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Producing this issue of Transform ! was an exciting process. Long after we
decided on the focus of right-wing extremism in Europe, the world be-

gan to move – on the one hand, with the uprising in North Africa and other
Arab countries; on the other hand, the environmental catastrophe in Japan,
with an earthquake, tsunami and atomic-reactor fallout. To treat these issues
adequately, we tried to find authors and provide space.

In this we succeeded quite well with the contributions of Gabriele Habashi,
Joachim Bischoff and Elmar Altvater. However, as to the question of the use
of atomic energy, the discussions seems far from over; rather it is just begin-
ning. Left European opinion on this issue seems divided. Further discussion
will be indispensable.

As the development of right-wing radicalism as well as Europe’s ongoing
currency instability emphasises, the world has entered a crisis of the prevail-
ing model of civilisation. Capitalism, growth-oriented as it is, always clearly
shows that it is thoroughly incapable of even beginning to solve the global
crises in the domains of the environment, energy, immigration, education,
poverty / exclusion, etc. Just in the last year, which the European Union ded-
icated to the struggle against poverty and social exclusion, a round of state
austerity programmes were passed, which were mainly at the expense of the
unemployed, welfare recipients and nursing-home patients. Aspects of this
dilemma, along with the incapacity of the dominant economic order to cope
with the need for a materially at least halfway carefree life, are addressed in

Editorial
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very diverse but very exciting ways by the essays we have brought together for
this issue.

Right-wing radicalism, this edition’s focus, is introduced by Jean-Yves Ca-
mus’ lead article. In what follows, the status and development of right-wing
radical parties in various European countries and regions is examined. In
this, the aim was less completeness than the demonstration of typical devel-
opments, and the relation of traditional right-wing parties to the right-wing
fringe.

This edition is rounded off by a series of articles that deal with basic aspects
of the European Union and fundamental European issues. In my opinion,
Conrad Schuhler’s reflections on alternatives to the current monetary policy
of the European Commission and European Council, as well as the study by
Richard Detje et al. on the negative attitude of the German population to the
austerity policy of its government (though their attitude not resulted in ac-
tions) deserve careful attention.

Unfortunately, we did not have a report on the recent World Social Form
in Dakar in time for this issue. Thanks to Carla Luis, Deputy of Portugal’s
Left Bloc, we could at least present photos of the event’s venue. She request-
ed that we publish her photos with the following accompanying text.

Lutz Holzinger

Impressions from Senegal
Senegal is a remarkable country, and you cannot go to Africa for the first

time without strong feelings.
You can count on the joy, the sympathy, the mess and the smog, quiet vil-

lages and the impressive strength of Senegalese creativity and the energy of
women.

These pictures try to illustrate a bit of this “total impression” I was able to
see.

For instance, the kids playing in a tannery garbage dump, where their
mothers were probably working, showing that, despite all the smell and worst
conditions, childhood joy will always exist. Women can be strong every-
where, and in Senegal you understand the practical energy and creativity they
need to have. It’s in their blood, and it’s really something you can see. From
agricultural workshops, to more specific women rights issues, women and
their colourful clothes were something impossible to miss.



Then the artisans. Men coming from everywhere, working on whatever
there was to be worked on. You look at them and wonder where they will be
and what they will be doing next. It’s a moving world full of moving people
and you feel it there most of all.

Small villages can present another reality to you, if you have the chance to
get out of Dakar. Quiet places by the sea always have colourful fishing boats
called “pirogues”, which signifies “all you can do with it”. You can catch fish
which women sell in crowded markets, sometimes in the absence of basic hy-
gienic conditions. When fish, opportunities and hope are lacking, pirogues

6



can go to the sea at night, and instead of fish, it’s people they take in it –
dreaming of a better world, dreaming a dream everyone is entitled to have.

Don’t expect to visit Senegal and come home immune to all that you have
seen. This creative energy enters you, and it’s not easy to forget – to imagine
other people’s dreams, to mentally live part of it. The world is all of its parts,
and this is just a small part of what we had the opportunity to see.

Carla Luis

7

“En vers le forum”, with happiness and

joy. World Social Forum Opening March.
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Women empowerment project out the outskirts of Dakar. These women work in

the leather tannery, under the worst imaginable working and living conditions.

From the indescribable smell to a complete lack of a shelter, these women have

the strength to survive in this.
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Part One 

Cairo, February 7

Turbulent days lay behind us and the revolution was still going on. At
least, internet was back and phones working. On this day the city re-

turned to a sort of normal life, with the usual restrictions that come with any
revolution such as blocked off streets around Tahrir Square, and curfew. No
one was sure whether the curfew was still on and during which times.

After all, there were some policemen on street corners and at junctions
again. Nobody was taking them seriously anymore, as they had vanished for
days when things got hot. Dressed in plain clothes, they had in part mixed in
with normal folks and tried to instigate anger and strife and looting, as they
had been among those attacking at Tahrir Square. Now they were back in
their uniforms and acting as if everything was alright, though in the previous
few days many police stations had gone up in flames and policemen beaten
up. By now the people were clear that they wuoldn’t be bullied anymore. The
guys in uniform were even less liked now. The people despised them and
looked down on them, their anger barely repressed. They barely tolerate
them. And the policemen take care not to provoke anyone. They were back to
their positions at junctions and street corners directing traffic. They knew
they’d better not bother anyone. Admittedly, some people liked to see the po-
lice come back. The usual presence of black uniforms in the streets is normal

Revolution in Egypt 
A Live Report

Gabriele Habashi
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to us, and we all wished for a bit of normal life after these tiring days. Some
people even voiced the opinion that the return of the police signifies that
“someone finally” is going to bring back peace and quiet. They’d forgotten
that just a few days ago these policemen had all suddenly vanished (as they
had been ordered to do), and that they had left us alone in the ensuing chaos.
The last days really have proved to us that we can do without police. It was
unbelievably beautiful to witness the fast developing capacity for self-organ-
isation in the neighbourhoods. People just directed the traffic themselves at
junctions; plenty of volunteers took over the job for a few hours.

The people’s defence squads were better than any police protection. The
government had simultaneously ordered the withdrawal of the police and the
opening of the prisons, releasing murderers and thieves to provoke looting.
Some of the policemen also took part in the ensuing unrest, as was proven
later. The first night was dreadful for all of us. Bad news all over the place,
screaming and fighting, shooting, fire. We felt terribly exposed. A lot of flats
were broken into, stormed and looted. It hit poor and rich alike. The govern-
ment might have hoped by this chaos to divert the people’s attention from
protesting the injustices committed by the regime. Instead, the neighbour-
hoods got organised.

Adventurous armed boys and men kept vigil on the streets at night. The
people suddenly had become aware of their own power. A system was estab-
lished quickly, in which each street segment was controlled by watch people
from the neighbourhood. The individual patrols were in contact with each
other and knew exactly who was moving about in the area. The men took
turns to stand guard and created shifts, so that everyone could at least get
some sleep. It was quite astonishing.

Not without weapons

In the daytime no one would leave the house without a weapon, be it a
pocket knife, a hairspray can with a cigarette lighter, a bamboo rod or a club.
Everyone was prepared to defend himself/herself. Within two days the situa-
tion calmed down. Lots of criminals and looters had been caught by people
and had been handed over to the military police. The mood lightened and
people radiated a happy confidence in the future, since they had been able to
do something, to move something, to bring about change. One would sud-
denly see normal citizens clean the streets. What an astonishing display of re-
sponsibility!

This development had been preceded by the Tunisians uprising and ab-
dication of Ben Ali some weeks before. The Egyptians had followed these
events closely. The revolution in Tunisia started as a young man immolat-
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ed himself publicly. In Egypt three people had desperately followed his ex-
ample. Nevertheless, although this caused great concern, Egypt still re-
mained quiet for a while – until the “Police Day”, on January 25th, which
was invented two years ago to celebrate the police, or to make the people
friendlier toward the repressive police system by giving them an extra day
off. One noticed, though, though, how cynically people always pronounced
the word “Police Day”.

Things simmered under the surface after the events in Tunisia. Lots of
demonstrations had been announced for this day. It was very clear, that it
would not be a day off for the police or a day on which people would cele-
brate the police. Members of the specially trained “riot police” had been post-
ed downtown in order to disperse the expected demonstrations. These po-
licemen wear helmets, clubs and large acrylic shields. Like an army they
stomp on the ground in unison with heavy boots, creating a chilling sound.
They accompany each demonstration, ready to follow their superiors’ orders
blindly, whether that means just standing by, blocking, or hitting and de-
stroying things. Everyone who has ever attended a demonstration in Egypt
knows this scary black mass of empty-eyed policemen. People get goose pim-
ples remembering their own sense of powerlessness in the face of this over-
powering force.

This time, though, the riot police could no longer hold back the masses.
The people wanted get their voice heard. The riot police’s brutal reaction
caused a wave of protests and street fights in Egypt. The people’s anger and
frustration exploded into wilder demonstrations and fighting. They people
had suddenly lost up their fear and had started an uprising. The 5th of Janu-
ary was renamed the “day of rage”. This marked the start of the revolution in
Egypt. During the next days one could feel a strange tension in the air. Would
the Egyptians have enough with having protested once, and just return to
daily life? Or would they continue? 

The police had used the utmost brutality on the demonstrators; tear gas
and rubber bullets wounded many and killed some. The mobile phone net-
work had been disabled in some areas. The state had shown its brutal power.
Battles continued in the rural areas, but in Cairo things remained relatively
quiet. Everyone was anticipating Friday. On other occasions, spontaneous
protests had developed after Friday morning prayers.

On this Friday protests got out of hand. The government had switched off
mobile phone services to make coordination and co-operation impossible
among the protesters. This had so increased people’s anger about the open
oppression that there was a common consensus that it had to be ended.

My friend who lives on the other side of the city, near the airport, reported
how things went in her area: After prayers, someone in the street called out to
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go to Tahrir Square, and all – men, women, and children – joined him spon-
taneously. Soon they were thousands, hundreds of thousands of people,
protesting and marching towards Tahrir.

After kilometres of walking, some hundreds of metres away from Tahrir
Square, they were met with tear gas and had to flee from police attack. My
friend made it home by herself. For hours she was without any news about
her daughter, son and brother who had joined the hundreds of thousands
fighting for their right of free speech.

There was furious fighting in the streets. Government institutions were set
on fire, the National Democratic Party Building was totally destroyed. Police
stations were stormed. The much hated “boxes”, angular cars for transport-
ing the armed “riot police”, were burned. Nothing could hold the people back
anymore. At great personal risk, courageous youngsters picked up the dis-
gusting tear gas bombs thrown at them and just hurled them back. The pro-
testers stood their ground against the government’s brutal force and angrily
demanded the president’s abdication. In the end, there were many wounded
and some dead.

The about-turn of the western media 

While the western media changed from solidarity with Mubarak to soli-
darity with the protestors and suddenly supported democratic structures,
we were busy trying to manage life under changed circumstances. Mobile
phone service was still off as well as the internet. Many policemen had van-
ished from the streets. Volunteers directed traffic at big crossings and in
main streets, where smouldering police “box” cars still blocked the path.
The army had come into the city. There were tanks driving about or parked
in some places in downtown, each one manned by only one young soldier.
The fighting continued between the people and the police. Once I had to
back up my car quickly and retreat because of a sudden shootout at a po-
lice station.

Although courage and a sense of change were prevailing, no one knew
where the journey would lead. Cairo was cut off from the world. The televi-
sion channel Al Jazeera had been switched off; there was no internet and no
mobile phone service. At the same time, worries about subsistence were in-
creasing. Money was not available anymore at cash machines, food prices had
increased immediately, and some foods had become scarce. There was a
strong sense of insecurity. The demonstrators slept in Tahrir Square and
there were also demonstrations in other parts of the city. The fighting con-
tinued in the provinces. One had to walk for kilometres to move about or to
get into downtown, there were no public busses or taxis, and petrol for pri-

12
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vate cars was limited. Nevertheless, the stream of demonstrators didn’t cease
and the protest movement grew stronger every day.

We went to Tahrir Square where we met lots of friends and acquaintances.
We all enjoyed the mood. It gave us courage to believe that the revolution
would be victorious in the end. The demonstrators had by now agreed on a
few common goals:

l Abdication of the president;
l End of the emergency law and of all laws restricting freedom;
l Dissolving of the parliament based on electoral fraud;
l Transitional government with representatives of democratic parties until

new elections;
l Drafting of a new constitution.

Hosni Mubarak though had no thoughts of abdication. He only nominated
Omar Suleiman as Vice-President and promised “reforms”. He exchanged five
cabinet ministers. That was it. The emergency law that had made the oppres-
sive domestic policies possible for 30 years was never mentioned and most
sanctions against the population were maintained. The government had is-
sued a curfew order. Its times changed every day and no one was sure about
when or for how long it was on. It wasn’t taken too seriously. The government
threatened to enforce the curfew with extreme measures, but the threat was
debatable – so far there were no police to enforce anything. At night private
people still guarded the roads, and mobility was restricted by the private road
blocks. Nevertheless, I was out and about every day and night, as were many
others. Cafés and restaurants closed at the latest at 5 or 6 due to curfew, and
therefore the streets in downtown seemed pretty dead at night.

Then the attack on Tahrir Square happened. The regime took brutal re-
venge with a massacre. On Wednesday, the February 2, so-called pro-
Mubarak demonstrators stormed the square and tried to clear it of demon-
strators. There was a tremendous clash. Before that, parliament members and
representatives of the government had been sighted in poorer quarters, offer-
ing high sums of money to people to participate in the “pro-Mubarak”
demonstration, and even higher sums to vacate the square. And plainclothes
policemen and paid mercenaries were mobilised, whom the corrupt profi-
teers of the regime had always retained. This is not just an idle statement;
there is official proof for it. Among those hired were even some horseback
riders and men on camels.

The demonstrators had only allowed unarmed people onto the square,
whereas the “pro-Mubarak” demonstrators were highly armed with knives,
stones and clubs.
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Police that had controlled the streets around the square had let the armed
vandal troops pass, so one cannot speak of neutrality on the army’s part or
their eagerness to protect the people.

Nearly no life at all

The city was dead on the following day, most people didn’t dare to venture
outside. The mood had changed. There was high tension. Many people were
discouraged and depressed and stayed home in spite of the ongoing protests
throughout the country and on Tahrir Square. Many were disheartened and
wondered whether the protests could ever topple the regime, and they feared
that the old situation would be reinstalled in the end. The friendly, helpful
Egyptian people had vanished. Whoever went out into the streets was con-
fronted with groups of aggressive young men passing by, and it was not dis-
cernible whether they were simple civilians or policeman.

The state TV claimed the protests were instigated by foreign secret servic-
es. There were attacks on foreign journalists and foreign TV stations. I went
the next day to substitute Sarah at the TV station and witnessed myself the
danger foreign reporters were in. We had to lock ourselves in and barricade
the doors, and we had to switch the lights off and work in the dark by the
light of the computer screens to avoid becoming targets. It was astounding
how fast manners had changed on the streets. In the night, on the way home
from work, I was not treated with the usual courtesy. I felt threatened for the
first time. At a road block, a group of young men rushed towards my car and
abruptly yanked the door open, overexcited by catching a foreigner. The wild
mob accompanied me to the military post, which had no clue what to do
with me and sent me away. This scene was repeated at further road blocks.
The drive home through a deserted main road in a poor area turned into a
nerve-wracking experience.

The military clearly did not want to support the demonstrators; and it
wanted to exclude foreigners from the scene and tried to hinder reporting. It
has been said that the military would not shoot the people, but it certainly
did not help with access to the Tahrir area either. Foreigners and worried
Egyptians were leaving the country by now. Members of the elite in power
were leaving in their private jets. There were no regular flights anymore, but
the embassies had organised evacuation flights. I decided to stay. I still felt
safe at home. I had a feeling that the ailing government was playing a trick on
the Egyptians to isolate them with specific actions against foreigners. I was
ready to bear the disadvantages of a restricted lifestyle under difficult circum-
stances and felt a lot of solidarity with the Egyptians, whose country has also
been my home for many years. To put my daughter at risk by this decision

14
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was not easy though. Nevertheless, the impressive capacity of the Egyptians
to get organised made me sure that they would be able reasonably to manage
their country once they had achieved their objective. There are enough intel-
ligent people in Egypt to govern this country much better than it has been.

The focus was now on Tahrir Square. There, lots of demonstrators kept up
their stance. There were bitter fights all over the country, but the place had
become an international symbol for the Egyptian people’s search for free-
dom. The demonstrators kept demanding the abdication of the President,
cancellation of parliament, the ending of the 30-year emergency law and the
re-writing of the constitution. Because of the emergency law, the existing
constitution had been partly invalid for many years and had served as a tool
to justify the regime’s injustices and the repression of the people’s striving for
democracy. In spite of all the demonstrations, there was no quick decision.
Nothing happened, other than Mubarak naming a vice-president, Omar
Suleiman. There was no hope for the President’s abdication. I saw a lot of
people lose their nerves in those days, and no words could soothe them. Af-
ter the euphoric first days, the old regime’s brutality had thoroughly disheart-
ened the people.

The city stirred the day after the massacre and slowly awoke; people reluc-
tantly began to live their everyday life. Internet was on again and many tried
to get back to their work. Even the banks were said to open soon to pay out
money. The people kept supporting the demonstrators who so far had held
out for two weeks on Tahrir Square. With the uncomfortably cold and windy
nights at this time of the year, their determination was all the more ad-
mirable. In the daytime, everyone who had a bit of spare time went there as
well, though the odyssey through all the blocked passages and checkpoints
wasn’t easy.

I had been there myself on two days. I found, that this was not only a rev-
olution of the Facebook generation, as propagated by the media. Yes, the
Facebook generation might have contributed to make the revolution known
throughout the world with their photos and reports, but it was noticeable
that, from the beginning, Egyptians of all generations, classes and levels of
society had participated in this revolution: I was especially touched by a
woman and her daughter. The woman smiled at me and asked me in a very
friendly way whether I was here for the first time. Her clothing showed that
her background was simple; she was veiled with a long-sleeved blouse and
long skirt. She had some mastery of English but preferred to speak Arabic.
She radiated a quiet dignity. She told me that she and her family had slept on
the square since January 25. They all had left their work to help win the rev-
olution. This was the most important thing at the moment, she declared; lat-
er there would be time to go back to work, now all that mattered was creat-
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ing a life worth living. I asked her how long she planned to stay. She looked
at me and said firmly: “Until he abdicates!”

Well organized

The square was extremely well organized and there was a peaceful and pos-
itive atmosphere. Outside, the government executives controlling admission
had tried to make believe that the protests had ended and that only a few
crazy troublemakers were keeping the square. Inside, one was all the more
impressed at how many different people coexisted here and managed to voice
their opinions, and how they all had one common goal.

It was clean, people continually cleared trash away. Everywhere, people
held up posters they had made. A wall with photos of the people killed dur-
ing the revolution reminded us all that this was not just another big party.
Conservatives and progressives discussed animatedly. There were people
who prayed regularly, and there were art corners where people painted,
artists organised special actions, and one could hear drums everywhere that
supported the rhythm of the ongoing protest slogans. There was a stage on
which more or less well known supporters of the revolution held speeches,
and there were various discussion forums for the intellectual exchange
among the different groups. At the exits, doctors had built makeshift clinics
to treat the sick and the wounded. Army tanks flanked the square. Men and
youths sat around them, and on the wheels and chains, to prevent them
from moving further into the square, so that they would not restrict room
for the demonstrators.

I had an experience that showed me the consciousness of their own rights
that had been awakened among the simple people. One morning I went to
Tahrir Square with two bags of croissants, in order to bring food in support
for the protesters. An army officer held me back at the checkpoint claiming
it was forbidden to take food inside. It angered me to see all those food bags
being thrown onto a huge pile and I couldn’t accept it easily. So I went back
later and asked them to give me back my bags. They were just loading every-
thing into a tank. Then I really started a fuss until they were willing to re-
turn them.

In the meantime more and more people came with food bags and bags of
clothing or blankets, and they refused to give up all of this. Suddenly, a man
dressed like a village chief called out to the others to sit down. The men were
mostly poor men coming from the South of Egypt, who had come with their
big plastic bags in order to stay on Tahrir Square. By then I had gotten my
bags back from the soldiers and I went over to the men and sat among them.
It was the spontaneous demonstration I had always longed for. One invented

16
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the slogan “Sit-in until the food gets in”. He shouted the slogan loudly and
angrily and all the other people repeated it in choir. The crowd grew quickly;
soon we were sit-in, a sitting strike occupying space that reached all the way
to Kasr El Nil Bridge. All held up some food with their hands. It took a good
half hour, and then the army personnel lost their nerve and let us in – with
our bags! It was quite uplifting! Before, the people were not aware that they
have some power. There never was fearless protest before, or such solidarity
amongst the people.

Part Two

Cairo, February 10

On Thursday we were sure the time had come. The whole day there had
been rumours that the military would clear the square by force, maybe using
nerve gas and live ammunition. The rumour was based on reliable informa-
tion that had leaked from army circles, and it caused great agitation and ten-
sion. Nevertheless, the demonstrators were adamant about staying, even if
the price was high. I phoned several friends on the square. They saw no oth-
er solution. We worried terribly about them. It had rained at night and the
cold and stormy weather reflected the general dark mood. Finally, in the ear-
ly evening, an army general came to the square to talk to the people and to
calm them down. He announced that Mubarak would later hold a speech.
Darkness fell soon. No one knew what the night would bring.

I was asked to help out again in the correspondents’ bureau and quickly left
home to drive to the office. Once at the office, things were very hectic. Foreign
news services called from abroad to get fresh news directly. People came and
went, there were calls coming in from people on the square, and the television
hummed nonstop in the background. Then the President’s speech began.

Mubarak looked as he always had, well groomed, smooth, unmoved, un-
touchable, amazingly simulated seeing as he is well over 80 years old and very
ill. Later it was said that this speech had been pre-recorded and that he had
collapsed several times while recording it, but there was no trace of this when
he appeared on the screen. With a serious face he generously announced
some reforms. He was going to hand over power to Omar Suleiman in some
respects, but certain presidential decisions would continue to be his privilege.

The anger that this speech provoked was immediately perceirable. From
the office window we could overlook the Corniche (the street on the east
bank of the Nile) in front of the state television building. We saw thousands
of people stream angrily towards the TV-building. The Corniche quickly
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filled up with demonstrators. Instead of leaving, Mubarak had only further
delayed. People no longer wanted to accept that.

The TV buildings had been surrounded by the army. Barbed wire coils
fenced off the area. Only one row of soldiers stood behind the barbed wire,
shoulder by shoulder, weapons casually touching the floor. This was a
demonstrative show of non-violence; the army was just to protect the TV
building, a state institution, in case it proved necessary. The soldiers stood
still without moving a limb. Behind them one could see their superiors walk-
ing up and down restlessly, walkie-talkies pressed to their ears.

They wanted to stay

Soon thousands had congregated in front of the fence. They had come to
stay until their demands were met – this was clear. The demonstrators were
well organised. No wonder, after all these weeks on Tahrir. Within a very
short time they erected a small clinic in the back and spread out blankets and
sleeping bags in other areas. War drums repeated calls for Mubarak to abdi-
cate. they conveyed immense energy. The demonstrators showed their deci-
siveness not to give up by any means. More and more people arrived in the
early morning. All who were angry and frustrated about Mubarak’s speech
were advancing on Tahrir Square, pushing through the crowds in the Cor-
niche in front of the TV-building. The pulsating crowd reached all the way to
the banks of the Nile, pressed in by the mess of barbed wire, whose sharp
blades endangered people in the front row.

The possibility of mass panic couldn’t be excluded. For many the pressure
of the crowd was too much. Those who had fainted were carried away on
raised arms high above the heads of the crowd. More and more drums joined
in and the protest slogans became more intense, just as if by their voices peo-
ple could change things. The choir of the tens of thousends of voices con-
veyed immense power. The people remained disciplined and in control. The
demonstrators showed they had conquered all fears and wanted to achieve a
common goal. They kept on demanding abdication, without tiring. From
morning until the fall of darkness the tension grew and so did their impa-
tience, but nothing happened.

We had a prime view of the happenings and experienced some tense mo-
ments during that day. The reverberations of the war drums had accompa-
nied our work all day. We saw the swirl and pulsations of the crowd in front
of the barbed wire fence around the TV-building and the few soldiers who
hadn’t moved since evening.

Suddenly there was a common outcry and hundreds of demonstrators
pulled back at the, same time. They pulled with them the supports that held
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up the barbed wire and the fence came down. Before the masses could storm
the TV-building, the soldiers blocked the breach. Their officers spoke urgent-
ly to the demonstrators. The situation was on the brink. Then the demon-
strators at the front turned around and called out to those behind them. The
fence was set up again. Now there was a row of demonstrators facing the row
of soldiers, and this held the crowd in check. Soon after, things had quieted
down considerably, meaning that the demonstrations returned to the previ-
ous intensity.

It worried us greatly to see what was happening behind the building, out of
view of the demonstrators. The soldiers primed the machine guns on the
tanks. Were they preparing to shoot on the crowd? What would happen? And
what about us, would we still be safe up here in the midst of all this? Which
room would be the safest to hide in? Again, nothing more happened. Later,
the soldiers handed out biscuits to the demonstrators who gave them ciga-
rettes. It was an eerie situation considering the armed weapons in the back.
Darkness fell. The demonstrators were getting exhausted. Protests had con-
tinued incessantly the whole day but seemed not to have moved anything.
Protests were still ongoing and we wondered what would happen if the gov-
ernment refused to react before the evening ended.

Suddenly there was the news that Vice-President Omar Suleiman would
address the people. He read his speech stone faced. A sudden outcry from the
masses. Mubarak had abdicated! People embraced, tears flowed. The tension
was released in joyous laughter which indicated their inner liberation… 

What a party! People brandishing the Egyptian flag stormed the streets
everywhere and streamed towards Tahrir square. The stream became too
great to quantify. An indescribable ruckus of joy! Cars honking, shouts of joy,
singing and ecstatic drumming. The jubilant crowd danced to this music.
The whole population took part – old and young, men, women and children.
An unbelievable celebration. No one thought about tomorrow. For now it
didn’t matter that the army had taken control of the government and not a
democratic alliance of the people’s representatives; for now it didn’t matter
that a lot of the old ministers who represented and supported Mubarak are
still in position, that emergency law and curfew is still on, and that under
these conditions democracy is still way down the road. All this wasn’t impor-
tant at this moment.

What mattered now was to celebrate a victory!
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With astonishment the world has taken note of the upheavals in Tunisia
and Egypt as well as the mass protests in other countries of the Mid-

dle East and the Maghreb. While in most countries of the Middle East the so-
cial and political transformation was accompanied by little violence, we are
now witnessing a murderous civil war in Libya. The uprisings in Tunisia,
Egypt and Libya have fundamentally changed the Arab world, no matter
what the future brings after the fall of the dictators in those countries. In
Egypt, the alternative seems to be between democracy and military rule. It
did not take even 20 days to unsettle an authoritarian power system which
seemed so secure in many ways. For the time being, in Egypt only the most
crucial knot has been cut through in this tightly woven net of coolly calculat-
ed interdependencies between the army, police, secret services, the economy
and the social elite. The USA are chaperoning the change of power and the
reform of the system, albeit with a frown. The mass protests have brought
about a caesura, but in which direction the process of transformation will de-
velop it is impossible yet to say. The outlived, ossified social and political
structures have quickly melted down, yet the direction the social dynamics
will eventually take is still undetermined. It applies to any revolutionary peo-
ple’s movement that it finds its political space and the direction of its dynam-
ics only when a representation, i.e. structures and subjects, are materialising.
Besides arbitrary rule and corruption, what started the uprisings was soaring
food prices and high unemployment among the youth. The price of staples
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is at its highest level since 1990 and thus higher than it was at the time of the
global hunger revolts of 2008. These increase of price are very disturbing,
since they affects millions of people, the more so when they concern staples
such as grains. Worldwide, the prices for food rose by an average of 30% last
year. This had different effects, varying from country to country, on the well-
being of the population: only where a majority of the population contributes
to the production of food, the high prices flow back to the producers. In fi-
nancially weak countries poverty is spreading in urban areas in particular,
that is, where people cannot produce their own food and are dependent on
imported products.

In Egypt, the lightening-quick democratisation is linked with the wetsern-
oriented educated elites. Although the transformation is also supported by
the masses in the slums of Cairo, they are still only little represented in the
political arena. About three quarters of the 83 million inhabitants of Egypt
live under harsh economic conditions. With its GNP of about 188 billion
USD per year Egypt is – after Saudi-Arabia and the United Arab Emirates –
the third largest national economy of the Arab countries. Yet, its importance
in the region has decreased, although in recent years the growth rates have in-
creased significantly. There is also a lot of discontent arising from unemploy-
ment, which officially amounts to 10%, but is in reality at least twice this.

In 2009, the increase of GNP amounted to 4.7% and in 2010 to 5.15%. Yet
the fruits of this increase have not trickled down to the lower income strata.
Their purchasing power sank, because the increase in wages lagged far behind
the 11% inflation. In spite of state subsidies, food prices rose even faster.
About 40% of Egyptians live at the two-dollars a day poverty line defined by
the World Bank. In the past three years food prices have increased steadily
and remained at a high level, even when commodity prices decreased on the
world market. One kilo of beef, which had cost 40 Egyptian pounds (5 Eu-
ros) only a few months ago, is now a rare luxury costing 65 pounds (8 Eu-
ros). In the meanwhile, experts estimate the price increase for food is now an
untenable 17% per year. Soaring food prices in the wake of the global hunger
crisis of 2007/2008 triggered the mass strikes and sit-ins in the industrial city
of Mahalla al-Kubra in April 2008. These uprisings, which were also called
“bread riots” or “hunger revolts”, were the foundation act of the April 6
Movement, which has in recent weeks co-organised numerous demonstra-
tions in Cairo. It is not only in Egypt that the speculation-based factors af-
fecting the agrarian commodity markets in the wake of the global financial
crisis came up against domestic agricultural conditions, exacerbated by
Mubarak’s export-oriented agrarian reforms which since the late 1980s led to
an increase in rural poverty, and to a stagnation of productivity. In this
process, redistributive reforms from the Nasser era were taken back.
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Mubarak’s regime is supported by the army and a repressive apparatus
which was perfected in decades of states of emergency. Each year Germany
paid an average of 64 million Euros and also exported arms to Egypt. From
the USA, Mubarak got 1.3 billion USD military aid per year and economic
aid amounting to 700 million USD. Besides this, the economic and political
Egyptian elite reaped considerable benefits from Egypt’s control of the Suez
Canal: the 5 billion USD income per year bestows political and economic
power. According to estimates, the assets of the Mubarak family amount to
40 billion USD.

Following the Tunisian model, the organisers of the demonstrations in
Cairo and Alexandria proclaimed a “day of revolution against torture, pover-
ty, corruption and unemployment”, and a peaceful revolution was set in mo-
tion. The citizens demanded participation, because they understood what
they were deprived of – and because of modern technologies they are now
able to assemble and unite quickly. This has to make nervous all those
regimes in the Middle and also Far East, which had believed it possible to
keep the educated layers of society pliable by means of exclusion, corruption
and brutal intimidation. Cairo and Tunis show that this can work only as
long as the armies of the poor without rights remain passive and susceptible
to manipulation. If the enforced solidarity with those in power fades away –
possibly also because, as we see in Egypt, too many soldiers come from the
same social milieu as the protesters – the regimes begin toppling over.

The role of the army

Yet, it is about power structures. The politied figure of the Egyptian oppo-
sition, former General Director of the International Atomic Energy Organisa-
tion and Peace Nobel Prize Laureate Mohamed el-Baradei, hits the mark when
describing the upcoming conflict in the following terms, “We have been wait-
ing for this day for decades. All of us are set to cooperate with the military
when preparing free and fair elections. I am expecting a transition period in
which the power will be divided among the army and the people”. That in the
recent riots the Egyptian army became the pivotal factor is no mere coinci-
dence. Beside the politically dominant National Democratic Party there is no
other institution that penetrates the state and society as thoroughly as the
armed forces. The military apparatus is a determining element of the political
system and a counterforce at the same time to the Egyptian power structure.
It is directly responsible to the President who has the power to determine his
course depending on the military commando structures tightly bound to him.

Since the downfall of the monarchy in 1952, Egyptian politics is deter-
mined by the military. Their budget amounts to an estimated six billion USD,
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to which is added the approximately 1.5 billion USD paid by the USA. Field
Marshall Mohammad Hussein Tantawi is the new wielder of power in Egypt.
Although it is said that his leadership of the country is only to be temporary,
he still is the most important man as the President of the Supreme Council
of the Military Forces. In 1991, he led the Egyptian troops in the Gulf War,
was appointed Minister of Defence and eventually, in 1995, Field Marshall.
Since then he has been considered a close confidant of overthrown President
Hosni Mubarak.

It is undisputed that Tantawi has good connections to the US military-in-
dustrial complex. Critical observers claim that the Field Marshall is in part
responsible for the slow rotting away of the Egyptian army of more than
450,000. He is said to have promoted only the army’s campaigns but not its
military potential and thus to have transformed the army into an economic
empire in command of agricultural and food companies. Allegedly, Tantawi
has a right to veto all investments made in Egypt, which means that he holds
a key position for future development. Recent news from Cairo shows that
the army is beginning to take a stand against the demonstrators. Thus the
British Guardian reported that in recent demonstrations hundreds of people
were arrested by the army. Voices of warning speak of a continuation of the
Mubarak-regime without Mubarak. New York Times columnist Nicholas
Kristof writes from Cairo, “Mubarak’s regime has been a largely military one
(in civilian clothes): Mubarak, Vice President Omar Suleiman and so many
others are career military men. So if the military now takes over, how differ-
ent will the system be?”

The Suez Canal – its geo-strategic importance

Beyond its importance as a regional power in the Middle East, Egypt also
holds a key position for the global economy because of the Suez Canal. About
8% of global sea trade has its fastest route through the Suez Canal from Eu-
rope to Asia, with 45 to 50 ships passing through the Canal each day. Up to
now, the political upheavals have not affected the transit. Should the Canal
be closed, the USA has hinted that a military reaction might be the conse-
quence. This also means that the new Egyptian regime will keep the Canal –
which is controlled by the state – open at all costs. On the other hand, Egypt’s
role in the global economy is a minor one. Internationally, the country is a
small player with its nominal GNP of 188 billion USD in 2009 (as compared
to 2,649 billion USD for France). Also negligible is its importance to global
trade. According to OECD data, Egypt imported goods in the value of 45 bil-
lion USD, which is equivalent to a 0.4% share of global trade. When it comes
to exports, the situation is even direr: With exports amounting to 23 billion
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USD (0.2%), Egypt is at the level of Belarus and Azerbaijan. With regard to
the volume of trade, Algeria weighs about twice as much (45 billion USD),
while from this perspective Tunisia, which is also rocked by protests, is even
less important (14 billion USD).

The most important export goods of North African countries are fuels –
mostly oil and in the case of Egypt also liquid gas. That the price of oil of the
European company Brent has recently climbed up to more than 100 USD per
barrel cannot be attributed to fears of production losses in the Northern
African region. According to data provided by the International Energy
Agency, Egypt’s share of the daily worldwide production of crude oil of 85
million barrels only amounted to about 750,000 barrels per day in 2009.
Compared to that, Saudi Arabia extracted 7.9 million, and all Arab OPEC
countries 19.7 million barrels. So it is the worries about the transport of
crude oil to Europe which is pushing the investors into action.

The oil from the Arab region passes through Egypt on two routes: through
the Sumed pipeline and on ships through the Suez Canal. The building of the
Sumed pipeline from the Red Sea to the Mediterranean was a reaction to the
closing of the Suez Canal in 1967, with the pipeline having a daily capacity of
about 2.5 million barrels per day, while Goldman Sachs estimates the daily
transport through the Canal at 2.2 million barrel; crude oil and refined prod-
ucts constitute about 15% of the entire freight. On these routes about 2.5%
of global oil production passes through Egypt.

Yet, it has to be taken into account that in recent years the flows of trade re-
garding oil have shifted considerably: Globally, the share of the OECD coun-
tries’ energy demand has decreased from 60% in 1973 to 44% in 2008; Chi-
na and India, on the other hand, were the third and fourth largest oil im-
porters respectively, their net imports amounting to 175 million and 128 mil-
lion tons respectively. The Arab countries, which used to deliver their oil to
the West via Egypt, are increasingly selling it directly to the East. According
to Goldman Sachs, Saudi Arabia is in the meanwhile exporting more of its
“black gold” to China than to the USA.

Presumably, nervousness about the security of the transport routes would
quickly grow if the political upheavals in Northern Africa were also to affect
important oil exporters on the Arabian Peninsula. US President Barack Oba-
ma was right when he compared the events in Egypt to the fall of the Berlin
Wall: it took a longer period of time for the structural changes prompted by
the people’s uprisings to become visible to all. Yet, there is also something to
be said against this comparison with 1989/90, namely that with the exception
of the GDR and Poland the states of the Eastern bloc imploded from within;
their governments were not overthrown by the masses. And, most of all, it
was the state-oriented elites of actually-existing socialism that stepped down,
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while in the Maghreb and Middle East states today it is mafia-like capitalist
ones. As to the 1979 Iranian Revolution, hardly any analogy between it and
the events today can be observed: Islamists are hardly present in the protests
or – as is the case with the Muslim Brotherhood – present themselves as
rather moderate. The equation proposed by the enemies of Islam that the
West = Enlightenment, democracy and human rights, and that the Orient =
despotism, sharia and theocracy has been discredited by the current events,
at least for the time being. On the other hand, it is not possible to verity that,
as Ulrich Beck claims (in Frankfurter Rundschau of 2 February, 2011), the
current uprisings mean the end to the post-colonial era, “in which ‘democra-
cy’ in the Arab region in effect executed the continuing imperialism of the
West”. At least the Western double standards have become obvious. Egyptian
writer Alaa al Aswani said, “The West does not want a change, it wants the
oil”. And in his assessment of the mood at Tahrir Square, the German-Egypt-
ian political scientist Hamed Abdel-Samad said that in the face of the tear gas
supplied by western democracies and used against the demonstrators no
Egyptian believes in western democracies any more. In spite of this, the Arab
uprisings seem to be a paradoxical protest against Western domination in the
name of Western values and with Western means. The question is only how
far the articulation of bourgeois-liberal principles without the social basis of
an independent bourgeoisie can prevail, since the Egyptian bourgeoisie is
mostly tied to the system of corruption and clientelism. On the other hand,
this could also be an opportunity if demanding liberal principles is accom-
panied by economic and social demands that are supported by the working
population.

Military intervention?

However, in the meanwhile the question of whether there is to be a mili-
tary intervention on behalf of the USA and NATO in the civil war in Libya
has moved to the foreground. For the major capitalist countries, Libya’s oil
does not play an unimportant role in the global economy. The country pos-
sesses the largest oil reserves of all of Africa, ranks as number 17 on the list
of global oil producers (ranking 7 among the OPEC-countries) and con-
tributes about 2% of the entire global supply. In January 2011 Libya pro-
duced about 1.6 million barrels of crude oil per day, exporting most of it
(85%) to Europe. The major recipients are Italy, France and Germany. With
regard to the overall import of crude oil, Libyan crude oil is most important
to Ireland (23%), Italy (22%) and Austria (22%). Beyond that, Ghaddaffi was
a useful ally to the EU, as he took over the dirty work of anti-refugee defence
at the source and penned up immigrants in desert camps.
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A NATO military attack is not only a violation of Libyan national sover-
eignty, but also contains the risk of a further military escalation far beyond
Libya. A direct military intervention into the sovereignty of a country is a de-
facto act of war. Of this there are numerous examples: in the 1990s there were
no-fly zones over Bosnia and Iraq. The no-fly zone over Bosnia was decided
by the UN Security Council, while the one over Iraq was highly disputed, be-
cause the USA, Great Britain and France had established the ban on their
own accord. Initially, in 1991, the air space in the north of the country was
blocked to protect the Kurds against Saddam’s air force, and in 1992 an addi-
tional area in the south of the country was blocked for the protection of the
Shiites. It is right to take the position that the Security Council is not allowed
to decide a violation of any country’s sovereignty. The imposition of such a
measure by NATO is definitely against international law. Moreover, these ex-
amples illustrate the limits of what can be achieved by no-fly zones, if they
are not accompanied by the deployment of ground forces. In Bosnia the no-
fly zone could not prevent the massacre of Srebrenica. To enforce it not only
the enemy’s aircraft must be combated, but also the air defence and radar
posts on the ground, in order to guarantee the sovereignty over the air space
and to minimise the risks for the pilots.

It is not only from the perspective of security policy that an escalation of
the civil war in Libya – as was demanded by parts of the political classes of
the major capitalist countries – would pose a massive danger. In addition,
there are economic and financial repercussions on other countries in North-
ern Africa and on the global economy. According to the Egyptian Central
Bank, money transfers from immigrant workers from abroad make up 17%
of Egypt’s income. So far, approximately two billion USD have been trans-
ferred to Egypt from Libya each year. Due to both the recession in the
tourism industry and the stoppage of these transfers the economic situation
in Egypt will worsen, which among other things will be seen in a further in-
crease of unemployment. Thus it is no wonder that unskilled labourers, in
particular, would like to stay on in Libya. Their wages of about 500 USD per
month are necessary for the survival of their families in Egypt. Therefore oth-
er political ways have to be found to solve the civil war in Libya, if there is not
to be a firestorm igniting the region and beyond.
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Co-President of the party DIE LINKE, Klaus Ernst, explained the meagre
results of his party in the March 27, 2011 German regional elections

(3.1% in Rhineland-Palatinate, 2.8% in Baden-Wuerttemberg) and the two-
digit increase in the vote of the Greens after the heated electoral campaign fo-
cusing on nuclear policy in the wake of the catastrophe of Fukushima, in
which the topic of social justice had been pushed to the background. In his
words: “If everything is contaminated with radiation, even a minimum wage
does not help”.

That is true. Even the global economic crisis which continues to cause pain
and which has manoeuvred some states to the brink of bankruptcy, and the
Euro-zone nearly to its collapse, is less often spoken about than the nuclear
disaster in Japan, at 9,000 kilometres from Europe. This is globalisation in its
concreteness: supply and trade chains, financial transactions and migration,
cultural exchange, the internet and mobile phones, not to mention the for-
mal and informal meetings of the G-8, the G-20 etc., have created not only a
virtual but a very real proximity. And now radioactively contaminated mate-
rial in containers could be distributed from Japan to the entire world. Does
the container – the symbol and vehicle of globalisation – have to be abol-
ished, and is it necessary, after the liberalisation of customs and passenger se-
curity controls, to introduce new radioactivity controls? Where are the limits
of globalisation? The answer is: in nature, as Frederick Engels clairvoyantly
explained in the reprimand in his “Dialectics of Nature”: “Let us not, howev-

Fukushima, Mon Horreur 
The Dream of Economic Reason Gives Birth to Tremendous

Catastrophes

Elmar Altvater
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er, flatter ourselves overmuch on account of our human victories over nature.
For each such victory nature takes its revenge on us … Thus at every step we
are reminded that we by no means rule over nature … but that we, with flesh,
blood and brain, belong to nature, and exist in its midst…”. If the productive
and destructive forces are sufficiently developed – and this is the case in the
nuclear age –, economic rationality transforms itself not only into irrational-
ity but into catastrophes.

Nature and our relations to nature are moving up on the agenda. Up to
now, the parties only tried to demonstrate their “economic competence”;
with such aspirations, the SPD, for example, won the regional elections in
Hamburg in February 2011. This mostly amounts to a promise of relentless
opportunism in economic policy. Its rationality consists in servicing power-
ful capital groups and humouring their media. Competent economic per-
formance is measured at the economic growth rate of a country or a region.
That was the understanding of a maxi-coalition, also share of by parts of Die
LINKE: the economic problems of our times can be tackled with growth or
rather with “acceleration of growth”. A law for the acceleration of growth be-
longs therefore in the bag of tricks of the conservative-liberal coalition in
Germany. This could be plagiarism, since, like her former minister of de-
fence, Angela Merkel has also plagiarised. But from whom? – from the left
Lula government in Brazil, which has been putting into effect a “programme
for the acceleration of growth”, with great economic success, albeit with dis-
astrous environmental consequences.

Meanwhile, the Greens promise “green” and sustainable growth with a
“Green New Deal”, whatever they might understand by it. Die LINKE – al-
though not unanimously – insists on the necessity of growth, on condition
that it is balanced and resource-saving. Obviously, growth is still the ideolog-
ical and political anchor of stability in a society which, as Günther Anders
wrote in the 1950s, “incessantly works at the production of (its) own down-
fall” and thinks it can continue on this path only by using up ever more re-
sources and energy, i.e. by growth, until the bitter end.

Yet, is it even possible at all?

Doubts are in order, because “The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters”,
such as the ones Francisco Goya drewin his “Caprichos”. Something has
happened that was not planned in any script of the mainstream economy:
First, the meltdown of world finance after the subprime debacle in the USA
and the bankruptcy of the Lehman Bank. Sneers and scorn for the theory of
the efficient, because neo-liberalised, financial markets. This was followed
by the “crashes” in the real economy and the soaring of state debt, which
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made the Euro-zone tremble. The economy’s problem, so it was hoped,
could be solved by enormous sums of money from the public treasuries.
This is a misunderstanding for which especially those have to pay dearly
who are not mobile enough to “optimise” their tax payments by capital
flight, fleeing, that is, the national tax offices. But the outrage over tax dodg-
ing or fraud or over economic and social injustice is drowned out by
screaming ecological alarm bells.

We have gotten so used to red alerts that we could easily carry on with our
“sleep of reason”. Climate change is already embedded as an almost in-
escapable fate in our everyday lives. It is well known that the combustion
products of fossil fuels remain in the earth’s atmosphere for about 120 years
and heat it up. The laws of nature are responsible. Once used up, fossil re-
serves are not available a second time. As fuels they are gone, but in the burn-
ing process the useful hydrocarbons have been converted into contaminating
carbon dioxide. In nature, nothing gets lost – that is what the axioms of ther-
modynamics say – but in an irreversible process the concentration of carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere causes the climate catastrophe with its secondary
and tertiary consequences, of which climatologists are warning: floods and
periods of drought at times and in places where they are not supposed to
happen, melting of the glaciers and disappearance of the polar ice caps, “un-
usual weather events”. The heat in Russia during the summer of 2010 has
claimed about 55,000 human lives, the insurers are telling us in their annual
damage balances.

At this point we can start applying the costs multiplication table to the cli-
mate catastrophe and decide with economic rationality if the climate change
should be permitted to take its course and the damages taken into stride, or
if they are to be prevented by precautionary measures.

The precautionary principle follows directly from the discrepancy empha-
sised by Hans Jonas in his “Imperative of Responsibility” between the spatial
and temporal scope of our actions, which is increasing with economic
growth and our knowledge about the consequences of our actions. This in-
congruity leads to the paradox that, like the economy, also our knowledge is
growing and expanding geometrically, but that, on the other hand, we can
only know even less about the unintentional side effects our intention-gov-
erned actions will have in time and place. Jürgen Habermas described this as
the “new complexity”. The precautionary principle in politics is derived from
the philosophical principle of responsibility. The precautionary principle is
contested. Nobody will find it unreasonable, yet the consequences to be
drawn from it are disputed and will remain so at least as long as the belief /
superstition prevails that by boosting growth and competitiveness most
problems of the world can be solved. Those who want to increase the impor-
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tance of the precautionary principle must stand up against the rationality
presenting itself as the one and only alternative, and against the self-assertive-
ness of economy as a science, and fight the lobbyist groups who rank short-
term profit above long-term provision. The possibility of a catastrophe as a
consequence of this rationality has been repressed. Thus the reversal of ra-
tional patterns of action into an overall social irrationality has been removed
from the horizon of our thinking and acting.

This does not only show itself at the end of the fossil fuel chain, with the
emission of greenhouse gases, but already at its beginning, in an irrational ef-
fect of strictly rational action, in the extraction of fossil fuels. Also, at that
point catastrophes can obviously not be ruled out. The oil spillage in the Gulf
of Mexico more than one year ago after the explosion of the oil platform
Deepwater Horizon has brought home to us the enormous risks involved in
the haulage of so-called “non-conventional” oil from the deep oceans after
the “conventional” oil runs low. So, the fossil age, which started out with coal
and the Industrial Revolution at the end of the 18th century, is running out
of its fuels. This is a revolution, whether or not it is so perceived. The fuel and
its transformation and usage systems, which have driven the modernist as
well as the post-modernist ages, are on the decline or becoming obsolete. The
fossil, Fordist or post-Fordist culture is waning. However, it is not ending
without struggle. Murderous wars are fought over access to the remnants of
the resources and over the influence on their marketing and price-formation,
in Iraq and in Libya, in the delta of the River Niger and in Sudan.

For a long time the belief prevailed that the nuclear age was the alternative
to the epoch of coal, oil and gas. The horror of Hiroshima and Nagasaki of
August 1945 has deeply carved in humankind’s memory the tremendous
power of destruction of nuclear energy. However, it has also nourished the il-
lusion that after the terrible Second World War this immense energy could be
used as “atoms for peace” in the world. The symbol of the first World Exhi-
bition after World War II in Brussels in 1958 was “Atomium”, an imitation of
a cell of an iron crystal magnified 165 billion times and standing 102 metres
tall. The atom was accessible on escalators, tamed and useful to humans. This
atomic optimism found its quite critical organ in Germany in the magazine
“Das Atomzeitalter” (“The Nuclear Age”). Yet, since the 1960s, there has been
ever more scepticism with the growing number of nuclear reactors and the
aggravated problem of disposing of the nuclear waste.

Safe disposal is part of the idea of precaution, a principle which was agreed
upon as binding in the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment
and Decelopment in Rio de Janeiro and also in the EU Environmental Laws.
Only in this way the nuclear cycle between the mining of the uranium and
the final storage of the spent nuclear rods can be closed: Uranium ore is
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mined from the crust of the earth and then enriched in such a way that nu-
clear energy can be transformed in a controlled way into thermal energy. This
again can be used for powering steam turbines and thus indirectly for the
generation of electricity.

What is also seen here is that according to the first principle theorem of
thermodynamics nothing gets lost, really. The spent nuclear fuel rods remain
and have to be stored safely, and that for more than ten thousand years. Dis-
posal means complete isolation from natural erosion and human contact.
That this is impossible for only 30 years not to speak of more than 10,000 was
shown by the catastrophe of Fukushima. If the nuclear cycle closes, it does so
in the form of an explosion with nuclear fallout. The cycle is closed in catas-
trophe, and that makes nuclear technology so dangerous.

Fukushima. A beautiful name for a huge accident in the history of
mankind and, different from “Hiroshima, mon amour”, an all too horrible
setting for a love story, contaminated with radioactivity. Whether the “hor-
reur” of Fukushima is able to open people’s eyes, remains yet to be seen. It did
not even happen after Chernobyl. And will it after Fukushima? US President
Obama has defiantly announced the building of further nuclear reactors for
energy-policy reasons. Turkey is planning new nuclear power plants even in
areas at risk of earthquakes. South Korea does not see any reason to stop
building its 14 planned nuclear power stations and to refrain from almost
doubling the capacity of 18.4 gigawatt to 35.9 gigawatt by 2024. After cars,
nuclear power stations are to provide energy for the semiconductors and
ships of the South Korean export offensive. Nuclear power plants as a com-
modity – the contracts for the purchase, credit, use and maintenance com-
prising three or four decades, while for bearing the consequences of the pro-
duction and use of the commodity of a “nuclear power station” human soci-
ety is made responsible for the rest of its history, that is for a time-span of
more than ten thousand years (the half-life of plutonium 239 is 24,110
years), which is a period more than twice as long as from the first beginnings
of early Mesopotamian history 11,000 years ago.

Do those in favour of nuclear power actually 

know what they are doing?

In Germany, after the Japanese catastrophe, the Merkel government has re-
peatedly questioned nuclear energy after it had less than one year ago re-
voked the nuclear phase-out law adopted by its red-green predecessors in
government in a decision on the prolongation of the operating lives of Ger-
man nuclear power stations. Yet now the oldest reactors are being decommis-
sioned for three months to have their security tested during a temporary
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moratorium. An ethics commission is to accompany this examination. In the
EU all 143 nuclear plants are to be stress-tested. What the government thinks
of this decision, Minister of Economy Brüderle blurted out in a meeting with
the BDI, the German Association of Industrialists. According to the tran-
script Brüderle “indicated in his explications that in the face of pending re-
gional elections there is pressure on politics, and thus the decisions are not
always rational”. Like a model homunculus oeconomicus, Brüderle is
equipped with a rationality which does not allow him to think for a moment
of the next 24,000 years but only of the board infront of his head. He is a
pitiable figure who is confident enough to believe he can conceive energy
politics fit for the future. This applies to economic competence in general:
competent energy politics serves the short-term profit interests of energy
companies.

Unlike the hopes and promises made by the Brüderles of all nations, nu-
clear energy is not an alternative to the fossil fuels of coal, oil and gas. This is
the most important lesson to learn from the nuclear catastrophe of Fukushi-
ma, which has confirmed the almost forgotten or repressed lessons from
Chernobyl and Harrisburg. The international nuclear lobby refuses to accept
and, in this poltics follows it, possibly for the reason which Hermann Scheer
mentioned referring to the “energethic imperative” in his book published
shortly before his death in October 2010. “In all the states owning nuclear
weapons, nuclear technology is a ‘double-use-technology’. Nuclear arma-
ments these lessons without a nuclear-technological potential is unthinkable
… Stopping the use of nuclear energy would mean to have to realise disar-
mament of nuclear weapons.” Nuclear power plants intimidate not because
they are time-bombs, but because they document the technical know-how
and the potential for building the nuclear bomb. For which other reason is
Iran prevented from building a nuclear power station?

The energy model prevailing in recent decades, with coal, oil, gas and the
atom at its core, must be abandoned as quickly as possible. Yet such exits at
short notice are hard to find. Of course, renewable energies could be the al-
ternative. Yet this will only become a reality if not only the fuel is replaced,
but also the energy transformation systems along with the ways of life and
production attached to them, that is, if social relations and the human rela-
tion to nature are also transformed. Solar energy and an economy of solidar-
ity could become cornerstones of a socialism of the 21st century.
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Children play in a tannery where women work on leather. Unbelievable smell,

garbage everywhere and yet these people have a sence of joy.  
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Between the end of feudalism and a future society, the bourgeois epoch is
spread out like a battlefield on which everything is civic and cosy so long

as the countries, between military wars, can revel in mere financial wars and
economic crises.

Happily, the much vaunted bourgeoisie has lost its capacity for war to the
same extent that it has shrunk to being a criminal clique; if it still starts one
it has already lost it. With its remaining energy it carries out financial wars,
always also directed against the aggressor himself, and in which the bour-
geoisie, as a dominant class, goes under, along with its sham democracy.

Economic crises are also social ones, and, as such, pose risks. If there is a
revolutionary potential in a society, the ruling stratum, in order not to be en-
dangered, will avoid an economic crisis or, if it is unavoidable, will contain it.
However, if it succeeds in suppressing the revolutionary forces and replaces
them with a social democracy, whose left wing is indeed not averse to the rev-
olution, but only on condition that it occurs at the right point in time, which
is to say never, one can then not only allow an economic crisis without en-
dangering oneself but can also stage one, with a view to profits, which other-
wise can never be as effectively generated; for the tax payers’ money stream
does not even dry up when the speculative house of cards collapses.

The economic crisis since 2007 is the first financial war in history that has
not broken out as a catastrophe for humanity, but was planned for twenty
years by the financial industry. What was looming did not go unnoticed by
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critical minds, which also warned of it. However, in this kind of media are-
na criticism has no function. It doesn’t have to be forbidden, since it isn’t
even heard in the first place. Its thoughtful voice drowns in the din of the
mainstream.

Everyone who operates today in the public arena – the journalist, the
politician, the scholar – highly prizes belonging to the mainstream. It is not
questionable to say what everyone is saying; what should be questionable is
to repeat what power, in this case the financial industry, spoon-feeds the me-
dia. Whoever rises socially under these conditions represents intellectual de-
cline: among the airheads who accommodate to power, the well-regarded
university professor has accommodated the most, and among the bought
squadrons the tone-setting journalist is the cheapest. The common trait of
the chosen ones: they have to continually praise the intellectual trash they
produce. Doing publicity for indefensible conditions – that’s what political
engagement looks like today.

In Austria, the central organ of the mainstream is the radio station Ö1,
which correctly calls itself the culture channel, because Brecht defined cul-
ture as a palace built of dog shit, a definition that Adorno found genial. Ö1 is
the successful public unity of that which the newspaper market separates into
two milieus: the liberal and fascistic tendencies, a unity, whose cement is a
garrulity that understands everything and grasps nothing. The obstreperous
kowtowing to power is celebrated as courageous and open to the world. In
order to have enough personnel to do this, Ö1 even raises its own authors
and philosophers.

The conventional media, which people still do not mistake for culture, is
whipping up a storm that is ripping through the world as a promise: The
market, the bearer of salvation for humanity, must be freed from all fetters,
so that it can unfold its beneficent force. To dupe the world like this there had
to be world-political preconditions: the end of the Cold War, the capitulation
of the Soviet Union.

At the end of the Second World War, after Hitler’s attempt to annihilate
the Soviet Union, capitalism in the West, with its centuries-long experience,
was pitted against a socialism, which, coming into the world through the
Russian Revolution, never could have the feeling of actually existing – its
right to exist was denied – for which reason it called itself actually-existing
socialism.

It never knew anything but war and was fittingly termed war communism.
As the West deceived it into thinking that it was possible to deal with each
other peaceably, the East considered for a moment whether this could be so
despite the antagonisms. While it was still considering – reasoning was pun-
ished by reality – it disappeared – preliminarily. It would also not have fig-
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ured if socialism had won in the first attempt, as capitalism needed centuries
even to come to political power.

Its victory over the socialist – European, not Asian – East unleashed the
whole power of capitalism, and thus its power of self-destruction. The idea
that once it no longer had a socialist adversary it could be tamed on its own
territory by its local governments is a widespread and almost universally
popular one, and it is utterly wrong. Capitalism is inherently self-destructive,
through exploitation, colonialism, through war with other capitalist states; at
the end, when it is on the verge of drowning in an excess of capital that can
no longer be invested, it lashes about in mortal fear; it invokes the aid of the
public entities it has just finished destroying.

To understand the current crisis, the financial world war, you must ignore
the prayer-wheel-like background noise – it consists of two words: banks and
economy and economy and banks and banks and economy. This is because
the crisis goes way beyond the economic. There is no sphere of the econom-
ic any longer in which someone can earn their living in a couple of hours, in
order to then dedicate oneself to one’s so-called life.

Capitalism is a system oriented to the whole, which valorises and controls
everything, the most intimate desires and the remotest resources. This mon-
ster needs to be fought and overthrown. Marx showed capitalism to be a
mode of production on which no one can rely on account of its contradic-
tions and deficiencies. The alternative, which emerged over decades and cen-
turies, through revolutions as well as in adventurous experiments, he called
communism.

It is, at least in the original theory, no less universal. In addition, it is in-
tolerant almost as no other political concept – though not out of fanaticism
but for good reason. Capitalism is the ideal subject in which to read the
tragedy of a development in which people continuously create better life
conditions, but ones which don’t benefit from them because capitalism is
like a robber-barony, a caste resting on force of arms, which has snapped up
all the resources for itself.

That people crouch in the face of power, in order to survive, is one thing;
it’s another thing to base a party programme on moral cowardice – even at a
considerable fee. Social democracy and its green and civil-society offspring,
whose ideology is moral cowardice, depoliticise society and look aghast,
maybe even with schadenfreude, at the plundering of that majority which
from one year to the next has access to an ever smaller part of the societal
wealth they’ve built up.

Inwardly unendangered, outwardly not attacked, capitalism is losing its
hold on reality and is careering out of control. In so doing, the terrible old –
slave labour, exploitation and unemployment – is stirred together with the
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glistening new – the season’s chic innovations, wrongly called progress. And
the ringmasters of the financial industry are cracking the whip over the
scared who run for cover in the labour- and supermarkets in the vain hope
that the next blow won’t hit them again.

Capitalism and socialism were conceived as universal in the 19th century,
the first as world domination, the other as world revolution. Capitalism still
clings to the delusion that it can achieve world dominance if it hasn’t al-
ready done so; it is a delusion in which the Almighty already appears on
earth. After bitter experience, socialism is giving up the theory of world
revolution.

For the international left the capitulation of the Soviet Union was a lesson.
In a system in which the General Secretary of the Communist Party – no
longer a student of Marx and Lenin, but a pupil of Thatcher and Reagan –
lets himself be polished off by a politician striking for his gluttony and
drunkenness, the revolution’s drive for survival has died. This is the worst
thing that could befall it. If a revolution wins in one spot in the world, the
rest of the world pounces on the flames to stamp it out. The victorious rev-
olutionary, of whom the idealist expects great things, is completely taken up
with the smallest thing: not going under.

The Soviet Union went under, and yet it did not become a part of the west.
Capitalism’s attempts at destabilising the East ended with a success, which the
West nevertheless saw as a failure. The hatred of the Soviet Union gave way
to anger against Russia. The new object of hatred is China, which drew the
practical conclusion from the Soviet Union’s demise that it would attempt a
policy suiting its wish not to go under and undo the superhuman efforts of
the revolutionaries to decide the struggle for themselves. The salon left, on
the other hand, pursues its mission undeterred: proving to any kind of actu-
ally-existing socialism ever since the October Revolution that it has not at-
tained the ideals of socialism.

Whatever capitalism or socialism are doing today there is no way back to
the years before 1945. What developed at that time surprised even the pro-
tagonists. After the war it wasn’t one victor who vanquished the defeated; two
victors irreconcilably confronted one another – two social formations, not as
ideological spectres but as real powers.

The East’s confrontation with the West has a new quality today; it is occur-
ring at a higher level of civilisation – the next level beneath this was the French
Revolution. Social modernity lives from this conflict, for worse than for better
– because the new confrontation, however removed it is from the former
butchery, remains tied for the foreseeable future to nation-states, the embod-
iment of modern barbarism. Socialism, the impudent dwarf, that defied the
capitalist giant, was, when not throttled by the giant, then locked up in a cage,
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so that, even though it understood itself as internationalist, it had to carry out
nationalist-egotist policies, and in so doing inevitably mutilated itself.

Dying capitalism invests enormous sums in self-propaganda. With the
propaganda itself it aims at profit – although this is not the main business
that guarantees its further existence. Every product of the old and new me-
dia industry blubbers out into the world that everything is good as it is and
that there is no alternative to what exists.

Anticommunism is capitalism’s only ideology even if there is no commu-
nism far and wide. Just as anti-Semitism does not need Jews, anticommu-
nism gets by without communists. It was no accident that the Nazis spoke of
the Jewish-Bolshevik conspiracy in order to express their hatred of the fight-
ers for a new society.

The carnival barkers who today propagate the free market, which never ex-
isted, the intercessors of Western democracy, which, intended as the sover-
eignty of the people, was always, with private property, something less than
this – the carnival barkers and intercessors, continuously more poorly paid,
are crying increasingly louder that the whole world must be exactly like the
first world, and this exactly at a time in which the latter is bursting asunder.

A distinctive sign of the decline of an epoch is the opinion terrorism that
operates under the name of freedom of opinion and whose goal is the opin-
ion mush that is daily cooked up anew, becoming thinner and more tasteless
until public and published opinion become the intellectual monastic soup
for poor and rich – the ideal of a “Volksgemeinschaft”. Nothing may be
thought, said, or written, which, instead of criticising the dominant system
with hypocritical sanctimony, questions it.

The last radical criticism was from the ’68 movement, of which it is snide-
ly said that it couldn’t have been farther from proposing another system in
the place of capitalism – as if the 68ers did not themselves know that they,
completely powerless as they were, could not abolish the powers that be.
They are not excused for having effected little even though they said the most
important thing that could be said: that the system is a swinish system, that
its representatives are character masks, and the Social Democrats traitors.

For post-war society, the greatest shock was that in 1968, out of nothing,
people rose up, who understood the social relations and used terms appro-
priate to them. After 1968 there has been only one dictate in the western
world: this scandal must not be allowed to recur. The media, the universi-
ties and artists were newly trimmed ideologically; criticism was ordered
back into the barracks of tranquillity. Literature closed ranks in deploying
itself, goose-stepping where it had to practice new interiority and where lit-
erature lieutenants demonstrate that their love for the market is as great as
their hatred of art.
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The restoration proceeded in each country with different methods. In Aus-
tria the old Nazis reported for duty – clerical fascists and social democrats,
who had been mobilised after ‘45 to paralyse intellectual life, had proven too
lackadaisical. The appointment as head of the television’s news department
of a man who was being sought in Yugoslavia as a war criminal, was a clear
example of the dark times that were dawning. Kreisky’s intricate ironic
melody was contrasted by the new ORF director’s, Bacher’s, harsh barking,
with which the intellectual province has ever since intimidated any intellec-
tual impulse, a barking that became the model for the brutal staccato speech
with which right-wing leaders henceforth badger people until the lumpen-
proletariat and the lumpen-bourgeoisie set the tone.

The authoritarian tattle still doesn’t forcefully bring about fascist condi-
tions, but only the idyll of a democratic fascism, in which the word becomes
a phrase and thought a lie, until the material core of society is covered by a
dense demagogic veil, behind which capitalism, like an inscrutable God, mys-
teriously rumbles.

He is waited on by devoted gnomes, so-called economic researchers who
fawn on him and measure his body temperature, blood pressure and weight.
Like God, the economy also lives spartanly, in this case in a chamber, the
Chamber of Commerce, taking up residence in a business location that is
transfigured into a place of pilgrimage. The population is compelled to serve
in the economic army, in which they cannot choose how best to serve the
economy, as an active employed combatant, or passively, as the unemployed;
or as someone in part-time work, short-time work or temporary work, the
most abject form of wage slavery.

There is no more stupid form of economic activity than capitalism. It is a
war of all against all. Capital declares war on labour, wages drop, profits go
up, and in the end it doesn’t know where to go with its earnings; it blows
them and rescues itself through a crisis. This economy knows only one prin-
ciple – competition – and one goal – profit – a senseless circuit. The drive to
competition consists in shutting out competition; the profit compulsion
leads to investing profit in the competitive battle. The role of people in this
economic fascism is limited to sacrificing themselves.

The prototype of fascism is theology. If it succeeds in establishing as a life-
sense the nonsense that there is a god, an infinitude of rational steps can rest
on this foundation. One only has to have access to power to impose a belief,
whether it is in God, the leader or in capitalism. If belief wavers, the cry of
crisis begins.

A crisis is the best means for establishing dominion. To distract people
from seeing it as the greatest evil, the establishment looks in the earth’s most
distant valleys for culprits whom they call terrorists and whom people are
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supposed to fear. But the terrorist, even if he is caught, remains an unknown
entity. For this reason fascists rely on fear of the foreign rather than fear of
terrorists. The foreign, the alien, are knowable; they are everyone who is des-
ignated as alien.

Economic tyranny destroys the basis of existence of human beings, and
from the resulting powerlessness political tyranny grows. Austria too is now
following this path with great success.
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In a statement submitted to the Seoul Summit of the G20, the Trade Union
Advisory Committee to the OECD (TUAC) recalls that “the economic cri-

sis that has disrupted the lives of so many wage earners is far from being over
– the crisis has become a social one. There are, today, over 220 million unem-
ployed in the world, the highest level ever reached, 24 million more than in
2002, while about a hundred million people, mainly in the developing coun-
tries, have been pushed to extreme poverty”.1 We should realise, however, that
these effects are not universal. The examples of Australia and Singapore show
that some countries have escaped the effects of the recession and that some
have even profited from it. The spread of the recessive effects of the crisis are
nonetheless unequalled in history.

In a 2010 report, the International Labour Organization (ILO) adopts the
same position, pointing out that the social effects provoked by the economic
recession are unparalleled: “Recent enquiries show a decline in the index of life
satisfaction and that this decline is unprecedented” (ILO report 2010). Pessimism
holds sway over the majority of citizens in Eastern, Central and Western Eu-
rope as much as in those of other continents. Dissatisfied at the direction their
countries have taken over the last two years, they are expressing anxiety over
their future and that of their children. “In 2009, 73% of Germans said that their
children would be able to grow up and study in Germany, while 84% of them said
this in 2005”.2 The economic crisis brought about a general decrease in confi-
dence in governments, which are suspected of favouring inequitable measures:
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“Among the advanced countries and those of Central and Eastern Europe the feel-
ing of injustice, already high in 2006, has increased further still following the cri-
sis. For example, in Greece and Italy, 40% of those questioned by the World Gallup
Poll considered their country to be “unfair” in 2009”3. It is by no means sure that
the measures taken since have led to any change of sentiment in these coun-
tries. In a similar way, the majority of citizens say they disapproved of the bail-
ing out of the banks and financial institutions.

Various social reactions 

This sense of unfairness reached particularly high levels all through the
French social movement’s mobilisations around the pensions issue in au-
tumn 2010; it is, indeed, part of an international trend, especially in Europe.
It should also be noted, by the way, that this feeling of injustice has not been
expressed in a regular or even coherent manner in the political election re-
sults during the same period: the British (May 2010) voted for a government
to break with Labour, the Dutch elections (June 9, 2009) saw a strengthening
of the right and extreme right and the strong victory of the right in Hungary
(May 3, 2010). However, the Greek elections strengthened PASOK (though
with a very high level of abstention), and the Swedish elections re-elected the
previous conservative government. All of which goes to show a degree of po-
litical disorientation and loss of points of reference.

The above-cited ILO report also notes an increase in conflicts in almost all
the countries affected by the crisis except for the United States (Sauviat, Som-
meillier). It only pointed out qualitative tendencies since neither the intensi-
ty nor the duration of the conflicts noted are described. Of the 28 countries
covered (including South Africa, Russia and China) 16 were reported as hav-
ing seen public demonstrations against austerity measures, 21 as having sig-
nificant conflicts with employers and 15 having specific movements rejecting
government plans to counter the crisis. Of these, 18 have experienced at least
two of these kinds of conflict, two of which (France and Greece) saw all three
kinds (ILO 2010-40). The Baltic countries, Rumania, Bulgaria and the Russ-
ian Federation are among the countries cited on two counts, demonstrations
and strikes having hit the Baltic countries (principally Latvia and Lithuania)
to an extent unequalled since their achievement of independence in the ear-
ly 1990s.

Greatest austerity measures

In May 2010 the Greek government announced a drastic programme of
economic adjustment that followed a whole series of restrictive measures al-
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ready announced during the vote on the budget between the end of 2009 and
February 2010. No less than six days of general strikes were called between
February and the summer by the two trade union confederations, the GSEE
and the ADEDY. More radical in character, the ADEDY, which represents civ-
il servants and the public sector, called thirteen days of action, and the GSEE
(mainly private sector employees) organised six strikes4.

The extent of the turnout, however, showed the lag between the extent of
the measures proposed and the popular reaction. In Italy, although the divi-
sion of the trade-union movement could not be overcome, a general strike
nevertheless took place on June 25, 2010 and yet another, with a particularly
big turnout in three of the Northern Regions (Liguria, Piedmont and Tus-
cany) on July 2, 2010. Another day of demonstrations that took place on Sat-
urday 16 October, called solely by the FIOM, the CGIL’s metal workers
union, but also supported by the CGIL, showed the fighting spirit of wage
workers but also amplified the split between the unions. This split, which is
paradoxical in a country where unity of action has long been the rule, is not
present in other countries of Southern Europe. In Spain, the UGT and the
CCDO have worked for a strategic understanding and have agreed on a pru-
dent approach. The relatively low turnout for the February 23 day of action
on pensions did not dissuade the two confederations from calling a general
strike – the first since 2002 – on September 29, 2010, which had a very good
turnout.

However, there was a certain amount of trade-union moderation to avoid
weakening Zapatero, the already particularly unpopular leader of the social-
ist government, since the unions do not want to see the crisis managed by the
People’s Party. General strikes are not so rare in Portugal but while they had
tended mainly to occur in the public sector and generally divided the union
camp, the autumn announcement of yet another austerity plan led to a dis-
tinct unity of action. Thus the UGT, close to the Socialist Party, joined the
CGTP-In in a general strike on November 24 following a strongly supported
strike of civil servants on November 6.

Ireland was the scene of unusual demonstrations in response to the gov-
ernment’s unilateral breach in December 2009 of the social partnership in
force since 1987. Faced with the government’s determination to reduce the
wages of civil servants, the public-sector unions had called, on November 24,
2009, for a general strike, for which 250,000 turned out. A very vigorous
trade-union reaction (work-to-rule slowdown from January in local public
services, in health and education, stoppages and school closures) induced the
government to accept negotiating some of its future plans but without back-
ing down on the immediate ones. The unions channelled the discontent of
their rank and file by adopting a period of protest but also rapidly returned
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to their role of negotiating with the government, which, however, seemed not
to take any notice of their views. Ireland’s social partnership became one of
conflict but remained, for the rest of 2010, a partnership.

The United Kingdom is faced with one of the severest austerity pro-
grammes in the European Union. Put forward by the newly elected govern-
ment, it provides for a purge that recalls the early years of Thatcherism, the
scourge of the unions. The unions that are members of the TUC have exhib-
ited fairly diverse reactions, but are also restricted by the reactions of a pub-
lic opinion that seems, at least for the moment, somewhat resigned. The TUC
annual congress, in September 2010, nevertheless adopted an ambitious plat-
form, raising the possibility of strikes at local and national levels. However,
the leaders of the principal unions evidently do not intend to let themselves
be marginalised. They tried to open the way to dialogue with the government
but also leaving soon for company-level negotiations to limit the extent of
the regression. On November 10, 2010, from 20,000 to 50,000 students (de-
pending on sources) organised a demonstration in London against the hike
in university fees provided by Cameron’s plan.

Reaction on the continent …

In 2009 and 2010 France was the scene of the biggest wage-earners protest
demonstrations against government measures. In early 2009, a very broad as-
sociation of trade-union confederations, quite uncharacteristic of French
traditions, called for two days of demonstrations, which resulted in massive
turnouts revealing the depth of the challenge to the policy being pursued at
the height of the crisis. The unconditional bailing out of the banks, immedi-
ately followed by a brutal increase in the rate of unemployment, provoked
vigorous responses in several conflicts with private firms planning lay-offs.

All these tensions found an outlet in the impressive struggle around retire-
ment and pensions that began in the spring of 2010, following the announce-
ment of yet another reform, as usual with hardly any dialogue, of the retire-
ment and pension system. From September to November 2010 the eight days
of demonstrations and strikes did not persuade the government to seek the
slightest compromise with the unions.

The German trade unions followed another path. The measures an-
nounced by the Chancellor in June 2010 envisaged cutting 30 billion Euros
from certain social budgets such as the grants to people with hardships (the
unemployed, people receiving social assistance, etc.). These measures result-
ed in sharp condemnation from the DGB and two demonstrations, called in
Berlin and Stuttgart on Saturday June 12, 2010, bringing together 20,000 and
10,000 people respectively. The modest turnout for these mobilisations indi-
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cates the unions’ disinclination to mobilise outside the procedures of Tari-
fautonomie.5 In September the issues of retirement rights and wages predom-
inated. While the DGB launched a campaign to explain why they were against
raising the retirement age to 67, IG-Metall showed its strength during nego-
tiations over wages.

At the opening of negotiations in the steel industry, IG-Metall demanded a
6% increase in wages (over two years). On September 30 an agreement was
reached for 3.6%, which set the same rate for temporary workers. While the
unemployed and those doing “minijobs” remain the blind spot of the trade
unions, the latter have boldly taken up the issue of temporary workers, de-
manding that their pay be aligned with that of workers on permanent con-
tract. In autumn the major firms seemed to take note of this wage pressure,
and the government did not object to strengthening domestic demand likely
to accompany the revival of exports. However, the difficulty of influencing
public policies outside the usual procedures of German collective bargaining
stimulated much discussion.

Belgian trade unionism is more accustomed to taking stands and mobilising
its members on general and political issues. It has preferred, for the time being,
to maintain the traditional tripartite system, even though the Belgian crisis is
giving this a rough time, since the system is institutional as well as economic.

On January 28, 2010, a joint union demonstration showed a good turnout
in the streets of Brussels on the issue of massive layoffs taking place in indus-
try, while not abandoning the area of traditional negotiations. On September
15, 2010, the day on which wage earners were called upon to protest in the
streets against the threat to pensions, the unions accepted the extension of
the anti-crisis measures adopted the year before.

Luxembourg has also experienced a period of protests. Following the
blocking of tripartite negotiations in the spring of 2010, the unions organ-
ised a united march on September 16 to bring pressure to bear on the gov-
ernment’s new anti-crisis plan. The next day, the Prime Minister announced
a new round of discussions, which concluded with an agreement between the
government and the union. Despite substantial concessions made by the
unions the employers refused to accept the agreement.

In 2010, Austria experienced a rapid return of employment after a severe
crisis in 2008. The country was not the scene of particularly strong demon-
strations against government policy. The very integrated social partnership
model that formerly characterised the country continued to erode. ÖGB, the
central union confederation, has lost a significant part of its former influ-
ence, but its sectoral unions have maintained a system of sectoral negotia-
tions, which the employers find restrictive. The partial decline in unemploy-
ment and the return of wage increases enabled it to get through the crisis for
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the time being, but the employers have maintained pressure for a more flex-
ible labour market, while the lack of job security for peripheral groups of
workers is continuing to spread.

… and in northern countries 

The two Danish trade union confederations, LO and FTF, mobilised 80,000
people in Denmark to protest against the reform of the unemployment in-
surance system announced by the new right-wing coalition, which they con-
sidered to be calling into question both the “Danish model of flexicurity” and
the tax rebates for union membership. The two confederations drew closer by
jointly creating a mobilisation group on Facebook that by autumn 2010 had
gained tens of thousands of sympathisers. Local activities based on these
groups have multiplied.

In Sweden, as well, the trade unions are looking into using the web’s re-
sources to win members, particularly among youth who have been especial-
ly hit by unemployment and are not really covered by the crisis agreements
made between the unions, the state and the employers. The country has not
seen any spectacular mobilisations during 2010, although relations at the
“summit” between the protagonists of the historic partnership are continu-
ing to deteriorate.

Developments in Finland have been tenser, with many conflicts. Relations
between the traditional tripartite partners have become embittered since the
decision taken by the employers in 2008 to break the centralised wage agree-
ments. The cycle of negotiations, which ended in May 2010 was dragged out
for a long time and was shot through with an unusual number of strikes (air-
ports, dockers, road transport workers, shop workers and workers in food
processing industries), some firms even trying in the course of the year to use
strike breakers.

In Norway, the long drawn out struggle in the local authorities amplified a
growing trend in 2010 of strikes taking place on the occasion of contract re-
newals. However nothing happened to endanger the system of cooperation.

The new EU member countries

The systems of labour-management relations in the new EU member
countries are still in an embryonic state. The announced plans for dealing
with the effects of the crisis stirred up reactions of discontent, which the
unions tried to shape. In the Czech Republic, a very big demonstration was
organised in Prague on September 21, 2010, calling on public sector employ-
ees to protest against the drastic budget cuts.
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Although it seemed less affected by the crisis (Portet 2009), Poland also went
through a day of action at the same time – September 22 – carried out by civil
servants and employees of state-owned firms. The cuts in the public service
budgets brought together the Polish trade unions, which found themselves unit-
ed (very rare for Poland) in supporting the objectives of the European Trade
Union Confederation (ETUC) by demonstrating on September 29 as well.

In Rumania, which also suffered from radical budget austerity measures (a
25% reduction in civil service wages and 15% in pensions), the trade unions
tried to mobilise protest in spring 2010. On May 19, 40,000 people rallied in
Bucharest to protest against the austerity measures imposed by the IMF and
the EU. Several demonstrations followed and a general strike began in the
public sector on May 31. The unions, however, had to acknowledge the fail-
ure of these attempts.

Two of the three Baltic countries also undertook radical austerity therapy.6

In Latvia, a supplementary dose was administered on July 1 with a 20% cut
in civil service wages, a 10% reduction in pensions and in family allowances
along with an increase in income tax. Simultaneously in Lithuania, similar
measures were taken (a 13% wage cut for civil servants, postponement of re-
tirement age to 65 years). The trade unions of both countries tried to create
a “Pan-Baltic” coordination by organising several concerted mobilisations
between January and the summer of 2010, in Riga (Latvia) and Vilnius
(Lithuania).

Gradual shifts and formal resistance

In a report for the ILO drawn up in 2009, J. Freyssinet distinguished be-
tween countries endowed with a tradition of tripartite institutions and those
where the tripartite tendency works through a less explicit combination of
trade and industry negotiation and public policies, in fact those “where rela-
tions between the three actors are established in a pragmatic and discontinuous
manner, often informal, as a function of the cases and circumstances”
(Freyssinet, 2010). In an assessment made at about the same time, the author
concluded that passing from phase 1 (saving the banks, “wait and see” or re-
vival measures) to phase 2 (drastic reduction of public deficits) was accom-
panied by deterioration in the capacity of tripartite management to ensure
sufficient convergence of the positions and perspectives of its protagonists.
This suggestion was qualified by the great variety of national situations.

According to Rehfeldt (2009), six countries could still be classed as having
“institutionalised tripartite” relations: Belgium, Holland, Norway, Finland,
Austria and Ireland. It is suggested that Denmark and Sweden, usually in-
cluded in this category, be viewed differently, characterised as they are by “oc-
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casional” tripartite relations. These relations remained strong in the first four
countries in 2008 and 2009 – and still even in 2010. However the area in
which tripartite relations were applied shrank in 2010 – the relationship re-
mained, but in a toned down version. Most of the time, it only survived be-
cause the unions agreed to put aside some important issues, either to keep
open, at all cost, the possibility of negotiating on other subjects they consid-
ered strategic (the status of staff, for example, in Belgium) or to maintain
some centralised pressure on public policies.

A second group of countries are classified by Freyssinet (2010) and Re-
hfeldt (2009 in an intermediate group that connects both bi- and tripar-
tite relations. This includes France, Italy, Spain and Portugal. These four
countries saw a spectacular deterioration of relations at the summit with-
out the density of bipartite relations taking over. Unlike Italy, the usually
divided French and Portuguese unions found common ground in opposi-
tion to the government’s policies, which were fully supported by the em-
ployers, while the Spanish unions closed ranks and distanced themselves
from the government.

In Italy, the deterioration is spectacular, particularly in the trade-union
camp, where the tradition of unity between the confederations in national
collective bargaining was broken in January 2009 by the CISL and UIL con-
federations that negotiated deals alone, isolating the CGIL. The year 2010 has
deepened the gap between the organisations, since large-scale mobilisations
organised by the CGIL during the year have given rise to retaliations by the
other confederations.

In those countries with “occasional” consultation, among which Sweden
and Demark should from now on be classified, 2010 did not witness note-
worthy events. Sweden moved, for the time being, to a situation of “all at
company level”, trimmed with some sectoral agreements on wages or on-the-
job injuries. In Germany, sectoral negotiations have been resumed but they
increasingly co-exist with dense company-level negotiations (see below). We
pointed above to the situation in central and Eastern countries not being tak-
en into account by the authors cited here. One cannot talk about tradition or
even of a trajectory, since there is such a lack of basis for systems of profes-
sional relations, if one can talk about a “system” at all. In these countries the
agreements occasionally reached in the past left no lasting mark.

The economic and social situation obtaining in most of them does not, in
the short term, make for a framework that could encourage such an expan-
sion; this is likely to remain so long as there is no impulse in that direction in
the rest of the continent.

To sum up, the number of countries in which tripartism has declined in the
course of 2010 has increased, and, depending on the different scenarios to
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come, this number could well increase still further. Even where consultation
is a more or less traditional part of social relations, a drift away from this tra-
dition is noticeable. These changes, however, do not necessarily foreshadow a
generalised deterioration of models of industrial relations. The measures tak-
en or announced in 2010 were quite radical in a number of countries, and the
hope of getting them accepted by the unions were so slight that little com-
pensation was envisaged. Another factor can tip the balance to the restrictive
systems that weigh on governments of a certain number of countries – in
particular pressure from more influential countries or international institu-
tions (European Union, European Central Bank, Eurogroup or IMF).

The “smaller” countries of the Union, those that are still dependent on
transfer mechanisms, do not have complete freedom to choose their policy,
as has clearly been shown in the case of Portugal over the last few years.7

These external restrictions can be such that there is not enough margin of
manoeuvre to maintain or produce a national compromise. Where this mar-
gin does exist, as in Luxembourg, the government has accepted going back to
the drawing board even if that means the employers dissociating themselves
from the final agreement. This situation is rare – the extent of demonstra-
tions provoked by the crisis has only in a few cases led to substantial alter-
ations of the announced projects – but then, the economic situation of the
Grand Duchy is not the same as that of Ireland or Spain …

New strategies of trade unions?

The issue of strategy is raised for a number of unions that have great diffi-
culty in legitimising their role when institutionalised exchanges no longer
deal with the central factors elements of wage relations of wages. Moreover,
they tend to leave increasing fringe sections of wage earners outside negoti-
ated agreements.

Despite recent changes, the unions find it difficult to go beyond the so-
called central groups of wage earners. The 2009 agreements on the crisis
(particularly on part-time unemployment or “OHECK”) had tended to pro-
tect these core groups that are, moreover, often at the heart of forming
unions. A trend has developed over the last few years, which will no doubt
take time to become general, and which shows an awareness of this. In 2010,
besides the case of IG-Metall in Germany, three confederations in Finland
have proposed some controls of temporary employment contracts inside an
ad hoc tripartite commission; the Norwegian LO wants to extend the rights
of worker participation in firms of 30 to 50 wage earners.

The Nordic unions, anxious to attract the young, are seeking ways of re-
ducing the fragmentation of wage earners.8 In Portugal, the CGTP-In is
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strengthening its links with the movements of precarious workers. Trends in
this direction are expanding, but other fringe groups of wage earners (or
groups outside the wages system, such as different forms of independent
work) remain distant from any representation. Tensions come into play be-
tween a form of unionism still largely based on trades and other more “soci-
etal” forms, like the struggle waged by Ver.Di in Germany against the Schleck-
er chain of stores in Germany. In Germany, this situation has ignited a debate
inside the DGB. They provide opportunities for new trade-union strategies
to regain some power in the context of a decentralisation that has become
structural.

Another opportunity for redefining strategy is provided by the still very na-
tional character of unions when the issues are manifestly of an international
or at least European nature. The fanatical policies of reducing the public debt
appear to be specifically European. Although the unions have long possessed
community-wide tools it is often striking how little place is generally given
by the national unions to action aimed at this level of work. Unless the cur-
rent crisis is in fact what might give impulse to this level of organistaion.

Reconfiguration of industrial relations?

The changes in systems of representation at the heart of this new phase of
the crisis show two widely shared trends, which could work towards recon-
figuring these systems: first, the new unilateral behaviour of governments;
second, the continuing decentralisation of collective bargaining.

The first factor weakening these important systems of dialogue comes from
the relative withdrawal of some of those taking part. The course briefly
sketched above shows different trends in the degree of commitment of the
protagonists of the tripartite relationship. An increasing number of govern-
ments have dropped any consultation with the unions. The employers have
generally supported the policies conducted by the governments, generally
agreeing with its stands while sometimes continuing to make agreements, ei-
ther on specific issues or on the industrial level – sometimes on both. It is of-
ten only the fact of the unions’ commitments to this form of regulation that
has enabled it to be maintained.

Beside the example of Ireland this stand position is shared in other coun-
tries – in Austria, in Denmark, in Finland, in fact in countries where social
relations no longer seem to be fully contained by the sophisticated mecha-
nisms of traditional relations but where the unions – and often they alone —
remain committed to their existence. However, this neo-corporatism (and
those forms of dialogue that can be conceptually connected with it) can only
be based on the determination of a single one of the parties involved in the
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social relationship in a very short temporary manner. It is thus important to
know whether this unilateral behaviour of governments (at any rate regard-
ing the unions) is a temporary digression that will soon be dropped or a
more long-term trend.

The second significant factor is the decentralisation of negotiation, increas-
ingly being pushed, including in countries with a tradition of centralisation.
In Sweden, a number of agreements have been made at the individual com-
pany level (Jolivet, Mantz, 2009), thus breaking with a long tradition of cen-
tralisation by sector.

One of the first measures adopted in Greece in April 2010 was the abroga-
tion of the principle that no agreement negotiated at company level can be less
favourable to the wage earners than agreement at sector or industrial level.9 In
Spain, as in Poland, firms may from now on free themselves from sector level
wage agreements (ETUC, 2010). The pressure exerted by the employers in
Germany since the beginning of the 1990s has born fruit since company-lev-
el negotiations have grown despite the formal maintenance of the fundamen-
tal weight of sector level collective agreements (Bispinck et al., 2010). This
process, which is well known in France, has been accompanied, in nearly all
the countries where it has taken place, by a strengthening of the position of
the employers and an asymmetrical weakening of the power of the unions. It
brings with it a fragmentation of representation that tends structurally to
weaken the capacity of unions to coordinate the objectives of their members
(or of wage earners in general, depending on national traditions) within the
institutional framework, whether it is bi- or tripartite, systematic or occasion-
al. U. Rehfeldt (2009) recalls that the neo-corporatist paradigm founded by P.
Schmitter in 1981 presupposed strongly established central protagonists and
an equal capacity for coordination on all sides. The formulation used by
Traxler, twenty years later, with the emergence of a “reduced neo-corpo-
ratism”, took into account the gradual decentralisation of collective bargain-
ing and thought that its characterisation as of neo-corporatism could remain
so long as the unions ensured a coordination of this decentralisation.

It can be asked whether, ten years later, decentralisation is not being taken
to a new level (from the industry towards the firm), necessitating a redefini-
tion of union strategies and a new evaluation of system dynamics of the old
forms of neo-corporatism. Certainly, the development of company level
arrangements does not abolish regulations made at higher levels, but it can,
depending on the specific systems or the situation of the moment, allow oth-
er levels to play aframing role – or on the contrary, an additional role offer-
ing new and broad varieties of kinds of regulation.

It is probable that the hypothesis of new kinds of heterogeneity thus could
be confirmed. The process under way would then be in the nature of a recon-
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figuration of social exchange, the social crisis providing the opportunity for
this reformulation.

Summary

The year 2010 draws attention to the brutal changes that, in a great num-
ber of countries, have broken with the balance sought in the previous peri-
od. The trade unions played their part in the negotiation when they could,
and in leading the protest movements when they occurred. The governments
were in less of a hurry to seek their support in establishing policies whit high
deflationary risk. The employers continued to push for their interests, some-
times by negotiation, sometimes by hiding behind legislative arrangements
set up by the governments and promoted by international institutions. In this
way, an ever-increasing flexibility of the labour market was announced and
established in many countries, with the return of wide areas of collective bar-
gaining to the individual firms.

The order injunctionradically to reduce public expenditure has made pub-
lic employment the most frequent target for carrying out these policies. The
governments repeat, with a fine show of unanimity, the necessity of reducing
the number of civil servants, or else they go overboard in pure and simple de-
nunciations of the parasitic nature of public expenditure. Because of this the
public employees have become, in most countries, the heart and soul of the
mobilisations – especially as in many cases they have been at the heart of
forming unions.

The collective mobilisations have been important symbolically, but a num-
ber of them had no repercussions or, when they were prolonged, had no real
hold on decisions. The unions remain confronted with strategic difficulties
that are all the more acute since the governments are making no attempt to
reinforce their role as protector of wage earners. The major systems of indus-
trial relations retain their control potential but seem to be reduced to a col-
lection of forms whose content has clearly lost its value.

At this moment of unfavourable circumstances or structural shifting, oth-
er assessments are needed to understand a complex and changing reality. The
ETUC has severely condemned the policy being carried out by the countries
of the Union. It has been, since the start of the crisis in 2008, in in accord with
virtually all its affiliates and of European public opinion in demanding a
fresh “New Deal”, calling for “a vast stimulation programme, stronger welfare
states, (…) an effective regulation of the financial markets and an equitable dis-
tribution of wealth” (ETUC, 2010).

It also announced its support for adopting a tax on financial transactions
and published leaflets and arguments for use by its affiliates. On September
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29, 2010 it organised an all-European demonstration (100,000 people in
Brussels), which was intended to be a date for convergent national demon-
strations throughout the Union. John Monks, its General Secretary, affirmed
on several occasions the ETUC’s support for demonstrations and strikes. The
ETUC has never had such a distinct and critical stance on European policy.
There remains, however, a sense of incompleteness due to the weak pressure
concretely brought to bear on European policy being carried out under the
pressure of the “big countries” and by the European Central Bank. The dis-
cussion on conditions for strategic action in Europe has proven to be a very
difficult one. The ETUC member organisations seem to be giving it increased
importance. It is undoubtedly one of the conditions for rebuilding the legit-
imacy and power of the trade union movement in the part of the world in
which it was born.

Notes
1) International Trade Union Statement for the G20 summit at Seoul (www.tuac.org) 
2) Gallup World Poll, Data (2010), p. 38.
3) Between 2006 and 2009, confidence in governments dropped from 53% to 43% on average

in European and Central Asian countries. However it increased in the rest of the world,
principally in Asia. The feeling of injustice increased from 18% to 25% on average in the
advanced countries and from 26% to 38% in the European and Central Asian countries.
International Institute for Labour Studies (ILO) according to Gallup Poll data (2009).

4) “Despite the purge carried out by George Papandreou’s government, the country is not
in a state of turmoil. The reason? Some shock absorbers still exist, which attenuate the
hard times: recourse to other members of the family in the event of financial hardship,
the common practice of having a second trade, and, above all the extent of the “parallel
economy”, which is just what the state is trying to eliminate”. Tuquoi J.-P. (2010), « Vic-
times de la crise, les Grecs se résignent à laprécarité », Le Monde, November 18.

5) Tarifautonomie designates the autonomous area for collective bargaining without state
interference.

6) The third Baltic country, Estonia, displayed relatively good economic health. It is prepar-
ing to join the Euro zone on January 1, 2011, by demonstrating a balanced budget and
the lowest public debt in the European Union. This good health did not prevent a de-
cline in social rights, since a law on flexicurity had the effect of weakening the collective
wage guarantees of wage earners.

7) The use of the acronym PIGS shows that there are indeed relations of domination or
even hegemony between partners who are supposed to be equal according to the treaties.

8) The unionising of women has, broadly speaking, progressed in most countries, reflecting
both their increasing presence in the labour market and the growth of employment in
the services sector as shown in the enquiry by the Observatoire Européen des relations
indutrielles (EIROnline, 2010a). This is why the issue of equal pay seems to acquire
more importance in union strategies. (EIROnline, 2010b).

9) In line with the recommendations of the European Union and of the IMF. “Parliament
is preparing to pass a law allowing firms to repudiate agreements signed with unions at
the sectoral level if they find them too restrictive”, Savas Robolis, Professor of Economics
at Athens University cited by Tuquoi, (2010) op.cit.
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The crisis of civilisation and the crisis of capitalism are thus closely linked:
on the one hand, because capitalism is the product of western civilisa-

tion and even of its conception of progress inseparable from “the Enlighten-
ment” and that of “Reason” (which led Geneviève Azam to say that the “ra-
tional” should not be confused with the “reasonable”). This conception of
progress is likewise inseparable from the sense of what a human being is and
from the way in which “society is produced”, the concept of work and its ends
– and more generally the idea of well-being and of the modes of life, all of
which today are in the spotlight. On the other hand, because the “crisis” is es-
sentially due to contradictions which are insuperable between capitalism and
the indispensible transformations of the existing order (except by overcom-
ing the system itself), it is possible, thus, to say that the crisis is that of West-

At the Heart of the 

“Crisis of Civilisation”: 

The Issue of “Living Well”

Patrice Cohen-Séat*

*) The symposium organised by Espaces Marx last January on the theme of “A Crisis of
Civilisation” showed a fairly general agreement that the crisis, which is confronting soci-
eties and humanity as a whole, must be analysed at this global level. Although the discus-
sion did not directly deal with the content of the crisis-of-civilisation idea the contribu-
tions showed that looking at the crisis from this point of view helps make clear that the
crisis is not just a financial or economic crisis or even a crisis of the system, but that con-
tradictions and dead ends involving the economic, social-political and cultural spheres
are intermingled in it. Thus this formulation draws attention to how the deep-seated
transformations of the last few decades in all areas of human activity oblige us to rethink
people’s relationships with one another and with nature, and that the capitalist system,
which now covers the whole earth, is blocking the search for progressive solutions.
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ern capitalist civilisation, gradually imposed on the rest of the world, starting
with colonialism and now with financial globalisation.

The crisis is inseparably that of the West itself – at least of its centuries-old
domination of the rest of the world. For example, where the conflicts of in-
terest between diverse parts of the world were settled, in the past, by gunboat
intervention, negotiations about climate, trade or solutions to international
crises come up against the West’s inability to impose its views by force. Chi-
na, India and perhaps others tomorrow, are about to replace the great west-
ern powers. In any case, it is impossible today to impose anything on them.
However, this crisis of the West is only one of the aspects of the “crisis of civil-
isation”, so long as the rest of the world, on which the capitalist system was
imposed, is unable spontaneously to be bearers of alternative civilisations.
This is one aspect of the solidarity that links the peoples of the whole world:
over and above the specificity of each national situation, the whole world is
faced with the same challenge of change and the same obstacles.

Essentially, much of the motive force of the crisis lies in a deadlock of the
capitalist system itself, which was described in various ways by the partici-
pants. They all agree in confirming a central contradiction: the permanent
efforts of capital in maintaining or even in continuously maximising its rate
of profit drags it into an endless spiral that links the reducing of “social
costs” to a structural weakness of demand and therefore of outlets. Added to
this, it is decisive that the amount of capital requiring remuneration has be-
come so exorbitant: a “virtual” finance capital (Jean-Christophe Le Duigou
talks of “fictitious” capital) dominates and crushes the “real” economy, in-
creasingly extorting money from society.

This raises the question of whether capital still has any margin of ma-
noeuvre, that is, possibilities of resolving certain contradictions, particular-
ly by extending exploitation to new fields (this is the hypothesis of “green
capitalism”) or of exploiting new technologies, the exploration of the ocean
or the universe, etc. Some, like Immanuel Wallerstein, conclude that the cap-
italist system has been entering a (terminal?) phase of structural unbalance
since the 1960s, continuously more chaotic (in the sense that physics uses
the term) in which, unlike phases in which even big challenges to the system
are followed by a return to equilibrium, small quantities of energy can have
very great effects. This period is a “fork in the road”, one of uncertain, even
dangerous change in which, nevertheless, the “free will” of the peoples can
influence the outcome.

Apart from the deadlocks connected with the accumulation of a phenom-
enal mass of “real” and “virtual” capital whose yield leads to economic and
social suffocation, the crisis’s other major mainspring is the impossibility of
maintaining, let alone extending, a Western-capitalist conception of devel-
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opment throughout the world, wich is coming up against natural and social
realities. On the one hand, there is the question of the limitations of the
biosphere – the exhausting of resources, particularly of fuel and power, cli-
mate change, the threats to biodiversity – that raises the issue of the durabil-
ity of the ecosystem in which human life has developed. On the other hand,
there is the explosion of phenomena of social suffering, particularly in the
world of work, which fundamentally contradicts the promise of well-being
that is supposed to accompany “progress” and “growth”. Frédéric Lebaron
showed how the link between growth and social well-being is today being
challenged, giving rise to very diverse and important research efforts to seek
to grasp and measure by new “indicators” the complex of this historic di-
vorce between capitalism and human progress. He stressed that this debate
over the “indicators of human development” necessarily leads to question-
ing the “purpose of work” and thus to a new conception of development.
Rather than tying ourselves up in knots in a “tabooed” debate between
growth and decline, he proposes, as does Edgar Morin, to question concrete-
ly what are the things we want to see grow or decline – human life, inequal-
ity, etc.

A crisis of meaning

As the title of the symposium suggests, these critical phenomena, taken as
a whole, are accompanied by a deep crisis of meaning, which itself is a car-
dinal dimension of what really is a “crisis of civilisation”. Where is humani-
ty going? What kind of humanity do we want to be, or in what kind of hu-
manity do we want to live – depending on the formula used? This brings us
to Immanuel Wallerstein’s analyses that, for some decades to come, we will
be entering another state of the world, the crucial issue being to know
whether it will be hard and authoritarian or more egalitarian and democrat-
ic, much worse than today or better. This, fundamentally, is the question
that runs through all societies and is expressed in a thousand different ways
by the idea: “things can’t go on this way” – but to go where? 

Never in human history, perhaps, has this fundamental question been
raised so directly. This is because, for the first time, progress seems to be go-
ing permanently backwards, and coming generations seem condemned to
live less well that the previous ones. And this is at a time when advances in
knowledge, which used to give a rhythm to “progress” to the point of being
considered its cause, are becoming increasingly brilliant – an incomprehen-
sible paradox that has led to the questioning of the future of humanity itself.
In its radical depth, this question also sketches a very true issue of civilisa-
tion that, as Alain Hayot suggested, obliges us, in order not to be impotent,
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to “name what we want”. “What is missing”, said François Miquel-Marty in
the same spirit, “is an ideology, a vision of history that gives meaning to
what people are living through”, which, he added “calls for an immense in-
tellectual and political effort”.

A crisis of politics

However, the fact is that politics is devastated. Buttressed by a narrow vi-
sion of the power issues at stake, it is less than ever concerned with knowl-
edge, let alone with theory. Yet the latter is beginning a (still timid) return to
the public arena. The symptoms of the illness from which it suffers are par-
ticularly spectacular in the countries that had a long and important demo-
cratic tradition. The left, in all its trends, is in retreat and is often beaten,
while politics as a whole is disparaged. Social suffering is only expressed,
principally, by abstention and voting for the extreme right, for potentially
fascist and racist parties. Democratic institutions are undermined. A poll tak-
en a few years ago indicated, for example, that a majority of French people
essentially felt that the abolition of parliament would not be a catastrophe.

Maryse Dumas and Marcel Gauchet, although from very different ideolog-
ical horizons, agreed during the symposium to condemn the political scene
for becoming a shadow theatre. At the heart of this assessment is the incapac-
ity of politics to think about the state in a period of globalisation, and of
globalisation itself. “What’s the use of politics?” Maryse Dumas asked,
“Where are the places where real decisions are taken?” Marcel Gauchet stat-
ed that “the European left says nothing relevant about globalisation” and
finds itself “caught in the trap of one of its most fundamental ideals: interna-
tionalism”. “The elites have detached themselves from the national arenas”.
“The blind spot is politics’ absence of thought”. He concluded that we need
to “rethink what the framework is that allows democratic life, particularly in
controlling the economic process”.

A severe indictment of the various lefts apparently deaf and blind to the
warning signals that are accumulating. Faced with a vast project of such cru-
cial importance, no answers are forthcoming. As an example, one only needs
to read the ridiculous programme of institutional change proposed by the
French Socialist Party on the eve of the major election deadlines of 2012:
there is no longer a question of challenging the “permanent coup d’état” it
has attacked since … 1958, nor of proposing a 6th Republic but only some
mini-reforms of no real consequence – but this is the heart of the problem!
As Maryse Dumas and Marcel Gauchet’s contributions affirm, the reality is
that “the democratic order” no longer has any hold on “the economic
processes”. Capitalist financialisation and globalisation have broken the terri-
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torial links that obliged big companies to take into account, to some measure
at least, the needs of populations. Barely a few months after the “crisis”, the
multinationals are again making record profits, 50% of which will be distrib-
uted as dividends to the shareholders. Their powers over the life and future
of the world’s peoples have become fantastic – yet “the state can’t do every-
thing”, as only six years ago a French left-wing Prime Minister said, meaning
that he couldn’t do anything about it.

It is clear why, in these circumstances “the lefts” seem to have no project
and leave the field more or less open to the right, including the extreme right.
Immanuel Wallerstein analysed the problem on the basis of the Latin Amer-
ican example where a fundamental debate (or a debate on civilisation?) op-
poses what he calls “native left movements” to “political left movements”. The
latter seem to propose transforming the countries and turning them towards
growth and increasing the national income and accuse the “indigenous left”
of curbing this movement and acting like objective allies of the USA, while
the “indigenous left” counterposes the idea of “living well” to that of growth
and accuses the “political left” of making the same choices as the right and
thus destroying the country’s autonomy. This tension between the two poles
of the left seems to him to be general and wider than the Latin American con-
text. He hopes for a “reconciliation” between the two left movements, with-
out which there is the risk that capitalism will be replaced by an even worse
system, and he thus feels the need of an internal debate of the left on the kind
of civilisation that needs to be built – on whether it should be based on un-
limited growth or on another way of understanding life. There, in his view,
lies the “crossroads” before which the whole world stands. This effort could
result in the possibility of finally “naming what we want”, in a context where
the words “socialism” and “communism” have ceased to describe a desirable
future without having been replaced by other words.

One might suppose, too hastily, that the left debate in Europe between the
“social liberal” left and the “radical ” or “transformative” left is part of this de-
bate on civilisation. That would be a very optimistic view, especially as this
confrontation is still largely dominated by the traditional opposition between
two visions of society (to simplify, liberal or statist). Indeed, in the absence of
a veritable renewal of political thought able to define the terms of such a de-
bate, society does not see any difference between the liberal left and the right
– and virtually ignores the “transformative transformation” which remains
limited to an average 5% in the countries of the European Union. Moreover
the electorate for transform this polities is often elderly and relates mostly to
older concepts. This is, perhaps, the fundamental reason why, despite their ef-
forts, the lefts are accused of not having a project. This criticism masks the
fact that these political forces are still unable to pose the question of an alter-
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native politics based on the “choice of civilisation” which implies a progres-
sive exit from the crisis. Is this not typical of what takes place in discussions
on pensions that have shaken many European countries – essentially techni-
cal discussions mainly focused on financial issues but ignoring the essential
by failing to tie them, for example, to a conception of work, its place in soci-
ety and in life as well as its purpose, to that of enterprise, of the wages sys-
tem, of human needs, etc – and finally to “living well”?

New conditions of the class struggle

The problem is that it is useless if the “crossroads” just remains in the fir-
mament of ideas; thus the symposium ended with an attempt to think about
the “new conditions of the class struggle”. First, by the now classical observa-
tion of the asymmetry between, on the one hand, an ever narrower financial
class (caste?) more than ever aware of its interests and organised for their de-
fence, and, on the other hand, a proletariat (subject to work and life condi-
tions determined by others) which is an overwhelming majority but very di-
verse, riddled with many contradictory interests, not very “class conscious” or
organised.

Indeed, what does “conscious” mean? The reply seems self evident: it
means being aware of sharing some interests that are opposed to those of an-
other social class, so much so that the defence of these common interests can
lead to putting forward a political project around which to mobilise. There,
probably, is the rub. As Roger Martelli said, “this requires a class polarisation,
not the juxtaposition of actors” – a polarisation that comes about “when a
group is capable of summing up, on the basis of hopeful expectations, a proj-
ect that proclaims the end of the domination to which a class is subjected”. In
other words, the lack of class consciousness is not due to a lack of people con-
cerned but from a collective political incapacity of drawing up and carrying
out such a project. All of which brings us back to the issue of the debate about
civilisation, which the left absolutely must conduct, in order to lead towards
fresh hopes and expectations.

What lesson from the Arab revolutions?

Oddly enough, these discussions took place at the end of January, in the
middle of the development of the Arab revolutionary upsurge, without any-
one really feeling able, so soon, to link these important events with the reflec-
tions being made. Indeed, it was only several days later that, at the World So-
cial Forum in Dakar, some people asked themselves what connection (or lack
of connection) these revolts had with the alter-mondialiste movement. Per-
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haps, with some hindsight, we may be able to draw a first fundamental les-
son from them, which touches on the relations between social transforma-
tion and democracy. It seems evident that one of the mainsprings of these
powerful revolts was the social suffering caused by the systematic plundering
of these countries’ resources and by the confiscation of rights and of civil and
political freedom. However, one (the confiscation of liberties) is the precon-
dition for the other. It is this awareness that led these revolutionaries to take
their stands first of all on the terrain of freedom and democracy. And it was
by setting themselves such a precise and immediately achievable political ob-
jective that these movements have created hopeful expectations and mobili-
sations that gave them their strength.

Rather than thinking that these movements are tackling problems that our
societies already resolved over the last three centuries, should we not consid-
er that the question of rights, freedom and powers – that is, in the broad
sense, the question of democracy – is always, faced with the necessity of deep-
seated social transformation, a key issue around which a “realistic” political
mobilisation can be built? This amounts to saying that a political project,
particularly when it is tackling a project of civilisation, can only prosper or
even be drawn up, when the political conditions (in the sense of balance of
forces) are created to carry it out. This line of thought that the Arab revolts
open up for us could turn out to be decisive – because, in politics, there is a
direct link between the feeling of powerlessness and the fact of being power-
less – like that between consciousness of one’s power – a corollary of class
consciousness – and the real ability to transform the order of things.

The “shadow theatre”, of which Marcel Gauchet spoke regarding the polit-
ical scene, then takes on another meaning. It is not only the product of dete-
rioration in the power of states, but a condition created in order to make
people feel powerless – which consequently makes the peoples of the world
powerless in reality. The priority, as Maryse Dumas proposed, is indeed to
identify the real seats of power – from the local to the world scale— in the
political as well as the economic, media, cultural, etc. spheres, so as to be able
to propose concrete transformations in all areas, giving new powers to the
wage earners, to the citizens, to the peoples and consequently giving birth to
a feeling of power in them, which will thus become a real power.

It thus appears that the question of democracy, and so of institutions, is
central: it is the condition for ensuring that the discussion of the project of
civilisation extends beyond the circles of intellectuals and politicians and is
placed at the very heart of society itself.
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Small artisanal workshops in Dakar, by the coastline with many men working at

their crafts. We had to flirt a bit before he let me take his picture.
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Iam not going to talk as a sociologist about class composition, about the
debate over the notion of class. I will approach these indirectly. I would

like to put forward some thoughts on the conflicts that characterise our pres-
ent-day period of globalised capitalism, which to some extent are the con-
flicts that produce the systemic crisis which Wallerstein has addressed. I will
distinguish, therefore two kinds of conflict and will, initially, carry out a pure
logical ideal-type analysis of each of these conflicts. I will later try and com-
plicate this rather too summary analysis in order to raise some problems and
to figure out the issues.

In fact, I make a distinction between two types of conflict today: social con-
flicts and conflicts of identity.

Social conflict and identity

The strictly social conflicts are those that are, more or less, waged in the
broad category of class struggle. They are initiated by the unprecedented of-
fensive of globalised capital to maintain and increase its rate of productivity,
to control, at it wishes, the forms of production and consumption, the way of
life and the way workers express themselves. They are fuelled by the resist-
ance to this offensive from workers and the subaltern masses, as has been
seen in the movements to defend public services and pensions, to save jobs
and for environmental safety.

The Conflict between Conflicts 

in the Crisis of Globalised 

Capitalist Civilisation

André Tosel
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For their part, the issues at stake in identity conflicts are modes of affilia-
tion to dominant majority communities and minority-dominated ones so as
to redefine these communities’ territory and rights. These conflicts are creat-
ing blood baths in certain African and Asian countries and were revived with
the partition of Yugoslavia and the subsequent civil war, which was manipu-
lated by the great powers. They work on the older states and, often brought
about by large-scale immigration, are the favourite stomping ground for the
extreme right. Racism and xenophobia overdetermine social discontent and
are a factor in a disoriented common sense.

Social conflict: life, work, langauge and cooperative imagination

These two kinds of conflicts should not be confused. They are not neces-
sarily linked, though they can change from one into the other, forming com-
plex configurations. How then can one understand these different conflicts
that can become a conflict between conflicts?

As far as social conflicts are concerned, one should first of all note their re-
turn. They have reappeared with increasing force in the last few years, though
without obtaining results benefitting the working classes. They have not been
able to prevent pauperisation, existential insecurity, the production of a “sur-
plus humanity”, the degeneration of democracy dominated by economic and
political oligarchies, or of ecological devastation. The fundamental issue of
these conflicts is always the very same dimension of human subjectivity in its
crudest form: life, work, and communication and free expression. Life, work,
language, triangulate the whole area of existence.

These existential conflicts thus have at stake the production and reproduc-
tion of a life free from poverty, hunger, sickness and ignorance. Their hori-
zon is one of a life lived in dignified conditions possible in a developed soci-
ety. They are complicated and dramatised if one takes into account the new
level imposed by the alteration in the forms of life on the planet and the fact
that human activity has become, for the first time in the history of the hu-
man species, a force that is able to change the form of the earth and that
threatens to destroy the conditions of its own existence.

At the same time, these existential conflicts are established as conflicts that
still and always turn around the issue of work or non-work, since the contra-
dictory unity of work and non-work characterise our society. What can be
done to have the leisure time now objectively freed up by the global level of
productivity, without this leisure being rotted by inactivity, unemployment
and by casting aside human beings who have become useless? How can we,
at the same time, give work its full realisation beyond any sort of produc-
tivism, dedicate the human capacity to act and invent at the point at which
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competition makes room for free cooperation? To achieve this it is not
enough to ensure a just distribution of the wealth produced – it is necessary
to promote the ability of the producing classes to organise and manage what
they produce.

Finally, and always at the same time, these conflicts are still conflicts per-
meated by the need to speak out, by the expression of a cooperative imagina-
tion and they have, as their reference point, a symbolic third thing, which is
a community, to be sure still to be achieved, but based on a free equality and
an equal freedom yet always present in every action productive of the com-
mon existence of free individuality. These conflicts are educators of those in-
volved in them. Their protagonists develop capacities of intellectual, affec-
tive, imaginative and symbolic expression and they experience the joy gener-
ated by the common sharing of struggles, however hard they may be.

Identity conflicts

While “existential” social conflicts are conflicts that philosophically refer to
a concept of subjectivity taken as the totality of its fundamental manifesta-
tions – work, life, speech – identity conflicts are not primarily and directly
concerned with these manifestations, although they may be present. They are
carried out, philosophically, in the name of their alleged identity by popula-
tions who either find themselves stigmatised or else consider themselves
threatened by others, finding themselves in a situation of domination or op-
pression. They are inspired by the need for recognition, a recognition denied
by their identity.

This identity is defined by its difference from other identities that also as-
sert themselves by demanding recognition of their difference. These identi-
ty conflicts are not carried out in the name of life, work and free speech,
even if some of the motivations are related to these three factors. What is
important to them is the recognition of differences related to belonging to a
structured group in accordance with polarities that are adopted during a
process of speciation that implies differentiation – even, at its most extreme,
implying the division of, and a breach in, the unity of the human race. This
involves dual relationships. The pair man/woman could be classed amongst
these pairs of terms seen as opposed or different, but the man/woman con-
flict goes beyond the idea of identity conflict since it concerns, in a more di-
rect manner, the dimensions of life, work and speech; it deserves special
treatment. Typically involved are pairs that indicate affiliation to communi-
ties. These are defined in terms of nationality (national/not national), reli-
gion (Moslem/Christian) or ethnicised culture (Basque/French) or of civil-
isation (West/East, especially Arab).
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These differences take us back to marks, to cultural markers that may or
may not overlap. These conflicts over-value the identity dimension by giving
it a status of absolute reality and isolating it from any relational complex. It
has become a truism to say that identities are imaginary constructs – but
their ability to mobilise is enormous. The affiliation identity is an aspect of
subjectivity in the broad sense of the word, but it is only a segment defined
by a constituted historic contingency that penetrates and structurally overde-
termines the three essential constitutive moments of existence: life, work and
speech. While it is true that one is not born woman, Moslem, Egyptian or ori-
ental but becomes so, it is also true that it is impossible to avoid this brand-
ing by affiliation, which is native to each individual.

These struggles for recognition are struggles the horizon of which is the
oppositional category of “them/us”: the others, who do not recognise me in
my difference from them, who deny my own identity of membership, us who
are in a situation of inferiority, of domination and who demand recognition
of this. This struggle between them and us should not be confused with strug-
gles arising from social conflicts: struggles for life, work, to have a say, which
are generic struggles and so governed by two different categories that do not
imply the division of humanity into communities of affiliation, but have to
do with the general conditions of human life.

Inside/outside: new forms of class struggle

These struggles relate to the “inside/outside” pair. On the one hand, there
are people who enjoy conditions that allow them to reproduce their human
biological life in conditions of ease and security: they eat, dress, come and go
unhampered. They thus can belong to a common world, despite the things
that oppose them to the others. These people can live, a minority of them
even live well by working in supervisory, management or design fields. A mi-
nority of that minority can even take decisions that affect others; they play
the role of cause, while those who obey or submit may be reduced to the sta-
tus of being effects of these decisions, which can deprive them of the ability
to act. Finally, the former appropriate the powers of science, objectified in the
machinery of knowledge and so impose their conception of the world as nor-
mal and self-evident.

Because of this outside/inside distinction, which apply to life, work and
having a say, there is, on the other side, the mass of subalterns, all those who
do not possess these conditions of life but often live in conditions much
worse than those of wage exploitation, who do not even have a life and are
“the ones deprived of …”. The latter have either some insecure, ill-paid job
or exist without work. These are victims of a new kind of ignorance and can-
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not appropriate the common capital of knowledge. They speak, to be sure,
and express their ill being, express their needs and their desire for freedom
and equality, but their language, even if it is common to them, does not
count. The recognised freedom of expression is neutralised, they are made
inaudible and, if possible, invisible. They live inside society in a kind of inte-
riorised exterior. They are outside within this inside and are, in effect, in a so-
ciety in the manner of being outside. These existential social conflicts are
nothing but forms of the class struggle that capital is now waging unceasing-
ly by imposing henceforth on all of society the real submission (subsump-
tion) that instrumentalises everyone, as a means of infinite accumulation.

These struggles do not have as their aim a plurality of communitarian ar-
eas, making each one a world apart from and hostile to others. The issue for
them is the sharing in common of a common world, in which everyone has
their part in all the activities of work, life and language. The issue of the class
struggle is certainly the free expression of the individual power to act and
think – but in a common world. This is a cosmo-poietic issue, a matter of
making the world. Today the situation is very grave precisely because global-
isation is anything but globalisation. It is a process where capital’s hold on all
activities makes the world uninhabitable for many people. From this point of
view, capitalism makes the world into a non-world, even more nihilistic than
squalor1, since it deprives human beings of their mode of existence, which is
to produce a world where everyone is alongside each and everyone else. So-
cial conflicts have as an object inter-esse.2 Globalisation is a “de-worldisation”,
as the philosopher Hannah Arendt said, a kind of social “acosmicism” that
creates a situation where millions of people are thrown, in one way or anoth-
er, into a kind of apartheid; into a world in such a way that they are deprived
of the world.

National and anticolonial identity conflicts

The horizon of conflicts of affiliation identities results from another prob-
lem and other categories.It involves, each time, an opposition not of the in-
side/outside of society, but of an opposition between an us and them strug-
gling to take over a distinctly particular world. First of all, it is not a question
of sharing a common world for Catholics and Moslems or for blacks and
whites, for a particular population that, on a given territory, demands either
the exclusive confirmation of its identity or that it is granted the status of a
minority closed in on itself. It is, above all, a matter of getting recognised not
as a generic human being that lives, speaks and works but to be recognised,
above all else, as a member of a community, or even of a number of commu-
nities whose affiliation-identities are negated. Living, working and speaking

68



Th
e C

o
n

flict b
etw

een
 C

o
n

flicts in
 th

e C
risis o

f G
lo

b
a

lised
 C

a
p

ita
list C

ivilisa
tio

n
69

only exist within territorial forms, and the latter demand that the various
manifestations of the generic conditions and expressions of life, work and
speech be subordinated to them.

It is, above all, a matter of being recognised as a Moslem, as a Black, as a
Serb, as a Croatian or as a Russian. The fact that these identity conflicts can,
in extreme cases, degenerate into ethnic cleansing should not prevent us
from considering their legitimate rationales. Human beings do not exist sole-
ly in a generic and indistinct manner as human beings living, working and
speaking in the abstract. They are born and live in a world that always ap-
pears to them as an historic and geographic milieu, as a community, a nation,
a state, a territory with its beliefs, its language, its network of imaginary and
symbolic relations, structured by phenomena of identification with a com-
munity of which they expect that it will recognise them as its own and pro-
tect them.

The social and political movements have already met specific forms of this
problem in the 19th and 20th centuries, with nationalisms, anti-colonial wars
of national independence. The working class movement found its stations of
the cross there throughout its history under the Second and Third Interna-
tionals. While, impelled by the Bolshevik Revolution, it was able for a while
to connect social and anti-colonial struggles after 1917, in particular in Chi-
na, Vietnam and Cuba, it had already broken down in 1914, under the weight
of nationalisms that led the European proletariat into mutual massacres.
Globalised capitalism today is reviving identity conflicts in new forms, is
multiplying and complicating them while the anti-system social movements
are seemingly permanently marginalised.

If these identity conflicts necessarily have an anthropological dimension,
since identity is a segment of subjectivity, they tend, by their own logic, to
minimise the orientations, the motivations, that depend on the general hu-
man condition of the living, working and speaking subject, working to re-
duce them to a plurality of communities that eliminate the dimension of be-
ing in the common world. It is a matter of living, working and speaking, es-
sentially while being recognised imaginatively and symbolically as Moslem or
Christian, as Black, etc. The common world is in danger of disappearing in a
plurality of worlds where each “us” is distinct from “them”. The plurality of
worlds generates, in its most extreme form, world wars and its destructive
chaos. Pushed to the limit, these conflicts carry a de-worldisation. Certainly,
nothing is simple since, inversely, the social conflicts can ignore the real fab-
ric of affiliation communities and impose on them the hegemony of a com-
mon pseudo-world which simply hides the hegemony of the strongest com-
munities, the world imperialisms.

The fact remains, however, that identity conflicts have a limited, partial and
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potentially ultra-violent horizon, that they are not ruled by the perspective of
a common world made up of individual particularities but of a mosaic of
closed and potentially aggressive particularities.

Life, work and speech are shared in common, but closed identity commu-
nities territorialise this sharing and are in danger of inverting it into a divi-
sion of exclusive parts.

Capitalest globalisation and the conflict between conficts

The task of theory today is to determine how capitalist globalisation has
put in place the conditions for these conflicts and of the conflicts between
conflicts. These conflicts, indeed, do not converge. They often oppose one an-
other, even if the political task is to manage such a convergence – or rather a
convergence of identity conflicts into social conflicts. In any case, with the
perspective of a real possibility of a conflict between the two conflicts and of
their pure logics, it is important to take the measure of the historical forms
of conflicts, which are necessarily impure.

To take the measure of the impure complexity of our globalised historici-
ty, it would be useful to have recourse to the problem of a philosophic an-
thropology, that of Spinoza. Spinoza distinguished between sad passions and
joyful passions, as expressions of the desire to exist in one’s trans-individual
structure. Joyful passions are those that increase our capacity to act and think
and that, in general, are linked to practices of friendship, solidarity and co-
operation. Indeed, even though social conflicts imply positions of enmity
and opposition, they are also conflicts that generate a certain joyfulness: the
joy of responsible cooperation, not to exclude others but to appropriate in
common what is absolutely needed to live like a human being, as a living sub-
ject, working and speaking. These conflicts may well express some sadness,
some resentment and, to be sure, hatred, but this sadness takes root in a spe-
cific sadness, that which is born of feeling a diminution of the individual and
collective power to act. The immanent goal of social conflicts is the suspen-
sion of this sadness, the joy of living together in a positive interdependence,
of working together to produce useful things, to create, by free speech a com-
mon spirit around the common usefulness. In their often violent course,
these conflicts also produce joy. Whoever has campaigned, even a little,
knows full well that a real joy is felt in collective actions to transform the
world for the better and to share the same world, this same world from which
the neoliberal oligarchs have appropriated joy, control and management, in-
cluding a level of consumption that borders on delirium.

Identity conflicts – which the Sarkozy state is exacerbating under the guise
of eradicating them, and in an objective alliance with the fundamentalists he
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pretends to fight, particularly with Islamicist communitarianism – play a sig-
nificant role, though it is not the only influence, in augmenting sad passions:
resentment, jealousy, revenge, hatred up to the point of destroying the other.
They are clearly linked to a decline in the power to act, implied by the social
relations that oppose some “we’s” and some “them’s”. To the extent that I am
not recognised, or am stigmatised, as a member of this or that community, I
suffer attacks on my conditions of life, work and free expression. This situa-
tion makes it impossible to make visible and obvious the effectiveness of the
real submission of these activities to capital since the identity markers find
themselves positioned and seen as principal efficient causes, which they can
also be according to a logic of overdetermination that characterised the anti-
colonial struggles for national independence.

Identity conflicts are notable for the speed and virulence with which they
are converted into hatred of the other – that other who oppresses us, who
does not consider us according to what makes, in us, our difference with him,
that is to say, our true identity – that other who, in negating me, negates me
as a human being, and then we in turn declass them by excluding them from
belonging to the human species as a savage, barbarian and untermensch. The
horizon of these identity conflicts is obstructed by the generalisation of op-
posing categories them and us. These are terrible categories of daily terror
that essentialise the cultural markers by erecting them in a mythical universe
of fixed and immutable essences. Each “us” is tempted to declare: “we are the
real human beings”, “they are not human”, “they bestow on themselves the cate-
gory of human beings and they can at any moment treat us as sub-human”.
Each term of opposition is thought to be the positive term and the inverse its
negative opposite, the judgement the other has of himself “we are civilised,
the real human beings, and they consider us barbarians”, “we will show them
that, in reality, they are the barbarians and it is we who are civilised”.

The logic of identity conflict is specular and bi-polar, with exchanges of re-
ciprocal negatives, in which hatred dominates and the perspective very
quickly becomes that of destroying the enemy. When one hates someone –
the one who prevents you from living, who does not recognise your differ-
ence – one destroys the person who does not recognise you. This may explain
today the special violence possible in the identity conflicts in Africa, or in Eu-
rope – in the Balkans and Yugoslavia –, and which can still happen almost
anywhere in the world … since we know that they are, to some extent, break-
ing out everywhere, as in India or Pakistan, on the Ivory Coast or in Iraq. It
is also a selective logic, since the motivations for anger are linked to the in-
equalities in living conditions, to exploitation of labour, the deprivation of
rights to free speech and participation, serve above all as confirmation of the
negation of identity. Once the identity movement is assured of its recogni-
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tion, nothing ensures that there is respect within the victorious or recognised
community. Inequality, exploitation, repression continue, but the identity re-
quirement has priority and makes them recede by overdetermining them. In-
versely, in a society that has succeeded in ensuring decent conditions of life,
work and free speech, identity conflicts can be born. However, these condi-
tions should enable a reasonable formulation of these identity claims and
treatment without the extremes of destructive hatred.

A positive social conversion of identity struggles?

It is at this point that the question must be raised of the effective and his-
toric intermingling of these conflicts. We have had the example of identity
conflicts where the struggle for identity and recognition is converted into a
social conflict. The first moments of the victorious communist revolutions
in Russia and in China, at the time of colonisation, were created by an as-
sociation of struggles for independence of peoples and of struggles to pro-
duce a common world aiming at equality in life, work and the expression
of ideas. The breakdown of this convergence, which was the conversion of
conflicts, was the real tragedy of the 20th century, and this was also the
tragedy of communism of the Soviet type. Today the challenge is to pro-
duce a new conversion – and this problem requires that the conflict be-
tween the two conflicts cease.

We are in fact in a situation where the social conflicts cannot all be convert-
ed into identity conflicts – so much the better! – and we are also in a world
where identity conflicts tend to take the place of social conflicts, to overde-
termine them to the extent of erasing the unifying common sense which
combines in a secular trinity the universal struggle for a worthwhile life, for
liberated labour associated with free time and for a living freedom of speech.
Unless a new possibility opens up of operating the inverse conversion of an
identity conflict into a social conflict, the outlook of identity conflicts can
only become one of war – and a war of unprecedented violence. The perspec-
tive of social conflicts can certainly be blocked by the hegemony of imperial
forms, but the logic of these conflicts does not imply the destruction of the
other as an enemy – a private and mortal enemy. Identity conflicts derive
their fundamental strength from the fact that they are motivated by an
extraordinary mobilisation of emotions and by an extraordinary capacity to
mobilise imaginary and symbolic resources.

However, there is a enormous theoretical and political work to be done to
convert an identity conflict into a social conflict and, indeed, work must be
done on the imagination and the symbolisms to show that, in practice and
despite appearances, the All-Powerful character of one God or another, or the
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power of a Nation or a Race (all of these terms exalted by upper-case letters)
cannot be a substitute for a symbolic order. In any case, it is a matter of false
symbolic orders, exactly like capital with its fetishisms and its religion of
everyday life.

In this period of globalisation, we are in a situation of being faced with an
intermingling which is an over-determination of social conflicts and identi-
ty conflicts. There is urgent need to first recognise identity conflicts, then fil-
ter out those of their components which can be legitimate when a population
is minimised by a majority and, finally, to transform them into social con-
flicts so that the majority itself does not become, in imagination and symbol-
ism, predatory. Indeed, majorities also fear that a minority when exploited
and ill-treated can become a threat that can declass that majority, reducing it
to a state of inferiority, of sub-humanity – which they want to avoid. Conse-
quently, majorities push themselves and the minorities to carry out this war.
We are rediscovering the danger of a mad war of majorities against minori-
ties. The case of Islam is a prime example. While the movement of the actu-
al democratic revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt are engaging in the context of
fertile social conflicts and are making the idea recede that Islam in Europe
can be considered a vanguard of a totalitarian theological-political move-
ment, the phantasm of a self-destructive identity war of civilisations remains.

If this work on the real, material, imaginary and symbolic forms of these
two conflicts is not done, we will not be able to advance and treat the prob-
lem which Wallerstein addressed when he said that finally today the classic
social left and the indigenous left are not coming together. However, I did not
raise the problem of the indigenous who, I believe, in Latin America can so-
cialise their conflict and find a composite form with other forces of transfor-
mation. I spoke of the conflict between conflicts as it occurs in Europe, espe-
cially in the issue of inter-culturalism. This limitation shows that, in every
case, it is necessary to carry out a concrete analysis of the concrete situation,
as Lenin insisted. Today it is time to deal with these two conflicts and to en-
ter into the reality that is not the confrontation of two pure ideal types but
the impurity of passing from one conflict to the other.

Notes
1) In French, the word for squalor is “immonde” which implies “unworld”.
2) Latin: intersum, to lie between, among – the word indicates trans-individual relations.



74

Woman in the tannery, carrying the leather to be worked 

by her colleagues.  



75

The thematic focus of this issue of our journal is the “radical right”. As ex-
amples, (radical) right-wing movements in Austria, Belgium, Finland,

Greece, Ukraine and Hungary are addressed. In the lead article of this sec-
tion, Jean-Yves Camus points out that one of their causes is that “while tra-
ditional anti-fascism continued to watch for an emergence of xenophobic
populism along the classic lines of the 1930s and 40s, the right in Europe was
revising its political software”. As a result, “a new subset of political families
has been born, consisting of rightist populists and radicalised xenophobes”.

There is considerable agreement among our authors in emphasising the
important role played in the formation of these new right groups by a new
exclusional nationalism which is in sharp opposition to any argument in
favour of multi-culturalism as the basis for a state. This also applies, as Vitaly
Atanasov stresses, to a great extent to the Ukrainian Svoboda party. This gave
it entry into mainstream politics “under the slogan of ethnic Ukrainian na-
tionalism, anticommunism and traditionalist chauvinism combined – semi-
officially – with a good deal of xenophobia and anti-Semitism”.

Nationalism has special significance, according to G. M. Tamás, for un-
derstanding the Hungarian right, which since the last elections has a two-
thirds majority in Parliament and more than 93 % (!) of the village, town
and city mayoral positions. The Hungarian development takes on a Euro-
pean dimension when the parliament of this country, which currently
holds the chair of the EU, solemnly condemns the Treaty of Trianon and of-

Right-Wing Extremism in Europe
Introduction

Walter Baier



fers Hungarian citizenship to members of the Hungarian minorities in the
neighbouring countries. Under the slogan “National Cooperation” and
with a self-styled “Government of National Causes”, a policy of purging of
institutions, security services, media and academic / educational entities is
being carried out.

The role of anticommunism in the formation of extreme right tendencies
is only touched on in these articles, but it merits closer consideration, and
not just from the angle of former East-Bloc countries.

How extreme right parties are succeeding in penetrating the centre of so-
ciety and de-stigmatising themselves by building ties to traditional right-
wing parties is shown by Dimosthenis Papadatos-Anagnostopoulos with the
example of Greece’s LAOS and the evolution of its politics during the finan-
cial crisis. It has surprised many to observe this party’s capacity for self-trans-
formation, its tacticism and how it has combined “a ‘policy of bile’ (address-
ing the fans through party channels) and ‘Trojan Horse’ tactics, presenting it-
self to the ‘national audience’ as a supporter of mainstream views”.

Daniel Zamora points to a frequently overlooked context of Belgium’s in-
stitutional crisis: “Behind the institutional discussions about the future of
Belgium lies the question of the future of Belgian social security and, broad-
ly speaking, all the elements that make up its social system”. “Regionalising
these issues would be a decisive step in dismantling the Belgian system of
wealth distribution”. “Nationalism … is disguising an ultra-liberal socio-eco-
nomic agenda here”.

“According to Eurostat, Austria (and the Netherlands) enjoy the lowest un-
employment rate in the EU. Vienna has a different structure than the rest of
the country. It is estimated that 40 % of the city’s population was not born in
Austria; German is not their mother tongue. In the capital, 82 % work in the
service sector, nearly 18 % in productive industries and a few have agricul-
tural jobs”. Ulrike Kruh reports on last autumn’s municipal elections held in
what up to then was “Red Vienna”, which, alongside losses for the Social De-
mocrats who had been in power since 1945, brought spectacular success
(26 %) for the extreme right FPÖ.

In contrast to other authors, Carl Mars applies the concept of “right-wing
populism, which combines right-wing market ideology, political authoritar-
ianism and anti-foreigner attitudes” to characterise the True Finns, which in
turn differs somewhat from its continental role models”. Scandinavian right-
wing populism is, indeed, considered more moderate than that of the rest of
Europe. According to specialists, “Scandinavian parties often justify their
anti-immigration views with welfare chauvinism instead of racism …”. “Also
EU criticism, for which the True Finns bang the drum, especially defines the
Scandinavian neo-right”.
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We intend to continue our collection of case studies in future issues of the
journal. In this, the rise of the cited movements reflects a general problem of
European politics: the ever more clearly discernible crisis of European inte-
gration on a neoliberal basis. These realities will continue to be with us in the
foreseeable future. As the texts published here also show, research on the ex-
treme right comes up against theoretical and conceptual problems. This too
will be the object of further investigations and publications in the framework
of Transform !
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Until the beginning of the 21st century, political science generally defined
the “far right” differently from the conservative and the liberal right on

several fundamental points, even though definitions varied depending on the
author. Adhesion of the traditional right to an all-inclusive concept of the na-
tion, and thus to a contractual definition of national identity, seemed to be
the non-negotiable point that prevented a complete unification of the right
on the European level, which would have put an end to the ostracism, since
1945, of any ideology or political formation suspected of complacency in the
face of racism and xenophobia, not to mention anti-Semitism.

At this point, there emerged several political formations that revealed the ex-
istence of hybrid populist and xenophobic rightist movements that met the
needs of governments at certain points in history, movements that were situat-
ed midway between total opposition to the “system” and participation in it re-
sulting from important electoral victories. This can be exemplified by the ide-
ological metamorphosis of the old Swiss agrarian party, the Democratic Union
of the Centre (UDC); the breakthrough of the Freedom Party of Austria
(FPÖ), under the leadership of Jörg Haider; the enduring participation of the
Northern League (Lega Nord) in the Berlusconi governments; the role played
by the Danish People’s Party (Folkeparti) in Danish political life; and finally the
brief thunderclap of Pim Fortuyn’s List over the Dutch political landscape.

While traditional anti-fascism continued to watch for an emergence of
xenophobic populism along the classic lines of the 1930s and 40s, the right in

New Aspects of the Radical Right

Jean-Yves Camus
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Europe was revising its political software. The most radical realised that they
would remain beyond the pale if they did not make at least some concessions
to the democratic way of doing things.

Far-right putsches hardly occur any more, presumed fascism leads to os-
tracism and neo-Nazism is a marginal counter-culture without a political fu-
ture. In rightist governments, the need to win over voters from nationalist-
populist parties and several fundamental transformations have led to an un-
precedented ideological offensive based on support of three values: law and
order, anti-immigration and a restrictive view of national identity.

A new mixture 

What is happening at the extreme right of the political battlefield? A new
subset of political families has been born, consisting of rightist populists and
radicalised xenophobes. Some of them are rightist splits from liberal or con-
servative parties (Wilders comes from the Liberal People’s Party for Freedom
and Democracy (VVD), and his political trajectory resembles that of
Philippe de Villiers in France); some are established formations that have un-
dergone radicalisation (like the Swiss People’s Party (UDC) under the lead-
ership of Christoph Blocher); and sometimes, they are new players like the
Northern League in Italy. They share a severe criticism of the disconnect be-
tween the élite and the people, leading to opposition to a representative
democracy that has lost its way and to advocacy of a direct democracy that
allows government based on voices coming from “popular common sense”.
They also share a wish to distinguish between a right that is a false right, per-
meated with cultural relativism, permissiveness and the “politically correct”,
and a right completely without complexes, ideologically on the offensive and
promoting a form of national identity that breaks with a tradition that re-
spects the idea of a social contract. At the heart of the debate is a critical ap-
proach to multi-culturalism, which is a clever screen to hide behind, and
which can appear legitimate. It is easy to see that Umberto Bossi, for exam-
ple, does not need to espouse traditional rightist values or to designate Islam
(not Islamicism) as a conquering force, a factor in the dissolution of the na-
tional identity and a totalitarian ideology incapable of adapting to European
civilisation. Under the all-encompassing cover of the extreme right, with the
force of exclusion that this implies, these movements need to be examined
more closely, in order to discern important innovations in the views and mil-
itancy of this subset of the right in Europe.

The first step in this modernisation is undoubtedly the construction of a
political program of exclusion on the basis of the values of inclusion usually
advocated by the left or the moderate right. The anti-Islam agenda of For-



80
N

ew
 A

sp
ec

ts
 o

f 
th

e 
R

a
d

ic
a

l 
R

ig
h

t
80

tuyn and Wilders is built on the need of European societies to preserve the
acquired values of tolerance, equality of the sexes (even sexual freedom), sec-
ularism as regards the promotion of individual and entrepreneurial liberty,
as well as behavioural freedom. As a corollary, these parties, as well as a num-
ber of formations of the uninhibited right, notably in France and Italy, make
electoral inroads into popular segments of society that used to belong to the
left, rehabilitating demands for authority, law and order, work and meritoc-
racy that are not fundamental values of the reactionary right but are an inte-
gral part of a workers’, or at least a popular, culture with conservative, author-
itarian and often ethnocentric leanings.

A new identity

The second novelty is to present a vision of national identity that differs
fundamentally from that proposed by the liberal-conservative tradition,
based, as it is, on the principles of 1789, or the notion of citizenship contrac-
tually acquired, based on the desire for universal values. In political forma-
tions of the populist type in Scandinavia, with the Swiss UDC’s Oskar
Freysinger as well as with Umberto Bossi and his “young guard” of elected
“league members”, identity rests on the nation, the Heimat, the homeland: it
is essentially invariable, fixed in space, history and tradition, sometimes even,
in ethnicity. It leaves no room for constructivist models like the republican
nation, the federalist Europe of free movement, the global economy or world
government It is often described as ethno-differentialist, politically reformu-
lating the ideas of the New Right, which is radically different in terms of
world view and as regards the classic and consensual idea of a national iden-
tity based on assimilation to the values of the majority. It is really a half-
truth. In fact, the parties cited above, as well as those of lesser importance
(Plataforma per Catalunya, Bloc Identitaire), put forward the homogeneity
of the people on a certain territory, while Alain de Benoist, a founder of the
New Right and GRECE, the French think tank, insist that “the ethno-cultur-
al identity of different communities that live in France today should not be
repressed in the private domain in order to be rewarded in the public
sphere”.1 The debate is not anecdotal and is not confined to the extra-parlia-
mentary or radical right. In the years to come, the right groups that are in
government will confront a major problem in terms of their definition of
what they consider to be the national identity. They either will continue to
defend open citizenship, which will not allow them to appeal to voters from
national-populist parties like the National Front (FN), or they will prioritise
this appeal, and their position on the nature of the Nation will necessarily be
“identitarian”. The old national-republican model of “the earth and the
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dead”, the exaltation of the nation-state and citizenship based on historically
shared values, undoubtedly will be less attractive than that of an ethno-cul-
tural identity that can articulate local, regional and national roots in the larg-
er context of a European identity that is neither that of a “Europe that func-
tions” nor that of an “institutional Europe”. In the case of France, this means
that current policy, which applies a more and more restrictive definition of
the conditions necessary to belong to the national community, sooner or lat-
er will come into conflict with this reality: for those who regularly vote for
the FN, and particularly for the hard-core, French identity only can be ac-
quired by ethnic Europeans, pre-supposing a Roman Catholic set of values as
a cultural norm. All the efforts of the right – at least in terms of words – to
chase votes on FN territory are likely to fail, because focusing on the notion
of national identity pre-supposes coherence among different levels of identi-
ty, from the closest (the province, the region, the “area”) to the most remote
(European civilisation) passing through the Nation. On these grounds, the
“identitarian” right-wing groups have a head start: “one land, one people” al-
ways will be easier to understand than promoting the “diversity” of the
French elites by putting forward the legally inexistent notion of “French of
foreign origin”.2

Hierarchical racism

The latest novelty of these identitarian right wings is their break with cer-
tain structural weaknesses of the traditional far right, such as the focus on a
charismatic personality, the importance of the “gender gap” and the hyper-
personalisation of political management. The question of charisma is essen-
tial to understanding the success of Jean-Marie Le Pen and of Jörg Haider. It
is much less pertinent in the case of the Northern League, the Norwegian
Progress Party (Fremskrittspartiet) and the Danish Peoples’ Party (Folkepar-
ti), which have succeeded either in compensating for the deficiencies of their
leaders by ensuring generational renewal of their cadre and elected represen-
tatives, as well as by allowing the emergence of not one but several emblem-
atic personalities (Northern League; UDC). This is what the Alleanza
Nazionale did in Italy after its transformation from a neo-fascist party into a
conservative formation along democratic and pluralistic lines. The leader’s
charisma is often even absent or very relative, as in the case of Siv Jensen and
Pia Kjaersgaard in Scandinavia, who only incarnate their organisation’s basic
tendency, which far surpasses their personal aura. These last two examples
testify also to the possibility of women winning the trust of voters in this po-
litical family, a novelty confirmed by the success of Krisztina Morvai who
leads the Movement for a Better Hungary (Jobbik), the important role of
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Fleur Agema at the head of the Dutch Party for Freedom (PVV) and, from
now on, that of Marine Le Pen at the helm of an FN that must modernise it-
self at all costs.

The future of identity-based political themes is part of a wider movement
that, in the 1970s saw the emergence of ethno-pluralism, which Pierre-André
Taguieff has shown to be a substitute for hierarchical racism. Reformulated
after September 11, 2001 in the context of the “shock of civilisations” and of
the designation of Islam as the principal enemy of European peoples, the
identity theory seems to allow the far right progressively to insert itself into
the “gray zone” situated on the fine line between the governing right-wing
parties and radical populism. Its relative success at the polls, apart from the
fact that it forces the conservative right to reformulate its doctrine of nation-
al identity to make it ideologically more pointed, demonstrates that the ques-
tion of the relationship between ethno-cultural identities and the Nation will
be one of the great intellectual and political debates of the years to come.

Notes
1) A. de Benoist/Charles Champetier: 2000 Manifesto of the New Right. Eléments No. 94,

February 1999. In the 1980s, GRECE went through a controversy over this definition of
this ideology of identity. This communitarian concept of Alain de Benoist contrasts to
that of Pierre Vial: that of the “end of the white world” described by Jean Raspail in 1973
in his novel, The Camp of the Saints (Le Camp des Saints).

2) Intuitively understood by the most ethnocentric faction of the voting population to
mean “of non-European (and non-Christian) origin”.
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Spicy Touba coffee, a speciality of Senegal and a painted wall. 

Senegal has an impressive creative energy. 
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Right-wing populist anti-immigration parties, such as the National Front
in France, the Freedom Party of Austria, the Progress Party in Norway

and the Danish People’s Party have done well in many European countries
over the last couple of decades. So far Finland has been seen as an exception
in Europe: the country has lacked an extreme right, or the usually successful
“ideal-type” of the populist right defined by Herbert Kitschelt and Anthony
McGann (1997, 19), which combines right-wing market ideology, political
authoritarianism and anti-foreigner attitudes (Pekonen 1999, 11). Only now,
in the parliamentary elections of 2011, is there the general prediction that the
True Finns, characterised by their stance on immigration, will gain unprece-
dented success.

My article examines the relation of the True Finns to other European right-
wing populist parties and the reasons behind the success of this brand of
populism.

The True Finns as a radical right-wing populist party

David Arter (2010) sees the True Finns as representing radical right-wing
populism, since studies show that the party line has grown tougher on immi-
gration questions, and the immigration question in particular is a central de-
finer of European right-wing populism. Arter defines the True Finns also as
a populist and welfare chauvinist party2. The voter profile of the party close-
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ly resembles the archetypal voter of the radical right, defined, according to
Arter, by low party commitment, lower than average trust in politicians, pro-
letarianism, being male and relatively young (Arter 2010, 501). On the other
hand, Arter points out that the True Finns’ voters perceive themselves to be
the most leftist of the voters of right-wing parties. The True Finns have nev-
er flirted with neoliberalism (Arter 2010, 499), while the ideal-type of the
populist right defined as successful by Herbert Kitschelt & Anthony McGann
(1997, 42) combines, in particular, market ideology with political authoritar-
ianism and anti-foreigner attitudes. Moreover, the background of the True
Finns is not that of the far right, unlike that of the Sweden Democrats or
France’s Front National. The rhetoric and leadership of the True Finns are
also more moderate than, say, the Party for Freedom in the Netherlands or
the FPÖ in Austria. However, Arter classifies the True Finns in the Western
European tradition of right-wing populism instead of centre-populism, as it
is particularly the ethno-nationalistic view of Finnishness that defines all of
the True Finns’ politics (Arter 2010, 502).

In 2005 Elina Kestilä suggested that the mood and outlook of Finnish vot-
ers is as favourable to a radical right-wing party as in those European coun-
tries where the radical right has had success. Finns, actually, fear the effects of
immigration on the economy and culture more than average Europeans. The
Finns’ attitudes toward immigrants are particularly tough compared to oth-
er Nordic countries. Kestilä also noticed that voter turnout had decreased,
dissatisfaction toward political institutions had grown and xenophobia and
criticism of the EU had increased (Kestilä 2005, 369). She did not, however,
see that the radical right had a place among the Finnish parties but saw its fu-
ture mobilisation as possible. Allowing radical right activities in the begin-
ning of the 1990s removed the most important obstacle for the movements
(Kestilä 2005, 371), and according to Villiina Hellsten (2001, 45-46) the en-
try of the National Coalition Party into the government, after a long pause
beginning in 1987, created further possibilities for them.

In the book The New Radical Right in Finland (1991) edited by Kyösti Peko-
nen the question of whether Finland really is an exception in Europe was ad-
dressed, since the country seemed to lack the ideal-type of the populist right
that was successful elsewhere in Europe and that combines market ideology,
authoritarianism and an ethnocentric or even racist attitude (Pekonen 1991,
11; Pekonen, Hynynen, Kalliala 1999, 47). The authors saw some signs of an
awakening of the neo-right even in Finland. According to the authors, it was
especially the attitudes popular among the populist right, which seemed to
meet with a response from the voters, which the political groups or parties
that existed then did not know how to take advantage of (Pekonen, Hynynen,
Kalliala 1999, 57).
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True Finns in Europe

The right-wing populist ideology is built on nativism, welfare chauvinism
and populism (Mudde 2010, 3), or on ethno-nationalism, populism and so-
cio-cultural authoritarianism (Arter 2010, 439). At least immigration, secu-
rity and corruption can be cited as its key issues (Mudde 2010, 7). The pop-
ulist right was born as a counter-reaction to the post-materialist left born in
the 1960s and 1970s, which emphasises the rights of minorities, feminism
and environmental values.

David Arter counts the True Finns among the European right-wing pop-
ulist parties. He does, however, remind us that the party’s statements are, at
least for now, lacking the typical xenophobic and extreme tone, and Timo
Soini has not proposed anything like the Freedom Party of Austria’s Jörg
Haider3 who suggested that “Sonderlager” should be established for the ill,
elderly and criminals (Arter 2010, 485). According to Soini, however, la-
belling Jörg Haider and other right-wing populists as racists is too simple4.
Even though him declares himself a non-racist, 12% of respondents to a poll
in 2008 see Timo Soini as openly racist and 28% considered him a racist try-
ing to hide his racism (Arter 2010, 498). Soini humorously calls the openly
racist members of his party “propeller heads” but in doing so he ignores the
problem itself. Soini’s criticism seems to be directed only at clumsy commu-
nication and appearance skills, not at racism as such.

The True Finns do, however, differ somewhat from their continental role
models. For example, voters do not consider the party to be particularly right
wing. Scandinavian right-wing populism is, indeed, considered more moder-
ate than in the rest of Europe (Kitschelt & McGann 1997, 121). Scandinavian
parties often justify their anti-immigration views with welfare chauvinism
instead of racism, their nationalism is milder and connections with extreme
groups weaker than with right-wing populists of continental Europe
(Kitschelt & McGann 1997, 135). Also EU criticism, for which the True Finns
bang the drum, especially defines the Scandinavian neo-right (Granfelt 2010,
15).

On the whole, right-wing populist parties come from very different ideo-
logical backgrounds. For example Hungary’s Jobbik party and the British
BNP originate from (1) a neo-fascist and racist background. The True Finns,
Dansk Folkeparti and Norway’s Fremskrittspartiet have been successful
based on (2) a populist protest. The Swiss People’s Party is rooted (3) in the
countryside, and before Haider the Austrian Freedom Party concentrated on
(4) environmental questions. In addition, (5) ethnic-regional parties include
at least the Belgian Vlaams Belang and the Italian Lega Nord (Lodenius &
Wingborg 2010, 19.)
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Behind some parties, there is a single-issue movement: The Dansk
Folkeparti began from a tax rebellion (Betz 1994, 5)5, Italy’s Lega Nord from
regional patriotism in Northern Italy (Betz 1994, 9), Austria’s FPÖ’s roots are
liberalist (Betz 1994, 12), France’s FN is neo-fascist (Betz 1994, 13), and
Switzerland’s Autopartei, for its part, was established as the party of car-driv-
ing consumers to oppose the green left’s aspirations to hinder motoring and
shopping. The background of the True Finns is in the populist small farmers’
Finnish Rural Party (SMP). However, in recent years there has been a loud
“immigration-critical” wing in the party, which comes from the extreme
right.

Who are the True Finns?

Are the True Finns, then, “the most left of the right-wing parties”, a contin-
uation of the SMP’s traditions or a radical, or about to radicalise, right-wing
party that arose from Europe-wide Islamophobia? At least the party’s voters
resemble the typical voters of the radical right (Arter 2010, 501). The sup-
porters of the True Finns are, according to a survey done in 2008-20096, on
average well off, middle-aged male wage-earners. Half of its supporters, a
larger share than any other party has, are workers. The proportion of special-
ists and managerial employees who vote for it, on the other hand, is smaller
than that of any other party; however, the supporters of the party are doing
well financially. Only the National Coalition Party and Swedish People’s Par-
ty had more supporters in the highest income bracket, those earning over
50,000 Euros per year; and as far as the lowest income bracket is concerned,
those earning less than 20,000 Euros per year, only the National Coalition
Party and the Swedish People’s Party had less of these people among its vot-
ers.

The level of education of the supporters of the True Finns is relatively low.
53% have completed vocational school or college-level education, and 27%
have completed only comprehensive, middle or primary school. Only 5%
have a university education. By comparison, of the supporters of the Greens
33% have university education, 26% have vocational education and only 7%
have not gone beyond comprehensive school. The supporter base of the par-
ty is the most masculine, 67%, of all parties. A glance at those in positions of
responsibility in the party also reveals that in terms of gender the party lead-
ership is masculine. The True Finns get more votes in sparsely populated ar-
eas than in towns. In this sense the party’s supporter base resembles that of
the voters of the Centre Party, though for the Centre Party the difference is
greater (Rahkonen 2010, 511). According to Paavo Niskanen (2008, 142-144)
the True Finns promote the causes of farmers and – apart from officials – the
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middle-class unorganised workers. In statements issued by the True Finns,
the most central class virtue seems to be entrepreneurship, according to
Niskanen. The True Finns position themselves more as advocates of middle-
class virtues than does the bourgeoisie. However, the class orientation of the
True Finns is stronger than in many other parties, as it does not stress a com-
mon cross-class interest as strongly as the others do.

As the most central objectives of the True Finns, David Arter (2010, 494)
cites the aspiration to integrate minorities, in other words defending the ma-
jority against minorities’ demands for equality that have gone too far, and de-
fending basic security and progressive taxation and lowering the taxes of low-
paid workers. In relation to the question of basic security, Arter refers to the
2003 manifesto7 of the True Finns, in which the traditional left was seen as
having abandoned the tradition of tailor Halme and farmer Koskela and hav-
ing hopped onto the wagon of the cold and strange socialist EU elite. The
True Finns are, indeed, often presented as a centre party with a left emphasis,
and people do not want to consider it a European right-wing populist party
in the name of its SMP roots. Immigration themes were not addressed in the
SMP’s party programmes8 (Pekonen 1999, 36; Kestilä 2005, 367).

Leftist utterances by right-wing populist parties regarding the state’s role in
the economy are, however, not exceptional by any means (Mudde 1997, 130).
For example, Jörg Haider defined the FPÖ’s economic and social policy as
“social, not socialist” (Arter 2010, 495). Like Haider, Timo Soini defines the
True Finns as a workers’ party without socialism. Instead of “socialism” what
they propose, of course, is a “sociality” based on Christian values (Mudde
1997, 130). The True Finns, too, lean on Christian values to some extent, and
Timo Soini emphasises his Catholicism.

True fear

In Finland, the growth of the income gap since the mid-1990s has been
faster than in any other OECD country9. Since the end of the 1980s, econom-
ic growth has not increased the wellbeing experienced by people (Hänninen
& Palola 2010, 8). In particular, property income has grown in comparison
with earned income, as property income has been taxed relatively and earned
income progressively. Also, a new class of the working poor has emerged in
Finland10.

In a situation in which there seems to be no alternatives, people have been
mobilised by fear. The fear of immigrants, criminals, and licentiousness, a
public sector that is becoming a burden or an ecological catastrophe makes
politics meaningful again (ÎiÏek 2010). In the atmosphere of the war against
terror, the world is now divided into friends and foes. Through fear “we” are
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made into a homogeneous group and attitudes toward “them” are magnified.
The strong moral pressure connected to this division makes compromise vir-
tually impossible. The morally righteous “we” cannot be contaminated even
with the smallest number of “them” (Mudde 2007, 89).

Right-wing populists – though they take advantage of anti-foreigner views
– try to avoid direct racism and anti-Semitism. Still, their ideology contains
elements typical of the radical right, such as the idea of “a nation” (Jokisalo
2009, 130). Indeed, the True Finns’ election programme (2011, 10) proposes
various ways to preserve “the national cultural heritage”, such as focusing
government grants on cultural projects and activities that “strengthen
Finnish identity”.

The electoral programme also has echoes of the “ethno-pluralistic” theory
of the neo-right, in which the race-based thinking that is seen as old-fash-
ioned is replaced by a notion of a national culture. Instead of racial hierar-
chies, immigration is opposed by calling for the preservation of “the diversi-
ty of cultures”. In ethno-pluralism, national cultures are thought to have
evolved through a social-Darwinian battle for existence, and they are consid-
ered homogeneous and unchanged. Ethno-pluralism sees culture as a natu-
ral, homogeneous and unchanged “national” culture (Jokisalo 2010b, 96-97).
According to the True Finns, “an independent and prosperous Finland is,
even on a global level, one of the most miraculous achievements on Earth”
(parliamentary election programme 2011, 9). So the national culture must be
cherished or it will be destroyed. Islam is seen as the biggest threat to it. The
blog of a Helsinki City Council member, the second most well-known True
Finn Jussi Halla-aho ‘Kirjoituksia uppoavasta lännestä’ (Writings from the
Sinking West) beats the drum for the conspiracy theory promoted by the
neo-right elsewhere in Europe, according to which Islam is waging war of in-
vasion in Europe.

Jussi Halla-aho directly equates human worth with success and the
achievement principle11. Timo Soini, on the other hand, tries to distance
himself somewhat from the number two of the party: their rhetoric refers to
different directions. The True Finns’ parliamentary election programme in
2007, for example, declares that the disabled are as worthy as all other peo-
ple, and thus they must be guaranteed equal opportunities. The True Finns
are also against the proposal to remove disability from society by means of
various prenatal screenings. However, these propositions that the True Finns
oppose come from the European neo-right and right-wing populists (see e.g.
Jokisalo 1995, 119). The policy line in the programme is probably an echo of
the party’s internal definition of policy.

Right-wing radicalism clearly tries to appeal to both those displaced by so-
ciety and the winners of the neoliberal development. Thus, on the True
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Finns’ lists, there are both successful hard line supporters and regular people
who are worried about their future.

Why right-wing but not left-wing populism?

For populism “the people” and “the elite” are opposite poles, and for this
reason it does not want to relate to either the political left or right. According
to Ernesto Laclau, populism condenses obscure discontent, the experience of
any injustice. Populism is more like a political emphasis that strives to appeal
to “the people” and defend it against this “elite” (Laclau 2005, 4). Left pop-
ulism concentrates on socio-economic questions; right-wing populism, on
the other hand, focuses on ethnic and cultural questions (Arter 2010, 492).

In left debate, two arguments often emerge about the rise of right-wing
populism, which seem almost contradictory, at least on the surface level. Ac-
cording to one argument, anti-immigrant right-wing populism has had suc-
cess because the left, mainly the social democrats, has abandoned the work-
ing class and accepted the neoliberal consensus that favours the rich. Accord-
ing to the other argument, the right-wing attitudes and hard values of win-
ners have really gained strength in society.

In his book Frp-koden Magnus Marsdal describes the success story of the
Norwegian Fremskrittspartiet. The left, led by the social democrats, has been
involved in increasing the income gap and dissolving the welfare state. Ac-
cording to Marsdal, instead of workers the left represents the winners of the
education revolution of the 1960s, the current cultural elite. At best, even if
it wants to identify with the working class, the left-wing elite in reality, and
perhaps unintentionally, despises the working-class way of life, its flavour
and family values. For a working-class person, on the other hand, it is diffi-
cult to understand, for example, the consumption criticism waged by the left
(Marsdal 2007, 249). According to Marsdal (2007, 183), when the Norwegian
left-wing intellectual turns his nose up at Norwegian menus and redneck dis-
cos in Torrevieja, not understanding that not all people have the capacity to
speak foreign languages, travel independently and eat in a sophisticated way,
his attitude is not really much better than working class homophobia or
xenophobia:

When we laugh at menus in Norwegian in Torrevieja are we not
laughing at people whose command of the English language is not as good
as ours? […] Do I have the right to laugh at their way of vacationing if
it happens to take place in Gran Canaria or Costa Blanca? What ever
happened to the benevolent, open and a little self-critical attitude, with
which I have learned to consider immigrants – shouldn’t I deal with peo-
ple from other social classes with the same respect, too?
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Right-wing populism is, according to Marsdal (2007, 197), an ugly coun-
terpart created for itself by the leftist cultural elite. Unlike in the early days of
the labour movement, when the working class led its movement itself, nowa-
days politicians, both left and right, are born directly into the elite. Thus the
working class can choose between the leftist cultural elite or the right-wing
business elite in elections. Workers shun the cultural elite even more than the
business elite. A common man can, at least in theory, imagine becoming a
millionaire but not a professor (Marsdal 2007, 197, 251). Marsdal believes
that a large part of the supporters of right-wing populists would vote for the
left if the latter would offer an alternative to the neoliberal and elitist politics
(Marsdal 2007, 344).

Especially leftist, socially oriented humanists tend to see racism as a prob-
lem of excluded young men. A stereotypical image of a European with radi-
cal right views is an unemployed, uneducated wretch living in a miserable
suburb. However, studies show that economic distress does not expose one to
right-wing radicalism. Rather the far right seems to consist of the winners of
western modernisation, who hate the poor and foreigners (Jokisalo 1995,
116-120). According to Jokisalo (1995, 109), the thesis about the rebellion of
the victims of modernisation turns violence directed at the weaker into re-
sistance against social injustice. Cas Mudde (2007, 205) does not accept the
thesis of the supporters of the radical right as the losers of “the modernisa-
tion process” either. According to Mudde, only a small proportion of the real
losers of structural change vote for right-wing populists.

Thus according to another view, right-wing populism is more about the
western middle class in a good position and the well-off part of the working
class trying to maintain their privileged position under the pressure of glob-
alisation. The insecurity generated by globalisation and the structural change
of capitalism sparks right-wing populism – but it stirs it up among those who
are relatively well off. Specifically, studies have shown that precarious em-
ployment and poor economic conditions seem to vitiate the support for
right-wing populists, while a better life situation seems to open up people to
voting for right-wing populists (Mudde 2007, 223). This can be called, for ex-
ample, bitterness generated by success. The white man has begun the battle
for the privileges of the rich global north.

Notes

1) A pseudonym.

2) Right-wing populists appeal to regular, average people, to a true Finn, and highlight

their intellectual and moral superiority compared to officials, politicians or other

educated elites (see Lodenius & Wingborg 2010, 16). In welfare chauvinistic thinking,
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the aim is to limit social-security and services “to the country’s own citizens” (Lodenius

& Wingborg 2010, 13), (Arter 2010, 499).

3) Jörg Haider who, for example calls the Nazi death camps “punishment camps” and ad-

mires the “gentle employment policy” of Hitler’s Third Reich. One of Haider’s last acts

was the establishment of what he called a Sonderlager – a special camp for old, sick, and

criminal asylum seekers, set on an isolated, 1,200-metre-high alpine pasture. He told his

voters he planned to “concentrate” Chechens there, enabling the “final goal” of their ex-

tradition to be carried out more smoothly.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/oct/18/haider-austria-fascism-far-right.

4) http://www.mtv3.fi/uutiset/arkisto.shtml/arkistot/kotimaa/2000/12/39154

5) In 1971 Mogens Glistrup, a millionaire and tax lawyer, encouraged the Danes not to pay

their taxes. Glistrup compared tax evaders to heroes who resisted the German

occupation during the Second World War. The next year Glistrup founded the Progress

Party of Denmark. (Betz 1994, 6.)

6) http://yle.fi/uutiset/talous_ja_politiikka/2009/02/perussuomalaiset_nakertavat_

keskustan_kannatusta_555161.html. &

yle.fi/tvuutiset/uutiset/upics/…/Perussuomalaisten_kannattajaprofiili.ppt.

7) http://www.perussuomalaiset.fi/ohjelmat/eduskuntavaaliohjelma2003/

8) The SMP’s former chairman Pekka Vennamo has contested that the True Finns could be-

come SMP’s successor, as the True Finns “foster xenophobic and anti-immigration atti-

tudes” (http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/62560-vennamon-poika-perussuomalaisista-

”veikko-pyorisi-haudassaan”). Timo Soini also acknowledges the difference of outlook

on immigration between the True Finns and SMP

(http://atuubi.yle.fi/videot_ja_kuvat/id-10010550).

9) (http://www.stat.fi/til/tjt/2007/tjt_2007_2009-05-20_tie_001_fi.html) During Lipponen’s

first and second “rainbow government”, and some time after them, in 1995-2008, earned

income grew by approximately 38% and dividend income by 425% but the level of in-

come redistribution decreased (http://www.stat.fi/til/tjkt/index.html). During that peri-

od, the real growth of income was 70% in the highest 10% of incomes. For the richest

part of the population, the corresponding change in income was just over 120%

(http://www.stat.fi/til/tjkt/2008/tjkt_2008_2009-12-22_kat_002_fi.html).

10) For example, in Helsinki, 10% of those receiving income support are working people.

At the same time, low-wage industries are reaping massive profits. Even though Kesko’s

result improved almost 100% in April-June 2010, salary increases have been about 1-

2% (Dan Koivulaakso at the Left Alliance’s annual spring meeting 2010).

11) http://www.halla-aho.com/scripta/ihmisarvosta.html.

Sources

Arter, David 2010: ”The Breakthrough of Another West European Populist Radical Right Party?

The Case of the True Finns”, Government and Opposition, Volume 45, Number 4, October

2010, pp. 484-504. 

Betz, Hans-Georg 1994: Radical Right-Wing Populism in Western Europe. Macmillan, London. 

Betz, Hans-Georg 1998: Foreword in Betz, Hans-Georg & Immerfall, Stefan (Eds.): The New Politics of

the Right: Neo-Populist Parties and Movements in Established Democracies. Macmillan, London. 



Th
e R

ise o
f R

ig
h

t-w
in

g
 P

o
p

u
lism

 in
 Fin

la
n

d
: Th

e Tru
e Fin

n
s

93

Granfelt, Anna 2010: Perussuomalaiset – oikeistopopulistit nousussa?, Pro Gradu thesis, 

University of Helsinki. 

Hellsten, Villiina (2001) “Uuden politiikan oikeiston mobilisaatio-mahdollisuudet Suomessa”, 

Politiikka 43:1, 37-48. 

Jokisalo, Jouko 1995: ”Postfordistisen oikeistoradikalismin esiinmarssi?” in: Anne Ahonen (Ed.),

Kansakunnat murroksessa – globalisoitumisen ja äärioikeistolaistumisen haasteet, 

Tampere Peace Research Institute, studies No. 60/1995, Tampere, 105-132.

Jokisalo, Jouko 1999: “Uhkaako uusfasismi? Länsi-Euroopan äärioikeisto uusliberalismin ja

sosiaalisen kysymyksen jännitteessä”, Ydin 1/1999, 33-37.

Jokisalo, Jouko 2009: ”Euroopan äärioikeisto ja ympäristökriisi – kohti ekofasismia?” in Nykyi-

nen kriisi ja Marx, kustannusyhtiö TA-Tieto Oy, 127- 144.

Jokisalo, Jouko 2010a: ”Sosiaalirasismi Saksassa” 

Jokisalo, Jouko 2010b: ”Islamofobia, viholliskuvat ja kriittisen monikulttuurisuuskeskustelun

ongelma” in Kulttuurisia kohtaamisia, Helsinki, Like. 

Kestilä, Elina 2005: ”Onko Suomen puoluekentässä tilaa radikaalioikeistolle?”, 

Yhteiskuntapolitiikka 70: 4, pp. 357-374.

Kitschelt, Herbert, McGann, Anthony 1995: The Radical Right in Western Europe: 

A Comparative Analysis. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press. 

Laclau, Ernesto 2005: On Populist Reason, Verso, New York, London. 

Lodenius Anna-Lena, Wingborg Mats 2010: Arbetarrörelsens strategier för att motverka främ-

lingsfientliga och högerpopulistista partier – erfarenheter från Danmark, Norge och Sverige,

Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Stockholm. 

Marsdal, Magnus 2007: Högerpopulismen dissekerad, hemligheten bakom fremskrittspartiet

framgångar, Celanders förlag, Lund. Norwegian original Frp-koden from 2005. 

Translation by Henrik Celander. 

McNally David 2009: “From Financial Crisis to World-Slump: Accumulation, Financialisation,

and the Global Slowdown”, Historical Materialism 17, brill.nl/hima, pp. 35-83. 

Mudde, Cas 2007: Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe, Cambridge University press, New

York. 

Mudde, Cas 2010: ”The populist radical Right: A pathological normalcy”, Fronesis 34. 

Niskanen, Paavo 2008: Puolueet luokkaetujen vaalijoina Suomen eduskunnassa 1960-luvulta 

1990-luvulle, University of Tampere. 

Pekonen, Kyösti (Ed.) 1999: The New Radical Right in Finland, 

The Finnish Political Science Association, Helsinki. 

Rapeli, Lauri 2010: Tietääkö kansa? Kansalaisten politiikkatietämys teoreettisessa ja empi-

irisessä tarkastelussa, University of Turku, Turku. 

Rahkonen, Juho 2010: ”Satumaan tango soi taas – mikä selittää perussuomalaisten raketti-

maista nousua?.”, Yhteiskuntapolitiikka 75(2010): 5.

Sarvimäki, Matti 2010: ”Maahanmuuton taloustiede: lyhyt johdatus”, Kansantaloudellinen

aikakauskirja, Helsinki, Kansantaloudellinen yhdistys. – 106 (2010): 3, pp. 253-270.
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Ihate writing this article. Since I oppose the alarming authoritarian devel-
opments in my country and am pleading for the restoration of civil liber-

ties, I might appear to be what I definitely am not: someone who thinks that
the 21st-century European variant of liberal democracy is a political order
which can and should be kept alive unchanged.

Nobody wants to go back to the world of chaos, poverty, corruption, petty
squabbles, servility, venality, commercialism, contempt for the plebs, in-
equality and hypocrisy ushered in by 1989, that legendary year of our hopes.
As one of the founding fathers of the Hungarian Republic, I am far from feel-
ing proud.

Also, I would not want to speak in the name of a nebulous “Europeanness”
in the Europe of Sarkozy, Berlusconi, Bossi, Geert Wilders and Horst “multi-
culturalism-is-dead” Seehofer. Not many people would welcome criticism
from the EU with its idiotic policies of impossibly low deficit targets, its im-
position of austerity measures, public-sector downsizing and general social-
state dismantling and its creation of immense problems for the poorer and
weaker member states. The Hungarian story is an educational and caution-
ary tale which shows how fragile European bourgeois democracies have be-
come at this moment of disarray and decadence. In the absence of social sol-
idarity and cohesion based on justice, citizens can hardly be expected to rise
in the defence of liberal institutions, checks and balances, separation of pow-
ers and the rest.

The Hungarian Disaster

G. M. Tamás
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Since April 2010, when the Hungarian right achieved its two-thirds major-
ity in parliament, and especially after September, when after the local elec-
tions they got to fill 93% of the village, town and city mayoral posts and get
a majority on all regional councils, including the capital, there has been fever-
ish legislative action that may have changed Hungary for ever. Mr Orbán’s
government – after symbolic actions, for example, Acts of Parliament
solemnly condemning the Treaty of Trianon, offering Hungarian citizenship
to the Hungarian minorities in the neighbouring countries and obliging all
state institutions and public buildings to emblazon on their walls the foun-
dational statement of the new regime, the Declaration of National Co-oper-
ation (the regime itself is officially called the System of National Co-opera-
tion, and the government is called the Government of National Causes) has
changed electoral laws to make it more difficult for smaller parties to stand
for parliament, castrated the Constitutional Court, appointed right-wing
politicians at the helm of the Public Prosecutor’s Office (for nine years!), the
General Accounting Office, all county legal offices; reorganised the secret
services and created a new Anti-Terrorism Centre with extended powers,
headed by Mr Orbán’s former personal bodyguard. It has changed the lead-
ing personnel of all state offices, including permanent, formerly non-politi-
cal, administrative appointments, especially in the police, tax and customs
offices and the army. It has introduced a law according to which all civil ser-
vants (functionaries) can be fired at will, without any justification whatever
and moreover can be hired without any specific professional qualifications.
Corruption investigations and trials have been launched against former offi-
cials, actions which in general may be acceptable or even salutary, but the tar-
gets here are, without exception, socialist or liberal politicians.

New educational laws are either being passed or are being prepared, which
reinforce discipline and make exams more difficult; school inspectors’ pow-
ers have been enlarged; there are measures aimed at the separation of elite
schools from the others and at the reduction of the number of university
students; a national conservative curriculum and agenda are being intro-
duced in the areas of history and the humanities. But national “pedagogy”
does not stop here: social assistance can be granted only to those who pos-
sess “an orderly living environment” (this allows local government to block
social aid to indigent, but unpopular, strata and minorities); in the case of
some public employees, the state is permitted to undertake investigations
checking their “irreproachable private conduct”, including that of their fam-
ily members; petty theft is punished irrespective of its insignificant materi-
al value, and in such cases even minors are threatened with severe punish-
ment; a “three-strikes-you’re-out” legislation, Texas-style, has also been in-
troduced. As a result, the state had to reopen already closed prisons, includ-
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ing the ill-famed former State Security Prison in Gyorskocsi utca in Bu-
dapest’s Second District.

Even before the elections, conservative heads of academic institutions
started wholesale, politically tinged purges, and these continue unabated.
Two important research institutions previously sponsored by the state, the
1956 Institute and the Institute for Political History, have seen their funds
withdrawn; they may well have to close down altogether. All universities are
in safe conservative hands. Theatre managers have been replaced with tradi-
tionalist conservatives, avant-garde theatre will be replaced by operetta. Al-
ternative and fringe theatres have lost their funding. The complete funding of
the Hungarian film industry has been cut. We are told that book publishing
is the next in line. All this is being followed by the infamous media law – ex-
tensively reported in the international press – that, apart from overt political
censorship of content, allows the government to ruin media outlets with
fines freely imposed by the new Media Authority whose head, another right-
wing politician, is appointed for nine years and who will have the power to
distribute radio frequencies (wavelengths) and to censor internet content.
But this is nothing compared to what I call positive censorship, that is, the
ability of the state to force media to publish or broadcast news and com-
ments pertaining to “matters of national importance” or otherwise face
penalties. Fines (in millions) can be meted out to media if they violate the
sensitivity of minorities or majorities. The Media Authority will be the judge
of this. Public broadcasting is centralised: news for public radio and televi-
sion will be created exclusively by a new centre located in the state news
agency and by nobody else. The new heads of all public channels have been
appointed: they are all right-wing journalists, mostly coming from right-
wing talk radio and right or extreme-right cable television. Hundreds have
been, or are expected to be, fired from public broadcasting.

The right to strike has been severely curtailed. The mediation rights of
trade unions are openly ignored. Social legislation is redirecting transfers
from the poor to the white and young middle class. A flat tax is being intro-
duced favouring the richest; indirect (consumption) taxes are being brutally
raised.

And the country is quiescent

Mainstream criticism of the System of National Co-operation is ineffec-
tive, for it is perceived as favouring the previous government characterised by
neoconservative social and economic policies (deeply and deservedly unpop-
ular) combined with a liberal façade, a superficial pluralism and tolerance
which appear to many as irrelevant and perverse games played by out-of-
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touch urban elites. There is no mourning of democracy, since almost no one
thought they were living in a democracy. The judiciary and the police haven’t
just begun today to be unfair, unjust, brutal and inept.

The Orbán government was, it is true, extremely successful in dividing and
quashing extreme-right paramilitary groups, putting a stop to an attempt to
start indigenous racist and fascist terrorism – albeit with questionable police
state methods which were not, of course, in this case criticised by liberals.
The Roma question is treated as a problem of criminality, with racial segre-
gation openly advocated by the right (integration programmes in the educa-
tional system have been terminated). Questions of race or ethnicity have dis-
appeared from public discussion; the remaining centre-left has given up on
them as hopeless. “Anti-fascism is villainy”, declared a leading conservative
columnist, university lecturer and editor of a prestigious monthly.

This is where we are at the moment. There is no way back to the unsuccess-
ful and unpopular liberal era, and an alternative to the new authoritarian or-
der is not yet visible.
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In the last three years, the popularity of Ukraine’s right-wing party Svoboda
(Freedom) has seen an eightfold increase. At the moment, the party is sup-

ported by 6% of the country’s population, though it seems unlikely that any-
thing might prevent the party overcoming the 3% level in the parliamentary
election next year. Until 2004, the party had the eloquent name of the Social
Nationalistic Party of Ukraine, and the only status it could aspire to was that of
disturber of the peace in a few regions in western Ukraine, but things have
changed since that time. The party’s true success was the result of the local lev-
el election last fall – Svoboda was the election winner in three of Ukraine’s
western regions: the Lviv, Ivano-Frankivsk, and Ternopil regions. Besides en-
suring the party’s control over the largest factions in the regional councils, the
party holds the majority of seats in the city councils of the three regional cen-
tres. Ternopil’s mayor is also a representative of the Svoboda party.

Why is the far right-wing movement growing?

In part, the increased popularity of Svoboda can be explained by the mod-
erate national democratic electorate’s disappointment in Viktor Yushchenko,
Yulia Tymoshenko and other leaders of the “orange revolution”. When they
came to power, they discredited themselves by making alliances with their
former political enemies and by total corruption and neoliberal economic
measures.

Three Sources of 

Ukraine’s “Freedom”
Nationalism, Xenophobia and the “Social Issue”

Vitaly Atanasov
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Moreover, the “orange” leaders actually paved the way and simplified the
far right wing’s rise. For five years after the Maidan events, while Yushchenko
remained President, the state made tremendous efforts to legitimise the
right-wing conservative discourse and nationalistic mythology. Two themes
were central to Yushchenko’s policy: the Holodomor of 1932-1933, which
was interpreted as a genocide of the Ukrainian people, and the anti-Soviet
armed struggle of the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) and the
Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA). The creation of “heroes” and “criminals”
– through strategies of victimisation and glorification – is an interconnected
process: the interpretation of the Holodomor as ethnic genocide was used to
justify collaboration of the Ukrainian nationalists with the Nazis when they
first invaded the USSR and to conceal their participation in the Holocaust
and the ethnic cleansing of 60,000 Poles, painting the OUN and UPA as fight-
ers for the independence of the Ukrainian state from the Soviet and Nazi oc-
cupation (CDS, 2011).

Should we find it surprising now that the organisation that inherited and
shares many of the OUN’s political principles is gaining in popularity? Nev-
ertheless, Ukrainian national democrats, who in the first years of independ-
ence were in the forefront of the anticommunist People’s Rukh (Movement)
of Ukraine, calling for the restoration of the “national spirit of chivalry and
honour”, are now terrified as they watch the rise of the right-wing radicals
who have assumed control of the regional governments in the western part
of the country and are aggressively attacking the liberals, whom Svoboda
terms “enemies of the nation” (Marinovich, 2011).

Nationalism, traditionalism and xenophobia

The Svoboda party initiated its entry into big politics under the slogans of
ethnic Ukrainian nationalism, anticommunism and traditionalist chauvin-
ism, combined – semi-officially – with a good deal of xenophobia and anti-
Semitism. Oleg Tyagnibok, the party’s charismatic leader, gained nationwide
popularity in 2004, when all major TV channels broadcast his public speech,
in which he demanded that “Ukraine finally be given back to the Ukrainians”
and encouraged the people to follow the example of the Ukrainian Insurgent
Army (UPA), which, to quote Tyagnibok, “fought the Muscovites, the Ger-
mans, the Jews, and other evil spirits…” (Historical Truth, 2010) 

That was happening on the eve of the Orange Revolution, and the xeno-
phobic statement made by Tyagnibok, who at that time was a member of
Viktor Yushchenko’s opposition party “Nasha Ukraina” (Our Ukraine), was
publicised by the pro-government media. Tyagnibok was expelled from the
Nasha Ukraina party for the provocative statement; however, the scandal and



100
Th

re
e 

S
o

u
rc

es
 o

f 
U

k
ra

in
e’

s 
“F

re
ed

o
m

”
100

publicity became the impetus for his political career. Since then, the deroga-
tory terms “zhidva” and “moskali” that he coined, which can easily be con-
strued as hate speech towards the Russians and the Jews, have become part of
the Svoboda members’ lexicon.

One of Tyagnibok’s key slogans during the presidential election in 2010
was the call for “lustration”, by which nationalists mean cleansing of the gov-
ernment authorities, institutions and organisations of “ideologies and imple-
menters of Moscow’s colonial policy by banning them from holding posts in
the said institutions for a period of 5 years”. The Svoboda leader was more ac-
tive still in his calls to put communism under trial.

Svoboda is the most active among the country’s political parties – in 2010
alone, the party and its ultra-right supporters held about 150 media-project-
ed protests related to historical themes. As is to be expected, the historical
policy of the radical nationalists is anticommunist. That is not peculiar to
Ukraine; it is a common feature of the Central and Eastern Europe region in
the post-Soviet and post-socialist countries. In the Ukraine, as in the other
Eastern European countries, the policy was supported by the state authori-
ties, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, served as key issues that built
the far-right’s political power (CDS, 2011).

The radical right’s tactics and their connections 

with the establishment

It is during Yanukovich’s presidency (from early 2010) that Svoboda has
grown and strengthened its positions. For radical nationalists, the current
government is a convenient target for intransigent criticism. Svoboda calls
the Party of Regions occupiers directed and led by Moscow’s firm hand,
Ukraine-phobic forces, and enemies of the Ukrainian nation. The
strengthened positions of the national patriots are also in the interests of
the President and his Party of Regions, since the latter compete with the
national democrats and Tymoshenko, who got only 3.5% less votes at the
last presidential election than Yanukovich. Besides, the current president’s
supporters, most of whom are concentrated in the Russian-speaking
southern and eastern regions of the country, will never vote for the
Ukrainian nationalists.

The Party of Regions has never adhered to the classic interpretation of lib-
eral ideology. Conservative-populist in the public sphere and neoliberal in
economic matters, the Party of Regions does not try to conceal its close ties
with the wealthiest oligarchic families in the country. Furthermore, President
Yanukovich is particularly partial to the local branch of the Orthodox
Church, which is subordinate to the Moscow Patriarchy.
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Actually, the Party of Regions can be considered a party only in name. It is
really an electoral machine supplying political representation to the business
establishment. Locally, the Party of Regions does not have any human re-
sources or activists to organise meetings, demonstrations or carry out rou-
tine activities during electoral campaigns. In between elections, party offices
in the regions exist only on paper, but then spring to life when the next elec-
toral race starts up again, and they can do this due to the massive human re-
sources they can hire.

All more or less electorally successful parties in Ukraine’s post-communist
democracy are based on the same principle, with the possible exception of
the Communist Party, which had a solid activists’ base in the 1990s, which it
had mostly lost by the late 2000s. Unlike the hired meetings and demonstra-
tions periodically organised by the mainstream politicians, Svoboda always
relies on its party’s active core, and in particularly significant cases it calls for
mass mobilisation of its supporters. Svoboda is thus actively involved in the
street protest policy.

The party does not miss any opportunity to include the right-wing football
hooligans, for example, the ultra-right supporters of the Kiev football club
Dinamo or the Lviv club Karpaty, in its protests and demonstrations. Thanks
to the growth of its financial resources and political influence, Svoboda in-
volves the active core of the far-right radical non-party organisations and in-
formal initiatives in its activities and events, for instance, the openly racist
“autonomous nationals” and the militarised neo-Nazi “Patriot of Ukraine”.

In spring 2010, Svoboda activists introduced anti-Semitic notes into the
student protests that opposed the unpopular Minister of Education and Sci-
ence, Dmitry Tabachnik, a former Kuchma administration figure. The min-
ister is an extremely convenient target for the ultra-chauvinists, because he
ideally fits into their political logic: all problems are due to people in power,
who are not patriots and Ukrainians. In 2011, Svoboda attempted to split the
student protest movement, in which the active role was played by the left stu-
dent union “Direct Action”.

Elements of fascism

According to recent studies, Ukraine, along with Hungary, Bulgaria and
Latvia, is among the leading countries in terms of the number of potential
supporters of far-right ideologies and organisations. The demand for such
ideologies in these countries is prompted by the intricate intertwining of
xenophobic prejudices and mistrust of the political system. The distinctive
feature of the radical-right movements in the post-socialist countries in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe is the combination of the pre-war European fascism
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of the 1930s and ideas borrowed from the contemporary right-wing neo-
populists of Western Europe (Kreko, 2010).

Ukraine’s Svoboda, for instance, directly focused ideologically on the
European extreme right. The party has officially welcomed the electoral
victory of Jobbik, the Swedish Democrats, and collaborates with the
French National Front. Svoboda is a member of the Alliance of European
National Movements. The party combines ethnic nationalism and social-
populist rhetoric appealing to religion and “traditional” moral values; it
utilises the existing demand for authoritarianism and traditionalistic
chauvinism that seeks an external enemy, while maintaining opposition to
globalisation. The party criticises the consequences of globalisation for the
national economy and culture and actively encourages anti-immigrant
moods.

In Ukraine’s southern and eastern regions, where the Russian-speaking
population is concentrated, Svoboda stresses Ukrainian ethnic nationalism
less, focusing instead on the “threat” of illegal immigration. In combination
with the criticism of the corrupt establishment, economic oligarchy and po-
litical officials, this tactic has attracted the local Russian-speaking ultra-right
radicals, who find the xenophobic and racist foundation of the anti-immi-
grant alarmist rhetoric congenial to their own views. This has allowed Svo-
boda to organise a series of mass street protests under anti-Semitic slogans in
some regional centres in the southern, eastern and central parts of the coun-
try. Thus, despite its clearly pro-Ukrainian image, the party has successfully
found its way to the hearts of the xenophobic section of the whole region’s
electorate. The party’s significant success can be measured by the outstand-
ing results it has thus achieved even in the regions with traditionally strong
pro-Russian attitudes.

These efforts yield results; intolerance toward immigrants is increasing in
Ukraine, even though they are not numerous. It turns out that “virtual” for-
eigners can generate just as much fear as real ones (Kreko, 2010).

The widespread xenophobic prejudices existing in the country play into the
hands of the right-wing radicals. Xenophobia has increased in Ukrainian so-
ciety in the past two decades. From 1994 to 2007, the xenophobia index rose
from 3.45 to 4.35 (Paniotto, 2008). Researcher Natalia Panina also noted in
her research that “over the period of the independent Ukrainian state’s devel-
opment, both the general level of national isolation and that of xenophobic
attitudes to certain nations has been seen to rise”. The level of the overall na-
tional tolerance has also decreased in this period: in 1992, the share of the
population with xenophobic attitudes was 6.3%, and in 2005 it rose to
25.2%. At the same time, the share of the population with tolerant attitudes
declined from 35.2%, to 10.4% respectively. (Panina, 2005) 
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Economic knockout, distrust and the “social issue”

In Ukraine, a major factor contributing to the growth of support for the
right wing was the economic crisis, which led to the exacerbation of social
antagonism. Among the 29 former socialist countries of Eastern Europe and
Central Asia, Ukraine was hit hardest by the crisis. Inflation reached 22% in
2008; the devaluation of the national currency was 60%. The following year,
Ukraine’s GDP fell by 14%, and inflation grew by 12%.

Although in 2010, the country’s economy was partially restored due to a
rise in world market prices on Ukrainian exports, the situation is still far
from stable. Ukraine supplies the global market with raw materials – metals,
chemical products and food, whose prices remain very unstable. Wages have
either been cut or devaluated; unemployment is still high, and prices of mass
consumption goods keep increasing. Over the past three years, Ukraine has
become the second largest debtor of the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
the implementation of whose neoliberal programme is only exacerbating the
social injustice and economic inequality in the country. Ukrainian authori-
ties keep raising utility tariffs; they are privatising state run companies and
intend to raise the retirement age for women.

The Svoboda party reacted by placing even stronger emphasis on the so-
cially critical elements of its public rhetoric. The emphasis on the “social is-
sue” has been one of the key factors for Svoboda’s increase in popularity in
the last three years. The vector of the ideological evolution is revealed
through the party’s ideologists using the term “social nationalism” more and
more frequently, criticising the “culturalism” and “liberalism” of the tradi-
tional nationalistic movement, and arguing against the “free market econo-
my” and “integration into the global capitalist system as a country offering a
cheap supply of resources and workforce” (Illenko, 2011). The party often
supports the socially themed protests of wage workers and activists of the
housing and anti-land-development movements. The party is less successful
in utilising the urban movements, in particular the movement against fur-
ther infill construction in cities.

This coincided with the population’s acute dissatisfaction with the worsen-
ing economic conditions coupled with the overall mistrust of the state and its
political institutes. People’s trust in the government, government officials,
general prosecutor’s office, police, courts and parliament’s parties is contin-
uously declining (Weekly Mirror, 2011). The deep disappointment in the
overall political system is obvious.

From this point of view, the mass protests organised by the small-business
entrepreneurs and self-employed, mostly market sellers, against the new Tax
Code in November 2010 are particularly revealing. Despite the openly polit-
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ical anti-government slogans, the participants in the demonstrations and
protests made every effort to distance themselves from “politics” and any and
all political parties, insisting on the social nature of their actions. The at-
tempts of Yulia Tymoshenko’s opposition block to take credit for the protests
were angrily repelled by the demonstrators who did not want to have any-
thing to do with “big politics”.

Some of my acquaintances, who are not ethnic Ukrainians and do not use
the Ukrainian language in their everyday life, are sincerely delighted with the
Svoboda leaders’ provocative statements and actions. By voting for this par-
ty, which positions itself as in fundamental opposition to the corrupt power
and business system, they expect to strike a blow at the authorities in power,
who sow disappointment, anger and resentment. In capitalist society, with its
typical economic and political inequality, the conservative views and prefer-
ences of workers disappointed in liberal democracy is a widespread phenom-
enon.

Thus, Svoboda uses an eclectic approach and combines diverse elements.
As a result, various social groups identify with the party: small- and medium
level entrepreneurs, officials, students, the unemployed and pensioners.

In the afterword to the Russian edition of his book on European fascism,
Wolfgang Wippermann notes that one of the key features of the fascist par-
ties was “the determined and unwavering will to destroy their political oppo-
nents and also – randomly chosen – minorities” (Wippermann, 2000). In this
respect, Svoboda’s approach does not differ from those found in earlier his-
tory: it is aggressive in its statements against the sexual minorities and LGBT
organisations; it organises counter-protests against the March for Decrimi-
nalisation of Soft Drugs … There are regular reports of attacks by far-right
radical groups on the left wing activities and members of LGBT organisa-
tions.

As in other post-socialist countries, the activities of Ukraine’s radical left
are hampered both by the catastrophic consequences of Stalinism and the
anticommunist propaganda of the past two decades. The specificity of the
Ukrainian situation lies also in the fact that the left end of Ukraine’s political
spectrum is occupied by the conservative chauvinistic pro-Russian Commu-
nist Party of Ukraine (KPU). Having inherited the Soviet Union’s ruling par-
ty’s name and symbols, KPU has pragmatically converted them into electoral
dividends. For the past several years, the Communist Party has invariably
joined in with the ruling coalitions and is directly associated with the ruling
political system, with utter cynicism and the desire to cash in on its position
of authority and power. To take advantage of the current situation, the Com-
munist Party is contributing to the discredit of the very idea of communism
associated, as it easily can be, with forced collectivisation, ethnic cleansing
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and man-made famine. The KPU’s calls to erect monuments to Stalin in Kiev
and other cities have become a tradition of the party. The Communist Par-
ty’s participation in the socio-economic protests is significantly lower than
that of Svoboda.

The vacuum on the left makes it possible for Svoboda to aspire to the sta-
tus and role of the sole social force radically raising the issues of economic
inequality and social injustice. Thus, all the dividends from the acute discon-
tent with the political system, the government and the overall situation in the
country go to Ukraine’s right-wing radicals.
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Today the majority of the media and most analyses of the Belgian situa-
tion speak of an “institutional crisis” or a “communitarian crisis”. While

this way of conceiving the Belgian situation does reflect a part of the reality,
it is to a great extent inadequate. Indeed, although apparently deadlocked in
a crisis of “institutional reform”, Belgium is far from being a little island un-
touched by the austerity plans and the economic crisis that are hitting Eu-
rope. It is no exception.

Behind the institutional discussions about the future of Belgium lies the
question of the future of Belgian social security and, broadly speaking, all the
elements that make up its social system. While the “royal negotiator” (follow-
ing in the wake of the “informateurs”, the “pré-formateurs”, “conciliators”,
“mine clearers” … 1) is seeking a fresh compromise, the discussions are not
only of regionalisation of family allowances but also about “big fish” like the
whole policy of employment or healthcare.

Regionalising these issues would be a decisive step to dismantling the Bel-
gian system of wealth distribution. It should not be forgotten that Bart de
Wever (the leader of the co-governing Flemish Nationalist party, the N-VA)
did not hesitate to declare during the negotiations that “the VOKA (the Flem-
ish employers’ federation) is my boss”. Indeed the VOKA shares important
programmatic points with the N-VA, such as limiting unemployment and
putting a time-limit on benefits and the “time-credits” workers can get, the
total abolition of pre-pensions, the generalised use of temporary work, the

Economic and Institutional Crisis 
Perspectives for the Belgian Social Movement

Daniel Zamora
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freezing of wages and their indexing (to take account of the rising cost of liv-
ing). From this point of view, it seems evident that what is being established
is not only an institutional vision of Belgium but also a vision of the solu-
tions to be applied to the economic crisis.

Nationalism (which is very real) is disguising an ultra-liberal socio-eco-
nomic agenda here. The institutional issue contains the seeds of future so-
cial conflicts, which will face the world of labour with austerity plans that
are being drawn up in the very heart of the confederal perspective that is in-
creasingly being put forth. At this level, rather than the all too often depict-
ed opposition between Flemish and French speakers, what is at issue is the
opposition between capital and labour, between the workers who were on
strike last March 4 and the world of employers whose profits are again
booming.

A “Flemish” problem?

While it is unquestionable that nationalist trends dominate the Flemish
political spectrum, it is less evident that this is a strictly Flemish problem.
This view created a caricatured picture of an extreme-right, egocentric and
separatist Flanders as against a “progressive” French-speaking world that
wanted to save social security. This image, which makes it difficult to read the
social content of the problem, is based on two myths:

“The majority of Flemish people are 
rightwing and nationalist.”

Since the last elections the naïve and reductionist idea has developed that
the Flemish people voted primarily in accordance with communitarian issues
through a clear-cut nationalist vote for the rightwing parties. Several investi-
gations have considerably modified this perception, showing that the major
priorities on both sides of the language barrier were social and economic
(pensions, jobs, wages …). The political analyst Dave Sinardet, of Antwerp
University, has several times repeated that “all the research on Flemish electoral
behaviour show that the communitarian issue was the last of their priorities and
that the separatists only represented 10% of the Flemish population”. “Many of
the N-VA’s electors do not even know that the N-VA is separatist”. Thus the ma-
jority of the population in both Wallonia and Flanders are not attracted to
the separatist scenario. What they want is a government that will take in hand
the issues of employment, health, the environment and purchasing power.
This desire is exactly what is increasingly being seen in a great number of
joint initiatives for maintaining social solidarity.
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“The French speakers are anti-nationalist and 
trying to preserve solidarity.”

The converse of the first myth is the widespread notion that only the fran-
cophones are trying to “resist” and defend social interests. However, the fran-
cophone political world is still too often engaged in a discourse that repro-
duces Flemish stereotypes. Thus, if the negotiating francophone parties are
opposed to the splitting of social security and taxes, they often pose this in
such a way as to defend the economy of Brussels and Wallonia rather than the
common interests of the world of labour, in the North as well as in the South
of the country. This is the logic of the “French-speaking Front” and the “de-
fence of French-speakers”. Does this not strengthen the communitarian log-
ic they seem to be attacking? This reinforcement of the logic occurs to the
detriment of any real support for those trends in Flemish public opinion,
which likewise defend the national social-security system on behalf of all cit-
izens.

Thus, as Jan Goosens rightly stated “Just because there is no N-VA in the
French Community does not mean that the communitarian logic is not gaining
ground there. I have the impression that the francophone cultural world is con-
centrating on the N-VA but is not perturbed about possible drifts on its side. Yet
this communitarian spirit is showing up everywhere – in Belgium, but also
throughout Europe”.2 As for solutions to the crisis, far from opposing the
Flemish politicians the entire political caste seems to agree on one point: the
need for austerity. After all, Elio Di Rupo stated “We must tell the people the
truth: austerity is necessary3”. On austerity measures as a solution to the crisis
there is no communitarian disagreement.

A “Belgican” reaction?

The political and media treatment of the big January 23 “SHAME” demon-
stration, which brought together from 30,000 to 45,000 people, reflects a ten-
dency to deny the social and progressive aspect of the movement being cre-
ated. In fact, while officially “apolitical”, the SHAME demonstration was very
diverse, composed in equal measure of movements, parties and trade unions
opposed to the dismantling of social security. Unfortunately, this kind of ac-
tivity is too often presented as a defence of the “nation” without any political
dimension. Yet, in Flanders as much as in Wallonia and Brussels, several ap-
peals and actions by the artistic, scientific and trade-union worlds have al-
lowed another voice to be heard, a voice that declares its opposition to na-
tionalism and its determination to defend the major social gains of the Bel-
gian working-class movement.
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The concept of Belgium also signifies the establishment of the social secu-
rity system,“the country’s most beautiful cathedral” as the trade unionists used
to say. A cathedral built by the Flemish people, the Walloons and people from
Brussels as well as immigrants who came from many horizons – this is the
Belgian social movement4. On January 21, all these voices came together dur-
ing an evening event organised by the Royal Flemish Theatre in Brussels with
the slogan “Niet in onze naam” (Not in our name). The youth were also in the
front ranks through their “frites revolution” which brought together 7,000
young people from all over the country openly to defend the Federal Social
Security System.

Trade-union perspectives

In this context, the mobilisation around the Inter-Professional Agreement5

(AIP) is of great importance – both symbolic and political. The new agree-
ment proposed by the employers envisaged a complete wage freeze for 2011
and a maximum increase of 0.03% for 2012. In addition, it proposed a low-
ering of the status of office staff and the use of state funds to pay unemploy-
ment benefits! This agreement, rejected by the Socialist and liberal trade
unions (FGTB and CGSLB) and strongly criticised by the Christian CSC,
puts the question of the communal crisis in another light. On this point there
is clearly no North/South division (all the political parties supported the car-
rying out of this agreement) but rather a worker/employer division. Accord-
ingly, there was little discussion on the AIP issue; the parties as a whole ac-
cepted the agreement despite the vehement protests from the world of
labour. March 4 saw the Belgian world of labour mobilised in a strike with
good turnout throughout the country. In the North as much as in the South,
workers went on strike, demonstrated and struggled in defence of their gains.

More generally, the coming season of struggles is already being organised
against the attacks announced by the EU and the Sarkozy-Merkel tandem
against pensions, indexation and wages. The first major objective was the
March 24 and 25 European summits. On the 24th a united action took place
prepared by the FGTB and the CSC together with the European Trade Union
Confederation. For the world of labour, the answer to the Competitiveness
Pact / Euro+ Pact is NO.

These actions let us see the importance of the link between the reform of
the Belgian state and austerity plans at the European level. On the connection
between these two issues depends the development of a major social struggle
enabling the Belgian workers as a whole to mobilise against the bosses’ at-
tacks, because it is only in unity that the Belgian workers’ movement’s victo-
ries have been achieved.
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Rebuilding the social movement

The European Union today is built on a neoliberal model and is carrying
out a very harsh austerity policy. In France, Greece, Portugal, Spain and Great
Britain, young people and workers have expressed their rejection of these
policies in a national context – with an intensity not seen in a long time. All
of the social gains they are trying to preserve were won on the national level.
Thus their defence involves solidarity at the European level, which is the op-
posite of withdrawing into smaller “cultural entities” or “regionalisms”,
movements that generally hide retrograde social programmes. In this way,
Belgium has all the potential assets (due to its diversity of languages and cul-
tures) to be an example of unity and solidarity, an example for future strug-
gles at a European level.

In this spirit, one of the statements launched by a number of Belgian intel-
lectuals ends with this appeal: “The time has come to build a social movement
and to build the greatest number of bridges between Walloons, Brussels citizens
and Flemish citizens who are opposed to this narrow nationalism. We do not
want to remain silent in the face of this headlong flight towards separatism. We
think it is time to develop other perspectives, ones that are capable of overcom-
ing the communitarian division, and to work for that which the N-VA fears
most – a broad movement against nationalism and for solidarity”.6

Notes
1) In Belgium, after elections, in order to form a government and the naming of the “for-

mateur” who forms it, the King first names an “informateur” who has to inform himself

of the positive wishes and the vetoes of the different parties. He writes a report to the

King who then can decide to name a “formateur” if the situation is clear-cut, or, if not

(as in the present case), create another function to delay things for some time more. As

this journal goes to press, Belgium, nine months after its elections, has successively seen

an “informateur”, a mediator, a “pré-formateur”, a negotiator, a conciliator, a “mine-

clearer”, etc.

2) Jan Gossens, Director of the KVS (Royal Flemish Theatre), while taking part in an

evening event against nationalism and for the maintenance of solidarity on January 21.

3) Le Soir, Friday March 11, 2011, pp.4-5

4) “Appeal: Solidarity enhances culture”, Le Soir, October 19.

5) Every two years the employers and the unions negotiate the AIP and settle the wage in-

creases, working hours, the allowance for vacations, the minimum wage … Thus the

AIP enables the guaranteeing of a common minimum platform of social benefits and

solidarity for all private-sector workers.

6) Appeal of the ADEN publishing house: http://www.aden.be/index.php?aden=l-appel-

des-editions-aden
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Kids are always willing to be photographed.

The amazing opening march of the World Social Forum. 
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The Mercer 2010 Quality of Living Ranking shows that the Austrian cap-
ital of Vienna (population: 1.7 million) is the world’s best place to live.

Critics remark that the criteria for this survey are chosen for the information
of ex-pats and do not focus on the life of the average Viennese working per-
son. Nonetheless, Viennese politicians do attribute this result to their policies
and claim credit for much of it.

According to Eurostat, Austria (and the Netherlands) enjoy the lowest un-
employment rate in the EU. Vienna has a different structure than the rest of
the country. It is estimated that 40% of the city’s population was not born in
Austria; German is not their mother tongue. In the capital, 82% work in the
service sector, nearly 18% in productive industries and a few have agricultur-
al jobs.

Vienna is different

The City of Vienna has been ruled by the Social Democrats for nearly 100
years, the exception being the period of Austrian fascism in the mid-1930s
and the Nazi regime from 1938 to 1945. In 1994, Michael Häupl, a biologist
by profession, took over the mayor’s job from Helmut Zilk, a master of pub-
lic communications. (After his death it was revealed that Zilk had been an in-
former for communist Czechoslovakia when still a journalist). His successor
Häupl has been serving for the past 16 years, and is the mayor with the

Power in Paradise:

The 2010 Vienna Elections

Ulrike Kruh
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longest period in office since 1945. Considering the effects of the economic
crisis in 2008, the public anxiously awaited the results of the capital’s elec-
tions. In 2009 the Viennese unemployment rate was 7.5% (using the EU cal-
culation method LFC); in 2010 it rose slightly.

The elections took place on October 10, 2010. Häupl and his Social De-
mocrats won. 67% of the electorate voted, which is a rather high turnout
compared to other Western European city elections. Seven parties and some
minor groups took part in the election. The major parties are the Social De-
mocrats (SPÖ) (44.3%, 49 seats in the City Council – they lost 7 seats com-
pared to the previous elections and thus their former absolute majority), fol-
lowed by the right-wing Freedom Party FPÖ (25.77%, 14 seats), the conser-
vatives ÖVP (13.9%, 13 seats in the City Council – lost 5 seats compared to
previous result), the Green Party DIE GRÜNEN (12.6%, 11 seats – they lost
3), and the communists KPÖ (1.1%).

The big winner was the FPÖ. It came in second place, while the “usual sus-
pects” – the Social Democrats and conservatives – had considerable losses.
Every fourth Viennese voter wanted the FPÖ to gain influence, the party
which became internationally famous under its former leader Jörg Haider.

In order to know more about the sociological background of this alarming
result, the Forum Soziale Gerechtigkeit (“Forum for Social Justice”, a club of
left-wing journalists, intellectuals and activists) invited Günther Ogris, – the
head of the SORA Institute for Social Research and Consulting, which spe-
cialises in election analyses – to talk on the topic. He studied sociological sta-
tistics in the UK, and his institute does consulting for Austrian politicians; he
a political advisor for the SPÖ.

The following is a translation of my transcript of Günther Ogris’s talk on
October 27, 2010 at the Amerling-Haus in Vienna:

Results

From 2001 to 2005 the FPÖ stood between 3 and 5%; during the summer
of 2005 they reached 14%; in 2010 they got nearly 26%.

In the working-class quarters Floridsdorf, Donaustadt, Simmering and
Favoriten the “reds” (i.e. the Social Democrats) managed to keep their lead
but with great difficulty, with the so-called fascist party (in the words of The
New York Times), the FPÖ, trailing it closely.

The FPÖ was not elected mainly by the young, but rather by older, social-
ly and politically depressed working-class men. The term “depressed” here
indicates the lack of perspectives which these members of the working class
now have for their children. These men are former skilled workers who are
now downwardly mobile. Until the age of 35 or 37 they enjoyed good,
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steadily increasing salaries, but then this stopped and there was no possibil-
ity for them to advance further. From 1970 to 2010 the female work force in-
creased by one million. Viennese women do not have a firm affiliation with
a single party.

In absolute numbers the result of the Social Democrats (SPÖ) remained
stationary: they received 322,000 votes. The SPÖ lost the votes of working
men without a high-school diploma, the Austrian-born working class, the
former political home base of the SPÖ.

The ÖVP (conservatives, Christian Democrats) lost men over 60 to the
FPÖ, but gained among younger women. (This party with its strong
Catholic background has always had a hard time in the capital, while having
considerable cultural influence in the Austrian provinces).

The Greens were not voted by elderly and retired people over 60. Greens
and “reds” were equally popular among the young voters. Students voted for
both the SPÖ and the Green Party. From this point of view it is definitely
politically unwise on the part of the SPÖ to reduce the university budget.
There are 150,000 voters in Vienna who have a professional relationship
with the universities, and their number could also be decisive. But this im-
portant and big group has been shunned until now.

Immigrants as a core group

Contrary to common belief, the new core group of the Social Democratic
party consists of the immigrants, the “new Austrians”. In recent years, natu-
ralisations have been reduced due to fear generated by the political right –
something which is extremely counterproductive for the SPÖ.

Strangely, there are several new groups in the working population, which
have not yet been recognised by the Social Democrats as decisive electoral
forces. For example, there are 400,000 people in Austria working for only 3
big food distributors; they occupy logistical jobs which cannot be exported
to China. It is interesting that the ÖGB, the Austrian confederation of unions,
have not yet understood this important political force.

Interpreting the results of the upper-class residential areas with a relatively
good outcome for the SPÖ, it can be said that the party has become more
“bourgeois”. It has clearly arrived in the middle classes, a development com-
parable to the Labour Party in the UK.

Conclusions

Günther Ogris suggested the following five conclusions from the results of
the 2010 Vienna elections.



115

l The children of the working class must receive more educational and job
opportunities. As the society of information is a project of the future, pol-
itics has to promote and use it wisely.

l The political work in the public housing projects of Vienna (the famous
Gemeindebauten mostly built by renowned architects at the beginning of
the 20th century) in working-class neighbourhoods has to be intensified.

l A closer cooperation between the party and the unions should be encour-
aged. It is not enough to offer legal courses or courses in presentation and
negotiation techniques. The work councils have to be able to develop po-
litical thinking and consciousness.

l Half of the electorate is being neglected: women. Compared to the 1970s
the number of working women has increased tremendously, but many of
them are stuck in low paid or part-time jobs (the average female salary in
Austria is 27% lower than the average male salary, among EU-states only
Malta has a bigger salary difference between the sexes). This means a big
task and a lot of work ahead for the Austrian Unions!

l The process of integration of immigrants has to be advanced. The number
of their naturalisations has to be increased, as new Austrians are often So-
cial Democratic voters.

Any evaluation of election results has to distinguish between sociological
causes and short-term motives for the decision of the individual voter. Often
these decisions are influenced heavily by the media. Policy makers have to
know that the understanding of texts by voters has become more important.

The mostly nationalist voters of the Freedom Party FPÖ have a complete-
ly different, one might even call it skewed, perspective on politics. Their un-
derstanding of politics and what it can and should do is contradictory.

The main problem of the Social Democrats seems to be the lack of a con-
sistent narrative and the obvious lack of a well-defined political aim.

The left is not able to explain the process of globalisation to the working
population; they are still unable to define their project for the future and to
explain this project to the electorate. Furthermore, the idea of the modern
society of information has not yet arrived in Austrian politics.

As a whole, Ogris’s outlook on Austrian politics is rather bleak. As his con-
clusions are based on solid data, we are well advised to take them seriously.

The political outcome

As the Social Democrats failed to gain an absolute majority, they formed a
coalition with the weaker Green Party. Their leader Maria Vassilakou became
Vice-Mayor. She is a Greek immigrant, a linguist and now in charge of traf-
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fic and of urban development. It is the first time that a new Austrian woman
has held such a high post in Austrian politics, a considerable step forward.
But now everybody is asking: Why did the Greens stop criticising Vienna’s
environmental policies? Have they been tamed or even silenced? 

Austrian politicians who want to institute changes have their work cut out
for them, as the next elections (for the Governor of the province of Lower
Austria) will only take place in 2013. As in most European countries, food
prices have gone up in Austria. Gas prices have risen in Vienna by 9% recent-
ly. Occasionally rumours appear in the press that Mayor Häupl might not
serve a full term because of health problems not uncommon in a wine-pro-
ducing country. In this case, he would be succeeded by Renate Brauner, who
would become Vienna’s first female mayor. If cleverly governed, Vienna will
continue to be a great place to live, hopefully not just for rich ex-pats.
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Women in the fish market of Toubab Dialao, a fishing village 

in the south of Dakar. 
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The reinforcement of the European extreme right coincided with the cri-
sis of the 1970s, accompanied by transformations in production,

changes in social structure of European societies and the inability of the
dominant political forces to face up to the new conditions1.

The economic crisis is certainly not the only explanation for the rise of the
far right. From the 1970s until now, the transformation of political parties
from being social interest brokers in the state, to cartel-parties, with subtle
differences and a greater dependency on the state and the media2, have
favoured the far right. The latter benefits from the effects of the convergence
of the dominant forces, because it is easier for the right to penetrate the state
(as the dominant forces did), taking advantage of the rules of political com-
petition that a cartel-party system favours3.

As the current economic crisis converges with, and exacerbates, pre-exist-
ing crises of political representation (that have been shown to encourage
the emergence and growth of right-wing extremist formations), the rela-
tionship between the far right and the economic crisis is increasingly dis-
cussed today.

After the fall of the dictatorship in 1974, the various organisations of the
Greek far right remained below 1% in the polls4. However, a recent poll finds
a record 9% for LAOS, and a high popularity rating for its leader5. Such find-
ings are confirmed by the ability of LAOS – the electorally most important
party of the far right since 1974 – to impose positions and rhetoric on dom-

The Financial Crisis as a 

Political Opportunity for the 

New Extreme Right
The Economic Crisis in Greece and the 

Popular Orthodox Rally (LAOS)

Dimosthenis Papadatos-Anagnostopoulos



Th
e Fin

a
n

cia
l C

risis a
s a

 P
o

litica
l O

p
p

o
rtu

n
ity fo

r th
e N

ew
 Extrem

e R
ig

h
t

119

inant parties and force even those who were talking of LAOS as a “temporary
phenomenon” to adopt a more serious stance towards it.

In this brief report we will investigate how the crisis affects LAOS’s posi-
tions, and how, in the middle of the crisis, it has forged relationships with
other parties – particularly the traditional right-wing Greek party, Nea
Dimokratia (ND).

Our main argument is the following: in the current conjuncture, and due
to the overall positioning of the political system around a central challenge,
namely the acceptance of the Memorandum of Cooperation with the IMF
and the EU-ECB, LAOS is attempting to use the crisis as an opportunity for
further de-stigmatisation and legitimisation, moving to the right within the
economic liberal spectrum, clinging to the government party and presenting
itself as a force of “national responsibility” and “common sense”.

Why LAOS is part of the extreme right

Like many extreme-right parties, LAOS denies being one. Its frequent
transformations surprise many; however, the ambiguity, the tacticism, the
discrepancy between official party speeches (programme, declarations) and
its daily interventions (alliances, statements and articles in the party press
and the internet6) are stable elements of a catch-all strategy carried out by the
parties of this political family. Dimitris Psarras has identified the character-
istic doublespeak of LAOS, which combines a “policy of bile” (addressing the
fans through party channels)with a“Trojan Horse” tactic, presenting itself to
the “national audience” as a supporter of mainstream views7.

Transformations of the extreme right certainly do not negate the possibil-
ity of analysing the phenomenon. Fifty-eight different characteristics by
which a party can be classified as extreme right have been identified. The
most common are: Nationalism, racism, rejection of democracy and the de-
mand for a strong state, all of which are present in the case of LAOS8. This
often is not evident, given the multiplicity and volatility of these terms:

a) After the war, cultural differences partly replaced racial differences
(racism was reformulated in differential and cultural terms9). In Greece, the
claim of national, religious and cultural identity precedes this version of the
extreme right, as an antidote to the “ethnocidal globalisation” and “religious
discoloration”.

b) Nationalist ideology is by definition multi-faceted. In Greece, in 1974,
with the collapse of the military dictatorship, the pre-dictatorship and extra-
parliamentary mechanisms of power (royalty, military, para-state organisa-
tions), and their ideology – a primitive anti-communist nationalism – also
collapsed. Since that time, the right (and most of the political forces that in
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the 1990s were converging towards the centre), focused on a nationalism of
growth, oriented toward European integration.

c) The extreme right, when seeking parliamentary presence, does not ap-
pear so extreme as to be considered undemocratic. In Greece, this show of
democracy is often limited to one anti-party, anti-political speech, and some-
times “faith” in the Constitution concerns only specific aspects or its own in-
terpretations of this.10

d) The request for a strong state sometimes refers only to the “defence of
law and order”; at other times it is also associated with a strong welfare state,
most often one which is nationally and culturally circumscribed. In Greece
both aspects are present.

These clarifications should make the specific position of LAOS clear, clear-
er than the passe-partout term “populist”, which is often used for LAOS and
in analysing different political phenomena11.

The shift to the right margin of economic liberalism as 

a vehicle for de-stigmatisation of the extreme right

LAOS benefited from the convergence of parties in the “middle area” and
from the “modernisation” of Greek nationalism. At the same time, it fought,
and still fights, for the consensus of the “political centre” to move towards the
right, ensuring through the party media its continuity with the former anti-
communist nationalism, the pre-dictatorship pillars of power and, at times,
with the dictatorship itself. With the assistance of the mainstream media
LAOS hyper-politicises the issues of national identity and does the same with
issues of “national concern”, such as immigration, through its aggressive
agenda of “law and order”.

However, while Georgios Karatzaferis, the President of LAOS, used to say
that he supports right-wing positions on “national” issues, he claims to have
“leftist sensibilities” for social and economic issues (thus attacking the mod-
ernist central left). In the economic crisis it became obvious that LAOS was,
and is, on the far right of the political spectrum, not only in terms of the
“classic issues” on the agenda of the European extreme right (“law and or-
der”, immigration, identity and moral values), but also in terms of econom-
ic liberalism. This happens in the case of most issues, despite the fact that its
positions can change, or cancel themselves out, with characteristic ease.

For example, the clear orientation of the party to market forces and small
businesses is accompanied by attacks on bankers and cartels: “Any action
which affects the small businessman leads to thousands more unemployed
workers, while the department stores of capital will continue to operate
smoothly at the expense of the broad popular masses”, says a party statement
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in December 2008. In order to solve this and other problems through a “re-
sponsible” catch-all strategy, Karatzaferis proposes the creation of a govern-
ment with the participation of experts, headed by the former Governor of the
Bank of Greece (2009).

As it did in 2009 with the right-wing government of Karamanlis, LAOS
aligns its position with the ruling social-democratic party, playing the “wise
power” that puts the “national interest” above all else. An unexpected aspect
of this is the acceptance, by an openly anti-Semitic party such as LAOS, of the
economic collaboration between Greece and Israel. This is not the only
anomaly. Since early 2009, LAOS’s economic program has been sliding to-
ward neoliberalism without any pretext: accommodating illegally built hous-
ing, no tax on luxury cars, abolition of corporate taxes, laundering of black
money, no declaration on the sources of income, institutionalisation of the
informal economy, divestiture of public institutions and buildings, elimina-
tion of labour and social-security rights as well as the privatisation of forests.
These are just some of the measures proposed by the party before the imple-
mentation of the Memorandum, in the name of the exceptional circum-
stances of the crisis. In a recent interview, Karatzaferis proposed the length-
ening of working time, a 2-year increase in retirement age, discretionary fi-
nancial arrangements and new incentives to companies to open casinos. In
explaining why he voted for the Memorandum Karatzaferis staid: “We are
voting on whether we will have to pay pensions and salaries on the 1st of next
month”.

The effect on mainstream parties: pulling the centre to the right

For LAOS, its acceptance of the Memorandum came with an electoral
price, and so it recently did an about-face and discovered that “the Memo-
randum entails a lack of national sovereignty”. However, Karatzaferis insists
that “he did not regret it”. In fact, this ambivalence has two objectives: on the
one hand, it enables continued communication with the traditional “right-
ists” both inside and outside LAOS (the name of the party, LAOS, is an
acronym meaning “people” – even if its policies are not so friendly to them).
On the other hand, LAOS seeks to present itself as a moderate force, in oth-
er words, as a “third pole” between PASOK and ND – similar to the political
position of the now defunct “Political Spring”, the party founded by current
President of ND Antonis Samaras. Paradoxically, ND’s criticism of LAOS,
which claims it props up PASOK, helps LAOS.

There are two ironic aspects of this position. The first is that an intermedi-
ate position between ND and PASOK formerly claimed by “Political Spring”
led to the latter’s dissolution. The second is that by raising the dispute over
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the Memorandum, ND ensures that the gap between LAOS and PASOK is re-
duced in the opinion polls.

Recently, ND introduced a bill to repeal the university asylum laws. It is
also consistently criticising, from a right-wing position, the (anti-)immigra-
tion policy of the government. This is possible because of the overall land-
scape of the political scene, which, especially after December 2008, concen-
trated on the transformation of social issues into ethical, “national” and law-
and-order ones. This has resulted in the hardening of immigration policy
and much more pressure on the radical left (SYRIZA). The contribution of
LAOS to this trend was of paramount importance, as both the left (PASOK,
ND and the pro-Memorandum Democratic Alliance of D. Bakoyanni) and
the right (the neo-Nazi group Chryssi Avgi, which gained support in 2010)
have an anti-immigrant stance and hostility to SYRIZA. The modernist De-
mocratic Left of F. Kouvelis has also taken anti-immigrant positions, main-
taining, at the same time, a “critical” pro-Memorandum stance in the name
of “responsibility”. Quite naturally, on the question of LAOS participating in
a coalition government with ND, LAOS’s president responded positively;
“provided that this government expels immigrants”.

Under these circumstances, a clear shift to the right by ND, and a PASOK
which has found in LAOS a willing and responsible ally, the far right char-
acter of Karatzaferis is perceived as less problematic. At the same time this
makes it easier for LAOS to claim political responsibility and to be seen as
a centre-right party. What is becoming clear is that the right shift of the
whole political system and its adherence to PASOK have given LAOS the
opportunity to de-stigmatise itself and present itself as rational political
force of the centre. In recent days, its leader is declaring that the party will
definitely govern… 
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Any analysis of the political situation in Brazil cannot ignore the signifi-
cance of the victory of the forces of the left and of progressives when

Dilma Rousseff was elected to the presidency of the Republic in October
2010. It was an important victory because, for the first time, a woman is
President of Brazil, a country with a patriarchal and male chauvinist culture.
And, Dilma Rousseff is not just any woman. A former political prisoner, tor-
tured under the dictatorship, she always has fought for the democratisation
and the transformation of the country. For the Brazilian people, voting in
October 2010, Dilma is the incarnation of their desire for continuity and
pursuit of the policies implemented by the Lula government over the last
eight years.

With the election of Dilma Rousseff the left has won a mandate in Brazil
for the third time in a row. It is essential to understand the historical dimen-
sion of this victory, which is part of a context larger than the debate between
two different philosophies, two different approaches to capitalist develop-
ment in Brazil: the conservative and the democratic. And, since 1989, for a
series of historical reasons – including the fragmentation of the bourgeoisie
itself and the growth of political participation of the popular classes –, the
democratic option has been favoured by the left, which has brought a popu-
lar and socialist outlook to the debate.

This debate has been at the centre of every election for the presidency of
the Republic since the end of the dictatorship. And so, we saw the left lose in

Challenges for Dilma Rousseff 

and the Role of the Left in Brazil

Iole Iliada Lopes
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1989, 1994 and 1998, win in 2002, 2006 and win again in 2010. Despite her
relatively high electoral score, the candidacy of Marina Silva in the first round
never really constituted a viable alternative. It would not be going too far to
say that the rise of Marina Silva was one of the collateral effects of a campaign
characterised, in the first round, by insufficient political and ideological de-
bate, and, consequently, by the fact that the positions of the opposition pro-
gramme never were publicly spelled out.

The battle of the next few years

In these elections the opposition tried to mobilise the country’s most reac-
tionary, conservative and fascist forces in its favour. It could count on the tac-
it and explicit support of the country’s strong, traditional media. The left, on
the other hand, could count on the participation of organised, militant
groups, of social movements and of significant portions of the population –
especially in the second round – all of which proved to be decisive. Despite
the victory of the left in the 2010 presidential election, it would be a serious
mistake to think that this battle is over. In fact, in Brazil the next few years
will be an ongoing struggle over the choices that Dilma’s government will
have to make.

From the point of view of the left in Brazil, and as far as the interests of the
working class are concerned, it is essential that we can provide a government
that is even more advanced than Lula’s. This means expanding the democrat-
ic and popular character of the development plan implemented in the coun-
try, enlarging the role of the state as a promoter of economic growth and
achieving structural reforms that actually can redistribute wealth, power and
rights. Among other priorities, we can point to the need for fiscal, agrarian,
urban, political and educational reform, as well as the need to democratise
the media, consolidate our universal health system (SUS), improve Latin
American integration and reinforce our sovereign place in the world.

The right is still active

For the right, it means blocking these advances in order to make the gov-
ernment of Dilma step back from the development model implemented
principally during Lula’s second term. This model was the engine behind
the general improvement of the country’s economic and social indicators,
despite the crisis that affected capitalism beginning in 2008. Some people
underestimate the capacity of the right in the years to come to affect Dil-
ma’s government and the future of the country, imagining that it is no
longer a player because of its recent electoral defeat and because the gov-
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ernment holds a majority in Congress able to approve its plans and propos-
als. Nothing could be further from the truth. In this regard, careful analy-
sis is necessary.

First of all, the electoral defeat of the right was relative. The fact remains
that it won important state governments, including São Paulo and Minas
Gerais, the two largest electoral colleges. Moreover, having mobilised and
used ultra conservative and reactionary thinking to win votes, the opposition
has found arguments and a social base that, with neoliberal ideas, can serve
as a basis for its reorganisation and reconstitution, this time with a new im-
age that is more clearly to the right.

And even if the right did not attain its principal objective, which was to re-
gain the presidency of the Republic, it continues to hold other key elements
of power. First of all, it controls the means of production, a good share of the
wealth, major media, multiple means of cultural dissemination and impor-
tant state institutions, like the judiciary. It should be emphasised that, in
Brazil, the media has for some time been the main instrument that the right
uses to try to influence public opinion and the political direction of the
country, articulating their rightist ideas as if they were “scientific truths”, dis-
torting facts and spreading values and opinions often under the guise of
“neutrality”.

Right now, in Brazil, the media operate on two fronts. The first tries to cre-
ate a “malaise” between the governments of Lula and Dilma, criticising her
predecessor and saying that Dilma is more “responsible”, administratively
and fiscally; or, in the context of foreign policy, praising her “pragmatism”
and criticising the more “ideological” bent of the Lula administration in
terms of international affairs. The second front aims to influence the govern-
ment’s programme directly by giving considerable space to neoliberal ideo-
logues, allowing them to defend a political and economic agenda that – in di-
rect opposition to that sanctioned by popular vote in the ballot box – advo-
cates reduced public spending and “budget tightening”. This is why the me-
dia issue is so important. It is impossible to speak of full-fledged democracy
in a country where ostensible “freedom of expression”, far from being a uni-
versal right, is the privilege only of the press barons, a very oligopolistic sec-
tor in Brazil.

Contradictions in the coalition

Let’s not forget that Dilma Rousseff will not only have to clash with the op-
position – she also will have to face the contradictions inherent in a coalition
government. One should remember that even if the government appears to
hold a parliamentary majority, it is not a majority on the left. This means that
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a good number of deputies and senators, ideologically faithful to conserva-
tive ideas, will tend not to vote for projects that involve wider and more rad-
ical changes in favour of workers.

The composition of Dilma Rousseff ’s cabinet reflects the contradictions
that result from a government coalition dominated by a left party but com-
posed equally of parties of the centre. Besides having to face opposition from
the right and contradictions from within, the Dilma government must meet
a third challenge: the need to function in an unstable and hardly dynamic
global economic context with, especially, the risk of higher commodity prices
that will feed inflation, on the one hand, and, on the other, affect the growth
of our primary production sector and our exports. In view of this situation,
what can the left do to ensure that Brazil continues to advance and that the
Dilma government does even better than the Lula government, to build, in
this way, the forces necessary to go in the direction of a socialist project?

Key role for the PT

First of all, it is important to construct a common project, along with the
greatest possible unity of left and progressive forces, which share the same
understanding and defend the same objective. Here we refer as much to the
coordinated action of political parties in the democratic and popular camp –
PCdoB, PSB and PDT – as to the ties among them, and to social movements
and labour movements. It is indispensable for these parties constitute them-
selves as the left wing of the centre-left government of Dilma Rousseff, de-
fending the most progressive positions from within, while preserving articu-
lated links to the aspirations and claims of social movements and the work-
ing class. The PT plays a key role in this process and has a particular respon-
sibility since it is the largest party of the left in Brazil today, with a majority
presence in the government as well as among those who belong to the social
movements. In constructing the common project, the first lesson to remem-
ber concerns the different roles that the left ought to play in the government,
in political parties and in social movements. Upholding a government and
supporting its policies should not lead to a loss of autonomy and freedom to
organise popular demands and claims, the capacity to criticise or the deter-
mination to fight necessary battles. This is critically important so that the
government is not hostage to the pressure of centre and rightist forces – in-
side or outside the government – nor to capitalist interests.

In practice, we know that it is not that simple. In the case of Brazil, it could
be said that social movements seem to have learned the lesson – witness the
recent conflict over the issue of the minimum wage, where the unions, in-
cluding the CUT, fought for an increase higher than that proposed by the
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government. Unfortunately, a lower increase was adopted for fear that a hike
in the purchasing power of a sizeable part of the population without a corre-
sponding increase in the production of mass consumer goods would lead to
inflation and “unbalanced” public budgets. The issue in this case is the choice
of the old neoliberal formula: contain inflation by tamping down demand,
despite all the well-known negative after-effects of such a policy. This same
logic justified the recent interest hike in Brazil. To avoid this trap, the govern-
ment must rapidly take steps to increase the supply of goods and services.

In the case of the PT, the debate over autonomy is even more difficult,
considering the fact that it is directly identified as being the party of gov-
ernment. For a sizeable portion of the population, it is difficult to imagine
that the party and the government could take different positions. Still, it is
always necessary to remember that governments are contingent on politics
as well as history. Politically, because a government is always contingent on
the correlation of specific forces; and, historically, because it always func-
tions within a precise span of time (even if the period can vary in different
ways). Consequently, the decisions of governments, especially when they
are the result of the electoral process, must necessarily take tactical dimen-
sions into consideration.

A political party, however, must carry out a long-term strategy. It should be
the expression of ideals and of a plan of action that aims to transform pow-
er relations and, in the case of the left, accomplish the deepest transforma-
tion of society. As a result, the programme of a political party cannot be sub-
ordinated to a government programme, which, in essence, tends to be more
distant, more timid and more dedicated to mediation. Conversely, the most
developed programme of the party and its strategic vision should provide the
parameters to orient the government – even if it means, in practice, signing
accords and bringing about mediations.

In order to provide this strategic and programmatic orientation, the PT
should be able to carry out an analysis of the social and class structure in
Brazil, as well as of the characteristics and state of development of capitalism
in the country. This aspect of political formulation is essential for a party of
the left. Another challenge for the left in Brazil is to lead the ideological and
cultural fight against the reactionary, sexist, homophobic and racist ideas
that were forcefully expressed during the campaign, showing that – despite
undeniable progress in the field of human rights, tolerance and social equal-
ity – there is still a long way to go. For the left, one of the lessons of the bal-
lot box is that improved economic conditions for the people and the rise of
what we call the middle class do not automatically guarantee improvement
in the political and cultural consciousness of these same social classes. On the
contrary, without a battle for hegemony and for political action around these
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categories, their social ascension tends to lead to a reproduction of the behav-
iour of higher social classes.

These are the challenges. The historic conditions that have led to this situ-
ation continue to exist. The Dilma government can, in fact, become an even
more effective and transformative experience than its predecessor, precisely
because it has inherited a country that is more structured, more independent
and more equitable than that inherited by Lula in 2003. Nevertheless, it is still
necessary for the left in Brazil to learn from the recent and distant past, with-
out forgetting that the government is one important element of power, but
that the fight for the construction of a fair and egalitarian society – a social-
ist society – needs more than that. The role of governments of the left must
be to contribute to the accumulation of forces leading to the reinforcement
and bestowing of more wealth and real power to the working class.
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Europe is particularly shaken by the crisis. Faced with the explosion of public

debt, the response adopted is not to remedy the causes of the crisis but to sub-

ject the populations to a super-austerity cure. A new European measure is at-

tempting to “homogenise” the different national policies and the way they are

decided. How would you describe this “innovation”?

This “innovation” is really a dramatic amplification of the existing mecha-
nisms of the present social super-austerity and of support for the financial
markets. It is an offensive action they are calling “Pact for the Euro”, and it
aims to engrave in stone national and European policies of massive new cuts
in social rights. As the European capitalists are unable to curb the crisis, they
are still further intensifying the race to financial competitiveness in the Euro
zone. They are posing German conditions on all of us – the major German
groups hope to draw all the benefits by reinforcing their financial domina-
tion over the Euro zone. All Europeans will have to pay a terrible price, with
an even more serious explosion of inequities throughout Europe and be-
tween the various countries. This “Pact for the Euro” is a significant supple-
mentary stage in the war that the capitalist forces are waging against the
forces of labour and democracy.

What else has provoked the crisis if not the financial capitalist model on
which the European Union has been built over the last years, and particular-
ly the Euro zone? Europe is paying for these neoliberal political choices en-
forced by right-wing as well as social-liberal leaders with the Stability Pact,

Against the “Pact for the Euro”

Interview with Pierre Laurent
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the role played by the ECB, social and fiscal dumping, the generalisation of
job insecurity and the policies of deregulation that have subjected ever more
European peoples and countries to the injunctions of the financial markets.
They have the reduced the social rights of European citizens, unbalanced
public budgets and inflated sovereign debts – which now provide the excuse
for a new austerity cycle. These are the policies that are responsible for the
crisis. It is an infernal spiral.

The accumulated measures to “reassure the markets” can only, with time,
aggravate the situation. Colossal sums have been released with the Financial
Stabilisation Fund to refloat the banks and the financial markets. This has
not prevented speculative attacks on the debts of European states … but
rather strengthened their grip on political power, of which the peoples have
been deprived.

What do the markets care, since the governments intend making the Euro-
pean citizens pay for the crisis by imposing austerity measures copied from
the “structural adjustment” policies demanded by the IMF? These choices
lead the European countries, in the first pace the so-called “peripheral” coun-
tries like Greece, Spain, Portugal and Ireland, into a spiral of economic reces-
sion and social regression, although the whole euro zone is affected and all
the European peoples are hit.

The obsession remains of “lowering labour costs” to pay better dividends
to shareholders. While in the European Union the share of wages in the GDP
has already dropped by 10% in the last 15 years and has been transferred to
capital, the Pact will accentuate this injustice by reverting from collective
agreements to “decentralised negotiations”, by imposing a wage freeze and
ending the indexing of wages on prices. According to Messrs. Barrosos and
Von Rompuy: “Substantial and sustained increases (of wages) can be a sign of
the erosion of competitiveness”! With respect to state employees, the countries
are enjoined to guarantee “wage moderation”, cut the number of employees
and cut social expenditure.

As far as working conditions are concerned, the model is still more “flexi-
security”, which should rather be called “maxi-precariety” – which already
covers some 40% of those actively employed in Europe, principally young
people, women and immigrants, This “precariat” no longer even enjoys guar-
antees of the number of days or hours of work, since according to the above
authorities it is necessary to “limit the unjustified restrictions on work” (quo-
tas, closing shops at certain hours or in certain areas …), This means an end
to the Sunday rest day and to restrictions on night work. Ill paid and inse-
cure, wage earners will increasingly pay higher taxes and have to work longer
hours since the Pact provides for transferringtaxation from work to con-
sumption as well as a “harmonisation” of the retirement age to 67.
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This is the future that the ultraliberals are concocting for us … and since
European citizens cannot accept such regression they will not be consulted –
worse, new mechanisms for bypassing popular sovereignty are being estab-
lished. After forcing through the Lisbon Treaty and setting up a half-year
control of national budgets by the European Commission, the countries
must write into their legislation, or even into their constitutions, an “obliga-
tion to conform to the EU’s budgetary rules”. They want to lock up our soci-
eties by depriving the people of the freedom of their political and economic
choices. To describe this new retreat from democracy John Monks, President
of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) found an apt formula:
he spoke of a system that could “reduce the member states to a quasi-colonial
status”. This is the reality of their alleged “innovation”.

To what extent do the new measures alter the conditions of social and political

struggle in Europe? On the one hand, homogenisation of policies carried out and

on the other an increase in divisions. How does the European Left intend to en-

courage solidaristic and united struggles?

Evidently the bypassing of democracy that I have just described, as well as
the impoverishment and harder working conditions for people in the EU
member countries, do not make things easier. This being said, however, a
deep-seated anger is being expressed. This anger is legitimate and can open
the way to change. Social mobilisations against austerity are developing
throughout Europe. The trade-union condemnation of the “Pact for the
Euro” is very strong. It must be added that the mobilisations largely surpass
the capacities of “classic” mobilisations, both quantitatively and qualitatively.
I am thinking, for example, of the movement of the “moneyless” in Portugal,
which started with Facebook. The number of those acting and becoming
aware is constantly increasing. It is the irruption of the “precarious” onto the
political scene.

I was in Brussels on March 24 of last year, the day the Pact was signed. A
huge rally of trade unionists answering the call of the ETUC and the FGTB
took place in front of the European Council. On March 26 Great Britain saw
its first general strike since 1926. On April 9 of last year, a Euro-demonstra-
tion took place in Budapest. To these social mobilisations must be added
some remarkable political upheavals. For example, the Irish general elections
knocked out the two parties of the coalition government responsible for the
austerity plan; people have called it a “riot in the ballot boxes”.

In this context, to help continue these struggles and their convergence, the
ELP’s responsibility is to put forward a project and political alternatives. We
cannot be content just to denounce or accept conciliation with the present
logic. The International Conference of March 10 to 12 last year, in Athens, on
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the initiative of the ELP, Synaspismos, Transform! and of the Nicos
Poulantzas Institute, is a good illustration of this approach.

We have worked on the problem of national debts with economists, sociol-
ogists, politicians and trade unionists. We have thought about the need to re-
ject the increasing trend to blackmail the countries and about emergency
cancellation measures, of reconstruction with substantial drops in interest
rates, but also about structural measures at the European as well as country
levels.

This was also my opportunity, as president of the ELP, to show my solidar-
ity with the Greek people, publicly to attack the content of the “Pact for the
Euro” and to launch an appeal for the creation, throughout Europe, of resist-
ance fronts of democratic, political and social forces against this new assault
on behalf of the markets.

In the course of this meeting, Francis Wurtz presented the ELP campaign
for a Social Development and Solidarity Fund. This fund (the exact opposite
of the Financial Stabilisation fund) could be a great tool for carrying out an
alternative policy. Through its objectives and mode of financing, it would, on
the one hand, enable the EU and the states to free themselves from the grip
of the markets and, on the other hand, finance public investment projects
that would help the creation of stable and decently paid employment as well
as projects of more general interest.

These are the three objectives that we want to see debated (among our-
selves and with citizens) all through the ELP’s campaign. We could thus pres-
ent two fundamental questions to society: must we continue to let the finan-
cial markets lay down the law or should we return control of budgetary,
monetary and economic choices to the people? Must public money be used
on behalf of the banks and firms that fire, delocalise, and create job insecuri-
ty, or should it be used for jobs and projects that respect humanity and the
planet? This political campaign must begin here and now. I am convinced
that our objectives and approach can bring together many forces, within our
countries and at European level.

The liberal reply to the crisis in Europe – despite the interventionist policies of

some European countries and institutions – encourages the strengthening of ex-

treme and populist right forces. What are the lessons here for the left?

The extreme right has always used social despair and insecurity to push
forward its nauseating policies. With the global crisis we are going through,
it was inevitable that the wolf would come out into the open. We are, indeed,
seeing a worrying rise in extreme and populist right-wing groups in Europe.
Even more worrying is the fact that “government” right-wing groups and the
European Union are not trying to rein them in. For example, none of them
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batted an eyelash when the Hungarian government – which has the presiden-
cy of the Union at present – attacked freedom of expression in its country. I
would go so far as to say that the governments encourage the extreme right
with their anti-immigration policies. In France, the racist remarks of mem-
bers of the government are becoming a regular feature, the state organs are
used to hunt down immigrants, stigmatising and endangering sections of the
population that are already overexploited. During the first round of the last
cantonal council elections, the Front de Gauche (Left Front) confirmed its
position as the second largest organisation of the left, with 8.9% of the votes
(after the Socialists with 25%). This is good news, but the context remains
difficult: there was a record rate of abstention (56%) and the National Front
(taking advantage of strong media coverage and of the daily expression of its
ideas by the party in office) secured 14%. This is a first ever for this kind of
election.

In Europe, Angela Merkel and Nicolas Sarkozy are telling us that austerity
cures are only aimed at rehabilitating the economy of the “lame ducks” that
were endangering the single currency and the economies of the other EU
members. Everything is being done to single out scapegoats, to set the peo-
ples against one another, to avoid highlighting those really responsible for the
crisis. Why should the ECB charge Greece interest rates 10 times higher than
some banks do if not to designate it as a “black sheep”? Evidently, there is no
better breeding ground for developing xenophobic theses. It is a real danger
– history has already proven that, in Europe, the division of the peoples in
times of crisis can lead to the worst.

Faced with this, we must make a clean break with these devastating ideolo-
gies. We must re-establish the truth: it is not the immigrants who are respon-
sible for the decline in European living conditions, nor are the “peripheral”
countries leading Europe into a dead end. “Who is profiting from the crisis?”
That is the question that could help us, along with our fellow citizens, desig-
nate those responsible for the present situation.

We also have the duty to show that there will be no change, no way out,
without solidarity, since all the peoples are being targeted and all are dealing
with more or less brutal adjustment plans. Indeed, it must be noted that the
“Pact for the Euro” does not only concern the Greeks, the Spaniards, the Irish
or the Portuguese. No— they want it to be applied in all the countries of the
EU!

We have a duty to promote the mutual cooperation and the solidarity of
the European peoples, but also with the Mediterranean peoples and of the
whole world. The Europe of peoples is not barricaded and it does not fanta-
sise about immigration coming from the South. To talk about cooperation is
not an irrelevant stand. It corresponds to real expectations from the Mediter-
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ranean countries – Tunisia and Egypt in particular need support to continue
their revolutions. There is also an emergency in Libya, where only the mili-
tary option has been used. We could begin by organising a Euro-Mediter-
ranean Conference for human progress.

The ELP has decided to launch a campaign for a “citizen initiative” for a Euro-

pean Social Development Fund. Can you be more precise about the nature of this

“citizen initiative” provision in the Lisbon Treaty and what has led you take this

decision? And what is the objective?

The time has come for a European scale political counter-offensive against
the generalised intensification of austerity policies. It is in this perspective
that, during our 3rd Congress, we took the decision to wage a campaign for
the creation of a European Social Development and Solidarity Fund. Every-
thing confirms the topical relevance of this proposal, which will be refined
throughout the campaign, taking into account the remarks of the member
parties of the ELP and the forces that will be joining us.

Launched in Athens, a highly symbolic place, it will be the biggest public
political campaign undertaken by the ELP on a European scale since its cre-
ation. Throughout the year 2011, we want to popularise this proposal and
have it widely discussed with all the available forces. Moreover, based on a
political mobilisation that we consider quite original in Europe – that is by
using the European citizen initiative procedure – we want to stimulate debate
on the two questions I have already cited, and more widely on the lines of a
new mode of development.

Concretely, the organisers of a citizen initiative must form a “Citizens’
Committee” composed of at least seven citizens of the EU, living in at least
seven different member states. They will have a year in which to collect “a
minimum of a million citizens from a quarter of the EU member states” so as to
“ask the European Commission to draft bills in areas that fall in its domain”.
This is a minimalist conception of democracy and citizen intervention in the
European public area. However, I think we have a duty to appropriate all the
tools available and especially those that enable direct involvement of citizens
in an alternative project, and not just against the neoliberal choices.

I am convinced that it must be an activist campaign, directly linked to the
social struggles that the left needs to wage, in our countries, in Europe and in
the world. This is starting right now with the Pact for the Euro.

This campaign will also be an opportunity for advancing other proposals
regarding the national debts, the democratic control of banks, the develop-
ment of a selective credit for serving human needs, the creation of new pow-
ers for the workers to intervene in their firms’ decisions – including strategic
ones – and the setting up of a European minimum wage.
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The ELP has just held its 3rd Congress, and you have just been elected President.

What was new about this Congress and how do you see the next steps in encour-

aging the emergence of an authentic European political issue.

I am very proud and honoured by the trust shown to the French Commu-
nist Party through me. I am convinced of the need to coordinate and build
our actions together for a common alternative at the European level. The cri-
sis has reinforced this feeling: we must join forces, we cannot be dispersed or
divided at a time when the peoples are suffering and we have some serious
and joint ways of changing the situation.

Moreover, the speeches made by the delegates showed that, apart from the
difference between various national situations and relations of forces, there is
a very great convergence of analyses on the nature of the crisis, its roots and
its dangers, and there is a determination to work together for a convergence
of struggles and alternative policies.

In this respect, I think that the 3rd Congress was a very important one. We
have not only decided to continue our work, we have moved forward a stage
with the political campaign which I’ve been talking about. We are now a
megaphone of European struggles and resistances – and the only ones who
want a radical reorientation of Europe. We want to make credible and indis-
pensible solutions for redirecting money to respond to human needs.

We will put in place these orientations with full respect for each of the
member parties and organisations of the ELP, and with complete transparen-
cy. We will always make efforts to find a consensus so as to advance together
towards that which unites us.

Another important decision of the Congress was to give a fresh impulse to
our collective work thanks to a more collegial functioning and composition
of the leadership. From now on it will consist of a President along with four
Vice Presidents: Marisa Matias, Maite Mola, Gregore Petrenco and Alexis
Tsipras. Finally, this new phase of the ELP seeks to encourage the involve-
ment of members of our respective organisations. This will strengthen the
ELP’s democratic foundation.

Thus, since the last congress, we have a way of working and political per-
spectives reflecting the Europe we want: united, democratic, at the service of
humanity and the planet. With the Vice Presidents, the Executive Committee
and the Council of Presidents, we will be the guarantors of transformative
orientations.
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One thing we learned from Senegal was the incredible strength of women.
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The Euro-zone is undergoing a crucial test. A number of member states
are unable to get out of the debt trap on their own. The major reason for

the record deficits has to do with the superiority of the German economy,
which right from the start has been the major exporter both of goods and of
capital. Now German policy is trying to bring the countries under even
stricter neoliberal control with the help of a rigid austerity policy. The cur-
rent article contrasts this strategy – “We are exporting our culture of stabili-
ty to Europe” (Minister of Finance Schäuble) – to the contours of “another
Europe”, without which the deterioration of the currency union cannot be
stemmed.

German government policy and the armies of neoliberal propaganda want
to make the world believe that the crisis of the Euro has its roots in the mis-
conduct of individual members. Some countries of Southern Europe, in par-
ticular, are said to have worked badly and consumed too much at the costs of
the disciplined ones, such as of Germany in particular, which, as Chancellor
Merkel said at the World Economic Forum in Davos, was simply “the best”.
Yet it is exactly the opposite which makes sense: Germany as the export
champion could expand at the cost of others and has in this way thoroughly
undermined the Euro. That the German export champion could develop in
such a way has structural reasons which have to be overcome if there is to be
a reinforcing of the Euro.

Why Germany and the 

Euro-Countries Need Another Europe

Conrad Schuhler



Real reasons for the crisis

These structural reasons are the following:
Right from the start the constructional defect of the Euro-zone consisted in
harnessing countries of completely different economic structure to one cur-
rency regime without even for a moment considering a common economic
structural policy. Thus the superior German production structure could ef-
fortlessly expand on the markets of the inferior countries while at the same
time defending its domestic market against attempts at import on the part of
the weaker national economies. Through a fierce neoliberal strategy German
companies were allowed to develop even more “competitiveness”. Thus there
emerged a block of countries grouped around Germany with trade and cap-
ital balance surpluses, while on the other hand there was a block of weak ones
which played the role of importer of goods and capital. Unless this polarisa-
tion of the Euro-states is corrected, there can be no stabilisation of the Euro
and the Euro-zone.

The origin of the crisis does not lie in the indebtedness of the Euro-states,
which itself should be seen as a consequence of the neoliberal capitalist strat-
egy and its failure. The neoliberal dogma of reducing state revenues and state
influence has led to a decrease of public expenses and services and to a dereg-
ulation of the markets. The redistribution from bottom to top, and in favour
of incomes from assets, caused domestic demand to shrink and lag behind.
Ever greater shares of the greatly swollen money assets flowed into the finan-
cial sector which thus detached itself more and more from the real economy
and sought its fortune in financial deals, that is, in finding ever new debtors.
These debtors were and are the countries of the European Union, which are
structurally invested in such deficits. When the crisis exploded, the states
were altogether too weak to launch economic stimulus programmes and
safety nets without getting into ever more debt. Their classification by the
rating agencies as weak and more or less incapable of meeting their obliga-
tions means they have to pay more for loans and that the interest and repay-
ment burden for their old debts is steadily growing. The public debt, which
several states cannot overcome on their own, is a symptom of the general cri-
sis of neoliberal financial-market capitalism.

The predominance of the German economy 

The predominance of the German economy is also reflected in the manu-
facturing sector’s high share of the entire value added. This is the sector on
which the German dominance in exports is based. “Germany’s export dy-
namics is carried by only a few branches, most of all by the car-producing,
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the chemical and the mechanical engineering industries” (Becker, 13). In
Germany the share of manufacturing is twice as high as in Italy, two and a
half times higher than in France and four times higher than in Spain. The ad-
vantages in these sectors for Germany have been there from the beginning
and have, since the introduction of the Euro, been steadily increasing.

This Table illustrates the extreme polarisation of the Euro-countries
with regard to their intra-EU, as well as their overall international, com-
petitiveness. Out of the 17 Euro-countries only six – namely the Nether-
lands, Germany, Belgium Ireland, Slovakia and Finland – have a positive
trade balance with the world as a whole (with regard to the intra-EU-
trade, Finland shows a negative balance, while there is a small active bal-
ance for Slovenia). The remaining 11 all have an unfavourable balance of
trade, which is particularly high for the problem countries of Portugal,
Greece and Spain.
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Trade: Euro-countries

2010 (Jan. – Nov.)
in billions of Euros

Balance of Trade

Inner-EU Trade World Trade

Belgium 20.64 16.64

Germany 61.84 140.38

Estonia -1.27 -0.52

France -65.12 -57.48

Finland -3.61 0.92

Greece -13.14 -21.00

Ireland 29.59 40.44

Italy -5.69 -24.59

Luxembourg -2.16 -3.06

Malta -1.12 -1.18

Netherlands 136.66 38.33

Austria -9.72 -4.27

Portugal -13.59 -18.02

Slovakia 5.16 -0.43

Slovenia 0.55 -0.31

Spain -8.06 -44.74

Cyprus -3.26 -4.71

Source: Eurostat



That the fourth in the PIGS pack, Ireland, is showing a surplus can be ex-
plained by its attractiveness as a low-tax country for transnational compa-
nies, which use Ireland as a production site for their foreign market. These
circumstances are responsible for the peculiarity of the Irish problem, which
does not have its origins in the fatal double deficit of the trade balance and
the public budget. The reason why Ireland is stuck in a severe deficit crisis is
that the state committed financial suicide when it tried to save the ailing
banks. In 2010 the public budget deficit resulting from efforts at rescuing the
banks amounted to one third of the GNP. The Irish disaster was entirely a
consequence of the neoliberal financial-market crisis and the shifting of the
bank’s debts on to the state.

The six winning countries with regard to intra-EU-trade are grouped
around the major power of Germany. The oppressive predominance of Ger-
many in exports can be seen from the data on world trade. The German sur-
plus in world trade (from January to November 2010) is more than three
times that of the Netherlands.

At the same time, the development of France is interesting, because it
also became a victim of Germany’s aggressive export strategy. In 2003 the
French trade balance turned unfavourable and has remained so (Becker,
15). The French government’s persistent criticism of Germany’s econom-
ic policy, which is said to keep its own market too small while feeding on
the buying power of people in other countries, has this concrete back-
ground: In autumn 2010 President Sarkozy endorsed Chancellor Merkel’s
line saying that it was not the Germans who had to change their policy
but all the others which had to adopt the German model. Sarkozy was
brought back down to the neoliberal earth, which perhaps also had to do
with French banks inside the Euro-zone being, after the Germans, the sec-
ond biggest creditors of the PIGS-states. In any case, the block’s leader,
Germany, has been able to re-stabilise its dominance through this “Ger-
man-French axis”.

Polarisation of winners and losers among the states

The structural differences were already there when the common currency
was introduced, that is, there have been construction errors from the very be-
ginning. The hope expressed in propaganda that the common currency
would lead to an integrated economic policy and to an approximation of liv-
ing and working conditions was a deceptive manoeuvre similar to that of the
“flourishing landscapes” which Chancellor Kohl painted at the time of Ger-
man reunification under the insignia of the common D-Mark. In fact, the
rigorous neoliberal course in Germany led to a deterioration of living condi-
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tions while at the same time it further privileged German companies in in-
ternational, and most of all, in intra-EU competition.

Germany’s wage ratio

The wage ratio, that is, the share of incomes and wages of the whole econ-
omy, is steadily decreasing in the context of global neoliberal capitalism (see
illustration A). Most of all, it is decreasing in Germany, whose 2009 free fall
in this regard was second only to that of the USA. But also in England, France
and the Euro-zone countries, wage ratios are decreasing. However, in the
Euro-zone the differences between the individual countries are considerable
and in all categories Germany holds the top position as regards wage cuts.

Between 2000 and 2009, there was a decrease of 4.5% in the development
of real wages and salaries in Germany, while there were increases in all other
competing countries, partly enormous ones: in Finland real wages rose by
22%, in France by 15.2% and in Spain by 7.5%. The unit labour costs –
meaning the relations of the wage costs and the costs of the finished product
– reflect the development of the companies’ competitive capacity. Smaller
wage cost increases mean a more competitive company. While between 2000
and 2009 the wage costs increased by an average of 19.4% in the Euro-zone,
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Corporate Tax Rates in the EU-15 and EU-10

1990 2000 2009

Austria 30.0 34.0 25.00

Belgium 41.0 39.0 33.99

Denmark 40.0 32.0 25.00

Finland 25.0 29.0 26.00

France 37.0 33.3 33.30

Germany 50.0 45.0 15.00

Greece 46.0 40.0 25.00*

Ireland 43.0 24.0 12.50

Italy 36.0 37.0 31.40

Luxembourg 34.0 30.0 25.50

Netherlands 35.0 35.0 25.50*

Portugal 36.0 32.0 27.00*

Spain 35.0 35.0 30.00*

Source: World Tax Database http://www.bus.umich.ed/otpr/ptpr/default.asp

EuroMomo 2010/11. *maximum rates



they rose by only 5.9% in Germany. In Greece the increase amounted to
37.1%, in Spain to 29.9%, in Ireland to 26.5%, in Portugal to 26.2%. The dif-
ferences are even more conspicuous when one looks at the unit labour costs
in the manufacturing industries only – the main area of Germany’s exports.
In this sector, the unit labour costs in Germany decreased by 6.4% between
2000 and 2008, while in the countries of the Euro-zone they rose everywhere,
in Spain even by 26.3%. This means that since 2000, in the respective Euro-
markets, Germany has gained an advantage of labour unit costs of 32.7%
over Spain. The comparative figure for Portugal is 15.5%, for Greece 15.3%
while for France the increase of the advantage of labour unit costs for Ger-
man companies still amounts to 12.6%. When one realises that when the
Euro was introduced Germany already had a superior productive structure,
it becomes clear that the rapid polarisation in the Euro-zone has elevated
German companies to a position of absolute predominance.

The other side of the coin of this predominance of German export indus-
tries, which is first and foremost a consequence of the pressure on wages, is
the steady decrease of domestic demand in relation to production capaci-
ties. To the capitalist this is a signal that more must be produced for export
and / or that the greater part of profits must be invested in the financial
markets.

A taxation system tailored to companies and the wealthy 

The left Table shows that in all the Euro-countries corporate taxes have
been cut back, the sharp drop occurring immediately after the introduction
of the Euro. Germany took the longest jump to the bottom. In 1990, it had
the highest tax rate with 50%, while in 2009 its tax rate was the lowest, even
lower than in Ireland. The immense drop after 2000 is particularly striking:
since then two-thirds of all taxes have been abolished, while since 2000 taxes
remained stable in France and were only slightly reduced in Portugal and
Spain. The German state filled the pockets of its entrepreneurs, thus doping
them for international competition. Even if the so-called implicit tax rates
are taken into account, privileging of incomes from capital is still the effect.
“Implicit” here means that, in the burden on capital income, through profit
and income taxes as well as land and property taxes, has been taken into ac-
count. In 2009, this implicit tax rate for incomes from capital amounted to
23.1% in Germany. In comparison, the taxes paid from wages and salaries
amounted to 39.2%. In France the taxes on incomes from capital amount to
38.3%, while there is a tax on wages of 41.4%. The figures for Spain are:
32.8% taxes on capital, 30.5% on wages and salaries. For the Euro-zone alto-
gether the taxes on capital incomes are 27.2%, those on wages and salaries
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24.4%. Thus the German state proves to be a friend to capital and capitalists
to a degree far above the European average.

This trend is also reflected in the development of the property tax. While
in the Euro-zone the property taxes amount to an average of 2% of the GNP,
the figure is 0.8% for Germany (see the “Taxes on property” chart below).
This is only undercut by Austria. All other states raise more from their
wealthy people. The list is topped by France with a share of the GNP of 3.3%.
Neoliberal policies as they are being practiced in their pure form in Germany
are directed against the German people as well as against the majority of peo-
ple in the other Euro-countries. In Germany people work harder and are paid
less. In other countries the economy is pushed to the margin, while the states
are forced to run up ever more debts. Germany’s current structures, which,
according to Chancellor Merkel’s dictum, should be emulated by all the oth-
ers, are not the best but are actually the basic problem of both the Euro and
the EU.

Interest spread favours the banks and the surplus countries

Interest spread or interest margin means the difference between active and
passive interest, i.e. the interest the banks themselves have to pay for money,
as compared to the interest their debtors have to pay for bank loans. The in-
creasing public debt is big business for the banks. Since May 7, 2009 they have
been getting money from the ECB for 1% interest. In Germany, ten-year gov-
ernment bonds yield a return of 3% annually. The country has a debt of 2
trillion Euro. If the federal government wants to decrease this debt by issuing
state loans it would have to raise a sum of 60 billion Euros per year for inter-
est alone. The banks – or other financiers – borrow the money from the ECB
at 1%, that is, for 20 million Euros, and make a profit of 40 million Euros a
year from German state bonds alone.

But this is only a part of the big business opportunity that state bankrupt-
cy affords, because for problem countries the spreads are much wider, which
means that they have to pay far higher interest for their long-term loans,
namely 7 to 12%. Let’s take the current debts of Greece which amount to
130% of the GNP (and will next year amount to 150%). By now Greece can
sell long-term state loans only by granting an interest rate of more than 10%.
Applied to our example, this means that each year Greece has to muster up
at least 13% of its GNP alone for paying the interest. No country in the world
could recover under such conditions, not to speak of a slowly growing one
such as Greece, the GNP of which shrank by 4.3% last year. Similar scenarios
are looming for Portugal, Ireland, Spain and probably also for Italy. With
every demotion by the rating agencies, the interest for bonds is soaring. This
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makes the interplay between rating agencies and financial investors so attrac-
tive for the “financial markets”, but so disastrous for the debtors. The differ-
ent spreads for the countries graded as stable and the other, weaker ones
widen the gulf between the economies of the Euro-countries. While the sur-
plus countries can finance themselves from a 3% interest, the deficit coun-
tries have to muster up three or four times the amount. The disadvantages
which had already been there at the outset are increasing from one period to
the next.

The dissolution of the Euro-zone would be disastrous

From nationalist demagogues to worried economists the solution suggest-
ed to the crisis of the Euro is the demand: back to the Deutsche Mark (DM),
out of the currency union with the notorious debtors in the Euro-zone! If
successful, such DM nationalism would be devastating for Germany. The re-
turn to the DM would lead to a “shock effect in the wake of its deflation of
up to 40%” (Memo Special, 5). The competitive advantages for the German
export champion on the international markets would vanish overnight. To
outbalance this, the pressure on wages and salaries in Germany would only
increase further. Both the export as well as the domestic markets would
shrink in the wake of a DM deflation, economic development would be ham-
pered and the situation of both working and unemployed people would be-
come even more precarious.

Likewise, also for the deficit countries there is no solution to their problems
in a return to their national currencies. In relation to a Euro-block at the core
(consisting of a DM Germany and other surplus countries), these currencies
would be rapidly devalued, namely to the same extent that the DM or the
Euro would be re-valued upwards. The debt burden of the countries con-
cerned would rise, because it would have to be paid in Euros, which would
increase the value of the Euro by up to 40% as compared to the national cur-
rencies. The PIGS would be less able to act and to pay than ever before. Also,
their devalued currency would not help the exports of their products, since
their export-low is a consequence of their productive structure and not of the
exchange relations between the currencies. Currently they are not able to
produce goods in the required amounts which would also be able to compete
on international markets. A process of recovery would have to be introduced
by establishing productive, sustainable and socially sensible economic struc-
tures which the countries left to their debts can afford even less now than
they could in the past. These arguments apply to all the models which ex-
clude the Euro-debtor states, and thus also to both the idea presented by for-
mer BID (Association of German Industrialists) President Henkel, of divid-
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ing Europe into a Euro-North and Euro-South-zone, and the idea of uniting
the countries excluded from the Euro in a new European currency system
and tying them via fixed exchanged rates to the core currency. The result of
a gap between the currencies – a gap that would be expected and indeed
wanted – would necessarily lead to a revaluation of the one side and a deval-
uation of the other.

Without a haircut nothing will work

Apart from leading EU politicians and the European bank oversight agen-
cies, the whole world admits that there has to be a haircut, a partial absten-
tion on the part of the creditors from debt repayments by the bankrupt
states. Even the spokesmen for bonds funds, for example, SPD politicians,
support this demand. With a state deficit of up to 130% of GNP, the more in-
debted states remain incapable of paying, since they cannot annually muster
10% and more of GNP for servicing the debts alone. It is better to arrange a
partial waiver, with the creditors receiving the rest of their claims with a guar-
antee. The conflict is about how short the cut should be, the form it is to take
and, most of all, who is to pay for it.

The different methods of the cut are: the partial devaluation of the credi-
tor’s claims, a partial relief of the interest payable, the prolongation of the
terms of loans. With regard to the debt conversion rate, Peer Steinbrück,
minister of the grand coalition for the financial crisis, indicated ca. 30%
(Süddeutsche Zeitung, March 11, 2011). Yet in many cases this would be too
low. If the Greek public debt is to be reduced to 90% of the GNP, as is de-
manded by the head of the biggest bond investor’s in the world, a debt con-
version rate, i.e. waived claims from creditors, of 40% or more would be re-
quired.

Will the creditors be part of the game? The major creditors of the indebt-
ed states are banks, investment funds and insurance companies. From 10-
year bonds, for example for Greece, their yield is more than 12%. They can
sell the government bonds for 80% and less, but get interest for 100% of the
papers. The actual interest amounts to about 15%. In only two years they will
have reaped a profit amounting to 30% of the debt conversion quota.

Despite this, thus Steinbrück, the investors are not to pay for the debtors’
waiver. For banks which get into trouble as a consequence of the haircut, fur-
ther public safety nets will, according to Steinbrück, have to be set up (Süd-
deutsche Zeitung, March 11, 2011). IFO (Institute for Economic Research)-
President Sinn and his combatants from seven European countries in the Eu-
ropean Economic Advisory Group even go one step further. They demand in
the event of a haircut that the old debts be converted into bonds, to be guar-
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anteed by the Union (Sinn). Instead of a real co-liability of banks and other
big speculators the state would once again bear exclusive liability. This time
the community of countries would unabashedly take over the loan default,
while investors would be able to go scot-free with their speculative profits.

Even the authors of the Working Group on Alternative Economic Policy
advocate “special regulations”, when “an investor’s existence is threatened” by
debt conversion (Sonder-Memo, 14). This means that investors might spec-
ulate with and risk the existence of states, without themselves being put in ex-
istential danger if the bled-dry debtor cannot pay any more. This is equiva-
lent to an invitation to the speculators not to change their behaviour in any
way.

Tackling the causes of the crisis

All the measures to rescue the afflicted Euro-countries and the common
currency discussed and decided on so far might afford some relief for now,
but they do not tackle the causes of the crisis itself. Among these the follow-
ing are the most important:
l the redistribution of incomes from bottom to top which wears away mass

incomes and limits the markets;
l the impoverishment of the public sector, which shows itself in a sinking

public-expenditure quota and insufficient state finances and the conse-
quent public indebtedness despite shrinking public services;

l the dictate of the so-called financial markets, i.e. the banks, investment
funds and insurance companies; this financial capital has detached itself
from the real economy and speculates, without any effective control, on the
highest possible profits;

l the imbalances in the current accounts of national economies tear the
Euro-countries ever further apart, which makes it impossible to keep up a
permanent currency union;

l in the national economies investments are made according to the criterion
of the highest profit, which means a trend towards financial investments
and a turn away from social and ecological criteria; under these conditions,
a qualified improvement of economic structures is not possible.

If all these are the essential causes of the Euro crisis, it is necessary to
change course in these areas and introduce a new European policy.

1) We need a new tax and wage system which reverses the development of
recent decades in the distribution of incomes and assets. In Germany, the
DAX companies were able to increase their profits by 57% last year, while real
wages fell back behind the level of 2005 (junge Welt, February 12, 2011). The
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result is that enormous amounts of money pile up with companies and the
wealthy who continue to invest less and less of their money in the real econ-
omy, because mass income, and thus also demand, is stagnating or receding.
What is required is higher taxation on profits and on the highest incomes,
and tax relief for the lower incomes, while at the same time wages and salaries
need to be increased.

2) The state needs more public revenue, and society needs a higher public-
investment quota which is able to pay for more and better public services. In
Germany, the highest 10% of the population disposes of money assets of
nearly 10 trillion Euros, while the state has run up debts of two trillion.
Putting a tax of 1% on the highest 10% of incomes would yield about 100
million Euros per year. A financial turnover tax of 0.05% would yield a fur-
ther 27 million Euros. There is plenty of money in Germany and the other
Euro-countries, but it is flowing into the wrong pockets.

3) The whole banking system must be restructured from scratch. The
banks themselves are allowed to scoop out any amount of money and invest
it according to profit-maximising criteria, while controls are extremely defi-
cient. The banks thus endanger economic and social development. The big-
ger they are, the more they can, in their speculative deals, count on being res-
cued by the state (“too big to fail”). This rotten system must be broken. We
need banks to handle money transfers, to guarantee savings and to provide
loans for the real economy. To facilitate this and to avoid speculation, the en-
tire banking system must be put under social and democratic control.

4) Removing the trade imbalances between the different countries requires
increasing domestic demand in the surplus countries, i.e. a drastic increase of
mass incomes. In the deficit countries an improvement of the entire econom-
ic structure is needed, so that exports can develop and so that they are better
braced for imports. Indeed, we require an integrated economic policy in the
Euro-zone, but one oriented towards the development of all the national
economies and not taking the example of the “best” and continuing the prac-
tice of publicly servicing the accumulated debts.

5) All of Europe needs a new and alternative economic policy which leads
to the development of sustainable and ecologically sound structures and to
the social organisation of economy and society. An economic and financial
sector which is only interested in reaping the highest profits can by definition
not bring this about. It is not only that it has completely different priorities;
sustainability and social meaningfulness are disturbing elements for it. Eu-
rope can and will only have a future if and in as far as the political power re-
lations are changed. The currently dominant parties of neoliberal capitalism
must be pushed back by the forces struggling for “another Europe”.

So far there are not many signs to show that this could happen. In the me-
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tropolises of the Euro-zone where the major profiteers of the Euro rule, the
attitude among the “subalterns” is characterised by lack of understanding,
resignation and passivity. Here is where the least resistance has developed
against the attempt of the neoliberal elites to use the crisis as a chance for
fine-tuning the neoliberal regime all over Europe. The situation in the coun-
tries of the periphery seems slightly different, because there the austerity pol-
icy is massively and obviously directed against the life opportunities of the
broad masses. Nationwide strikes in Greece, Spain and Portugal show the
readiness to fight. Without the development of forces at the centre, and with-
out a better Europe-wide coordination of these forces, the struggles on the
periphery will have limited effect.

Sources
Becker, Joachim: EU: von der Wirtschafts- zur Integrationskrise. In Z – Nr. 85, März 2011,

10 – 30 [The EU: From the Economic Crisis to a Crisis of Integration. – In: Z 85, March
2011]

ISW-Wirtschaftsinfo 44. Fred Schmid / Conrad Schuhler: Bilanz 2010 – Ausblick 2011. Fak-
ten und Argumente zur wirtschaftlichen Lage in Deutschland und der Euro-Zone.
München, April 2011 [Balance Sheet 2010 – Outlook 2011. Facts and Arguments on the
Economic Situation in Germany and in the Euro-Zone, Munich, April 2011]

Sinn et al.: EEAG Bericht über die europäische Wirtschaft. Berlin, 1.3.2011 [EEAG (Euro-
pean Economic Advisory Group)-Report on the European Economy]

Sonder-Memo = Arbeitsgruppe Alternative Wirtschaftspolitik: Sondermemorandum Euro
in der Krise: Ein Sieben-Punkte-Programm zur Wirtschafts- und Währungsunion”. Bre-
men, Februar 2011 [Working Group on Alternative Economic Policy: SonderMemoran-
dum on “The Euro in the Crisis: A Programme of Seven Points on the Economic and the
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The subject of poverty and exclusion in Europe is at the heart of a controversy

which has been raging in many countries in recent years over the choice of the

economic model that should be adopted by the European Union to put an end

to the scandal of mass poverty. In his contribution to the Conference on Poverty

and Exclusion in Europe organised by the Kossuth Klub, Transform! and Le

Monde Diplomatique, Francis Wurtz said: I will address the subject from three

viewpoints. First, I will re-outline the main stages of the declared ambition of all

those who have promoted the construction of Europe over the past half-century:

namely to put an end to poverty. I will then dwell on the main elements of a di-

agnosis of failure – precisely of the many attempts to eradicate poverty without

calling into question the free-market economic model on which the present Eu-

ropean construction is based. Finally, I will highlight the obstacles, which, to my

mind, must be removed in order to tackle the deep causes of the plague that

everyone declares they want to combat.

From the outset, the European Community proclaimed its desire to pro-
mote social advancement. The Treaty of Rome included the promise of

“social and economic progress” and, with this in mind, the European Social
Fund was set up in 1957, purportedly to sustain employment and the educa-
tion of workers.

The Main Stages of a 

Declared Ambition
Talk at the Kossuth Klub – Transform! – Le Monde

Diplomatique Conference on Poverty and Exclusion in

Europe  Budapest, November 4-6, 2010

Francis Wurtz
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In 1975, the first programme to fight poverty was initiated. It was a pilot
programme whose aim was to studies to help better understand the phenom-
enon of poverty in order to promote it. The Council of Ministers defined as
poor those “persons or families whose resources are so limited as to prevent
them from benefiting from an acceptable minimum life style in the member
state in which they live”. The programme was to cover the period from 1975
to 1993. It was not seen through to completion as, very quickly, Great Britain
and Germany challenged its legal foundation in the name of subsidiarity,
which assigned responsibility in social matters not to the European Union
but to each member state.

In 1992, the Council of Ministers published two documents. One encour-
aged states to recognise “the elementary right of persons to have sufficient re-
sources (…) to live in a manner compatible with human dignity”. The other
stressed that the notion of a “European social model” was acquired by dint of
joining the EU, and it pronounced itself in favour of orientations thought to
be aids to reaching this goal.

In 1997, the Treaty of Amsterdam gave a legal basis to the struggle against
social exclusion by including among the “goals” of the European Union and
member states “the improvement of living conditions and adequate social
protection”. The same year, the first “open method of coordination” (OMC)
was implemented. This signified organising among all the member states, in
the fields that came within their competence, a process of emulation and col-
lective appraisal of the measures taken, in order to favour convergent action
and sustainable commitment of all the states to common goals.

In addition, throughout this period concrete measures were taken, and
continue to be taken, with an aim to meet the basic needs of persons in great
difficulty. For example, foodstuffs are allocated to humanitarian organisa-
tions. Rather than agreeing to tackle the causes of poverty, only its most re-
volting effects are dealt with. Countries such as Romania, but also Spain, Italy
or France received this help. Others refused, particularly those which advo-
cate a reduction of the Common Agricultural Policy budget. (For example,
for 2011 the quantity to be allocated has already been included in the budg-
et: 1,500 tons of butter, 100,000 tons of powdered milk, 3 million tons of ce-
reals … which amounts to some 480 million Euros.)

However, in 2000 the Lisbon Strategy 2000-2010 (which is completely un-
related to the Lisbon Treaty) was adopted, strongly affirming the ambition
“to give a decisive impulse to the elimination of poverty” by 2010 and “to en-
sure the active social inclusion of all”. The existence of 55 million poor in the
15 countries of Europe was declared “unacceptable”.

Indicators were set up to assess the progress accomplished on a regular ba-
sis. For example, the rate of monetary poverty (income) and non-monetary
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poverty (living conditions, deprivation); the rate of poor workers; the situa-
tion by age bracket … Difficulties were encountered. For example, assessing
the level of income at which one is considered poor varies greatly from one
country to another, not only in the absolute, which is normal, but also relative
to the median income in the different countries. The proposed maximum
limit was 60% (considered poor are those whose income is less than 60% of
the median income of their fellow countrymen). But in some countries the
rate applied was only 50% or even 40% of the median income – which auto-
matically lowers the number of poor people inventoried in the country.

Nevertheless, the European Union has devoted financial means and has
created legal instruments to carry out its actions against poverty. The ESF
(European Social Fund) has been allocated 75 billion Euros for 2007-2013. A
European fund for the adjustment to globalisation has been created to favour
the reintegration of workers made redundant as a result of major restructur-
ing plans. Once again, the cause of this restructuring, which in most cases is
the race for financial profit regardless of the consequences for the people, is
neglected. It is only a matter of softening the blow.

It must be added that this Fund has only 500 million Euros at its disposal,
taken from the unused credit of the previous year. The conditions for obtain-
ing this help are thus very selective. As regards the legal instruments created
by the EU at the same period (2000) we can quote the Charter of Fundamen-
tal Rights which stipulates:

l “Human dignity cannot be violated. It must be respected and protected”.
l “In order to combat social exclusion and poverty the EU recognises and re-

spects the right to social aid, the right to housing allowance and access to
social services”.

As for the Treaty of Lisbon, which came into effect a year ago, there is a “so-
cial clause” which makes provision for the assessment of the social impact of all
the European policies. We can see that it is an experiment structured from start
to finish, especially since the launch of the Lisbon Strategy 2000-2010, accord-
ing to a clear principle – not to touch the free-market rules which cause pover-
ty but to multiply the social buffers and safeguards. It is a strategic choice. It
therefore requires an assessment, and appropriate conclusions must be drawn.

Diagnosis of a failure

l It is an established fact that 10 years after the launch of the Lisbon Strate-
gy, not only has poverty not been “eradicated”, it has not even diminished.
It has in fact increased.
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l The official count in 2008 (before the financial crisis) was 84 million peo-
ple, an average of 17% of the population (20% in Great Britain, over 20%
in Bulgaria, Romania), 1 European out of 6.

l Of those who are considered poor or who “run the risk of poverty”, 70 mil-
lion are in employment (according to statistics of the Council of Employ-
ment – Social Policy of 31/3/2008). These are the working poor.

l 20 million of these poor are children (after social transfer); before social
transfer (under threat today) the number is 30 million.

Over and above these people, the social problem of poverty is spreading
more and more.
l 1 European out of 5 say they have in 2010 at least once been short of mon-

ey to buy food, current consumer goods or even to pay their bills;
l 3 Europeans out of 10 find it is “more and more difficult to cover the cost

of health”;
l 3 Europeans out of 4 believe poverty has increased in the country they live

in;
l the sharp rise in precarious labour has made a sudden fall into extreme

poverty possible and given rise to anxiety about a fatal chain effect (in
France, for example, 1 person out of 2 does not rule out the possibility of
finding themselves homeless, on the street!);

l The pay differential is such in the European Union that mobility is only
possible in one direction: from countries with very low salaries towards the
others. This reality induces widespread social dumping, competition be-
tween workers and strained relations with immigrant workers.
(The wage for full-time employment in Hungary is 6 times less than in

Germany; the minimum wage in Bulgaria is 13 times less than in Luxemburg
æ 123 Euros against 1,642! – ; in 9 countries the minimum wage is below 300
Euros a month; Germany has created jobs at 1 Euro an hour.)

Inequalities within the countries make poverty even more exclusional by
breaking social cohesion, giving rise to a feeling of being downgraded, mar-
ginalised and stigmatised. In Germany, the most wealthy 10% own over 60%
of personal goods, while the 70% poorest own 9%. In the new eastern Län-
der the average household capital of the inhabitants lost absolute value be-
tween 2002 and 2007 as a result of the property crisis and the increase in un-
employment.

This constitutes a serious failure for the European Union as a whole and its
member states. This failure needs to be analysed in the light of the goals the
European Union set itself, the means mobilised and the instruments it has in-
stalled.
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Obstacles to be overcome to tackle the deep causes of poverty

To my mind, these are due to the way the present European construction is
envisaged and in particular to three of the lines of force which have been ex-
acerbated in recent years.
l The European Union has given too much power to the markets, especially

to the financial market (forbidding any “restriction” on the free movement
of capital; the European Central Bank at the service of financial markets æ
a “strong Euro” is attractive for capital but impoverishes the peoplesæ; a
stability pact to cut down on public spending …).We saw in 2008-2009
where this free-market enthusiasm led. And yet if the supervision of this
endless headlong rush has been stepped up, the logic at work has remained
unchanged. It is a machine made to manufacture insolent wealth and scan-
dalous poverty.

l The European Union in its present form encourages competition between
peoples (race for the lowest bidder in social issues, casualising labour, com-
pulsory opening of government-owned firms to competition…). In such a
pattern, based on social dumping, poverty is inevitably created.

l The European Union has reduced the capacity of citizens and of all the par-
ties involved in social life to resist and intervene (concentration of power
at the summit, systems imposing restrictions, control, sanctions… to the
extent of controlling national budget plans prior to their review by nation-
al parliaments).
In such a logic social policy is demoted to being a variable adjusted to suit

the economic warfare being waged. European legal texts are the expression of
this contradiction between declared ambitions and the logic of the econom-
ic system. Here are some examples:
l I mentioned the Charter of Fundamental Rights. One of the articles recog-

nises “the right of access to social services providing protection in the event
of maternity, illness, industrial accidents, dependence or old age and also
unemployment”. In fact, this article, like many others, is followed by an “ex-
planation drawn up under the authority of the Presidium of the European
Convention”, which stipulates: “the reference to social services applies to
cases where such services have been created to provide certain benefits, but
in no way implies that such services should be created where they do not
exist”! (These explanations are addressed to the courts that may be referred
to, and they must be taken into account by these courts.) 

l In the Treaty of Lisbon the article which recognises the “specific task” of
“Services of General Economic Interest” (SGEI), in the application of
which a firm may be dispensed from respecting the rules of competition,
concludes with the following safeguard: “the development of trade must
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not be affected (by the SGEI) to such an extent as would be contrary to the
interests of the Union”

l A similar safeguard is contained in the article on social policy: “the Union
and the member states act, taking into account (…) the necessity to main-
tain the competitiveness of the Union’s economy”.

l Likewise, in the article concerning social protection and the fight against
social exclusion: “the European legislations adopted in accordance with the
present article (…) must not perceptibly affect financial equilibrium”.

In the jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice, freedom of capital is
placed above workers rights:

Thus the Netherlands were compelled to modify their system for assigning
social housing because of a “manifest error” of public service. The income
ceiling opening the right to this kind of housing (33 000 Euros for a house-
hold) was considered too high.

In Lower Saxony (Germany) another ruling (Rüffert ruling) was made in
favour of a Latvian firm, a subcontractor of a German building firm, which
expected to pay its workers 50% of the minimum wage that applied in this
sector in that region. This was done in the name of the freedom of any firm
to contract its services in the same conditions as those in force in its country
of origin.

So there are fundamental measures in the present structure of the European
Union that should be reviewed and made as restrictive as the goals set for pub-
lic deficits – for example, today, fixed goals and a precise calendar for the elim-
ination of poverty in Europe. If business circles do not wish to hear about
such restrictive goals in the fight against poverty it is precisely because they
fear it will eventually lead to a reappraisal of the free-market economic rules
which they value above all. It is now up to the political decision-makers to act.

The problem is that the main European leaders are hardly critical of the
present European economic model. On October 15 José Manuel Barroso,
President of the European Commission, and Hermann Van Rompuy, Presi-
dent of the European Council, welcomed 18 “philosophical” organisations.
They waxed lyrical. According to the former, “the fight against poverty is a
European priority”. He mentioned the “ethical” dimension of this fight but
with no hint of self-criticism as regards a policy which has turned out to be
unable to stem poverty. The latter said “we need an altruistic, interdependent
and humanistic inspiration. We need values. The European Union is unity in
diversity. Social exclusion is contrary to unity, consequently social exclusion
is anti-European”!

Most members of the European parliament are not exempt from this con-
tradiction between words and acts. Thus, in October, when the Figueiredo
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Report on the fight against poverty was being discussed, everyone, or almost
everyone, agreed to recommend that member states institute a minimum in-
come higher than the poverty threshold. But when the three left-wing groups
put forward a concrete proposal laying down a framework-directive in favour
of such a provision, it was rejected. The new 10-year European programme –
“European Union 2020” – which has replaced the Lisbon Strategy and which
is now the official reference of the 27 member countries, has shifted the ini-
tial deadline set by the Lisbon Strategy back by 10 years. But this time the
plan is less ambitious: no mention is made of eradicating poverty but only of
reducing by 20 million the number of persons concerned.

As the same causes produce the same effects, the odds are that if the obsta-
cles I mentioned remain, the number of poor people among the population
of the European Union will, by 2020, have increased dramatically. The citi-
zens, those who play an active part in social matters, trade unions, other or-
ganisations and progressive political parties, have everything to gain by giv-
ing voice to the demand to reshape the economic rules and political practices
in Europe so as to give social goals the place in effective decisions, which they
have today only in the speeches of the top leaders. Let us hope that the year
of the fight against poverty may help to create such a leap forward. The en-
ergy of the social movements on the scene throughout Europe at the present
time gives us reason for hope.
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Small workshops in Dakar. This was an artisanal shoe-making shop. 

Some shoes are made of exotic materials, such as snake or crocodile.
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The economic and social map of Europe is jagged. In 2010, the production
of social wealth decreased for the third year in succession in Greece,

Spain and Ireland. Also, Italy and Great Britain did not find a way out of the
crisis, but seem to have gotten caught in a stagnation trap. Even France is
showing some effort at returning to a path of expansion. After the financial
and real estate crisis, the crash of the boom and the coup d’état of the banks
in regaining their stability through the tax payers’ money, the continent has
now ended up in the straitjacket of austerity policies. That this is imposed by
the EU and the IMF as a “rescue net” leads to growing anxiety as to whether
in the near future the Euro-zone will end up in ruins (IMK 2011).

How differently the situation in Germany is developing. A deep slump (-
4.7%) was followed last year by the most vigorous boost (+3.6%) in the EU;
only Sweden’s comeback was greater. While in the neighbouring countries
the officially documented unemployment rate – among youth in particular –
has increased, it stagnated in Germany even in the deepest crisis trough and
has just recently dropped further. Something inconceivable seems to have
happened to which some refer as a “German miracle” (The Economist, May
11, 2010).

This impression is supported by a second observation. While the European
Mediterranean countries experienced several general strikes, even in Ireland
and Great Britain parts of the population took to the streets against social
cutbacks; in France “boss-knapping” was practised as an entirely new form of

The German Miracle?
Interests and Orientations for Action During the Crisis – 

the Perspectives of Those Affected 

Richard Detje / Wolfgang Menz / Sarah Nies / Dieter Sauer
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protest on the workplace. On the other hand, the current state of affairs in
Germany is described as a “crisis without conflict” (Offe 2010). It is also so
far a “crisis without an awareness of the crisis” – another “German miracle”?
Does one factor – the relief of the labour market – suffice to explain that the
“crisis of the century” can, so it seems, go forward without any noteworthy
social and political friction? 

We have dealt with these questions in the context of a small project which
involved interviews and organised group discussions undertaken almost at
the epicentre of the crisis: with trade-union representatives and shop stew-
ards in the metal and electronic industries, in which in the first half of 2009
production dwindled in a free fall in part by 30-40%1. In what follows we
present some of the project’s findings.

From the economic crisis to the crisis of legitimation

That the diagnosis of a “crisis without crisis consciousness” is false has been
shown in numerous opinion polls of recent years (Bischoff et al. 2010):

Even taking account of variations of perception, a clear majority of the
German population shares the perception that injustice is increasing in soci-
ety, in particular as far as the distribution of social wealth is concerned be-
tween incomes from capital and assets, on the one hand, and incomes from
wages and social welfare, on the other.

This intransigent perception of injustice has called into question capital-
ism’s traditional resources of legitimacy. This comprises the idea of a “social
market economy” in which the labour/capital conflict has been pacified in a
symmetrical class compromise. That the “German model of social market
economy” has stood the test of time was still believed at the beginning of the
new century by 70% of people polled; in October 2010, however, not even
half of the population considered this to be true. Moreover, the central dog-
ma of neoliberalism, that “more market” is required, is supported only by a
minority; a distinct majority thinks that “more social security” is necessary.

Future prospects are regarded with scepticism: Approximately half the
population expects there to be “less social justice” in a few years. Three-quar-
ters of the population do not expect an economic boom.

The breadth of systemic delegitimation is emphasised in a study conduct-
ed by one of the major private think tanks in Germany: “There is a lack of
trust in many respects – vis-à-vis banks and financial services, vis-à-vis en-
trepreneurs and managers, politicians and the political system as a whole, the
traditional media and even regarding the ways in which the social market
economy – as the central anchor of our social model’s identity – is currently
being implemented” (Bertelsmann 2011: 11 f.).
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What is a crisis and when is there one?

This and comparable opinion polls on the perception of increasing social
injustice raise, in a more urgent way, the question of how the crisis is being
experienced and the ways in which it is being tackled.

Our first finding: Even at its centre, the crisis is not working like a great
equaliser that causes everyone to see the crisis in the same way. Rather we
found a range of graded perceptions of the crisis. Just to illustrate the range:

On the one hand the crisis is perceived as a “hard blow”:
“… Three years ago you still had completely different perspectives. … And

then, all of a sudden … you had this crisis … You fell back. You were complete-
ly at the bottom again … this was really a hard blow.”

At the other end of the scale, the crisis appears as a staged presentation of
power:

“The alleged crisis is used by the companies to increase their profits.”… “All
the media, our banks are playing that up. It is they who are in a state of crisis …
One can easily see that. It is they who are running in the red.”

Indeed, in the years between 2008 and 2010 the crisis was the topic, ubiqui-
tous in society, politics and the media. However, which situation is in fact de-
scribed as a “crisis” is not self-evident, but subject to interpretation. In this
context, it is the trade unions who are confronted with a particular challenge.
Their presence in the workplaces and the capacity of trade-union political ed-
ucation work determine whether a general or a fragmentary understanding of
the crisis will develop. And there is another structural component which must
be considered. Everyday consciousness is characterised by “a ‘split’ between
the perception of one’s own affliction and the interpretation of the overall so-
cial situation. The social situation is perceived as a burden, while the individ-
ual situation is often interpreted as relief. Two mechanisms can contribute to
this. In the first case, relief is felt because one sees that at least the others fare
even worse. A second mechanism has to do with the perception of control,
that is, for example, the sense of still having ‘control over’ one’s own life”
(Heitmeyer 2010a: 28). From this we also draw the conclusion that what a cri-
sis is and when it takes place requires explanation and substantiation.

Increasing lack of transparency

Second finding: The specific character of a crisis process determined by the
financial markets is of decisive importance. In our interviews and group dis-
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cussions the world of the financial markets appears as a virtual world in
which “fictitious money … is shoved back and forth” and which is far re-
moved from the world of actual production in the factory, in which “real val-
ue” is created:

“Obligations, CDEs or CDAs, or whatever those things are called, that is just
coloured paper. If I set a match to it, it would be gone.”

At the same time, the “fictitious” economy is increasingly taking possession
of the real one: be it by immediate credit dependency via loans (in the crisis
called credit crunch) or by company management oriented towards share-
holder value:

“That only by speculation, by fictitious things you can ruin a healthy compa-
ny … there have been years when Siemens earned more through speculation
than through production. Porsche … they have made more profit from the sales
volume. That’s completely insane. Only through speculation.”

The companies’ dependence on the markets und on profit parameters,
which correspond to the recovery rates of financial capital, are an expression
of the reversal of the relationship between real and financial capital accumu-
lation in a capitalism driven by the financial markets.

Thus we have arrived at a crucial point: the normal mystification of the
capitalist mode of production is even heightened in the world of financial
capital accumulation2. The questions concerning the nature, time and ori-
gins of a crisis appear – in a time in which economic life is determined by the
financial markets – to be even more mysterious than in the case of cyclical
crises. Thus other, more encrypted, structures can be found at the root of the
present-day consciousness of the crisis than in the case of the great crises of
over-accumulation in the 1970s and 80s.

If the real economy is determined by a “fictitious” economy it becomes dif-
ficult for the jobholders to discern real possibilities of action. The crisis de-
taches itself from the immediate surroundings, does not show itself in over-
flowing warehouses but as a sequence of failed financial-market deals and re-
sulting restrictions for the companies. The financial markets do not only lie
beyond the world of our interview partners and the great majority of the
population’s experience; they are quasi extraterritorial spaces, at least not
spaces where one could intervene with classic forms of resistance. In compa-
nies, the workforce – if well-organised – has room for manoeuvre to impose
sanctions which can go so far as to veto a management decision; but they
cannot intervene in financial markets. Thus, to the questions of “what” a cri-
sis is and “when” it occurs, we have to add those of “where” it occurs and
“against whom”.
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The Current crisis merges with previous experiences of crises

Third finding: the question as to why a “crisis of the century” has up to now
been almost unreflected on Germany’s social and political stage is conven-
tionally explained by the crisis being perceived as a unique and singular
event. However, our survey arrives at different findings: For some of the em-
ployees the crisis has been there “all the time”, it appears to them as some-
thing of a “permanent process”. This sounds paradoxical, even absurd in eco-
nomic terms, because a crisis is only a temporary phase in the industrial cy-
cle, in which the devaluation of surplus capital creates the basis for new cap-
ital investments and thus for a new boom.

In our colleagues’ report the crisis is understood as something different
from a crisis in the strictly economic sense. Rather, the persistent pressure and
the permanent insecurity regarding employment, income and working condi-
tions are understood as “expressions of the crisis”. The permanent restructur-
ing of the processes taking place in the workplace is understood as a “crisis”:
this refers to relocations, outsourcing and programmes aiming at the reduc-
tion of costs, increasing work intensity, etc. In coping with this permanent re-
structuring, “reactions to the crisis” take on a certain routine character.

The crisis falls on the sceptical soil of long experience of deterioration of
working and living conditions. In the workplaces, people’s current experi-
ences of the crisis merge with developments that were always experienced as
crisis-ridden. More than that: defensive experiences including social and po-
litical defeats are embedded in the perception of the “crisis as a permanent
process”. It had not been possible to prevent either the growing pressure for
efficiency, nor the deterioration of working conditions and the lengthening
of working time in the context of a progressive marketisation of relations
within the companies or the extremely one-sided distribution of the newly
produced wealth in favour of incomes from capital and assets.

“What do you want to do? You cannot do anything anyway. The rules of the
game are fixed … the tune is set elsewhere. And we can only live with the fall-
out. This is simply the way things are.”

The high price of the “German Miracle” 

At times this goes even deeper. The experiences are seen as “debasement”
of work. The connection between work and human dignity has been forced
onto the stage. This has also to do with the meritocratic outlook: “the effort
is worth the trouble”. A part of the workforce is calling into question this cen-
tral capitalist legitimation resource – but in the context of defensive experi-
ences and memories of defeats.
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Fourth finding: The concept of the “German miracle” – i.e. securing the
jobs of the core of the workforce despite a dramatic reduction of production
– contains both a positive and a negative message. The positive one is: em-
ployment can be secured by a massive reduction of working time. This was
brought about not only by “short-time work” – which also became famous in
other European countries – implemented with the help of the labour-market
agency and the state. From the perspective of quantity, the reduction of
working hours using the instrument of working-time accounts was more im-
portant. In these accounts a considerable amount of overtime quotas had
been “saved up” in the years preceding the crisis – in particular this was the
case in the metal processing industries, where collective agreements have es-
tablished a 35-hour-working-week but where the 40-hour-working-week
had become the normal working time again (Lehndorff 2010). In the crisis
these work-time bonuses were not only reduced but in many cases the posi-
tive account balances were converted into negative ones or even “debts” – of
up to 300 minus hours, in individual cases even much more than that. To give
an idea of the dimensions involved: 300 working hours are about 8.5 work-
ing weeks.

The negative messages

Job security does not apply to all the areas of precarious work. As we could
glean from the statements of the union workplace representatives and the
shop stewards interviewed by us, the “workforce buffer of labour leasing” has
functioned, i.e. for the companies and also for the members of the core of the
workforce who have not criticised this. For the companies this also holds true
for the times after the crisis. Their personnel policy is characterised not by
new employment but by resorting to leased workers. Within one year, leased
work has risen to new all-time highs. The companies have acquired new ex-
perience with the instrument of external flexibilisation, which comprises
leased labour, short-term work contracts and pseudo self-employment.

The accumulating and dismantling of work-time accounts was based on a
subordination of private needs to the demands of the workplaces. This in-
strument of internal flexibilisation was in most cases uncomplainingly ac-
cepted – even after losses of income – by a workforce disciplined by the cri-
sis. If Germany before the outbreak of the crisis had been one of the coun-
tries – if not the country – with the most flexible work-time regime, its com-
panies learned in 2009/2010 that the leeway for flexibilisation is yet greater.

In the interplay between short-time work and quick job processing, the
pressure toward efficiency and saving time increased even further. Thus the
crisis also offered a field for experimentation with even further intensifica-
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tion of work, despite the prolonged working hours that resulted in the end.
If a health-policy time bomb had already been ticking before the crisis, now
the time required before its explosion will be even shorter (Pickshaus / Ur-
ban 201).

Flexible use of the workforce leads to job insecurity and loss of status. In
particular, in larger companies skilled workers were relocated from indirect
domains to direct production, which not only gave rise to fears of deskilling
but was also accompanied by the experience of deteriorated working condi-
tions (for example, on the assembly line). The people we asked have begrudg-
ingly accepted this but only as a temporary measure. An instrumental under-
standing of work did not arise from the crisis, and the topic of “good work”
has by no means been done away with.

The companies have been strengthened. The crisis was a period for re-
hearsing what the further path to rationalisation of “downsized organisation”
might look like. If the companies see in a crisis everything is functioning even
with a reduced workforce, they will decide not to increase resources when the
next boom comes.

On the other hand, the instruments of extreme flexibilisation (of employ-
ment, of working hours and work intensity) which have served in times of
the crisis will find further application. “Flexible business” has taken a further
step: the “breathing factory” with capacity-oriented, variable working hours
has become more clearly discernible in its outlines after the ultra-flexibilisa-
tion was intensified in the crisis. Whether a “flexible human” can be created
at the end of this development is questionable.

Impotence and “anger without an addressee”

Fifth finding: the appearance of a “crisis without a conflict” is not unfound-
ed. Wide-ranging social conflicts have so far been absent from the acute
course of the crisis. But behind the façade experiences of impotence in the
face of a distant, uncontrolled dynamic show themselves: “… the tune is set
elsewhere. And we have no choice but to live with the echo.”

At the same time, a considerable but rather diffuse protest potential be-
comes visible. In our interviews and discussions, discontent was expressed, in
many cases combined with little hope of improvement in the near future.
Still, this anger does not suggest either apathy or fatalism. It is discontent
coupled with insight into the situation, a wish to change it and perplexity as
to how a change could be effected.

The anger has long been present, already before the crisis, and it has be-
come pent up. But in most cases it does not have a concrete addressee and if
it does, the addressees seem to be out of reach. To most of those we asked,
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the ones “responsible” – those who caused the crisis – cannot be found in the
company itself. In particular, in dependent supplying firms the local man-
agement is experienced as powerless, but also the “economically powerful”
are regarded less as independent protagonists but rather as small fish in the
system.

However, this does not indicate a lack of distance from the employer and
the complex of domination within companies; indeed, the conflict of inter-
ests is also perceived at the level of the company itself and not only in the
overall social level. The concessions to the company are made with gritted
teeth instead of a sense of sitting in the same boat with the local manage-
ment.

“Yes, people are grinding their teeth … they are no longer willing to let every-
thing happen to them. It is very emotional. … This won’t work much longer,
then it will become more aggressive. Then the aggression will come to the surface
and then there’s no telling what will happen …”

Against this background, “crisis corporatism” inside the companies is at
best a temporary deal on a slippery slope. It is mixed up with many elements:
resignation, exhaustion, social anxieties, but also anger and protest. It does
not mean the permanent relinquishing of claims and the absence of criti-
cism. Our finding is that the formula of a “crisis without conflict” misinter-
prets the mood in a way much too based on the media’s superficial account.
What we observe is something different: anger, anxiety and powerlessness.

The experience of powerlessness of an “anger without an addressee” is
shifted from the workplace to “society” and to “state and politics”. This anger
is spreading in a relatively diffuse way and leads to distinct fantasies of resist-
ance and protest. In our survey France is often considered a positive exam-
ple. With visible protest action from burning tires in the streets to demon-
strations in front of government buildings to “boss-knapping”, people there
seem to succeed in getting at least public attention focused on their woes and
demands.

“And since we are close to the French border and thus possibly French in our
mentality, it could happen that one day lorry tires will be burning in front of
doors here.”

“But if it goes on like that, then people are going to organise one day and then
there will be a real clash. And I doubt this will happen peacefully. Because mean-
while so much has been pent up that I must say they could probably react to
something that is not really relevant … This is slowly building up and then it
will explode, but it will be a tremendous explosion.”

Some of those interviewed have learned to deal with the crisis conditions
in their workplaces. In some enterprises that are permanently threatened by
relocation, both the workforce and their representatives have learned to
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confront the permanent blackmailing with acts of resistance. From such
struggles the employees and workers are accumulating a sense of their pow-
er to act.

“In my workplace, people have the feeling that we’re not going to keep letting
people do anything they want with us, that we’re finished making concessions.
We say, this far and no further. We have had it! It doesn’t make sense to concede
anything more, because when we concede, it all goes to profits and the returns of
the capitalists and employers; the way I see it also goes into the politicians’ pock-
ets. So, with us, I have the feeling that we’ve reached a point where we are say-
ing: this far but no further.”

However, the experienced power to act will continually be limited by struc-
tural conditions (for instance, of suppliers to focal enterprises). These are de-
fensive struggles, not offensive conflicts on the basis of alternatives formulat-
ed by the people themselves.

Trade unions “have to become more political”

Sixth finding: Besides the examples of successful resistance and the expe-
rienced power to act, people taking part in our survey repeatedly referred to
those conditions which basically hamper political activities. Among those
there are – besides existential anxieties and aggravated working conditions
– tendencies to divide the workforce: into core and outsourced workers,
workers in production and employees, workers of different nationalities and
cultures, etc. Last but not least, these represent barriers to collective orienta-
tion and possibilities to act in solidarity. This also affects the possibilities for
trade unions to mobilise and assert the interests of the workforce. While the
fundamental significance of trade unions to represent the interests of the
workforce is undisputed, in times of crisis their role is not perceived only as
positive.

The interviewees widely feel that the unions are successfully managing the
crisis, but do not think that the unions have fulfilled their mission as educa-
tional institutions able to interpret the current crisis situation. They have
shed too little light on the crisis – led too few discussions with the shop stew-
ards and union workplace representatives about the suddenly changed situa-
tion and were insufficiently present in carrying out this mission in the work-
places. In the face of the media’s dominance in everyday consciousness, there
is no perception of the unions’ own interpretation of the crisis.

Besides more education and interpretation, taking a firm political stance
and increasing mobilising efforts are further critical demands addressed to
the trade unions by those they represent:
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“… The trade unions have to become more political, in any case, more politi-
cal and more radical. So that we gain more authority again and can stand up to
people like Westerwelle and Merkel.”

However, despite all the criticism of trade unions, the basic tenor is one of
solidarity:

“The trade unions are the only people we still have got here. Because there is
nobody else we can count on in this country any more. When it comes to oppos-
ing politics and the employers’ dominance, all that we have is the trade unions.”

“Forget about politicians”

Seventh finding: In contrast to unions, the state and politics come across
poorly. It is on them that the “anger without an addressee” is displaced.
Politicians are corrupt and the state generally impotent – that, in abbreviat-
ed fashion, is the conclusion. To be sure, hope is still placed in the state, for
example if it is a question of regulating the financial markets, but the basic
tenor remains sceptical and resigned. Also for the future negative develop-
ments are expected: these comprise further dismantling of the welfare state,
further consequences of the crisis which again the “people in the trenches”
will have to bear. Politicians are said largely to have detached themselves from
the world of experience of the employed and workers.

“Politicians do not turn their faces towards the people … It is all so corrupt,
money has got such power … And as long as they have the money, nothing is go-
ing to change. I don’t see change coming.”

To put it more sharply, this finding means that the awareness of the crisis
and (political) societal consciousness are closer to each other than perhaps
was the case in previous periods – but in a way that does not see politics as a
potential problem solver; rather it is seen as a part of the problem. This rein-
forces both, the anger and powerlessness.

Between powerlessness, anger and hope

The crisis does not only fall on the sceptical soil of long experience of dete-
rioration of working and living conditions but it also meets with far-reaching
processes of delegitimation of the economic and political power relations and
their institutions. The crisis is perceived as an affirmation of a criticism which
has been maturing for many years. The system’s promise that a high degree of
readiness to perform will be rewarded with recognition, advancement and se-
curity, has exploded. We are dealing with a high degree of delegitimation of an
economic system which has not kept its promises of well-being.
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It is precisely in the crisis that the daily constraints and coercion of the sys-
tem work against criticism of the system. This leads to a feeling of people’s
powerlessness (not of fatalism) and to their anger, anger that “it’s still going
further downhill” and that they are “being fooled again and again”.

However, the hope remains of cracking open the status quo, cemented by
the system’s logic and constraints, and creating space for new ideas and im-
ages of change in order to overcome the feeling of powerlessness. However,
the questions still unsolved are: What are the entry points? Who is the ad-
dressee? Where are the points of intervention and the cracks?

There are hopes that
l the protest will become visible and will spark fires;
l there will be a common point that will put an end to retreat;
l one day there will be “a tremendous explosion”.
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When I was elected to the European Parliament in June, 2009, I wanted
to continue to fight as I always have for human rights and citizenship,

which are not separate issues, as well as for popular education, in the widest
sense of the term, and for a social economy. For me, all these battles originate
in the same place and derive from the same values.

I also wanted to experience and contribute to a more deliberative democ-
racy, more suited to building bridges between representative democracy and
participatiory democracy, a term that is somewhat tarnished today. It is the
idea of being able to fulfil this European mandate, of being accountable and
of trying to reconcile the citizenry with the European concept by showing
them that it is possible to take action in Europe to move toward another Eu-
rope, a Europe that is not just careful to look after economic interests or even
financial interests but that is preoccupied with the well-being of the men and
women who live within its borders. For all these reasons, the question of cit-
izenship seems to me to take priority, and that is why I have wanted it to be
a topic for discussion. It is very difficult to create lively debate on European
issues, even though 50 to 80% of the texts that apply to the member states are
influenced by European legislation in one way or another, and even though
the European Parliament is gaining growing influence over decisions taken at
European level, many of which must in future be adopted in a process of co-
decision with the European Parliament. Constructing European citizenship
is, therefore, more and more of an essential challenge.

Citizenship: 

A Fundamental Issue for Democracy

Marie-Christine Vergiat
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I have chosen to be active in the Front de Gauche in France because it aims
to build an alternative on the left and to create another model for develop-
ment that rests on four pillars:
l the economy,
l society,
l the environment, and
l democracy.

These four pillars should be considered as a whole, after closely examining
the meaning of each of these words. It is essential to ask: What is the econo-
my? Isn’t it time we knew what it’s good for? Why do we always have a ten-
dency, even among ourselves, to act as if there were only one economic mod-
el, only one type of enterprise?

To this end, the European Parliament currently is fighting for the recogni-
tion of European statutes for all the components of the social economy: mu-
tual companies, associations and foundations. (Cooperatives already benefit
from a European statute.)

In the context of the debate on citizenship, the democracy pillar is the one
we must tackle first. The democratic model must be restructured, but this re-
structuring today necessarily means the reform of institutions.

Because restructuring democracy means, first and foremost, restoring citi-
zens – those who actively participate in the affairs of the city – to their right-
ful place:

1) First of all, we should stop talking about active citizenship.
Citizenship is the other side of the coin.
For us in France, citizenship is an acquired right under the French Revolu-

tion – even if we had to wait until 1848 to get rid of the property qualifica-
tion so that the right to vote ceased to depend on wealth and began to be-
come universal, and, until 1945 for French women finally to have the right to
vote. But in France, this citizenship still is limited since foreigners do not have
the right to vote, even in local elections.

2) Citizenship does not depend on politics, much less on the simple fact of
placing a vote in a ballot box. There are a hundred and one ways to act as a
citizen.

It is not a question of diminishing the role of political parties. They are es-
sential to democratic life and should even – must, even – be major contribu-
tors to the stimulating of political debate. It is a question of reviving the will
of citizens to participate in politics, to influence politics and, even, to take a
leading role in politics.
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During the European political campaign I often heard: “What good does it
do to go and vote? Why vote when every party has the same policy and our
daily life just continues to get worse?”

It could be that with everything that is happening in the Arab countries to-
day a new wind is blowing, thanks to the men and women who had, and still
have the courage to stand up to their dictators, to risk their lives to regain
their right to freedom and democracy.

And it’s because the Front de Gauche embodies this concept that I belong
there. In France, today, we at least in the Front de Gauche are highly con-
scious of the fact that, beyond political parties, unions and associations play
a key role in the renaissance of democracy.

We also see very clearly that, because all the traditional institutions are in
crisis, more and more of our fellow citizens are choosing to take more useful
and more targeted action. In this way, the action of Education without Fron-
tiers (RESF) shifted the focus on the issue of immigration. Men and women,
parents and teachers, mobilised in support of families without papers to pre-
vent their expulsion and demand that their situations be sorted out. It is no
doubt thanks to this movement that undocumented workers have decided to
come out into the open and have decided to fight for their rights. These ac-
tions of the citizenry have made things happen, and today a majority of
French men and women declare that they are in favour, not only of the reg-
ularisation of undocumented children and their families, but also of all those
undocumented immigrants who have a job.

Consider also the fantastic movement that we have just seen over the issue
of retirement; and, even if we lost the legislative war, we have won the battle
of ideas, because contrary to what they may have been thinking earlier this
year, today 80% of French people think that further reform is possible.

So, citizenship is also social.
I would add that citizenship also must be economic and is, it seems to me,

one of the differences that a social economy should be able to make, along
with the fact that economic citizenship also means that democracy does not
stop at the company gate and that workers should be considered integral par-
ticipants in the business of the enterprise rather than just another form of
capital.

3) Citizenship is not a question of nationality, and, in this regard, the defini-
tion of European citizenship, such as exists today, is a real problem, since all
citizens of each member state are European citizens.

In the European Parliament, we currently are working on the European
Citizenship Initiative. And, even if we are not under any illusions in my par-
liamentary group, the European United Left-Nordic Green Left, as to the re-
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sults of this European referendum, we have fought for its maximum enlarge-
ment, without restriction to those who have the right to vote. This could
mean, notably, that European citizenship would be open to the young at of
the age of 16, as well as to all those who reside in a European member state.

This would seem to make sense because some member states already give
foreign residents the right to vote in local elections. France will be one of the
last countries to do so, as it was when it came to giving women the right to
vote. The European Association for the Defense of Human Rights (AEDH)
plans to launch a campaign to support the right of foreign residents to vote
in local elections, and we can take some credit for this. Above and beyond
this, there is the issue of harmonisation of the requirements for citizenship in
all Member States. At the moment, since it refers back to nationals of each
member state, European citizenship must cover a wide variety of situations.

4) Finally, citizenship cannot be decreed; it must be demonstrated. And, in
this regard, the number of European texts that have proliferated on the issue
of European citizenship is appalling, particularly after record rates of absten-
tion in the last European elections. A single quote taken from one of the lat-
est European Commission communications on the subject reveals the extent
of the damage: “European citizens must be made aware of their citizenship”. It
is a reductive vision of the problem, reinforced by the fact that it is restricted
solely to citizens of European nations while the Charter of Fundamental
Rights of the European Union says exactly the opposite. It is very important
to challenge this contradiction.

We are going to work on everything that we have discussed this evening, on
everything that you have shared with me and everything for which I thank
you again.

The European Charter reflects a universal conception of fundamental
rights, which should apply to every single person who lives within the Euro-
pean Union.

Based on these questions, there is a great deal of work to do and a lot to dis-
cuss. But it is essential for all of us who believe in democracy and want to
participate in the creation of a different society to take part in the process.
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On March 10 and 11, representatives of national and European trade
unions and of NGOs and social networks from 15 EU countries (from

both East and West) met for the first Spring Social Conference. The confer-
ence aims to bring together each year before the Spring European Summit a
broad range of unions, social movements and activists looking for alterna-
tives to globalisation in order to reaffirm the priorities necessary for a more
social, more environmentally friendly and more democratic Europe. There is
agreement among participants that Europe must respect its commitments as
regards fundamental rights.

The current crisis, which did not happen by accident, helps bring home
what we had long felt: that we have come to the end of the road within a de-
velopment model based on growth regardless of the social and ecological im-
pact. It is based on hyper-consumption and on the limitless exploitation of
nature and workers. The workers did not cause the crisis, but they have up to
now been the victims. Enough is enough! 

The critical budgetary situation of the European Union countries must be
dealt with in a different way:

l by a fair tax system which, unlike the current trends, would weigh more
heavily on the wealthy and on financial profits than it would on workers
(that is, a return to progressive tax levels, a European tax on financial trans-
actions, the abolishing of tax havens, the introduction of a minimum Eu-
ropean corporate tax);

l by an audit of the public debts of the European Union countries: we can-
not accept the mortgaging of the future of one or more generations be-
cause of a debt, which is to a large degree that of speculators and the finan-
cial system.
The “Pact” by Mssrs. Barroso and Van Rompuy will exert huge downward

pressure on salaries:
l by preventing them from keeping up with the development of the cost of

living;

Spring Social Conference
Documentation
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l by dismantling the process of collective bargaining through “opt-out”
clauses;

l by increasing flexibility, precariousness and unemployment even further.
And this in spite of the fact that:

l Salaries (especially in the public-service sector and in Central and Eastern
Europe) have already been significantly reduced in several countries; in
many countries the number of working poor has increased considerably.

l Business makes ever bigger profits and yet it pays ever lower taxes.
l We know that the 2008 crisis is to a large extent the end result of an unfair

approach to the distribution of wealth, which penalises salaries and favours
the excessive accumulation of profit.
We have an alternative: an environmentally-friendly economy that com-

mits to full employment through a more equitable distribution of wealth and
jobs. We want an economy where all workers can count on a decent salary,
collectively negotiated and which rises at the same rate and speed as prices
and productivity. Such salaries are the only secure foundation for a decent
life, but are equally at the core of all social protection systems and all public
services.

The “Pact” would reduce the real value of pensions (by tax reductions, by
increasing the pension age, by cutting the public pension provision). In re-
tirement, workers will either be condemned to poverty or (for the better paid
among them) abandoned to the mercy of privately funded pensions. Pay-as-
you-go state-guaranteed pensions at a sufficient level are financially feasible,
without raising the pension age.

Confronted by this declaration of war against people and basic rights, gov-
ernments, parliamentarians and social movements have to take a clear posi-
tion. All the movements and organisations participating in the Social Con-
ference welcome the week of action announced today by ETUC and the Pan-
European demonstration called for April 9 in Budapest.

Furthermore, today we must build a solidarity network and broad and
long-term European activist movements. We need to build broad support in
society to confront this unprecedented attack on people’s and workers’ rights.

In the coming weeks, and throughout 2011, these groups will rally at all
levels (local, national, European and global - G8 and G20) to oppose this at-
tack. They will also support the struggle against privatisation, the defence of
our common goods, for example the struggle in Italy to win back public
ownership of water (in particular the March in Rome on March 26).

The European Parliament has an important role to play in this. In each
country, our organisations will start monitoring the Members of European
Parliament from their own countries: citizens, workers and social beneficiar-
ies must know who their enemies are and who their friends are.
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The angel of history … His face is turned toward the past. Where we
perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps
piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The an-
gel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been
smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his
wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. The
storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is
turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is
what we call progress.

Walter Benjamin, 

Theses on the Philosophy of History, 1939.

When thinking of today’s wars and catastrophes this key passage from
Walter Benjamin’s theses on history almost inevitably comes to mind.

Does it contain more than the desperate cry of someone who was politically
and racially persecuted, who in the characteristic linking of Jewish theology
to the theory of class struggle had theoretically anticipated a horror, which
actually took place only a few years later? Is this thinking situated within or
outside a mode of observing history oriented toward Marx? And within to-
day’s virulent “crisis of civilisation” are the findings it reached still relevant?
Michael Löwy’s small book, published 2010 by Éditions de l’éclat in Paris, is
not only a contribution to a striking chapter of European intellectual histo-

Bleak Progress

On Michael Löwy’s Book 

Juifs hétérodoxes, romantisme, messianisme, utopie 
(Heterodox Jews, Romanticism, Messianism, Utopia)

Walter Baier
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ry; one can also acquire from it important insights for answering these ques-
tions1.

Crisis of civilisation and Marxism

The theme is as contemporary as the crisis itself. What is symptomatic of
this outlook, which is now winning ground, is the way in which the Interna-
tional Council of the World Social Forum, in a call issued at the end of last
year for a worldwide discussion of alternatives, characterised the “hegemon-
ic, Western civilisation” through three concepts: “modernity”, “colonialism”,
and “Eurocentrism”, which indirectly includes in its criticism the western left,
seen as a child of modernity.

This may even be justified for a large part of the political and trade-union
left. Shouldn’t one then also broaden this objection of a blind belief in
progress to include Marxism itself? What is the latter’s view of progress? Is
there a concept of progress in the first place around which those who call
themselves Marxists agree?

Marx called revolutions the “locomotives of history”2. “But perhaps they
are something else”, objects Benjamin. “Perhaps they are the hand of human-
ity, which sits in the train and pulls the emergency break” (Löwy, Juifs hétéro-
doxes, p. 62).

What is disconcerting is not only that Benjamin, in the same gesture as he
turns to “historical materialism”, attacks one of its core concepts. It is above all
his inversion of the motivation of revolutionary action which troubles the con-
ventional readings of Marx: “If the fall of the bourgeoisie is not accomplished
by the proletariat before the almost calculable moment of scientific-technical
development (represented by inflation and chemical warfare) then all is lost.
One has to put out the brushfire before it reaches the dynamite” (Löwy, p. 115).

In contrast to the evolutionism of the sterile textbook Marxism of his time
and after, Benjamin recognises in revolutions not the “natural” or “in-
evitable” result of economic and technical progress (or of the “contradiction
between the forces of production and the relations of production) but the in-
terruption of an historical development, which, it is clear to him, leads to ca-
tastrophe.

From this perspective fascism for him is not an historical operational acci-
dent, as something abnormal, as an impossible absurdity in the context of
progress, but as the reverse side of instrumental reason and of the combina-
tion, typical of modernity, of technical progress and social regression. Is this
conclusion relevant for today’s problems?

The linking of progress to disaster, however, also has an historical impor-
tance for Benjamin. From the point of view of the oppressed, he sees the past
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as represented by an uninterrupted series of catastrophic defeats. The slave
uprisings, the Peasants War, June 1848, the Paris Commune and the January
Revolution in Berlin form the chain of events continually cited in his writ-
ings, which illustrates “that the enemy has not stopped winning” (Löwy, p.
121).

And this is supposed to be “Marxism”, ask both its adherents and oppo-
nents? Yes, Gershom Scholem answers in his essay “Walter Benjamin and His
Angel”3, although it is a Marxism distinguished by its pronounced obstinacy,
because “historical materialism” in Benjamin does not supplant his roman-
tic-utopian and messianic scepticism of progress but absorbs it into a radical
critique of contemporary politics and history.

Benjamin is the central figure of Löwy’s book. More precisely, he forms the
intersecting point of the two introductory essays on European Jewish intel-
lectuals and of the following chapters, each one dedicated to the representa-
tives of this group, using the happy device of presenting them in pairs: Wal-
ter Benjamin and Franz Rosenzweig, Hannah Arendt and Walter Benjamin,
Walter Benjamin and Manès Sperber, Ernst Bloch and Georg Lukács, Victor
Basch and Bernard Lazare, Ernst Bloch and Hans Jonas. Then there are indi-
vidual presentations on Gustav Landauer, Martin Buber, Gershom Scholem
and on Benjamin himself. The volume is concluded with an interview with
Ernst Bloch recorded in 1974.

In the interweaving of the presentations, the range and variety of Jewish
left milieus in the Europe of the 1920s and 30s becomes appreciable, which
combines right and left Zionists, Marxists and individual leading personali-
ties of the communist movement. In this connection we should mention, for
example, Heinz Neumann, member of the KPD’s Politburo, who was con-
demned to death in 1937 in Moscow, and who was married to the former
daughter-in-law of Martin Buber. (She, Margarete Buber-Neumann, was de-
ported by the Soviet authorities to Nazi Germany where she survived the
Ravensbrück concentration camp.)

“Juif parvenu – juif paria”

Löwy notes a striking polarity: The majority of German, non-Jewish intel-
lectuals who felt drawn to romanticism landed in the conservative camp, in
many cases as right-wing nationalists and anti-Semites, while conversely the
overwhelming majority of Central-European intellectuals with romantic-
utopian orientation were Jews.

In this context “heterodox” is meant to indicate their dissidence, the pivotal
shared characteristic of those partaking in this culture, and also their call for
a break with the two leading Jewish orthodoxies – the religious orthodoxy
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based on adherence to strict rules, on the one hand, and the other, less con-
stricting orthodoxy of the liberal, assimilating, bourgeois Jews, whom Han-
nah Arendt taxed with the unflattering concept of “parvenu Jews” who deny
their identity and accommodate to society’s ruling forces.

Many young Jews, however, who had come from the ghettos and shtetls to
the metropolises of Vienna, Prague and Berlin around the turn of the centu-
ry, discovered that the hoped for social mobility and assimilation remained
closed to them. As a result they went into the free professions, for which uni-
versity studies were a precondition, and they formed the mass of declassed
Jewish intellectuals, the “pariah Jews”. “Some completed their break with or-
thodoxy by becoming Zionists – in its non-statist form —, others went over
to Marxism, quite a few also to anarchism. However, on this terrain there
were also those heterodox Jews who withdrew from the doctrinaire certain-
ties and political disciplines of the various movements: They became hereti-
cal Zionists, Marxists or libertarians, distinguished by a romantic, rebellious,
non-conformist attitude, freely drawing on Jewish sources in formulating
their messianic and radical-utopian discourses.

Walter Benjamin occupies an exceptional position due to his “utopian-lib-
ertarian sensibility”, his “anti-authoritarianism” and his “intransigence in the
face of domination – by no means only in relation to economic exploitation”,
which distances him “from the leading ideas among the German and Euro-
pean left”. In this way he also embodies “in the deepest and most radical way
the whole richness, the whole subversive power, but also at the same time all
the contradictions, of this Jewish heterodox culture” (Löwy, p. 8).

Revolutionary pessimism

At the end of the 1920s he observed in the main left tendencies of his day
an “optimism without consciousness”, an “optimism of dilettantes”. By this he
did not only mean the unrealistic assessment of the situation, also on the part
of the Communist International, with which he sympathised, but in general
the belief in linear progress, which he above all saw embodied in the liberal
and social-democratic parties.

In his view, the situation of Europe and the world demanded a radical mis-
trust on the part of revolutionaries, a “pessimism all along the line”: “Doubt
regarding the fate of literature, doubt regarding freedom, doubt regarding
European people, but above all a threefold doubt as regards any compromise
between classes, between peoples, between individuals”. This doubt ought
not today to be misunderstood as a contemplative and fatalistic feeling, since
its basis was a practical and active pessimism, which called for preventing
with all available means the worst from occurring. More than a decade before
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the industrially perfected extermination of people through Zyklon B, Ben-
jamin pushes his plea for comprehensive mistrust into the paradoxical ex-
treme: “An unlimited confidence only in IG Farben and in the peaceful per-
fecting of the German Luftwaffe” (Löwy, p. 61).

The Principle of Hope

Ernst Bloch’s Marxism is also heterodox. This can especially be seen in his
“principle of hope”. As is known, Marx had bid farewell to any utopia, and
Engels had sworn an oath, in his famous pamphlet, on the transition of so-
cialism from utopia to science, as it was titled. Bloch however, insisted on the
inversion of this relation.

He conceded that Marxism needed sobriety, investigatory rigour and rea-
son; at the same time, however, it needed imagination, hope and enthusiasm.
What was necessary, as a famous expression of his went, was the fusing of
both – that is, of the hot and cold tendency of Marxism, in which the hot
strain would have the decisive role, since what flowed from it was what Bloch
called militant optimism, that is, active hope in the realisation of utopia.

In contrast to the majority of non-Jewish, German romantics, Bloch, Ben-
jamin, Buber and Scholem did not lead their critique of industrial-capitalist
civilisation – a critique carried out at least in part in the name of pre-mod-
ern, pre-capitalist ethical, social and religious values – toward the reactionary
idea of restoring the old Germanic tribal societies or the Middle Ages.

Buber, for example, recognised that the social bond that held these old
societies together was that of “blood ties”, that is, the naturalisation of so-
cial relations. The “new gemeinschaft”, however, would rest, he said, on the
emancipation of individuals, that is, on free choice, on “elective ties”. This
would not only absorb all modern freedoms, but it would go beyond bour-
geois society and its norms. In his 1947 Paths to Utopia, which originally
appeared in Hebrew, Buber describes a history of socialism from St. Simon
and Fourier through Marx and Lenin to the kibbutzim, in which his pref-
erence went to the libertarian socialism of Proudhon, Kropotkin and
above all Gustav Landauer, a friend from his school days, who, as a leader
of the 1919 Bavarian council revolution, was murdered by the reactionary
military.

One can also describe as heretical the relation to Zionism of the theorists
treated here. Around 1915, the young Gershom Scholem rejected the Zionist
idea of a Jewish state in Palestine with harsh words, because “we preach an-
archism. This means: We do not want to have any state at all, but a free soci-
ety, which has nothing to do with the one Herzl describes in The Old New
Land. As Jews we know enough about the terrible false god of the state to not
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kneel down before it and not leave our progeny to its insatiable hunger for
profit and sacrifice” (Löwy, p. 126).

The shoah and the founding of Israel have shifted the grounds of this de-
bate. No one on the left was able to continue contesting the right to a Jewish
homeland. In the process “statist Zionism” achieved hegemony among sur-
viving Jewish intellectuals. This is also more or less true of the left. Still, this
does not smooth out all differences. Manfred Buber, who had fled the Nazis
in 1938 to Palestine and taught from 1951 at Jerusalem’s Hebrew University,
remained a lifelong critical commentator of Zionism and its repressive poli-
cies against the Arab population. Although he spoke out over the years for di-
verse state forms of cohabitation in Palestine – bi-national state, Jewish-Arab
federation or confederation – he always stood for a moral as well as political
principle: Both peoples, Jews and Arabs, have an equal right to live on this
land. In a 1947 article, “Two Peoples in Palestine”, he wrote: “What both peo-
ples, which live side by side, one living through the other, therefore really
need is self-determination, autonomy and the possibility of freely deciding”
(Löwy, p. 104).

Notes
1) With the current volume of essays, Juifs hétérodoxes, at present unfortunately only avail-

able in French, Löwy takes up again the themes of his 1988 book Rédemption et utopie.

Le judaïsme libertaire en Europe centrale (in German: Erlösung und Utopie. Jüdischer Mes-

sianismus und libertäres Denken. Eine Wahlverwandschaft, published in 1997 by Karin

Kramer Verlag, Berlin).

2) Karl Marx, Class Struggles in France, 1848 to 1850, in Marx/Engels Werke, vol. 7, Berlin

1969, p. 85.

3) Gershom Scholem, “Walter Benjamin und sein Engel” in Zur Aktualität Walter Benja-

mins, Frankfurt am Main, 1972, p. 87 ff.

(As I have recently learned from Michael Löwy, a Spanish translation of the book is in preparation. This

is welcome. However, it is also to be hoped that in time a competent publisher in Germany or Austria

can be found, to bring out a German edition.)
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