Against the Policy of Depoliticization

Everything contained in the descriptive and normative term
“globalization™ is the effect not of economic inevitability but
of a conscious and deliberate policy, if a policy more often than
not unawate-of its consequences. That policy is quite para-
doxical in that it is a policy of depoliticization. Drawing shame-
lessly on the lexicon of liberty, liberalism, and deregulation, it
aims to grant economic determinisms a fatal stranglehold by
liberating them from all controls, and to obtain the submission
of citizens and governments to the economic and social forces
thus “liberated.” Incubated in the meetings of great interna-
tional institutions such as the World Trade Organization and
the European Commission, or within the “networks” of multi-
national corporations, this policy has imposed itself through
the most varied means, especially juridical, on the liberal-—or
even social democratic—governments of a set of economically
advanced countries, leading them gradually to divest them-
selves of the power to control economic forces.

Against this policy of depoliticization, our aim must be to
restore politics, that is, political thinking and action, and to find
the correct point of application for that action, which now lies
beyond the borders of the nation-state, as well as the appropri-
ate means, which can no longer be reduced to political and
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trade union struggles within national states. We must admit
that the task is extremely difficult for many reasons. First, the
political agencies to be combated are very remote, riot just in
geographical terms, and they are not at all like the institutions
that traditional social struggles used to confront, either in their
methods or the agents concerned. Second, the power of the
agents and mechanisms that dominate the economic and so-
cial world today rests on an extraordinary concentration of all
the species of capital—economic, political, military, cultural,
scientific, and technological—as the foundation of a symbolic
domination without precedent, wielded in particular via the
stranglehold of the media, themselves manipulated, most often
unbeknownst to themselves, by the major international com-
munications companies and by the logic of competition that
sets them against one another.

It remains that some of the objectives of an efficacious po-
litical action are located at the European level, insofar at least as
European firms and organizations form a decisive element
among the dominant forces at the global level. It follows that
the construction of a unified, Europe-wide social movement,
capable of gathering together the various movements that are
presently divided, both nationally and internationally, presents
itself as 2 reasoned objective for all those who intend to effec-
tively resist the dominant forces.

An Open-Ended Cootdination

No matter how diverse they are in their origins, aims, and ob-
Jectives, contemporary social movements all have a set of com-
mon features that creates a family resemblance among them.
First, because they often originate in a refusal of traditional
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forms of political mobilization—especially those forms that

perpetuate the tradition of Soviet-type parties—they are in-

clined to exclude any kind of monopolization by minorities
and to promote instead the direct participation of all con-
cerned (thanks in part to the emergence of leaders of 2 new
type, endowed with a political culture superior to that of tra-
ditional officials and capable of perceiving and expressing new
kinds of social aspirations). They are close to the libertarian
tradition in that they are attached to forms of organization in-
spired by theories of self-management, characterized by a re-
duced role for the apparatus and enabling agents to recapture
their role as active subjects—particularly from the political
parties whose monopoly over civic intervention they contest.
A second common feature is that they invent, or reinvent,
forms of action that are original in both ends and means and
have a high symbolic content. They orient themselves toward
precise, concrete objectives that are important in social life,
such as housing, employment, health, legal status for illegal im-
migrants, etc., and strive for direct and practical solutions. And
they ensure that both their proposals and their refusals are con-
cretized in exemplary actions, directly linked to the particular
problem concerned and requiring 2 high level of personal
commitment on the part of activists and leaders, most of
whom have mastered the art of creating events, of dramatizing
a condition so as to focus media attention—and, consequently,
political attention—on them, thanks to a firm grasp of the
functioning of the journalistic world. This does not mean that
these movements are mere artifacts, created from scratch by a
small minority with the support of the media. In fact, the real-
istic use of the media has been combined with activist work
that, carried on over a long period on the fringes of the “tradi-
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tional” movements (parties and trade unions), and sometimes
with the collaboration and support of a fraction, itself marginal
and minor, of these movements, has found in various conjunc-
tures the opportunity to become more visible and thus to ex-
pand its social base, at least temporarily. The most remarkable
fact about these new movements is that they have immediately
assumed an international form, partly by virtue of their exem-
plary character and partly because new forms of action have
been invented simultaneously in different countries (as in the
case of campaigns over housing).

(The specificity of these new forms of struggle lies nonethe-
less in the fact that they feed on the publicity given to them,
sometimes reluctantly, by the media and that the number of
people involved in a protest is now less important than the
amount of media coverage and political impact achieved by a
demonstration or action. But media visibility is by definition
partial as well as hardly impartial and, above all, ephemeral. The
spokespersons are interviewed, a few emotion-laden reports
are broadcast, but the demands of the movements are seldom
taken seriously in public debate, as a consequence of the
media’s limited understanding. This is why it is essential to
sustain activist work and an effort at theoretical elaboration
over the long term, irrespective of opportunities for media expo-

sure.)

A third characteristic typical of these movements is that
they reject neoliberal policies aimed at imposing the will of
the big institutional investors and multinationals. A fourth fea-
ture is that they are, to varying degrees, international and in-
ternationalist. This is particularly visible in the case of the
movement of the unemployed or the movement led by José
Bové’s Confédération paysanne, where there is both a concern
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and a resolve to defend not only small farmers in France but
also the landless peasants of South America and other parts of
the world. All these movements are both particularistic and in-
ternationalist: they do not defend an insular, isolated Europe,
but through Europe they defend a certain type of social man-
agement of the economy that clearly must be achieved by es-
tablishing a liaison with other countries—with Korea, for
example, where many have great expectations of what can be
achieved by transcontinental solidarity. As a final distinctive,
shared characteristic, these movements extol solidarity, which
is the tacit principle of most of their struggles, and they strive
to implement it in their action (including all the have-nots
within their ambit: the jobless, the homeless, the immigrants
without papers, etc.) and in the encompassing form of organi-
zation they adopt.

Such a kinship of ends and means among these political
struggles demands that we seek, if not to unify all the scattered
movements, as is often clamored for by activists, especially the
youngest among them who are struck by the degree of overlap
and convergence, then at least to establish a coordination of de-
mands and actions while excluding attempts of any kind to take these
movements over. Such coordination should take the form of a
network capable of bringing individuals and groups together
under conditions such that no one can dominate or cut down
the others and such that the resources linked to the diversity of
experience, standpoints, and programs is preserved. The main
function of such a network would be to prevent the actions
of social movements from becoming fragmented and dis-
persed—Dbeing absorbed by the particularism of local initia-
tives—and to enable them to overcome the sporadic character
of their action or an alternation between moments of intense
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mobilization and periods of latency. This must be done, more-
over, without leading to a concentration of power mn bureau-
cratic structures.

There are currently many connections between move-
ments and many shared undertakings, but these remain ex-
tremely dispersed within each country and even more SO
between countries. For example, there exist a great many criti-
cal newspapers, weeklies, or magazines in each country, not to
mention Internet sites, that are full of analyses, suggestions, and
proposals for the future of Europe and the world, but all this
work is fragmented and no one reads it all. Those who pro-

~ duce these works are often in competition with one another;

they criticize each other when their contributions are com-
plementary and can be cumulated. The dominant in our soci-
ety travel; they have money; they are polyglot; and they are
linked together by affinities of culture and lifestyle. Ranged
against them are people who are dispersed geographically and
separated by linguistic or social barriers. Bringing all these
people together is at once very necessary and very difficult.
There are numerous obstacles, for many progressive forces and
structures of resistance, starting with the trade unions, are
linked to the national state. And this is true not Jjust of institu-
tional structures but of mental structures. People are used to
thinking and waging struggles at the national level. The ques-
tion is whether the new structures of transnational mobiliza-
tion will succeed in bringing the traditional structures, which
are national, along with them. What is certain is that this new
social movement will have to rely on the state while changing
the state, to rely on the trade unions while changing the trade

unions, and this entails massive work, much of it intellectual.

One of the functions of researchers could (ideally) be to play
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the role of organizational advisors to the social movements by
helping the various groups to overcome their disagreements.

This coordination, flexible and permanent, should set itself
two distinct objectives: on the one hand, to organize cam-
paigns of short-term action with precise objectives, through
one-time ad hoc meetings; on the other, to submit issues of
general interest for discussion and to work on elaborating
Jonger-term research programs by periodically bringing to-
gether representatives of all the groups concerned. The aim
would in effect be to discover and work out general objectives
to which all can subscribe, at the point where the concerns of
all the different groups intersect, and on which all can collab-
orate by contributing their own skills and methods. It is not
too much to hope that democratic confrontation among indi-
viduals and groups with shared assumptions may gradually
produce a set of coherent and meaningful responses to basic
problems for which neither trade unions nor parties can pro-
vide any overall solution. -

A Renewed Trade Unionism

A European social movement is inconceivable without the
participation of renewed trade unions, capable of surmounting
the external and internal obstacles, on a European scale, to
unification and reinforcement. It is only an apparent paradox
to regard the decline of trade unionism as an indirect and de-
layed effect of its triumph: many of the demands that moti-
vated trade union battles in the past are now inscribed in
institutions that, being henceforth the foundation of obliga-
tions and rights pertaining to social protection, have become
stakes of struggles between the unions themselves. Trans-
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formed into parastate bodies, often subsidized by the state, the
trade union bureaucrats partake in the redistribution of wealth
and safeguard the social compromise by avoiding ruptures and
clashes. And when trade union officials become converted
into administrators, removed from the preoccupations of those
whom they represent, they can be led by competition between
or within trade union “machines” to defend their own inter-
ests rather than the interests of those whom they are supposed
to be safeguarding. This cannot but have contributed in part to
distancing wage earners from the trade unions and to deter-
ring trade union members themselves from active participa-
tion in the organization.

But these internal causes alone cannot explain why trade
union members are ever less numerous and active. Neo-
liberal policy also contributes to the weakening of the unions.
The flexibility and, above all, casualization of an increasing
number of wage earners and the ensuing transformation of
working conditions and labor standards help to make any
united action difficult. Even the work of keeping wage earners
informed is made difficult as the remnants of public aid con-
tinue to protect a fraction of wage earners. This shows how es-
sential and difficult it is to renovate trade union action, which
would require rotation of positions and calling into question -
the model of unconditional delegation, as well as the inven-
tion of new techniques needed to mobilize fragmented, casu-
alized workers.

This organization of an entirely new type that has to be cre-
ated must be capable of overcoming the ﬁ'agmentatibn on
grounds of goals and nations, as well as the division into move-
ments and trade unions, by escaping both the hazards of
monopolization (or, more precisely, the temptation and at-
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tempts at appropriation that haunt all social movements) and
the immobilism often generated by the quasi-neurotic fear of
such hazards. The existence of a stable and efficacious interna-
tional network of trade unions and movements, energized by
mutual confrontation within forums for negotiation and dis-
cussion, such as the Estates General of the European social move-
ment, should make it possible to develop an international
campaign that would be altogether different from the activities
of the official bodies in which some trade unions are repre-
sented (such as the European Trade Union Confederation). It
would also consolidate the actions of all the movements con-
stantly grappling with specific and hence limited situations.

Bringing Together Researchers and Activists

The work required to overcome the divisions between social
movements and thereby to bring together all the available
forces arrayed against the dominant forces, themselves con-
sciously and methodically coordinated, must also be directed
against another, equally fateful division: that between re-
searchers and activists. Given an economic and political bal-
ance of forces in which the economic powers that be are in a
position to enlist unprecedented scientific, technical, and
cultural resources at their behest, the work of academic
researchers is indispensable to disclose and dismantle the
strategies incubated and implemented by the big multination-
als and international bodies, such as the World Trade Orga-
nization, which produce and impose putatively universal
regulations capable of gradually turning the neoliberal utopia
of generalized deregulation into reality. The social obstacles to
such rapprochement are no less great than those that stand be-
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tween the different movements, or between the movements
and the trade unions. Though they are different in their train-
ing and social trajectories, researchers engaged in activist work
and activists interested in research must learn to work to-
gether, overcoming all the prejudices they may harbor about
one another. They must endeavor to cast off the routines and
presuppositions associated with membership in universes gov-
erned by different laws and logics by establishing modes of
communication and discussion of a new type. This is one of
the preconditions for the collective invention, in and through
the critical confrontation of experiences and competencies, of
a set of responses that will draw their political force from being
both systematic and rooted in common aspirations and con-
victions.

Only a European social movement, strong with all the
forces accumulated in the different organizations of the differ-
ent countries and with the instruments of information and
critique elaborated in common forums of discussion such as
the Estates General, will be capable of resisting the forces, at
once economic and intellectual, of the large international cor-
porations and of their armies of consultants, experts, and
lawyers in their public relations agencies, think tanks, and lob-
bying agencies. Such a movement will be able also to replace
the aims cynically imposed by bodies guided by the pursuit of
maximum, short-term profit with the economically and polit-
ically ‘democratic objectives of a European social state
equipped with the political, juridical, and financial instru-
ments required to curb the brute and brutal force of narrowly
economic interests. The call for an Estates General of the Eu-
ropean social movement is in line with such a vision (see the
Web site www.samizdat.net/mse). It does not in any way aim
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to represent the whole of the European social movement, still
less to monopolize it in the tradition of “democratic central~
ism” dear to the erstwhile servants of Sovietism, but intends to
contribute practically to making it happen by working cease-
Jessly for a gathering of all the forces of social resistance,. on a
par with the economic and cultural forces currently mobilized
in the service of the policy of “globalization.”

Ambiguous Europe: Reasons to Act at the European Level

Europe is fandamentally ambiguous but that ambigt.lity tends
to dissipate when one views it in a dynamic perspective. ’I-‘here
is, on the one hand, a Europe autonomous from the dominant
economic and political forces and capable, as such, of playing a
political role on a world scale. On the other, there is the Europe
bound by a kind of customs union to the United States and
condemned, s a result, to a fate similar to that of Canada, that
is to say, to be gradually dispossessed of any economic and

cultural independence from the dominant power. In fact,

truly European Europe functions as a decoy, concealing th.e
Euro-American Europe that is on the horizon and which it
fosters by winning over the support of those who expect gf
Europe the very opposite of what it is doing and of what it is
becoming.

Everything leads one to believe that, barring 2 thoroughl?r
improbable rupture, the tendencies leading Europe to submit
to transatlantic powers, symbolized and materialized by the
Transatlantic Business Dialogue, an umbrella organization of
the 150 largest European firms that is working to abolish bar-
riers to world trade and investrnent, will triumph. Due to the
fact that it concentrates at the highest level all the species of
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capital, the United States is in a position to dominate the
global field of the economy. And it can do so thanks to such
juridical-political mechanisms as the General Agreement on
Trade in Services, a set of evolving regulations aimed at limit-
ing obstacles to “free movement,” and stipulated provisions,
drafted in the greatest secrecy and functioning with lagged ef-
fects, in the manner of computer viruses, by destroying juridi-
cal defense systems, that pave the way for the advent of a sort
of invisible world government in the service of the dominant eco-
nomic powers, which is the exact opposite of the Kantian idea
of the universal state.
Contrary to the widespread idea that the policy of “global-
ization” tends to foster the withering away of states, in fact
states continue to play a crucial role in the service of the poli-
tics that weakens them. It is remarkable that the policies aimed
at disarming states to the benefit of the financial markets have
been decreed by states—and, moreover, states governed by so-
cialists. This means that states, particularly those led by social
democrats, are contributing to the triumph of neoliberalism,
not only by working for the destruction of the social state
(most notably, the destruction of workers’ and women’s rights,
which depend directly on the “left hand” of the state) but also
by concealing the powers they relay. And they also function as
decoys: they draw the attention of citizens to fictitious targets
(strictly national debates, whose prototype is everything hav-
ing to do in France with “cohabitation”) kept alive by a whole
range of factors, such as the absence of a European public
space and the strictly national character of political, trade
union, and media structures. One would need here to demon-
strate how the desire to boost circulation inclines newspapers
to confine themselves ever more to national politics, if not
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national politicking, which remains profoundly rooted in
national institutional structures, such as families, churches,
schools, and trade unions.
All this means that politics is continually moving farther
away from ordinary citizens, shifting from the national (or
local) to the international level, from an immediate concrete
reality to a distant abstraction, from the visible to the invisible.
It also means that individual or, to use Sartre’s term, “serial”
actions (invoked by those who never stop talking of democ-
racy and “citizen control”) count for little in the face of the
ruling economic powers and the lobbies they hire at their ser-
vice. It follows that one of the most important and difficult
questions is to know at what level to carry on political ac-
tion—local, national, European, or world. In fact, scientific
imperatives are in agreement with political necessities here
and require that we travel along the chain of causality back to
the most general cause, that is, to the locus, now most often
global, where the fundamental determinants of the phenome-
non concerned reside, which is the appropriate point of appli-
cation for action aimed at effecting genuine change. Thus if
we take immigration, for instance, it is clear that at the national
Jevel we only grasp factors such as the policy of the national
state which, aside from fluctuating to meet the interests of the
dominant social forces, leave untouched the root of the mat-
ter, namely, the effects of neoliberal policies or, to be more pre-
cise, the effects of so-called structural adjustment policies and
especially of privatization. In many countries these policies
jead to economic collapse, followed by massive layoffs that fos-
ter 2 mass movement of forced emigration and the formation
of a global reserve army of labor, which bears with all its weight
on the national workforce and on its collective claims. This is
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happening at a time when ruling bodies are expressing openly,
most notably in the texts of the WTO, their nostalgia for old-~
style emigration, that is, an emigration composed of dispos-
able, temporary, single workers with no families and no social
protection (like the French sans papiers) ideally suited to pro-
viding the overworked executives of the dominant economy
with the cheap and largely feminine services they need. One
could make a similar argument in relation to women and the
gender inequalities visited upon them insofar as women’s fate
is inextricably linked to the “left hand” of the state, both for
work (they are particularly represented in the health, educa-
tion, and cultural sectors) and for the services they need in the
present state of the sexual division of labor (child care, hospi-
tals, social services, etc.); they are the prime victims of the dis-
mantling of the social state. The same could also be said of
dominated ethnic groups, such as blacks in the United States,
who, as Loic Wacquant has pointed out, suffer directly from
downsizing of public employment insofar as the Afro-
American bourgeoisie, which grew after the civil rights move-
ment, rests essentially on government jobs at the local, state,
and federal levels. As for political action, if it wishes to avoid
going after decoys and deluding itself with inefficient inter-
vention, it too must track back to the actual causes. Having
said this, those actions that, like those deployed in Seattle, are
targeted at the highest level, i.e., against the bodies that make
up the invisible world government, are the most difficult to
organize and also the most ephemeral—all the more so as they
are mainly the product of an aggregation of autonomous
forces, even if they base themselves on networks and organiza-
tions.
This is why it seems to me, first, that it is at the European
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level that actions purporting to produce effects can and must
be targeted. Second, if they are to go beyond mere “happen-
ings,” symbolically efficacious but temporary and discontinu-
ous, these actions must be based on a concentration of already
concentrated social forces, that is, on a confluence of social move-
ments that already exist throughout Europe. Informed by the-
oretical work aimed at formulating realistic political and social
objectives for a genuine social Europe (such as the replace-
ment of the European Commission by a genuine executive re-
sponsible to a parliament elected by universal suffrage), these
collective actions, carried out through the coordination of a
collective, must work to constitute a credible counterpower.
They must, that is, work to create a “unified” or “coordi-
nated” European social movement (thus the singular), capable,
by its mere existence, of bringing into existence a European
political space that currently does not exist.

Paris, July 2000~January 2001
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For a European Social Movement*

It is no easy matter when speaking of Europe merely to make
yourself heard. The journalistic field, which filters, intercepts,
and interprets all public statements in terms of its most typical
logic, that of “all or nothing,” strives to force everyone into the
mindless choice imposed on all those who remain trapped
within that logic: you are either “for” Europe, that is to say,
progressive, open, modern, liberal, or “not for” Europe—in
which case you condemn yourself to being thought of as ar-
chaic, outdated, reactionary, and nationalist, if not pro-Le Pen
and even anti-Semitic. As if there were no other legitimate
option but the unconditional endorsement of Europe as it is, a
Europe reduced to a central bank and a single currency, and
subjected to the rule of unfettered competition. But it would
be a mistake to think that one really escapes this crude alterna-
tive as soon as one speaks of a “social Europe.” Discourses
on “social Europe” have so far failed to be translated in any
significant way into concrete norms governing the daily life of
citizens in matters of work, health, housing, retirement, etc.
Meanwhile the directives on competition are overturning
daily the supply of goods and services and are rapidly undoing

* This article first appeared in Le Monde diplomatigue, June 1999.
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