?
The Network of Historians Meeting, 
Paris, 24 March 2013

Sigfrido Ramírez
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tion whose aim is ‘to have a place of memory where the European idea could 
prosper’. He personally appointed a group of eight experts to draft a concept 
for the HEH in the form of a report which was adopted by the EP bureau 
without much discussion as the scientific guideline for the project. If the Ex-
ecutive Committee is pluralist, the Scientific Committee, on the other hand, 
seems quite unbalanced in geographical and cultural terms with a preva-
lence of conservative Eastern European experts. It is, therefore, no wonder 
that the report serving as basis for the HEH reads as a linear, clearly unbal-
anced black-and-white interpretation typical of the traditional political his-
tory inherited from the Cold War and teleological Europeism. Many of the 
historical interpretations of central events of the 20th century are clearly de-
batable if not completely wrong in the light of the current interpretations 
established in scholarly communities. Moreover, it is a text written back in 
2007, and the perspective would be very different if its point of departure 
were the current deep crisis of the European model and the project of Euro-
pean integration, not to say of globalisation. 

There are some valid points, such as the central importance for intellec-
tual and political legitimacy of such a project aiming at an ‘official account’ 
of European memory, which cannot be simply a juxtaposition of national 
history but rather the production of a truly transnational perspective. The 
ambition of the whole project clearly follows the model of the Haus der Ge-
schichte der Bundesrepublik, which is supposed to be a living space where 
pluralistic views and debates on the history of Europe and European inte-
gration during the long-twentieth century can take place. The HEH is very 
ambitious with a 50 million Euro budget, 4,000 square meters of permanent 
exhibitions, 800 square meters for temporary exhibitions, 300 for an infor-
mation centre, a conference hall, a staff and a central location next to the EP 
in Brussels with a capacity to host and transmit this public account of Eu-
ropean history and integration to millions of visitors, in particular young 
people. Moreover, it aims to be a place where young historians can have a 
place to do their work.

The discussion and its conclusions

The first question which we discussed was whether such a project could be 
acceptable in principle and, if so, how it could be influenced and modified 
to ensure that a pluralistic and scientifically solid account of European his-
tory is effectively developed in the HEH. There is agreement, however, that 
an official public history on the basis of the scientific report for its perma-
nent exhibition cannot be considered a truly critical, pluralistic and dialec-
tic. At the same time, there can be no question of a rejection of the project, 
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as it is so far advanced by now that nothing can stop it. But it seems clear 
that there is not even unanimity in the HEH board about the substantive 
questions. An inclusive and constructive contribution to the debate should 
therefore be a priority in order to avoid isolation and irrelevance. We should 
show that we are ready for a truly open debate, and this can help make peo-
ple open to our views. Consequently, it is agreed that we should initiate a 
public debate on the HEH project starting with the existing scientific report, 
which is the only public document, a kind of ‘bible’ of the exhibition. This 
means to put up for scholarly discussion some of the more obviously prob-
lematic interpretations of the text without trying to write a counter-docu-
ment; instead, the aim is to help open a debate on some central substantial 
issues discussed in the document.

Furthermore, the issue of the HEH also put on the table the fundamental 
question of whether there can be a left-wing approach to the public history 
of Europe and European integration. The consensus is that it is not possible 
to offer a left justification for the current state of neoliberal integration but 
rather a critical interpretation, which means at least two things: Public his-
tory must rely on historical scholarship and not on a manipulation of the 
past, as the doctrine of totalitarianism seems to do, which pervades the 
whole project. That such a public history must also demonstrate that there 
is a political, class and gender perspective with a plurality of approaches and 
historical subjects, including subjects of international history focusing on 
culture, circulations and transfers between European and non-European 
societies – unlike the old official, diplomatic and institutional history of 
great leaders and elites of large central countries like France and Germany. 

In short, it seems that the HEH has the contradictory aim of creating a su-
pranational identity based on the typical nationalist approach of using his-
tory as a political device for nation-building. Its real aim is creating a public 
ideological discourse which intends to dissolve differences in order to create 
a common memory and identity. This political strategy is not new, and 
through the control of the past it actually aims at controlling the present 
and the future of European citizens in a moment of crisis of the political sys-
tem of representation. We therefore cannot accept presenting a uniform Eu-
ropean account based on the same implicit tenets; instead, we must develop 
dialectic, critical and plural interpretations of European history. This dis-
cussion deserves a methodological reflection on our part as to how to come 
to terms with this alternative critical public history of Europe and European 
integration particularly as to the role of historians in political debates about 
collective memory, for example their role in history manuals, museums and 
other public history spaces. This is important particularly if we consider the 
need to provide critical texts and tools to history teachers in primary and 
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secondary education, who will be confronted with such a project on a daily 
basis or when visiting the HEH.

A final issue is more political and relates to how transform!europe and its 
political partners could articulate or favour this cultural dialogue with crit-
ical historians willing to cooperate and discuss the issues in the sense in-
tended. The political stakes are high considering that the idea of European 
integration is suffering an acute and sudden process of delegitimation due 
to the negative impact of the neoliberal turn of European integration in re-
cent years. This turn is not being reversed but rather is deepening, with the 
destruction of the European social model (the welfare state) which the left 
contributed to building for an entire century. Consequently, a case could 
successfully be made for putting this question high on the agenda, namely, 
the question of the red thread in 20th-century history, not only through the 
contribution of left political actors (International Brigades, the Resistance 
and anti-colonialism), but also in the way that various social movements 
(the labour movement, feminist struggles, etc.) confronted fascism, neolib-
eralism and oppression. This is strategically relevant for us because there is 
an ongoing debate within the left over the kind of European construction 
that should be supported or rejected, including the European Union and the 
Euro. We therefore need a pluralistic and dialectical debate also on these 
substantial questions in order to stimulate an informed theoretical and his-
torical debate about the present situation of democracy in Europe.

In conclusion, we have to accept entering the debate of the HEH, it should 
be part of a strategy to lay the foundations for an alternative public history 
of Europe and European integration. There is a triple-level criticism of the 
project on which we can base our contribution: methodological, scientific 
and political. It is agreed that the group will have to work on a short text 
which may serve to further develop our position on each of these three lev-
els, as regards the HEH and beyond. This text should open the way to an 
enlarged group also reflecting the positions of those who did not attend the 
meeting. 

Follow-up

There are three major objectives that the network set. In the short run, 
there is the consolidation and diversification itself. We need to reach a plu-
rality of competences and critical interpretations of the contemporary his-
tory of Europe. 

In the middle term we are considering staging a conference prepared in 
cooperation with left structures, which will address how the HEH project 
could develop pluralistic, dialectic and scientific approaches to the history 
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of Europe and European integration. The aim is to remain in touch with the 
work and debate within the HEH and the EP in order to influence the de-
bate. 

In the long run the different members of the network – via their founda-
tions, universities or cultural projects (or journals, sites, associations and 
museums) – could organise a European conference meeting with a variety 
of workshops to explore one of the various methodological questions (criti-
cal public history) and substantive questions (such as ‘the red thread’) and 
in this way enlarge and consolidate a network which can be mobilised at a 
European level. As for universities, it is also possible that such a project and 
network could serve to prepare initiatives with additional public funding at 
the national or European level. n
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Edward Thompson is our finest socialist writer today  ̶  certainly in Eng-
land, possibly in Europe’.1 With this flattering statement 33 years ago 

Perry Anderson began his monograph on E. P. Thompson Arguments within 
English Marxism. A fair historical judgment would not hesitate today, par-
ticularly after the recent loss of Eric Hobsbawm, to bestow the same munif-
icent praise on him. Despite the fact that Anderson’s historical writing dif-
fers notably from the passionate and often polemical tone of the founder of 
social history, it displays some of the most productive aspects of British 
Marxist historiography. The key institutional aspects of Anderson’s intellec-
tual trajectory are his role in the editorial committee of the bimonthly Marx-
ist journal New Left Review, of which for many years he was the editor, and 
his masterminding of the radical publishing house Verso which has pub-
lished more than 3,000 titles during the last four decades and 10 penetrating 
studies in the fields of intellectual history and historical sociology, with top-
ics ranging from the absolutist state to the origins of postmodernity. Taking 
also into account his fluency in seven or eight languages he could easily be 
described as one of the last leading modernist historians.

The central topic of The New Old Word is the history of the construction 
of the European Union. The distinctiveness of the book compared with the 
majority of studies of the subject lies in its espousal of a historical-critical 
viewpoint in attempting to delegitimise the dominant technical discussions 
of the  European Union and his struggle to rescue its internationalist politi-

European Union in the  
Constellation of Neoliberalism

Review of 
Perry Anderson, The New Old World, Verso, London, 2009.

George Souvlis
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cal programme despite the EU’s neoliberal derailment. In view of this, The 
New Old World consists in a theoretical and historical riposte to the main-
stream Social Democratic and Christian Democratic idealised defence of 
the European Union’s current form as well as an implicit counterproposal 
for its transformation into a supranational political formation that would 
promote the interests of Europe’s working people. The study is divided into 
four chapters; the analysis moves from the general to the specific and con-
cludes byreturning to the general. The first chapter examines the origins of 
the EU, its current form and the various theorisations of it; in the next two 
chapters the analysis focuses on national case studies of Western (France, 
Germany and Italy) and Eastern (Turkey and Cyprus) Europe with the last 
chapter addressing the ideological forerunners of the EU and offering pre-
dictions for its future. I will limit myself here, however, to the chapters on 
the supranational dimensions of the institution.

Critical debate

The author’s intention is to open a critical debate on the present European 
conjuncture in contrast to the current conformist evaluations which have 
starved the public sphere, blocking intellectual and political horizons from 
working out alternatives to the Union’s neoliberal course. Anderson begins 
his research from the foundational moments of the European Community, 
inscribing its emergence in the post-war historical context. Keeping his dis-
tance from the Weberian axiom of value neutrality, Anderson declares his 
admiration for the European construction as ‘the last great world-historical 
achievement of the bourgeoisie’.2 According to the British historian, the cre-
ation of the EU represents a peculiar synthesis of the geopolitical interests 
and rational plans of the post-war European great powers in combination 
with the deliberate federalist vision of Jean Monnet and his colleagues for a 
supranational European polity. This understanding grasps the politico-eco-
nomic apparatus which reestablished post-war bourgeois interests as a po-
litical utopia, although, since it has not been realised, it remains only a po-
tential one.  In this way, Anderson offers a political alternative to the 
transfiguration of the EU through a constitution primarily promoting in-
tense interstate antagonism.

Accelerating historical time, Anderson proceeds from the analysis of tran-
sition to that of synchronicity and focuses his historical lens, with short ex-
cursuses, on the period before and after the Maastricht Treaty. The key glo-
bal transformation of the last three decades is ‘the metamorphosis of 
capitalism as an international order’.3 The EU has been decisively affected 
by the general neoliberal turn of the economy and its executive body, the 
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European Commission, which since the 1990s has been ‘openly committed 
to privatization as a principle, pressed without embarrassment on candidate 
countries along with other democratic niceties’.4 The full-employment and 
social welfare-provision goals of the post-war nation-states have ceased to 
be priorities. The new pan-European directive is the regulation of inflation 
through the shift of macroeconomic policymaking from the national to the 
supranational level, ‘from national capitals to Frankfurt and Brussels’.5 For 
this reason, the Eurozone is as a whole backed by a Stability and Growth 
Pact obliging national governments to meet harsh budget targets. The 
above-mentioned processes have modified core functions of the nation-
state, depriving it of its traditional right to autonomous economic policy-
making. As such, the EU no longer has a regulatory role but intervenes dras-
tically in ‘issues that voters do indeed usually feel strongest about ̶ jobs, 
taxes and social services’.6 Its interference, though, is not limited to the eco-
nomic sphere but extends to areas of military and diplomatic policy, with the 
‘New Europe’ engaging inter alia in the ‘humanitarian’ war ‘in Afghanistan, 
where a contemporary version of the expeditionary force sent to crush the 
Boxer Rebellion has killed more civilians this year than the guerrillas it 
seeks out to root’.7

Single currency and reunification of Germany

Three major historical processes contributed decisively to the configura-
tion of the EU’s neoliberal physiognomy. The first was the introduction of 
the single currency. The initial purposes the states had in undertaking this 
move – lower transaction costs and greater predictability of returns for busi-
ness – have not been fulfilled. According to Eurostat, unemployment in 
April 2013 across the 17 EU countries in the Eurozone has reached 12% for 
the first time since the currency was launched in 1999. So far, the EU has 
‘recorded a growth rate well below that of the United States, and lagged far 
behind China’.8 The refusal of the European Central Bank, after the global 
financial crisis of 2008, to buy the debt of the member-states has increased 
the inflation rates of their economies and particularly those of the southern 
periphery through ‘enforcement by Germany ... of draconian austerity pro-
grammes, unthinkable for its own citizens’.9

The second crucial transformation was the reunification of Germany. The 
cost of the process was a severe downturn in the country’s economic 
growth. The economic recovery was based on a notable wage squeeze. As a 
result, since 1995, German unit labour costs have fallen by around 20%. The 
extended period of economic decline came to an end in 2006 when growth 
leapt to 2.9%, from 0.8% in 2005. The economic recovery reestablished 
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Germany as the central hegemonic power on the continent.10 Anderson as-
signs a dual role to the new European hegemon in the current conjuncture: 
‘Germany now, more than any other state the ultimate author of the Euro-
crisis, in driving through a system of capital relaxation abroad and wage 
repres sion at home, has also been the principal engineer of the attempts to 
stifle it’.11 Thus, the efforts of the German political and economic elite to 
implement this policy have proved lucrative for the markets and catastroph-
ic for the working people of Europe.

The third historical change is related to the process of the EU’s expansion 
into Eastern Europe. European integration, contrary to the dominant dis-
course of the western opinion-makers, is characterised by ‘combined and 
uneven development’. The role assigned by the EU to the post-communist 
societies was that of ‘a zone of business-friendly fiscal regimes, weak or 
non-existent labour movements, low wages and – therefore – high invest-
ments, registering faster growth than in the older core regions of continent-
wide capital’.12 The phrases of the EU’s lobbyists about the supposed ‘resto-
ration of Democracy in Eastern Europe’ of the early 1990s have now 
vanished. Brussels does not hesitate to support corrupt politicians like the 
Hungarian Ferenc Gyurcsány in the undermining of democratic norms in 
his country.13 Another exemplary demonstration of the hypocrisy of the 
EU’s proclaimed democratic goals was in the Greek case: the Troika’s back-
ing of the non-elected ex-banker prime minister Lucas Papademos. System-
ic needs dictated the EU’s expansion into the East. Eastward expansion se-
cured the conditions of economic reproduction of core European capital 
insofar as it ‘now has a major pool of cheap labour at its disposal, conven-
iently located on its doorstep, not only dramatically lowering its production 
costs in plants in the East, but capable of exercising pressure on wages and 
conditions in the West’.14

Interimperial class struggles

In Anderson’s historical narration, however, it is not the movement of pro-
ductive forces which explains the changing political map of Europe. Espous-
ing the Marxist theoretical principle that the political level is where one can 
map the indices of change, Anderson’s analysis uses as central interpretative 
key for the present Hayekian catallactics the ‘inter-imperial, inter-ruling 
class struggles’15 of the European elites. Thus, according to the reasoning of 
the British historian, the EU’s neoliberalism was not the outcome of the con-
flict between labour and capital but the result of the struggles among vari-
ous antagonistic capital fractions, the resolution of which was wage suppres-
sion. Acknowledging the importance of the actors’ political choice within 
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the existing structural constraints in the making of the EU, Anderson avoids 
a reductionist interpretation of its neoliberal drift. Thus, in The New Old 
Word we see ‘the principal performers in the process of integration – in ev-
er-greater density as the tale unfolds up to Maastricht, and the arrival of 
Chirac and Schröder – operating not as puppets of disembodied powers, but 
as figures with a degree of choice’.16 The EU’s transformation into ‘the the-
oretical proving-ground of contemporary liberalism’17 has occurred since 
the policymaking of the dominant political blocs of Christian Democracy 
and Social Democracy – without any meaningful difference between them 
– is duplicating the realities of the economic base, contributing substantial-
ly to the ‘deregulation and privatization not only of industries but also social 
services’.18

Furthermore, the economic ‘modernization’ of the Union did not keep 
step with the democratic enlargement of its political superstructure, creating 
a structural asymmetry within the European construction. The horizontal 
inter-ruling-class competition in Europe is responsible for the unaccom-
plished, though ideal-typical, capitalist development. In other words, the in-
complete capitalist modernisation produced a supine federal union, ‘a cari-
cature of a democratic federation, since its Parliament lacks powers of 
initiative, contains no parties with any existence at the European level, and 
wants even a modicum of popular credibility’.19 Anderson sees the restric-
tion on the ‘exercise of popular will’ as having been still more strongly im-
posed through the backing of the Constitutional Courts. Rejecting a legalis-
tic conception of the supreme courts, which perceives them as the ‘bastions 
of democratic principles’, he proposes instead that they function as system-
ic stabilisers, their key role being ‘to accommodate the political establish-
ment of the day’.20 Post-war continental nation-states created and used the 
new Constitutional Courts as the legal ‘tight corsets’ of the newly estab-
lished democracies in the battle against communism.21 An illustrative ex-
ample of Anderson’s view of the law as class-coloured is the ban of the Ger-
man Communist Party in 1956 by the Bundesverfassungsgericht (Federal 
Constitutional Court).

EU as a terrain of struggle

The picture that emerges from New Old Word’s analytical scheme is that 
of the bourgeoisie’s failure to perform its historical role in creating and 
maintaining political democracy on the supranational level. This argument 
re-inscribes Anderson’s work in the ‘bourgeois paradigm’ first used in his 
article ‘Origins of the Present Crisis’, according to which England did not 
complete a ‘proper’ bourgeois revolution because of the overbearing and 
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continued prevalence of aristocratic power and privilege.22 The pattern re-
curs in the dilogy on the absolutist state where the passage to capitalist mo-
dernity presupposes the occurrence of ‘bourgeois revolutions’.23 Despite the 
obvious political and historical limits of this historical interpretation, An-
derson insightfully demonstrates the EU’s neoliberal turn, but at the same 
time – separating form and content – he does not reduce its internationalist 
political utopia to the economic base, conceiving it as a privileged terrain of 
class struggle. n
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(many times) the much 
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Europe stands on the edge of a precipice, looking into the abyss. Austerity 
policies drive the peoples of Europe into poverty, undercut democracy 

and dismantle social policies. Rising inequalities endanger social cohesion. 
Ecological destruction is worsening while acute humanitarian crises devas-
tate the most affected countries. Women and young people are hardest hit.

The European oligarchy employs ever more authoritarian methods to prop 
up a failed neoliberal system – all this despite widespread protest and resis-
tance. Democracy and peace are under threat. Discrimination, based on reli-
gion, racism, homophobia or sexism and nationalism are on the rise and the 
crisis is deepening daily. The very existence of the European Union is now at 
risk while current policies weaken solidarity among European peoples.

Our most urgent priority is to build Europe on the basis of equality, soli-
darity, and authentic democracy. EU institutions and European govern-
ments now serve the interests of financial markets, with no respect for pop-
ular sovereignty. They must be brought under democratic control, just as 
the public interest must prevail and ecological and social needs be met. We 
base our demands for a democratic, social, ecological and feminist Europe 
on these principles, in solidarity with the peoples of the world.

End debt slavery

Public debt stems from economic and political choices still on the agenda 
of EU institutions and European governments. Decades of regressive tax 
policies have consciously and outrageously enriched a small minority 
whereas public revenues have declined and public entities using public mon-

The following is the document that will be presented at the 
Alter-Summit, 7-8 June in Athens:

Urgent common priorities for a democratic,  
social, ecological and feminist Europe

A People’s Manifesto:  
Let’s Roll Back Austerity and Claim 
Real Democracy!



D
o

cu
m

en
t

 141

ey have bailed out failed banks. Austerity policies have drained household 
and small business resources and made the recession worse. Speculation on 
government bonds is commonplace for private banks while public finance 
has been tainted by corruption and collusion between politicians and pri-
vate economic interests.

Moreover, in many countries private, as opposed to national debt, is due 
to household borrowing, aggressively promoted by the financial sector and 
governments in order to compensate for the stagnation of real wages while 
prices were rising. 

The measures imposed by European institutions and governments are de-
signed to make the people pay for this debt.  However, in large part, this 
debt can be considered illegitimate since it was amassed with no regard for 
the common good. It is now clear that some countries will never be able to 
reimburse their debt. 

Human rights must come before debt service and human needs before 
profit.  As a matter of urgency, we demand European-wide measures to free 
peoples from the pressures of financial markets and austerity policies. Fiscal, 
tax and monetary policies must be changed so as to defuse the debt trap. 

Our common and urgent demands:   
Cancel immediately the ‘memoranda’ imposed by the Troika upon over-1. 
indebted countries. Cancel as well a considerable share of the public debt 
without harming the interests of small bondholders, savers and pension-
ers.  Banks and the financial sector must take their share of the losses. 
Specific amounts to be cancelled should be defined democratically. In 
this regard, citizen debt audits can serve as a useful tool.
Suspend repayments until populations are protected against worsening 2. 
poverty and employment and until economic development and ecologi-
cal transition are ensured, public services strengthened and social and 
economic rights consolidated.  
Target the richest segment of the population with a one-off wealth levy.3. 
Mandate and oblige the European Central Bank and other public Euro-4. 
pean banking institutions to lend directly to states at low interest and 
under democratic supervision without neoliberal ‘reform’ programme 
conditionality.  

Towards an ecological and social Europe: roll back austerity  

Throughout Europe, particularly on its southern and eastern rims, harsh 
austerity policies are imposed, supposedly for the sake of debt repayment 
and reduction. Entire populations are overburdened, public spending is cut 
dramatically in essential areas, valuable investments in research or indus-



trial activities are downgraded although they could contribute to a social 
and ecological transition. 

These austerity policies enforced by EU institutions and European gov-
ernments create a downward spiral, destroy economies, add to deficits, 
debts, unemployment and poverty and intensify the ecological crisis and the 
looting of the environment. Meanwhile, a small minority continues to en-
rich itself unduly.

Today, more than half of European wealth is captured by 10% of the po-
pulation. Present policies are intentionally designed to maintain these in-
equalities as well as the neoliberal model which is devastating the planet and 
undermining democratic and social rights. 

We demand a complete reversal of these policies and a different model of 
society that ensures social justice, equality, a FAIR distribution of wealth, 
ecological sustainability and protection of the commons.

Our common and urgent demands: 
Roll back austerity now: it is driving Europe deeper into recession. Can-1. 
cel or veto the treaties and regulations that underpin it, such as the Fiscal 
Pact, the Six-Pack, the Two-Pack or the Pact for Competitiveness cur-
rently negotiated. Trade imbalances within the Monetary Union must be 
reduced by adjusting surplus country policies, not by imposing austerity 
on the deficit countries. Fiscal policy should remain a democratic 
choice. 
Ensure tax justice with a just, progressive and permanent taxation sys-2. 
tem on revenues, wealth and corporate profits, with effective minimum 
rates applied in all European countries. Revoke increases of consump-
tion taxes such as VAT and drastically reduce those on basic goods. Out-
law tax havens and strengthen measures against fraud and tax avoidance 
and evasion. 
Develop public, Europe-wide investment programs under social control 3. 
for a social and ecological transition. This transition should be based on 
an industrial and agricultural policy that addresses the ecological crisis 
as well as the need to create millions of quality jobs and should rely on 
ecologically sustainable and socially useful activities in the public inter-
est. Among these would figure increased investment in education, ener-
gy transition, public transportation, and food sovereignty. It would si-
multaneously require cutting military spending and socially and 
ecologically harmful expenditure. EU and national budgets should also 
be reoriented in this direction.  
Strengthen and develop the social and ecological commons, redefine and 4. 
expand public services, including health, scientific research, education, 
early childhood nurturing, transport and energy, water, information and 
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culture, public housing, credit and so on. Stop all privatization of these 
services, establish their public or cooperative ownership and manage 
them democratically.

Rights for all: no to poverty and precariousness

Austerity policies attack economic and social rights and dismantle social 
protection. They lead to a drop in the standard of living and in many coun-
tries to acute humanitarian distress. The consequences are massive unem-
ployment as well as a serious downgrading of working and living conditions. 
These, in turn, lead to unacceptable increases in poverty: today, 120 million 
people in the EU are poor.

In the present context of the crisis, these measures are taken even further. 
They attack labour rights and the role of unions, including their capacity to 
organize and bargain collectively. They impose competitiveness as a prin-
ciple in order to divide people, increase profits, lower wages, and turn na-
ture and human activities into commodities. Free trade agreements also fos-
ter social, ecological and fiscal dumping. 

People living in precarious conditions, such as workers or the unemplo-
yed, disabled people and many pensioners are hardest hit. Among them, 
women, young people and migrants are first in line. Women are particular-
ly affected by attacks on labor rights and are also obliged to compensate for 
the demolition of public services with unpaid care work; migrants’ basic 
rights are denied and an entire generation of European youth is subjected to 
unprecedented joblessness and social decline.

We demand that every person enjoy effective democratic,  
economic, environmental and social rights

Our common and urgent demands:
Restore the right to bargain collectively and the right of collective action; 

Safeguard or reinstate collective agreements and labor rights under threat 
from austerity packages. Guarantee democracy inside the work-place as a 
fundamental workers’ right. ILO standards and the European Social Char-
ter must be applied to all workers, including migrants. Put a stop to precar-
ious work.  

End social and wage dumping in Europe and in the world; promote a 
common ground of collective guarantees in Europe that can ensure high-
level social security systems and economic rights, including those obtained 
through international agreements. 

Increase wages, establish an adequate minimum wage for every worker set 
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by law or binding collective agreement in each country and a minimum in-
come sufficient for a dignified life. Decrease working hours without de-
creasing wages and ensure a just division of unpaid care work; promote 
quality and sustainable employment for all with decent working conditions. 
Decrease radically salary differentials in the same company. 

Protect security of tenure of indebted households and generally the right 
of all people to decent housing. Ensure effective access to prevention and 
quality healthcare for all.

Impose equality of wages, pensions and career development between 
women and men and outlaw discrimination at work based on gender, ethnic 
origin, nationality or sexual orientation. Vigorously oppose violence against 
women.

Strengthen the social and political protagonism of migrants. Oppose the 
politics of criminalization of migrants and refugees. Secure equal rights for 
migrants and the granting of asylum, close detention camps, close the 
FRONTEX Agency and end its EU border operations.

For a democratic economy: make banks serve the public interest 

The collapse of the private banking system in 2008 was not an accident 
but rather a direct consequence of finance serving only shareholders and 
speculators to the detriment of the public interest. In recent decades, gov-
ernments have both authorized and encouraged this system by consenting 
to every demand of the financial industry. Many public or cooperatively-
owned credit institutions previously devoted to financing useful regional 
activities have been privatized. Meanwhile, the absence of regulation has al-
lowed criminal organizations worldwide to launder money and invest their 
huge profits freely.

Governments responded to the crisis by injecting hundreds of billions of 
euros into bank rescues at the expense of taxpayers and provided financial 
interests with unconditional guarantees, thereby strengthening the private 
banks even further. 

In order to make the banking sector and the financial industry serve the 
public interest, society and the environment from now on, the disproporti-
onate power of financial institutions must be curbed through strict regula-
tion and public and democratic control over banks.

Our common and urgent demands:
Review the extensive guarantees granted to private finance and exercise 

public control in the event of bank failures so as to avoid negative impacts 
on society. The shareholders of failed banks as well as their creditors must 
take their share of losses. Bailed-out banks must be socialized.
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Impose effective and strict regulation of banks and other financial insti-
tutions. Enforce complete separation of commercial and investment banks. 
Prohibit the use of tax havens and off-balance-sheet activities. Abolish bank 
secrecy rules. Tax financial transactions and restore control over capital in-
flows or outflows. Break up ‘too big to fail‘ banks.

Enforce democratic supervision of banks and financial institutions. Ori-
ent credit towards job-creating activities that encourage social and ecologi-
cal development. Give priority and incentives to publicly and collectively 
owned cooperative public credit systems. 

STAND UP FOR DEMOCRACY!

Current developments in Europe represent an outright denial of democ-
racy. Not only is democratic debate silenced BUT repression against social 
movements is increasing and divisions are encouraged between people and 
between countries. The predictable outcome is the rise of racist, right-wing 
or fascist movements as resentment is partly directed against migrants, poor 
people, minorities, foreigners, and/or other European peoples.  The best 
way to defeat these movements is to get rid of austerity.

Alternatives exist: our responsibility is to change the balance of power in 
order to impose them and build genuine political, social and economic de-
mocracy in Europe.

Because we refuse to be governed by a self-appointed European oligarchy,
Because we want real democracy, real participation and popular sovereignty,
Because we refuse the exploitation of people and nature in Europe and in the rest 

of the world, 
Because we reject the European Union’s contribution to conflict and militarization,
Because we call for an end to the exploitation and the oppression of women 

and for a break with the patriarchal system,
Because we want a society that gives priority to ecological and social needs,

We are building a united movement  
for a democratic, social, ecological and feminist Europe!

We are supporting and strengthening each other’s struggles; 
We pledge to join forces and to fight together make our demands a reality 

through national and European actions.
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www.forumulsocialroman.ro 
e-mail: pedroxma@yahoo.com

Spain 
Europe of Citizens Foundation (FEC) * 
www.fundacioneuropadelosciudadanos.eu 
email: tecnicodeproyectos@fundacioneuro-
padelosciudadanos.eu 

Foundation for Marxist Studies (FIM) 
www.fim.org.es 
e-mail: fim@nodo50.org

Sweden 
Center for Marxist Social Studies (CMS) 
www.cmsmarx.org 
e-mail: cms@cmsmarx.org

Turkey 
Social Investigations and Cultural Develop-
ment Foundation (TAKSAV) * 
www.taksav.org 
e-mail: info@taksav.com

 
*observers 
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