
Dangerous shortcuts and vegetarian sharks - Zapatism
and neoliberalism [1]

Neoliberalism versus capitalism, a question of terminology 

During the meeting, I heard many interesting ideas about alternative economies and resistances as
well  as  experiences  of  resistance  to  economic globalization and the transformation of  life  into
market value. However, I also perceived a lot of confusion about fundamental questions such as:
who exactly represents "humanity"? Are we supposed to be simply against neoliberalism or against
capitalism itself ? In the end, I left worried that the use of the term neoliberalism, as an ideological
shortcut to the system against which we are fighting, might prove both imprecise and potentially
dangerous. On reflection, perhaps the best contribution I can make to the "new space of discussion"
opened by the Zapatistas would be to try to cross the generation barrier and try to explain my fears.

First, I find that the use of the term neoliberalism instead of capitalism lacks precision. In the strict
sense of the term, neoliberalism refers to an economic theory or a policy based on it. For example,
the free trade theories of the Chicago School of Economics and the privatization policy of Thatcher
and his followers abroad are both correctly referred to as neoliberal. The word capitalism, on the
other hand, refers to a whole economic and political system. The capitalist system of wage labour,
market production, exploitation and alienation, dates back at least five centuries and has been based
from  the  beginning  on  global  exploitation  (1492).  This  capitalist  system  has  adopted  various
theories and political forms in different times and places. They ranged from mercantilism, freedom
of trade, protectionism, imperialism of trusts and monopolies, social capitalism to state capitalism
(with variants as diverse as Japanese feudal trust capitalism, Stalinist "communism", Nazi fascism)
and now neoliberalism...  All  this without changing the very essence of capitalism, i.e.  the self-
expansion of capital through the extraction of unpaid working time.

Secondly,  I  think that  substituting the term neoliberalism for the term capitalism is  misleading
because it seems to imply that we should try to force the powers that be to adopt another theory (the
Neo-Keynesian?) or another economic policy (the capitalism of the welfare state?) in the hope that,
through these economic policies, the oppression of humanity and the destruction of nature would be
eliminated or at least significantly reduced. If this attempt were successful, it would certainly be a
real shortcut, thereby eliminating the need to think about the frightening prospect of experiencing
the collapse of the world capitalist system and its extirpation by the forces of a new humanity, with
the uprisings and sufferings that this perspective implies.

Dangerous illusions about vegetarian sharks

But I fear that this hope is an illusion. It also tends to focus energies on the struggle against the



manifestations  of  capitalism  (degreasing,  relocations,  concentrations,  restructuring,  free  trade
dogmatism, globalization) [2] while forgetting to attack the very nature of the wage and commodity
system (the merchant society) where profit derives from theft by capital from labour and unpaid
land.

Moreover, to the extent that neoliberalism is synonymous with global free trade and globalization,
being against neoliberalism tends to suggest that humanity would find itself better off within any
form of national capitalism. Such a vision constitutes an invitation to local activists in each state to
join the ranks of protectionists among the "patriotic" possessing classes that are also opposed to free
trade  and  penetration  by  international  capital.  By  this  logic,  these  local  exploiters  -  whether
landowners, business leaders, state enterprise managers - must be considered as being on the side of
humanity, by virtue of being "against neoliberalism".

Apart from ignoring the fundamental conflict between rich and poor, this protectionist version of
the patriotic alliance of the opposition to neoliberalism logically leads to international war. Since
each  national  capitalist  economy  competes  with  all  the  others,  the  rich  in  each  country  will
inevitably mobilize the poor as cannon fodder in fratricidal wars against other capitalist nations. For
example,  during  the  1930s  Hitler's  National  Socialists  used  this  type  of  propaganda to  set  the
German  people  (Volk)  against  international  Jewish  capitalism  and  the  British  Empire,  while
Japanese militarists imposed national unity against the penetration of European white capital into
Asia. Such illusions are dangerous. Money has no race, color or nationality. Capitalism was already
global from its beginnings along the international trade routes of the late Middle Ages, and the stock
market never distinguished itself by its patriotism.

Moreover, capitalism is not reformable.  Fighting to change the nature of capitalism is about as
realistic as trying to convert a shark into a vegetarian - and about as risky.  By its very nature,
capitalism is no more able to abandon the merciless exploitation of human beings than it is in the
nature of the shark to renounce blood and flesh. Just as the vegetarian shark would starve to death,
the  capitalist  company  or  nation  that  failed  to  pay  its  workers  the  minimum  and  extract  the
maximum amount of labour would be eliminated by competition from more ferocious sharks in the
global market. I realize how appalling it is to accept the fact that the only way out for humanity is to
completely uproot the capitalist system. Taking the shortcut of being against neoliberalism is easier,
more fashionable. But is it okay to invite people to join us and dive into the sea of social struggles
without  displaying  the  warning:  "Danger!  Shark-infested  waters!"  This  is  the  warning  that  the
reformist socializing government of Arbenz forgot to deliver to the Guatemalan people in 1954.
Arbenz disarmed it, the CIA came into action and decades of right-wing terror resulted. Allende's
team took the same shortcut in Chile from 1970 to 1973 with the same disastrous results. Will they
ever learn?

Historical tragedy of antifascism

If I seem to exaggerate the importance of the theme, it is because I have lived long enough to
witness the tragic fate of two generations of leftists  whose struggles failed in a disastrous way
because they backed away from anti-capitalism and found it easier and more fashionable to take
ideological  shortcuts  and  define  themselves  as  "against"  something  more  immediate  and  more
tangible. I refer to the antifascists of my parents' generation and the anti-imperialists of mine.

Antifascists did not succeed in stopping fascism in Spain or elsewhere in Europe in 1936-1939.
They refused to oppose fascism as the extreme form of capitalism in crisis. Instead, they took a
shortcut: the Popular Front against Fascism. This pro-capitalist alliance of Stalinist communists,
social democrats, liberal-democratic capitalist parties, trade unions and cultural organizations was
broad, powerful and impressive. But, after the magnificent popular songs had been sung, the rallies
carried  out,  the  communists  signed a  pact  with  Hitler  (having  previously  suppressed  the  anti-



capitalist revolution of the Spanish workers and peasants) [3] while the European socialists and
liberal democrats (Leon Blum, etc.) sold the Spanish bourgeois Republic and gave in to Hitler in
Munich. It took 20 million deaths during the Second World War to stop Hitler in 1945 and now
fascism is on the rise once more. What a wonderful shortcut!

The paradoxical fate of anti-imperialism

Similarly, the anti-imperialists of the 1960s failed to stop imperialism. For, instead of opposing it as
an aspect of the capitalist system, they took every conceivable shortcut from supporting capitalist
peace candidates (such as North American Senator McCarthy) to beating the drum for dictators of
state capitalism regimes such as Ho Chi Minh, Enver Hoxa, Mao Tse-tung, Kim Il Sung, Colonel
Quadaffi (all bona fide anti-imperialist). In the days of the turbulent countryside, the marches and
the red brigades, no one had time to listen to those who, as a minority among us, had understood
that "imperialism" was not a plot of the heads of government but the very essence of capitalism
(and had done so since 1492), those who saw that so-called "communism" was nothing more than
totalitarian and bureaucratic state capitalism, and that "national liberation" could mean fighting and
dying to replace a foreign oppressor with a national oppressor.

Thirty  years  later,  the  anti-imperialist  "long  marches"  of  my  generation  have  reached  their
destinations and our underground movements have resurfaced before an edifying spectacle. We are
watching  the  anti-imperialist  leaders  of  "liberated"  Vietnam,  "communist"  China  invite  foreign
capitalists without shame to come and exploit their workers. And exploit them at rates that defy all
competition that the working conditions put in place by these "revolutionary" one-party states had
made possible (factory farms, etc.). This new alliance against the workers was summarized by the
very serious comment of the editorialist of the "New York Times" about the annexation of Hong
Kong: "Long live the legacy of Mao and Merrill Lynch." [4] Of course, it was easier to explain anti-
imperialism than anti-capitalism. What a wonderful shortcut! The question today is: can the use of
neoliberalism as a substitute for anti-capitalist expression lead to a dangerous new shortcut?

Richard Greeman

[1] We publish here an excerpt from the Open Letter to International Friends of the Zapatistas,
written  following  the  author's  participation  in  the  Second  Intercontinental  Meeting  Against
Neoliberalism and for Humanity, held in Spain in August 1997. R. Greeman, translator of V. Serge's
novels into English, has been active in the international revolutionary movements since the 1950s.
The full text can be obtained from the author, 16, r. de la Teinturerie, 34000 Montpellier.

[2] It  should be noted that  none of these neoliberal manifestations are  new. For example,  with
regard to globalization: in 1996, Asia produced only 22% of the world's production goods compared
to 29% in 1900. Similarly, wage cuts, company closures and monopolies were as widespread in
1900 as they are today.

[3]  Ken  Loach's  recent  film "Land  and  Freedom"  tells  this  story  precisely  as  writers  such  as
Georges Orwell and Victor Serge did in their time (but who listened to them?).

[4] "New York Times", 3 June 1997. Merrill Lynch is the most important businessman on Wall
Street.



Upcoming head-on collisions
A new theory of social policing is being developed. The smug Balladur had inaugurated in France
this new frontal conception of the management of the social order by authorizing by decree the
army to intervene in social conflicts when the cops would be overwhelmed. This was just before the
CIP protests  (1994).  The  technologies  deployed  today  by  social  repression  companies  (CRS)
illustrate these changes that occurred in a mere few years, from the Pasqua laws to Vigipirate. A
new fighter of the order appears, between the soldier and the police officer,  a hybrid figure as
sinister as the transgenic chimeras that are prepared in the scientific laboratories of tomorrow's
landscapes.  With  the  crisis,  social  order  management  is  increasingly  becoming  a  strategy  for
preventing future social and frontal shocks. These preparations are also an expression, in the street,
of an increase in violence within companies. As this big figure in German business says: why make
it consensual when you can be violent with impunity?

"With the development of these non-lethal weapons, the United States armed forces - and above all
the Marine Corps - are preparing to conduct operations that, in some respects, will be more police
than military in nature. In American doctrine, the external enemy and the internal enemy tend to
merge. In the army academies, the intervention of the national guard and certain military units in
riots in the Los Angeles ghettos is dissected, as is that of the Brazilian army in the favelas of Rio.
"(Le Monde diplomatique, February 1998.)  

barthélémy schwartz



Unemployed/media: a house of mirrors
Since the beginning of the movement, unemployed and precarious people have grouped together in
different ways (within existing associations, trade unions, collectives created for the occasion,...) to
advance  different  types  of  demands,  from the  most  reformist  (a  Christmas  bonus for  the  poor
unemployed, "work for all" by sharing the crumbs) to incomeist positions ("an income is a right") to
a challenge to capitalist society and the wage work associated with it. Similarly, the positions of
these different groups regarding the role of the media and the place to be given to them in the
struggle are, to say the least, diverse. The issue of the media has been (and continues to be) the
subject of debate among unemployed groups because it highlights different visions of the struggle
and the ways in which it can be fought.

The leaders of the existing associations of unemployed people, AC !, MNCP, APEIS, Collectif CGT
des privés d'emploi have adopted from the beginning of the movement a clear strategy towards the
media. In parallel with demands limited to employment and/or guaranteed income for all,  these
associations  have  positioned  themselves  in  favour  of  media  intervention  as  supporters  and
spokespersons for the struggle. Giving the image of "honest people deprived of jobs in spite of
themselves" was perfectly suitable for the mainstream media, agreeing to be relays for a "good
cause" and thus give a positive image of unemployed people limited to legitimate albeit  illegal
actions (occupations, requisitions of goods).

It is not surprising that television and radio have given voice to the leaders of these associations -
taking  great  care  not  to  make  the  differences,  particularly  between  "leaders"  and  grassroots
members,  heard  -  to  describe  the  despair  of  the  unemployed  and  to  comment  on  successive
reactions-decisions by government and politicians.  Didn't  they all  react in the same way to the
announcement of the ridiculous billion granted by Jospin by saying basically: "That's not bad at all,
but it's not enough." Didn't they all try to recover and channel the movement by directing it towards
the reformist 35-hour project? Nor is it surprising to see these same "leaders" dissociate themselves
and criticize the excesses caused by groups of "agitators" who had the nerve to make a mess at the
Paris Stock Exchange, the PS headquarters or the Crédit Lyonnais in Nantes [1]. Furthermore, it is
not surprising that these associations organize pseudo-reappropriations of goods in supermarkets by
negotiating  in  advance  with  the  store  manager  and  by warmly inviting  the  media  to  film the
meticulously prepared action.  This was the case,  for example,  during an action to requisition a
supermarket in Pantin, organised by AC ! with the CNT's security service, and over-mediatized.
This was also the case during the occupation of an 18th arrondissement ANPE (National Agency for
Employment) on February 26, organized jointly by AC ! and the Jussieu assembly [2] during which
the cameras of M6, TF1 and France 3 continuously filmed artificial discussions even though the
participants were not convinced by the action undertaken.



For many members of these same associations [3] and other groups of unemployed people, the
position towards the media is  more uneven, but  in general,  the belief  in the importance of the
presence of the mainstream media during actions  predominates.  The thoughts:  "We need to  be
talked about", "People need to know what the unemployed are doing" or "It can give people the idea
of joining us" summarize this position well. The underlying idea is also to use the media as a means
of dialogue and pressure with regard to the government, believing that the latter will transmit their
worthy demands and thus influence political decisions. Thus, during the occupation of the EDF
Barbès agency, debates on the media allowed the occupants (of various associations or without
belonging) to realize that not everyone agreed on the issue. The position finally adopted was to let
the cameras film from the moment the journalist introduced himself. However, the most common
position adopted during occupations was to let the cameras film only the action and not the general
assemblies. By participating in these actions, we could see the importance given to the media by
activists. Thus, we could very often hear thoughts like: "But I don't understand, they didn't talk
about us on television or on France-Info."

Their desire to carry out actions, which are certainly illegal in substance, but "reasonable", i. e.
without  exceeding  certain  limits  (no  violence,  no  damage,  "cordial"  agreement  with  the
management of the ANPE agencies, the ASSEDICS or EDF/GDF, while waiting for the delegates to
negotiate with the management) is  consistent with the desire to give the image of unemployed
people fighting for their rights (in particular the famous "right to work").

Similarly, at a meeting organised by the media commission of the collective of unemployed people
of the Maison des ensembles in Paris, Serge Halimi, invited to talk about his book on the media [4]
and the role of the latter in the unemployed movement concluded: "The media must not be part of
the strategy of an action, or else in an annex and controlled way. A struggle is first and foremost
with those directly concerned and not with the media." Many participants in the debate were not
convinced  by this  minimal  position.  While  some  of  them are  not  naïve  about  possible  media
manipulation, many are certain of the possibility of using the media in their own way without being
manipulated. One young man even intervened to say that according to him: "The important thing is
that the media talk about us or show images, no matter what they say about them...", a reflection
that reveals, to say the least,  the belief in the absolute necessity of the media's presence during
actions.

What these unemployed people are expressing is a clear desire for recognition by society through
the media and a desire to be integrated into it and its dominant values (access to consumer society
standards and employment). Here again, they are in opposition to their "leaders" who, for their part,
seek political recognition in the media, which they obtained, first at their first meeting with the
Prime Minister on 8 January 1998 (AC !, MNCP, APEIS). It should also be noted that this political
recognition has recently been concretized, at least for AC ! by Lionel Jospin's promise to receive a
substantial subsidy as the official representative of the unemployed.

On the other hand, other groups of unemployed and precarious workers are more perplexed, if not
totally hostile to the presence of the media at general assemblies and actions.



The example of the Jussieu assembly [5] is indicative of this position. From the first meeting of this
assembly, on 19 January 1998, and during several others, heated but necessary debates were held
between those who categorically refused the presence of the media during discussions and actions
and  those  who  thought  that  it  was  of  interest  to  the  movement.  The  position  against  media
intervention was based on the idea that, firstly, the media have no place in assemblies (except as an
individual participating in the movement); secondly, they have no place because they represent the
"watchdogs"  of  the  power;  because  the  participants  do  not  want  to  be  filmed in  the  absolute,
whatever  the explanation given by the journalist  on the possible non-police use of the images;
because finally, many participants are convinced that the media have nothing to contribute to the
movement except a risk of manipulation. The decision that was finally adopted was to exclude the
media outright at general meetings and actions (for example, by refusing to notify or involve them),
with participants preferring to speak directly to people to discuss the issue.

However,  groups opposed to  the presence of  the media  are  concerned about  the circulation  of
information. This is why press releases have been issued for many actions. Nevertheless, the need to
make press releases almost systematically reveals the nature of the actions undertaken: they are in
fact limited to symbolic and therefore media acts, even if, at the outset, the will of the unemployed
and precarious may be different [6].

One  could  consider  that  the  anti-media  position  of  some  groups  of  unemployed  people  is
exaggerated and purist. However, recent developments are in line with them and many groups of
unemployed people have been surprised and wondered about the ambiguous role of the media since
the beginning of the movement.

TV, radio and newspapers relayed the unemployed movement, its actions and demands from the
beginning and rather  with apparent  sympathy,  unlike what  had been the case during the social
movement from November-December 1995 to its beginning. In both cases, however, the media
supported  the  government's  positions:  by  positioning  itself  favourably  at  the  beginning  of  the
unemployed  movement  (see  the  "understanding"  of  the  despair  of  the  unemployed  by  the
government at first) and unfavourably at the beginning of the 1995 movement (see Juppé's failure to
understand the population's refusal to accept its social security reform).

After Jospin's intervention on the 8 p.m. news in mid-February 1998 concerning the release of 1
billion francs (200 millions €) for emergency aid for the unemployed, it is a total blackout. For
journalists and the government, the movement of the unemployed is over and let's not talk about it
anymore!



In fact, the media reported on the unemployed engaged in the struggle (taking into account the
regular count of occupied and/or evacuated ASSEDICS and ANPE branches) when they thought it
was appropriate. As the belts of transmission of power and directed solely towards the search for
information-merchandise, it  seemed more prudent and above all more profitable to them to talk
about  the  "poor  and  truly  unemployed",  to  make  voyeuristic  and  miserable  reports  or  tearful
interviews about the fate of a few buggers. Making these poor unemployed people look like victims
of underemployment and harsh times did not go against political power, on the contrary. The idea of
showing the revolt and/or despair of ex-workers in desperate search of a job was in line with the
Jospin statements: to revive growth to find work for all or, if necessary, to share it (among the poor)
and above all to reject the idea of an RMI for those under 25 years of age, i.e. to subsidise young
people not to do anything so that they would not get used to being assisted. But you better not
push...  As soon as  the  occupations  no  longer  concerned only ANPEs or  ASSEDICS but  party
headquarters, trade exchanges, bailiffs' offices, EDF agencies, etc., and insofar as evacuations from
occupied  places  became  the  rule,  the  media  no  longer  considered  the  unemployed'  struggle
legitimate. It was not so much the Second Gulf War (which did not take place), Clinton's sexual-
loving disputes and the Winter Olympics that facilitated the movement's media instrumentalization
operation, but rather the intrinsic functioning of the media: media ideology implies, as for any other
product launched on a market, a permanent and rapid recycling of ideas and situations. In the same
vein, Serge Halimi's thesis in his latest book does not fundamentally question the role of the media
since he maintains the illusion of being able to use and control them.

In fact, it was the radicality of a few actions by the unemployed that displeased journalists, relays of
republican legality and morality. And here they are once again splitting up the "good" and "bad"
unemployed, as was the case during the anti-CIP demonstrations in 1994 between the "breakers"
and the  "good students".  Let  us  also remember the  article  in  "Libération",  in  the  midst  of  the
unemployed movement, on the clashes between young people and the police in the largest shopping
centre in the suburbs of Lyon: obviously, journalists never make the connection between this case
and the struggle of the unemployed. For them, there is no link between the violence perpetrated by
the system on individuals and the revolt in the suburbs and that of the unemployed.

Some  newspapers  have  accompanied  the  campaign  of  criminalization  and  police  and  judicial
repression that has hit the unemployed. Moreover, they reinforced it: no need to quote the titles of
articles  or  the  headlines  of  the  "Figaro",  "France  Soir"  and  "Parisien"  which  spoke  of  the
unemployed in terms of "false unemployed", "looters" or "sympathizers of the unemployed" [7] to
mention in particular the four demonstrators arrested following the action at a Cash Converters (and
thus clearly show that they were not "real unemployed"). It was no longer enough to denounce
actions deemed violent such as that of the Paris Stock Exchange and to ignore what remained of the
movement, but also to denounce the "dangerous" militants who commanded certain actions and
who inadvertently led to "real" manipulated unemployed people.

Thus, during the first occupation of the ENS, rue d'Ulm in Paris in the 5th arrondissement, "Le
Parisien" [8] headlined: "The curious overlapping of police officers: as spokespersons, always well
placed  in  parades,  we  find  with  the  unemployed  the  activists  who  defended,  last  year,  the
undocumented and the homeless" and to specify in the article: "Most often, the public authorities
can only deal with a handful of virulent activists. Arriving hooded at the end of demonstrations,
they are grouped together by the intelligence services under the term "autonomous". Aged 18 to 25,
hardened drug addicts or students, these "institutional breakers" are officially estimated at about
fifty in the capital."



Following the second occupation of the ENS, much more symbolic this time, following the national
demonstration of the unemployed on March 7 in Paris, "France Soir" and "Libération" [9] put it
back on track by titling: "350 arrest in Ulm street : only a third were unemployed" and adding that
after a "sociological study, in fact of the unemployed, there was only a third of the unemployed,
while  the homeless  represent  barely 3%",  "the  real  homeless  are  only eight"  or  to  specify the
presence of "about fifty autonomous people, a movement that had disappeared in the early 1980s.
Their  whole  ideology  consists  in  muddying  the  demonstrations  by  systematically  seeking
confrontation with the police. We now see that it is the same people who were responsible, in the
same circumstances following a demonstration, for the major damage and violent clashes on the
stock exchange in January." In this respect, these newspapers highlight the real contradictions of the
movement between, on the one hand, reformist claims, which are in the majority, and, on the other
hand, ideas that are at odds with society. However, they do it in their own way: by demonizing the
latter and giving legitimacy to the former.

Finally, an action, and more broadly a struggle, has nothing to gain and everything to lose when it is
organized according to the mass media: on the one hand, a struggle is much more effective when it
is carried out according to a specific objective, by and for its actors and not by proxy; on the other
hand,  when a movement is  too dependent  on the media,  its  actions  often turn spectacular  (the
actions are symbolic in nature) and here, one enters the game of the media and the entertainment
society much more than one serves the struggle. There is also a real risk of manipulation by the
mass  media  who follow the actions  when they sell,  remain  in  legality and in  accordance  with
bourgeois  morality  and  this,  always  in  implicit  coordination  with  the  actions  and decisions  of
political power. Finally, the willingness of some unemployed people to "show others what we do"
through mass media images to encourage other unemployed people to join the struggle has not been
realized  (Indeed,  there  has  been  no  massification  of  the  movement)  and  will  never  replace
individual awareness and commitment [10].

Karine

Notes : 

[1] Cash Converters' action on February 11 did not allow AC ! to adopt the same position given the
presence of activists from their association in the action and among the four arrested, hence the
presence of C. Villiers at the trial as a defence witness.

[2] Assembly created on 19 January following the voluntary departure of the occupants of the ENS
and made up of unemployed, precarious, students,...

[3] As far as AC !, the APEIS, the MNCP are concerned, note that many groups often have varying
positions, in terms of claims or types of actions.

[4] "Les nouveaux chiens de garde", S. Halimi, ed. Raisons d'Agir, November 1997.

[5] The example of this assembly was chosen as the one I know best.

[6] The example of the occupation of the ENS is revealing: the aim was to make the occupied place
a friendly place for meetings and debates, permanently open to all.

[7] See "Le Parisien", 27 February 1998.

[8] Of 19 January 1998, p. 26.

[9] Of March 9, 1998.



[10] See this subject: "The media have made it possible to create a movement of the unemployed,
where sometimes the unemployed were hardly present and to make the proletarians even more
passive, since they see themselves on TV: the spectacle of struggle makes it useless for the greatest
number of people and does not disturb their sleep; it has a good conscience and the State takes care
of the fate of the most deprived, so why tire?" Excerpt from the "Movement of the Unemployed: a
semblance of struggle to integrate us even more into the democratic management of poverty" by
Des Prolétaires Apatrides, March 1998, available on the list: reseau@lists.nothingness.org.



NEITHER LAND NOR FREEDOM 

The EZLN continues its clandestine work, the FZLN officially conspires. And all over the world of
capital, other people blindly imbued with the hope of victory, support Internet user Marcos and the
old times. The struggle is legitimate. For some rebels and insurgents, death is the price of dignity,
for others,  it  is the risk of power.  Nevertheless,  opportunism does not have to be supported or
justified, since the rest of this story is painfully traced. We fear it. Death or power for the television
balaclavas. For the others, neither land nor freedom. Once again, the dream is silent... until one
day... without being mediatized or recovered, some voices can finally shout: "Land and Freedom! » 

ANITE G. DE CARVALH



ON SUICIDE AND OCCUPATIONS 

Although the suicide rate has been rising steadily since 1975, it is only now that sociologists are
"rediscovering" the link between suicide and the economic crisis, and are taking an interest in this
"recent phenomenon". This growing social visibility of suicide, which contradictory statistics and
inconclusive expert reports can no longer hide, concerns them deeply: what is the use of social
management and prevention specialists if they are unable to predict future social disasters in times
of crisis, for the use of their masters? 

« The analysis of this recently emerging demographic "anomaly" currently leads sociologists and
demographers to a re-emphasis on the link between suicide and the economic crisis, at the heart of
which are young working people. According to Chauvel, the evidence, already pointed out by Karl
Marx, theorized by Emile Durkheim and Maurice Halbwachs, but obscured during the Glorious
Thirties (1945-1975), resurfaces strongly at  a time when the overall  suicide rate (above 20 per
100,000) is close to that of the 1930s and when youth unemployment and suicide figures coincide
up to the 1987-1991 recorded break: since 1975, both curves are rising sharply, with the exception
of 1988-1991, a period of economic recovery, where they have also declined together. »

« (...) Thus, the 1990s were characterized by a sharp increase in the suicide rate among men aged 35
to 44. The weight of the economic crisis is particularly significant among workers aged 25 to 49,
whose suicide rate is six times higher than that of professionals of the same age. »

« (...)  It  is  not  necessarily the unemployed who commit  suicide,  although Josiane Andrian has
recently shown that the suicides, recorded by INSEE, of "unoccupied persons" (who, between 30
and 44 years old, are two thirds of the unemployed) occur three times more frequently than those of
the employed. » (Le Monde, February 4, 1998)

Yet  this  winter,  there  were  many "unoccupied"  individuals  who chose  to  "express  their  social
distress" other than through suicide: by occupying savagely, for example, sorting establishments for
the non-recyclable unemployed, EDF buildings in order to force management to stop power cuts, or
by ridiculing the bailiffs' arrogance. Without the help of experts, these vindictive people discovered
by themselves a playful and effective diversion to their confinement, and lucidly concluded that the
best way to fight suicide was to react against the living conditions that make it possible. Some had
already agreed with the conclusions of this former archivist of the Paris Police Prefecture, who
noted around 1830: "In the places I filled in the police administration, the consequences of suicides
were partly within my purview; I asked whether, in their determining causes, there were not some
whose  effect  could  be  moderated  or  prevented.  I  had  undertaken  considerable  work  on  this
important subject. I thought that without  a reform of the present social order all other attempts
would be in vain. " (Karl Marx, Peuchet: "From Suicide". Italics are by Karl Marx.) 

BARTHÉLÉMY SCHWARTZ 



FREIGHT-LIFT
Throughout its creative adventure, modern art has played, in the face of a figure of otherness, with
an inspiring exoticism that opposed the classical ethnocentrism of the academic tradition.  This,
from the moment when the expression of subjectivity, the voice given to the self of the artist, often
under the impulse of revolt,  or the calls of the heart were imposed thanks to romanticism. The
creative sparkle came out of the encounter of the deepest and most distant. Or at least what was
perceptible as such, according to the times and the stakes, their codes of mental representations as
plastic, their use as their wear and tear, and the need, always invigorating, to upset what would no
longer be a stimulant but an obstacle to the expression of desire. Thus, if Dürer was able to admire
some sculptures brought back from newly conquered Mexico, this is not visible in his work, and it
is only in the twentieth century that a European artist, Henry Moore, will admit the influence of pre-
Columbian art on his research. 

Since the romanticists' enthusiasm, at the dawn of the last century, for the Gothic scorned until then,
there  has  been a  succession  of  discoveries  of  other  visions  of  the  world,  other  peoples,  other
expressions and other relationships to art.  Thus, not in an imaginary museum but,  according to
Courbet's beautiful expression, to "make living art", the barbaric charms will  be called upon to
thwart the disenchantment of the world that capitalism operates. From Japanese to Black art, from
the various popular folklore to the exciting diversity of the Oceania islands, a world tour was made
that offered less a catalogue of styles than new audacities. It was, let us not forget, the time of the
colonies, and the elimination by the sword and the brush, the money and the work, of the so-called
primitive civilizations. Undoubtedly, the inspiration that artists sought less in form than in the spirit
of  island  objects  corresponded to  this  modern  paradigm which  unites  in  the  same fervour  the
nostalgia for this "savagery" and the desire for freedom. The Eden gone and the possible utopia, a
ruined  world  and  the  ruin  of  this  world.  Clearly  aware  or  not  that  this  was  the  issue*,  the
perspective, which thus opened up, drew a space where everything had to find a way to reinvent
itself around the axis of sensitive life. Without this, art cannot be revolutionary if it does not give
anything to see. 

NOTHING TO SEE: this  is  the whole programme of contemporary art.  Hiding what  is  visible
would give rise to dreams, thoughts and actions. Fetishized as much as fragmented, the liberating
experience of modern art becomes incomprehensible through the work of these official artists, in
the service of governments and banks. Like journalists who have mastered the art of false speech,
they are masters in the art of false image. From the monochrome to the in-situ installation, from the
silly slogan brushed on canvas to the packaging of a few dozen tools, their offensives follow one
another so that, as they explore reality to its imaginary dimensions, the celebration of their common
alienations becomes necessary. 

Apparently, it works. New centres of contemporary art are regularly opened, trades are made and
there is always «a significant quantity of no importance» devoted to all this. Yet it is clear that the
works are becoming more and more empty,  more and more difficult  to defend with beautifully
abstruse arguments. If forty years ago what Yves Klein was doing was already of no interest, by
what miracle would a monochrome smeared this very morning have any interest? Contemporary art
discovers that it is senile, that its decay is such that it no longer only plagiarizes modern art, which
was its role, but that, carried away by its mimetic mania, it plagiarizes itself. So he too is looking
for his islands, his black continent, not to question himself, but to continue to feed his small lure
industry. This is how we rediscover art brut, and try to regiment it in the post-modern aesthetic. 

Rediscoverey,  long  after  the  Expressionists,  Surrealists  and  Dubuffet  who  became  enthusiastic
about the creations of madmen, mediums and spiritualists, of individuals marginalized by industrial
society and presented as "free of artistic culture" [1]. Longer than the primitive arts, this exoticism



of the inner world was despised by institutions and the market. Could it be because the marginality
of these creators, victims in fact of the social order, and whose works are the ultimate weapons to
resist and invent beyond their share of misery,  disturbs so much the agreed image of the artist,
disturbs more than black art so integrated into the fragmented aesthetic or ethnological reflections
that we have forgotten its origin, due to countless looting and spoliations? Work of recuperation,
misery of repression. 

We are now relying on outsider art to infuse contemporary art with this "extra soul", the absence of
which makes even the ranks of critics, who are usually so sheepish, shudder. A supplement of soul,
and especially of popular, if not populist soul. We go back to the roots. Not those that would ensure
an internationalist conscience, but, preferably, those that, once cut down, revive the old nonsense of
the land, the community or the country. If the raw art can dispose of what is not extra soul, this
survival ration for ecclesiastical livestock, but rather necessity of spirit,  "inner necessity" which
according  to  Kandinsky  alone  gives  impetus  to  any  true  creation,  some  contemporary  artists
shamelessly seek to appropriate its secret, always according to the bureaucratic ritual of copying
and not  according to  the exploration of intimate abysses.  Annette  Messager  confides:  «  I  have
always borrowed a lot from religious and popular art, from outsider art, from images of hysteria, but
also from Arab,  Indian or  Tantric  traditions.  These are  expressions  most  of  the time related to
suffering,  poverty,  misfortune  or  human  distress.  I  feel  a  great  sense  of  guilt  towards  these
individuals or creators. I steal their beautiful forms from them; selfishly I grab them, I steal them, I
transform these worlds into "my thing", into "my world" ». [2] She is not the only one to do the
same; but Arnulf  Rainer is  more cynical when, after  scribbling on photographs of deportees in
Auschwitz and exhibiting this,  he smears original works by madmen like Louis Soutter,  Walla,
Schröder-Sonnenstern and Artaud. Would he be committed to finishing what the executioners and
psychiatrists had started so well? It is true that he is flippant enough to allow himself to reverse this
unequal collaboration and submit his own works to the residents of the Gugging asylum in Austria,
known for his art therapy experiments. 

Everything can be ground by the mill of culture. Thus Harald Szeeman, in the catalogue of the
exhibition "From One World to Another" held at the Kunsthalle in Cologne in 1990, declared about
these alienated creators: « Woljli produced in the manner of Picasso, Aloise is close to Matisse,
Müller goes through different developments like Duchamp, Schulthess tries to create an order by a
superabundance of information. » We can agree that this is grasping at straws. Also, whatever the
future of this mystifying re-foundation, the benefit will be clearer to promote as international artists
young people from the ghettos of New York or elsewhere and selected to propose, to the appearance
of a contemporary outsider art, the art of graffiti, transposed from the street to the canvas. 

Any transgression that conveys the spray-painting or the tag in the urban reality, any denunciation
these unreadable signs make of a senseless life. Here they are promoted as a cultural commodity, to
the  reconciliation  of  the  most  miserable  proletariat  with  the  bourgeoisie  eager  to  decorate  its
apartments and offices with the illusory trophies of its social victory. From one of these artists,
Keith Haring, who had learned at the renowned School of Visual Arts to counterfeit the signs of the
ghetto, a historian of contemporary art was able to write: « His work, indeed authentically popular,
is as effective in museums as it  is in social  action barricades. » [3]  Efficient,  in fact,  because
promoting integration through culture and its parade of illusions, it will have helped to extinguish
revolts, so that new barricades do not rise. 



This art  only aims for this cop role.  No matter what it  shows, which would only testify to the
alienation of urban cultures, what matters is that it celebrates the attitude of artists who play the role
of social mediators or travel clerks of the great humanitarian causes, who are the liberal simulacra
of the cause of human emancipation. The illusion of art liberally put within reach of all fantasies of
social accomplishment, and the beautiful face of these painters posing among starlets, rockers and
footballers. 

Guy Girard

1 -Jean Dubuffet: "L'art brut préféré aux arts culturels", in "L'homme du commun à l'ouvrage",
Gallimard, 1973. 

2 -A. M. Catalogue of the exhibition "Comédie-tragédie 1971- 1989", at the Musée des beaux-arts
de Grenoble, 1989. 

3 - Daniel Wheeler: "L'art du XX' siècle, de 1945 à nos jours", Flammarion, 1992. 



The entirety of the press is toxic
In today's networks, information plays the role of a substitute for critical thinking and allows it to be
evacuated. It is used to repress contradictions and is a symptom of individuals' inability to develop
their own positions, to put them to the test of experience and criticism. Because, as is well known,
information is not debatable, it is a matter of objectivity, it is free of subjectivity. But the choices
and positions are there nonetheless. Only, they do not appear as such. This is why such networks
have  become  the  privileged  place  for  consensus  among  activists  who  monologize  among
themselves and who regard those who want to have a dialogue as disruptive, because they attack the
hierarchy that dominates behind the pretty term of horizontality.  Counter-information is the last
commodity sold by the militant movement that catalogues struggles or alleged ones.

André Dréan



Movement of the unemployed: A struggle under
influence 

December 1995 had seen the largest strike movement since May 68, November 1996 the victorious
struggle of the truckers, the autumn of 1997 the bitter return of these same truckers... This winter
will have finally seen the exemplary struggle of the unemployed.... Highly publicized and highly
supervised, this is a movement whose main characteristic will have been, as all those who preceded
it,  to obtain nothing, and above all to change nothing in the situation of the main stakeholders.
However, the big winners of the winter: the leaders of unemployed people's associations, who now
enjoy official recognition.

Initiated around mid-December by the CGT committee of unemployed people in Marseille,  the
protest movement of the unemployed quickly spread throughout France. Initially playing on the
surprise effect caused by its appearance in the middle of chestnut turkey syndrome, the initiative
had the merit of recalling the realities hidden behind the INSEE's figures: 3 million unemployed
people receiving benefits (including 500,000 beneficiaries of the ASS, therefore living with 2,300
francs per month), 1 million RMI (minimum revenue for insertion) recipients, 12 million people
living in the deepest state of precarity and poverty [1]. It is not the least of the contradictions, for
the country of human rights, to have invented the end of rights to the Assedic ! (organisation which
used  to  distribute  unemployment  benefits)  The  other  positive  point  of  this  struggle  was  to
depersonalize the problem of poverty and to temporarily break the isolation of the unemployed who
have invested themselves in it, even making an oil stain abroad.

Quite quickly,  other committees of the unemployed joined the initiative launched by Marseille,
most of them already formed as a group before the start of the movement under the benevolent
leadership of the CGT, AC !, the MNCP and the APEIS, while others, far fewer in number, met on
bases independent of trade unions and parties. It can be said that, in general, while the number of
occupations has increased rapidly in a very short period of time, the number of sites targeted has
remained very low (only 26 Assedic antennas occupied at the height of the movement [2] out of a
total  of  636  in  France,  for  example).  As  for  the  number  of  participants,  very  few people  felt
sufficiently concerned by this movement to bother to join it, if we want to relate the real strengths
of the troops to the ever-increasing number of poor people in this country. Moreover, this campaign
did not come out of a kind of void from which it would have been pulled out by the spontaneous
and unpredictable action of a handful of revolts without political affiliation. This mythology does
not take into account the slow work of organizing the unemployed that has been done by unions
(mainly CGT) and neo-union associations  (AC !,  MNCP) for  several  years.  To understand the
growth of these organizations, it is necessary to go back to the premises of their formation.

On the left, we shave for free

After the rise of the left to power in May 1981, socialists and communists focused on the exercise
of their new government, managing restructuring (sometimes very violent: steel, arsenals, mines,
etc.)  and causing  the  most  diverse  disillusions  (nuclear  treasons,  reactionary social  laws,  etc.).
Unemployment, although increasing exceptionally, was not among the priorities of the left at the
time.  This  is  still  the  time  when,  except  for  a  few Assedic  professionals,  unemployment  is  a
shameful disease... Moreover, all political organizations and parties of both the left and the far left,
because of the ideology on which they are based, have always put forward the proletariat, the image
of the industrial worker as one of the essential foundations of the productivist society of which they
dream. These are probably the two reasons that, linked to the explosion of mass unemployment,
explain  the  failure  of  the  first  unemployment  committees  launched  in  the  1980s  and  the  late
awareness of left-wing parties and organisations. It was not until the early 1990s that the latter took
into account the increase in unemployment, its probable persistence, and the existence of millions of



downgraded and excluded people. Today, shaken by massive de-unionization, the loss of credibility
of the unions and the shift of the "comrades" from the left to the National Front, the major trade
union parties and centres (led by the CGT) are beginning a process of reconquering their base and
their popular electorate (which is reflected, among other things, in the internal struggles at the PC
between  old  crabs  and  renovators,  the  dusting  off  of  their  past  by  promoting  their  image  as
resistance  fighters,  the  self-criticism of  R.  Hue about  the  crimes  of  Stalinism and  the  support
provided to undocumented migrants, homeless people, unemployed people, etc.). The very special
turn taken by the demand for the end-of-year bonus in Marseille in December 1997 was probably
the spark that set the powder on fire, in an already very tense social situation exacerbated by the
approach of  the  Christmas  holidays  and its  display of  goods.  In  any case,  the  participation  of
political and trade union activists in this movement has been major, if not unanimous (the number
of activists engaged in the struggle for undocumented migrants, the homeless, trade union action
linked to work and occupations often exceeds the participation of the unemployed without a label or
political affiliation) and their mobilisation has proved two things: the very relative capacity of the
political systems to mobilise outside their own affiliates and their manifest will to create a long-
term framework for unemployed people. [3]

All together!

The speed with which organizations adopt the humiliating measures of the State, after having begun
most of the occupations and having claimed that they would go all the way, shows their readiness to
bury the struggle and to nip in the bud any attempt at a more spontaneous and uncontrolled revolt
by a larger number of people. The CGT, APEIS, AC! [4] and the MNCP set milestones for the
future because their future depends on it: in the absence of workers, the unemployed can make a
completely acceptable mass of maneuvering... as long as they are kept on a leash! At this level, the
interests of the State are fully in line with those of the trade unions, namely to avoid the explosion
and strengthen their power.

The most organized part  of the movement did not hesitate to recuperate what was possible, by
adopting slogans in favour of the 35-hour law proposed by the left, only two months before it was
debated  in  Parliament.  While  the  government  certainly  did  not  create  this  movement,  it  took
advantage of the political convergence available to it in committees to support proposals for social
measures that were far from being unanimously accepted. And for good reason, everyone agrees
that this law will not create jobs, but that it is likely to eliminate many of them, that an increase in
profits for companies is now going hand in hand with large layoff measures offset  by a highly
mechanized production process, and, in any event, a significant increase in the workload for those
who will still be employed, without giving them any financial compensation. Yet it is under this
type of guideline that many have agreed to walk!



No firecrackers at AC !

By structuring a communication plan with the media and preparing their negotiation strategy with
the  government,  the  leaders  of  this  movement  presented  the  most  classic  image  of  a  protest
movement very much supervised by the trade union monks. With the exception of the few actions
carried  out  by handfuls  of  individuals  who were  autonomous  with  regard  to  trade  unions  and
associations, most of these were acts of symbolic occupation (where the real people involved were
asked to occupy while the management was negotiating), without any attempts to "overrun" the
organisations  (which  is  rare  in  truly  spontaneous  movements!),  occupations  often  prepared  in
advance by small political circles [5], and monopolization of speech by a handful of experienced
politicians speaking on behalf of the unemployed [6]. The struggle has thus remained so much on
the political scene that a certain number of revolted and non-politicized individuals who have tried
to join it have sometimes been excluded (refusal to discuss the objectives and means of the struggle,
prohibition  of  alcohol  and  weed,  exclusion  and  alienation  of  the  homeless,  of  "irredeemable"
people, etc.). The struggle has thus remained so much on the political scene that a certain number of
revolted and non-politicized individuals who have tried to join it have sometimes been excluded
(refusal  to  discuss  the  objectives  and means of  the  struggle,  prohibition  of  alcohol  and joints,
exclusion  and  exclusion  of  the  homeless,  of  "irretrievable"  declassified  persons,  etc.).  The
opponents of the moral order are therefore not the last to bring about the authoritarian ideology of
political  correctness. Some complain about the image of the "good unemployed" valued by the
media, but the very basis of this moral sorting between good and bad, real and false unemployed
has  itself  presided  over  the  conduct  of  the  struggle.  No  wonder  that  young  people  without
qualifications  and  without  a  future  have  remained  indifferent  to  these  initiatives  under  high
surveillance and to these classic militant discourses, without any real link to their lives and daily
problems. At best, they used the occupation committees as a simple administrative relay, which is
why the follow-up did not prove them wrong...

That highly controlled and even frankly policed occupations can appear to be an unprecedented
movement of action can only be explained by forgetting the intensity of the struggles that have been
waged in recent decades and the frankly violent nature that they have sometimes displayed, whether
at the instigation of the unions or against their will. Today, we would like to believe that the balance
of power is established by simple respectful pressure on the State. After hearing post-modernist
speeches explaining that any conflict stems from a "communication deficit", society has come to
believe it! But until when?

Good guys, bullies and thugs

If this movement may have seemed so spontaneous and above all so "aggressive", it is because it
has been able to adopt methods of action that have been quite successful before for groups such as
the Right to Housing, for example, and which are based on the idea of popular requisition. These
methods are based on the republican principle of law, according to which the State must provide
security and means of subsistence for all (well, for all citizens!), and aim at a greater intervention by
the State in order to regulate the economy and distribute "wealth" more equally. This unrealistic
view  of  the  real  role  of  the  State  effectively  excludes  any  more  spontaneous  action  by  the
unemployed  to  satisfy their  immediate  needs  themselves.  In  addition,  the  occupation  of  social
organizations has taken the place that was once the occupation of factories or companies, namely
the enhancement of a place socially marked by those who are chained to it. Thus, like the workers
who took over the premises of their own exploitation,  as if they were really their  own, today's
unemployed take up the idea of the status of the poor paid in the name of the mission that the State
has to support them. Some collectives even had employees of the Assedic and ANPEs working on
days when they were usually closed on behalf of the public service, as was the case in Metz on
January 6th ! Quite a few have tried to get out of this corporatist logic centred on work and citizen
advocacy with the State, by organizing actions more focused on daily realities and needs (a few



incursions into stores not planned by organizations, actions against bailiffs' offices, self-discounts in
transport and in some fancy restaurants). But in general, however, even the most critical committees
of the function of the State and of the labour force have not seen any mystery in claiming better
management of wealth (what wealth? produced by whom? for what purpose? history does not say
so)  and  better  democratic  functioning,  at  the  risk  of  serving  as  a  "radical  endorsement"  to  a
movement which was particularly lacking in this regard.

Starting from the observation that unemployment persists, a number of voices have taken advantage
of this movement to popularize the idea of a guaranteed income for all, which would constitute, in
addition to its financial advantages, a step towards the end of employment blackmail [7]. This is a
form of optimism that could be seen as naivety! The attribution of a guaranteed salary to a large
mass of the inactive population (at least temporarily) is the counterpart of everyone's silence, the
assurance of social peace. This was the aim of the post-war social measures: to anchor the belief in
the welfare state and its role as a regulator, to the point of preventing any large-scale revolt. One
may also wonder whether this is not the reason for the lack of participation of a large proportion of
the poor: what is called a "strike by delegation" would be nothing more than the continuation of
generalised social assistance and, in terms of political representation, the delegation of all individual
power to specialists (in this case trade unions and other associations under political control).

Unemployed: Game over!

There is something insulting about claiming that an increase of 1, 2 or even 10% of the lowest
benefits can combat poverty and lift the most vulnerable unemployed out of their situation of dead-
end and distress. Assuming that the unemployed have acquired, thanks to this movement, a new
dignity, one may wonder what good it will do them if they barely have enough to survive materially.
Perhaps  to  set  up  new  citizens'  organisations  whose  aim  will  be  to  better  manage  poverty...
Moreover,  asking  the  State  to  provide  work  is  not  a  risk-free  demand:  this  type  of  State
interventionism  generally  goes  hand  in  hand  with  an  authoritarian  social  system  whose
consequences  are  unfortunately all  too  well  known.  Thus,  the  State  may very well  establish  a
system of social  occupation which,  without bearing its name, will  be nothing more than forced
labour [8]. In the end, no lasting solution has obviously been found, because everyone agrees not to
make waves; a little yell  from the unions from time to time to calm heated minds,  to exhaust
energies in lazy demonstrations (where the General Union of Police parades at  the head of the
procession as at the demonstration of January 13th in Paris !) and defuse any major movement,
while leaving the way clear for the plural government to proceed with its criminal task of social
crushing, while AC ! scientifically studies poverty with the help of sociologists and academics [9].
The only real beneficiaries of this struggle were finally the organizations of the unemployed, which
have thus acquired official  recognition and have recently been allowed to sit  along with social
organizations [10]...



Meanwhile, poverty is increasing, both in urban and rural areas, and with it, dangerous frustrations
that sometimes lead to the emergence of the most authoritarian tendencies. It remains to be seen, of
course, whether the millions of poor people who have not joined this movement will one day decide
to come forward: a great unknown is, for example, the indifference of young people in the suburbs
or elsewhere, whose revolt points every week to the headlines of the media but has so far never
joined this type of struggle. In any case, for things to really change, the permanent submission to
leaders  and specialists,  activists  and politicians  must  stop,  a  real  desire  for  emancipation must
emerge from the revolt and struggle of individuals, in favour not of state reform but of its pure and
simple abolition, not to adjust the economy but to eliminate it, sweeping away wage labour and
commodities, senseless consumption and endemic poverty. The solutions to despair and misery do
not lie in increasing the few crumbs given to the poor, nor in the small-scale reforms that make
representatives and delegates of all kinds happy. The subversion of this world is born of a dream
common to a large number of human beings to abolish exploitation, both their own and that of
others, in order to establish a certain number of utopias. The "problem of work" is now central only
in the context of wage labour: trying to solve it is, like economists, sociologists and politicians,
working to adjust the existing structures of capitalism and helping it to make changes of which we
will still be the designated slaves in the future. Faced with the emergencies that are presented to us,
may dreams have a hard life....

Olga Morena

Notes : 

[1] Figures from the Higher Council of Re-employment, Income and Costs. 1997.

[2] Figures as of January 6th 1998.

[3] The CGT committee of unemployed people of Marseille distinguished itself in December 1995
by making the end-of-year allowance conditional: the unemployed had to attend the demonstration
organised by the CGT to obtain their  registration file! During this winter's movement,  the files
submitted  by  the  CGT were  directly  taken  into  account.  Since  then,  the  CGT committee  of
unemployed people has participated in the official commission for the follow-up of cases...

[4] APEIS is the product of the PCF: R. Dethyre,  its  founder,  has been a member of the PCF
National Committee since December 1996. AC ! founded by LCR executives (see Le Monde of
30/01/1998), is composed of activists from CFDT en lutte, the SUD union, the FSU, the Groupe des
Dix, the CGT, the MNCP, the APEIS, the CNT, etc.

[5] "(...)  It is therefore decisive that the occupations hold and expand in the coming days. The
associations and the CGT are convinced of this, so it is certain that the extension will take place on
Monday. Police evacuations are possible, if not probable. The discussion took place during the AC !
national collective which took place on Saturday January 2nd in Paris and led to the following
conclusions:  in  the  event  of  police expulsion,  the occupation continues  elsewhere,  in  the  most
appropriate place! The scenario considered is that of undocumented migrants: wherever we are,
whatever the expulsions, the occupation continues. This obviously means a whole logistics where
trade  union  and  association  support  is  crucial.  This  also  means,  in  the  event  that  expulsions
increase,  "umbrellas"  to  be  opened with  the  presence  of  personalities,  trade  union leaders  and
elected officials in front of the occupied places to protest against police interventions. Enlargement
is,  in  parallel  with the  occupations,  essential.  For  this  purpose,  we will  need dates,  highlights,
demonstrations or rallies (...)", a summary of the meeting report at the Maison des ensembles (Paris)
from the Antenne Assedic website. January 4, 1998.



[6] "To deplore (...) the problem of spokespersons: they must be unemployed, possibly homeless,
and renew themselves; numerous challenges to the monopoly of Aguiton and C. Villiers (...); see the
implementation modalities in the Media Committee. Leaders and spokespersons do not take into
account what is said in our general assemblies. Lack of transparency: numerous denunciations of
the instrumentalisation of the base by governing bodies and organisations. (...) Question: why have
we never read the reports of the associations on the various meetings of the delegations with the
government or with the SP?", report of the general assembly of February 4, 1998 at the Maison des
ensembles, Paris.

[7]"(...) society is able to produce in abundance but it is currently showing its inability to manage
this abundance in a way that benefits everyone, as should be the case in a democracy that claims to
guarantee  human  rights",  text  of  the  CNT/AIT of  Bordeaux.  January  1998.  "(...)  demand  the
guarantee of a social income equivalent to at least the Smic (minimum wage). Then, the bosses and
the State will no longer be able to blackmail us for employment, unemployment will no longer be a
weapon to dissuade people from rebelling," text of the CNT/AIT of Caen. January 1998.

[8] In the past, the State has been able to put the idle masses to work under the pretext of fighting
poverty, when in fact it was a question of preventing social movements. "These workshops [the
National Workshops of 1848 created by Louis Blanc, a socialist] (...) saved the masses from hunger
and despair, society from unrest and property from destruction," A. de Lamartine, History of the
1848 Revolution.

[9] Theme of the symposium where AC ! and APEIS spoke on January 26th 1998 as part of a
seminar  of  researchers  from  the  Political  Science  Department  of  Paris  VIII:  "Subjectivity,
communication and nomadism". Christophe Aguiton, the irremovable "spokesman" of AC ! also
published an article in Le Monde diplomatique in February 1998 in collaboration with Catherine
Lévy ; engineer at the CNRS...

[10] On May 28th 1998, the deputies adopted an amendment providing for access by unemployed
people's organisations to reintegration bodies (ANPE, AFPA), as well as to the Unedic and Assedic.



The ugly mug of work 

Human  dignity  is  not  to  be  found  in  wage  labour,  because  dignity  cannot  exist  alongside
exploitation, the execution of inept tasks or submission to a hierarchy.

The dignity of humans is in their ability and obstinacy to dream their lives, to tell each other their
dreams, to want to build together a world without money where only humans count.

It is absurd, and historically wrong, to say, as some intellectuals do, that "work is the first of human
rights". Work is not mentioned anywhere in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, and
revolutionary rioters did not demand it. They asked about "subsistence" and demanded "Bread and
Liberty". Today as in the past, every human being, as long as he does not exploit his fellow human
beings,  has  the  right  to  subsistence  (housing,  food,  transport,  culture,  etc.).  That's  the  social
minimum!

It is not a question of "sharing the work", as in working together to carry a burden, or even of
working "all of us, less, differently". Under what masochistic morality should we claim and share
the misery and boredom of workers, in the service of the bosses or the State?

The satisfaction of a job well done, the pride of the craftsman, aware of the social utility of his
work, are no longer part of industrial capitalism where the majority of people are employed on
stupid tasks and only produce nuisances.

If capitalism is now content to prosper with a smaller number of workers (in Western countries), we
on our side do not care about most of what it imposes on us and sells us. It is therefore absurd to
demand "job creation"; wealth exists to ensure subsistence for all. All we have to do is share it. As
for the rest, a firm social revolution would take more factories and cut more harmful jobs in twelve
hours than capitalism in twelve years. It is out of the question to continue to manufacture food
colorants, aircraft carriers or insurance contracts....

No "full employment", a full life!

Martine Aubry, who deprived the under-25s of the integration allowance (1,500 francs), refuses to
give them an income on the pretext that it  would be an "admission of failure for society" ("Le
Monde", 23 January 1998). Georges Jollès, vice-president of the CNPF, added: "If the gap between
the minimum wage and welfare is too small, the incentive to seek employment is weakened. "("Le
Monde", January 20, 1998)

Bosses and socialists, for these people, failure is not that people are deprived of everything, what
matters is to bend them to the idea and morality of work, even if there are no more of them...

Jospin's "société du travail" has two slogans: Workers, fear unemployment and shut your mouths!
Unemployed, humiliate yourself to beg for a job you won't get!

This  "economic  horror"  is  not  a  fatality  imposed on sinful  humanity by a  "god",  nor  is  it  an
unavoidable  law  of  so-called  developed  societies.  The  economy  is  the  world  view  of  the
bourgeoisie, the mode of organization particular to the capitalist system that we want to destroy.

It is impossible to avoid a revolution to destroy a world where horror is commonplace.

Unemployed men and women



EXILE/ANAGRAM
«Ich liebe in ein luftiges Grab », Pauline Wiese [1]

EXILE Berlin. A on the sofa with green and black stripes. The orange of her clothes burst in the
northern light. "Autumn is coming," she says. In a German tinged with Swiss, A speaks of the
metallic city, the clashes. Here, she has learned to toughen up. To resist. I'm dressed in black, like
most people. My German is impeccable. I hide my foreign origin. At the same time, I would like it
to be taken into account. We were both born in Switzerland. At the end of October, under the sign of
Scorpio. In the fog of All Saints' Day 

«  In  Mexico,  on  the  day  of  the  dead,  marigold  flowers  are  placed  on  the  altars.  A happy
commemoration. » Jarman 

When A works in her studio in Falkensee, a small pavilion to the west of the city, she sets up a sea
of colourful pieces of fabric above the path that leads to the door of her house. Those who come to
see her are forced to pass under this floating sky. 

East Berlin. At the French cemetery. Then to the Dorotheenstadter. I do not find the grave of Rahel
Varnhagen, Pauline Wiesel's friend - my friends among the German romantics.

In ChausséestraBe Avenue, craftsmen are feverishly renovating a small store this Sunday afternoon.
The word Sushibar is written in large letters above the door. I'm thinking of fish The way they move
from the Japanese seas to the Oranienburger or the ChausséestraBe. 

Who eats raw fish here? During my three-year absence,  even the words sushi and rucola have
become part of the landscape. 

Cemeteries: "My homeland?" I grew up in a square covered with tombstones. We were playing hide
and seek among them. In my father's workshop, we worked for the dead. 

The unexpected tomb of Bertolt Brecht and Helene Weigel. A tomb of giants. Behind, under the
trees Anna Seghers, Erich Arendt. Back from the United States, from Mexico. Back at last? 

« The dead remain young. » Seghers 

The regular hammer-burin-stone blows punctuated my days as a child at home. 

"There, on the other side, between Sandberg and Kayser, he is buried, the old women on the bench
tell me, he has no monument yet,  Müller. "Havanas, a cup stuck between the begonias, letters.
Young pale couples dressed in black. Leaning against a birch tree, he kisses her, takes a picture of
her in front of the tomb. Visitors whose expression is serious. Others come looking for something.
Who to ask? People don't talk to each other. The caretaker's house, at the entrance to the cemetery,
is inhabited by Turkish immigrants who obviously do not go to the theatre. 

EXILE In Berlin, the guardians of the dead are foreigners. I see them living in these places with
serenity. 

ILEX Holly antipyretic and laxative. Its red berries are toxic. It is only found on female plants. It
survives erosion. The birds settle there. They are hunted using a glue extracted from this plant. 



LEX Pasqua, France. I read the front page of a newspaper on the lap of my subway neighbour. The
leading Berlin daily newspaper "Der Tagesspiegel" has a headline about the violent expulsion of
undocumented migrants from the Saint-Bernard church in Paris: "The expulsion from paradise. » 

EXIT Transit  Schiphol,  Amsterdam.  Looking  for  my  way  out  in  the  flow  of  people,  I  skip
international travellers, uniformed personnel on the stairs and moving walkways. I try to remember
the names of the Dutch colonies. Who travels, how, and with what papers, it escapes me. On video
screens, a child dies in a video clip. The police are discreet. In the air-conditioned environment, the
violence seems mild. Invisible, the hotels where the evicted people are waiting for the charter to be
sent back to their country of origin. 

BIRTH RIGHT ? BLOOD RIGHT ? 

Ceremony in memory of May Ayim in a church in Berlin. It smells like coffee, toasted sesame.
Many black women and men, African fabrics and emblems. To mourn a woman from a German
mother and an African father. Black and white. The writer, the speech therapist, the young activist
of the Afro-German population (" She was highly networked ") threw herself off the roof of a Berlin
building. 

"The question is also a form of exile. " Jabès 

I didn't know May Ayim. I read an article about her in the paper. During the testimonies, at church, I
am intrigued to see that this Afro-German woman is being brought back only to the father's lineage. 

Deadly jumps abroad domestic - Unica Zürn / Einziger Zorn[2]

«A grave for my grandpa.» Near Tambov, young Alsatians are clearing the forest to create a place of
memory. In the Tambov prisoner of war camp, 500 kilometres from Moscow, many "Despite us"
died. Today, the grandsons are arranging the French memory square, next to the squares of the other
nations. Every man for himself. 

« Come, my son, come my blood, come and repair my shame. » Corneille 

« Find the opposite image. Don't write horror. Breathe. Write. Breathe. » Irena Vrkljan 

October 1996. Eat the figs that dry on the tree. Continue the path. Hands and mouths stick. Under
the eclipse of the sun. We don't see it. The clouds, the fig trees hide it. September 1973. I run away
from home, looking for the rebels. We left our countries with the certainty that we would be able to
return one day if necessary. The transgressions were easy, we had the wind at our backs. 

LEXIE At school, my mother tongue, German-speaking Swiss, no longer has the right to be heard.
Learn the "real", the "good" German from the first class. 

« Paul auf. Rösli auf. Rote Kirschen ess ich gern. Rote Kirschen mit Brot. » [3] 

I am another. When I change languages, I hear myself speaking, I see myself writing. The German
hand,  the  French,  English,  Italian  hand.  With  animals  and  children,  I  always  speak  German-
speaking Swiss abroad. 

LEX I live in France, deported. With a German residence permit, a Swiss passport. I live there
(well) thanks to H., thanks to my blue-eyed-blond hair. H.'s mother is blind. My father is blind. The
brown ink, his pen, the letters he won't write anymore. The little words of H.'s mother, buried in the
packages of gingerbread from Germany. 



« How young is your mother's writing », says H. 

F. was a professer at Kabul University. She was proud of her library. She brought encyclopaedias
from New York for her children. She believes in hard work. Her children will geta scholarship like
she did. Her daughter was studying to be an engineer four years ago, when the mujahadeen came to
Kabul and destroyed their lives, looted their house, burned her children's encyclopaedias. F. and her
family came to Islamabad with nothing. They expected to return to Kabul very shortly. They have
been here four years. F. refused a job with the American university of B, the war criminals from the
US of A who created a literacy curriculum based on : how many Russians have you killed? " [4]
Letter, October 1996 

LEXIA Inhabiting the edges. Writing the edges. Writing in German, among people who do not
understand this  language.  Those who think they are in the middle do not want the edges to be
mentioned. Fall, falls. 

« They took the north, they took the west, they took the south and the east. » Tsvetaeva 

In Berlin,  I  hang out in  cafés.  I  read the newspapers there.  I  often look at  the entrance to the
kitchens. In all the kitchens of the world, exiles work. House and sex workers. Sweepers, sewers.
Our gravediggers. On the ground floor of the National Library in Berlin, there are international
newspapers and magazines. This is where foreigners read. Immigrants? And then sit back, read.
Without paying. the postmodern questioning of categories: can we still say that an exile arrives
today from his or her "homeland" in a « foreign » country, as the literature of exile treats it ? 

E. survived for fourteen years in an illegal European metropolis. What she fears most, after a return
to legality, is being forced to be normal, to be sedentary. Not being able to sleep in other people's
beds anymore. No more nomadism. No more questions (at the table) that aim straight at the heart of
society, at ourselves, and that can only be asked from the outside. 

« The linen robe of exodus » Jabès

EXIL The woman in the (symbolic) order of the father. Imprisoned in man's desire. His language,
his  laws.  The  belly  of  M.  doesn't  deflate  since  she  left  Algeria.  
L. gained 12 kilos.

« The always sort of sickly womb of women. » De Beauvoir.

EXIT The exclusion-eviction inside of society, slow war of extermination. The exile of the citizen
looks  more  and  more  like  that  of  the  stranger/immigrant.  
A homeless person near me : the sociologist G. in C. lives under a tent inside a hangar. For six
months. With her daughter and her dog. Winter is coming. She's 50. To have an official adress, she's
forced  to  work  without  a  wage.
While travelling, all shoes cause me pain. In every town I look for the ideal shoe to walk. I talk with
the saleswoman. In Berlin, there is one who tells me : « they're everywhere, those from the East.
Like rats. They want everything right away. What we built in thirty years. They're so primitive. I
wish  we  would  put  the  wall  back  up.  That  they  would  go  back. »
Exiled  women  work  as  shoes  merchants.
R. is on their knees, rue du Four.

Saint-Cels, november 1996.

Rosa Rigendigner

Translation from the original german : Rosa Rigendinger and Elizabeth Vidal



[1] « I live in a tomb made of air. »

[2] Unique Wrath

[3] Paul, get up ! Rösli, get up ! I love red cherries. Red cherries with bread.

[4] F. was a professor at the university of Kaboul. She was proud of her library. She would bring
back encyclopedias from New York for her kids. She believed in hard work. She hoped that her
children would get a scholarship like she had. Her daughter was studying to become an engineer,
when the mujahadeen entered Kaboul, four years ago. They destroyed their lives, pillaged their
homes, burned the children's encyclopedias. F. and her family didn't have anything left when they
arrived  to  Islamabad.  They had  hoped  to  quickly  go  back  to  Kaboul.  They've  been  living  in
Islamabad for four years now. F. refused a job at B.'s university, the american war criminals who
had organised a unit of value based on the theme : « How many russians have you killed ? »



MAIL
Among the letters we received after the publication of the second issue of Oiseau-tempête,  we
received  a  letter  from  Maurice  criticizing  André  Dréan's  article  "Les  mythes  de  la  science
expérimentale". Most of these remarks seemed so relevant to some of us that it seemed to us that
they should be published and, following them, a response from André. It is understood, of course,
that this response, as is customary in the texts published here, is written according to the author's
perspective and not according to any ideological platform defining the workings of our journal. For
it  is  not  a  question  of  agreeing  on each  of  our  texts,  so  that  they  could  be  read  as  common
declarations, but, in a more lively dynamic, of considering that each contribution opens or reacts to
the debates  that  matter  to us.  We will  never  understand all  the nuances of  the declination and
inclination of the hat. 

Dear friends, 

When I saw a critical article on science in the fall issue of Oiseau-tempête, I immediately went to
page 17 to read it. How disappointed, underwhelmed I was to see that a subject that I consider
particularly important today has been treated so lightly and that a web of moral considerations was
there in lieu of an analysis ? Ah ! As far as Bacon is concerned, the author knows a little bit, but it is
perhaps a little short to talk about experimental science and the interweaving of Epinal's images
(Newton and his apples, the intrepidity of the founders of science, Galileo and his difficulties with
the Church, etc.) only reinforces this impression of a somewhat haughty overview of something that
has  been  considered  harmful  a  priori.  But  the  prize  undoubtedly  goes  to  the  criticism of  the
contempt that common scientists would have: « Humanity did not wait for scientists to conduct
experiments. » Genetics ? But, my good sir, men have been doing it since prehistoric times, since
they crossed animal and plant species...

The problem is not whether scientists despise popular experience (which is completely false) but
whether  their  experiences  allow  them  to  understand  reality  on  the  one  hand  and  to  make
calculations and forecasts on the other. The first assertion can possibly be discussed. But, as far as
the second is concerned, no discussion is possible and, precisely, the capitalist growth of the last
hundred years is there to answer the objections. The compass was certainly known to the Chinese
for a long time and electricity to the Greeks, but it took a large number of experiments (and a
certain way of looking at things) to develop the theory of magnetism with all the consequences that
this can have on contemporary society, good or bad. But the problem is not whether it is possible to
go back, just as there is no point in wondering whether we should not go back to the digging sticks
for food and a healthy life. 

As far as I am concerned, I think that it is by using the category of reification (as elaborated by
Marx and Lukacs), as a loss of the sense of reality,  that we can try to address this problem of
science, its ability to account, yesterday, today and, perhaps, tomorrow, of reality. It is this ability
that is one of the possible bases for "domination" over nature and people. Without it, the question is
purely ideological. 

It is absolutely obvious that Western science is based on a breakdown of the dialectical totality into
its constituent elements (and Descartes expressed it in the purest way), excessive specialization, the
use of reified categories (sclerosed, spatial, etc.). But history has shown that, in a first phase, this
approach has been successful. 



Perhaps  the  same  is  true  for  science  as  for  capitalism:  the  latter  allowed  the  development  of
productive forces far beyond what previous modes of production were able to do, but at the same
time it  "perverted" the forces  in question and the relations of production and dug its  grave.  Is
reification the wall that science (and capital with it) will encounter? Through its ability to analyze
reality,  science  allows  capital,  through  technology,  to  freely  appropriate  the  forces  of  nature;
through its inability to conceive things globally, it draws drafts that it is not sure it can honour in the
future. 

If the article is there to tell us that science is as harmful as capitalism, then it is too much or too
little. Too much, because it is obvious that with massive technological use of scientists' work, the
misdeeds  of  science  are  multiplying  and  can  endanger  the  very future  of  mankind.  Too little,
because what should be demonstrated is that in a period when capitalism is going through ever
deeper crises, its science is increasingly incapable of being its lifeline. 

If I had had a well-established theory of science in its relationship to the development of capitalism
and the crisis that is shaking society, I would not have written this letter but an article, a book or a
series of scholarly works. Unfortunately, this is not the case, but that does not prevent me from
thinking that this is not a subject that can be treated "like this". 

Mauritius



It is always difficult to answer criticisms in a few lines, especially when they concern subjects much
broader  than the one addressed in  the  text,  namely science.  I  will  limit  myself  to  a  few brief
remarks. The ideas summarized in the text are not a priori.  Among the decisive conditions that
governed their formulation were revolts that themselves began to criticize science and technology.
Here I am thinking of the opposition to the nuclear energy programme, which appeared in France in
the wake of May 1968. I won't apologize for it. With the exception of their radical fringe, they also
had illusions about the possibility of reforming capitalism and putting pressure on the state to keep
it to so-called less devastating energies. Their demise was caused both by repression, sometimes
implacable, and by their own limitations in criticizing capitalism. 

In any case, those who wanted to participate and who had found in the original core of Marxism
their common thread for criticizing capitalism - and this was my case - were uncomfortable with the
unknown.  There  is  no  denying  the  abyss  that  existed  between  the  doctrinaire  spirit  of  the
"revolutionary" Marxist circles in which I was able to participate, and the dynamism shown by the
radical fringes of the nuclear opposition, both by the pen and by the use of less peaceful means,
from the occupations of construction sites to sabotage. At best, the communities in question were
unable to fully appreciate such activities. At worst, they were hostile to it. They questioned their
reductive conception of the world. Indeed, Marx's doctrine was marked by the scientific ideology
that  accompanied  the  rise  of  the  bourgeoisie.  He  criticizes  capital  because,  in  his  opinion,  it
ultimately  creates  obstacles  to  human  progress.  For  him,  the  struggles  against  capital  were
ultimately reducible to those of the proletarians of industry who had to destroy the relations of
capitalist production, and liberate the productive forces that had appeared within it. As a result, all
forms of combat that did not correspond to it were negligible, or even reprehensible as obstacles to
the progress of the productive forces. Hence Marx's contempt for the Luddists, for example, hostile
to the industrialization of the world, the very basis of communism as he saw it. 

In the eyes of many individuals involved in such actions, Marxist reductionism was antagonistic to
the situation they were creating. Because they were at least trying to resist the establishment of
nuclear industrial sites. Moreover, industrial workers, in principle the first concerned, participated
only individually and marginally, with the exception of steelmakers in Lorraine, such as in Chooz.
Let us move on to the attitude of EDF's cégétistes, who sometimes did not hesitate to hunt down «
ecologists ». 

It was necessary to choose: to sacrifice the spirit of doctrine for the reality of fighting that went
beyond the preconceived schemes, or the other way around. The minority - I was one of them -
preferred to abandon ideology for  life,  although that  did not  mean that  they were flirting with
ecological illusions. The process took years, accompanied by breakdowns but also by passionate
and exciting discussions, and meetings with revolts from other horizons. We have gradually rejected
the very foundations of Marxism and, among other things, the Marxist conception of reification. 

The commodification of activities and relationships in capitalist society implies that they lose their
real character on the surface and appear as things. But the Marxist interpretation of the phenomenon
is  limited.  For  the  productive  forces  are  one  of  the  manifestations  of  the  reification  proper  to
capitalist society. They are an integral part of the relations of production. The dichotomy introduced
between  the  two  facets  of  the  same  mode  of  production  exists  only  in  the  minds  of  the
inconsequential opponents of progress, of progress in the field of production itself. The destruction
of capitalism also involves the destruction of the very basis of its own industry. This is where the
scientist Marx has always stumbled, and this is where it is more essential than ever to overcome it. 

André Dréan



A NEW CULTURAL ORDER
In an era when the slightest strike becomes an attack on national interests (referring to the Air
France strikes in 1993, the "Wall Street Journal" spoke of "rioters"; and this investigating judge, in
1997, appointing strike drivers of a transport company who had used the company's trucks, referred
to "an organized gang extorting funds"), the new social order is also a new cultural order. We are
witnessing  the  resurgence  of  the  ideologies  that  accompany  the  social  and  political  reaction:
morality, the nation, the family, religion, the patriotic values of the republic, the civic education that
accompanies them. Criticisms that were relatively tolerated in consensual times, both within the
company and outside the office, are now, if not banned, increasingly criminalized. Ideas that deviate
from moral values are similar to subversive values and are treated as such, without restraint. 

« 4,000 francs fine for disturbing a mass. The Colmar Court of Appeal yesterday upheld the fines of
4,000 francs imposed on five activists from gay and AIDS groups, including Act-Up, who tried to
disrupt a mass at Strasbourg Cathedral on October 27th. The proceedings were initiated under a
German text,  dating  from 1871,  still  in  force  in  Alsace  and  Moselle.  Through this  action,  the
activists  wanted  to  protest  against  the  words  of  the  former  bishop  of  Strasbourg,  Mgr  Léon
Elchinger,  whom  they  considered  hostile  to  homosexuals  »
(Liberation, 29 January 1998) 

« FG Radio prosecuted for pornography - Four fines (between 40,000 and 50,000 francs each) were
imposed  on  Thursday  in  criminal  proceedings  against  the  president  and  Radio  FG  hosts  for
"broadcasting pornographic messages" (judgment expected on April 2nd). In the program Lectures,
on May 5th, 1996, descriptions of zoophilic scenes were read against a backdrop of techno music.
Le substitut, François Reygrobellet, considered that "in a country where the limits of tolerance have
been pushed quite far", it was necessary to make a "reminder of the law" so that "those who have
the  chance  to  express  themselves  before  a  microphone  do  so  in  respect  of  others".  Radio
representatives pointed out that the books by Pierre Guyotat and André Piyere de Mandiargues,
authors of certain incriminated passages, "were on sale over the counter at Fnac". »(Liberation,
March 7, 1998). 

Bartélémy Schwartz



GUARANTEED INCOME FORCED LABOR AND
VIGIPIRATE

Don't ask for work; just fight for food, clothing and housing. The unemployed who live in Palm
Beach do not ask for work either;  they leave it  to their  servants. And, by the way,  your union
leaders, too, are not asking for work... (...) These people are too important for these things. Anyway,
if  there  was  any  work,  don't  worry,  you'll  have  more  than  you  can  handle.  Individualism
presupposes money to assert  oneself.  In times of loudspeakers,  and unless you can show the «
relevant authorities » that behind your requests there is more than a frail isolated voice, you will not
be lucky. So add your voice to that of others. There are unemployment offices, there is also the
street and factory doors. (... )Your unemployment office is an excellent organizational base; yes, you
can even transform it into an organization. 

Paul Mattick

announcing the import of the ultimate North American find, the « workers that are poor », supposed
to replace the « poor workers » a journalist wondered if the speech on the expected recovery would
be able to calm the people for a long time. He added: « I Don't know for sure that this patience will
be granted to it [the government] »[1]. Two months later, the struggle of the unemployed confirmed
this concern. Those who visit the offices of ASSEDIC and the ANPE have felt, to varying degrees,
how this  minority struggle has  found an echo among the unemployed.  Unemployment  was no
longer an economic category, a situation experienced in a fatalistic, devaluing and guilt-ridden way.
Unemployed  people  created  a  community  of  struggle  and  appropriated  a  collective  identity.
Unemployment  was  no  longer  perceived  as  a  temporary  state,  but  as  a  situation  of  long-term
poverty. In a few years, in one of the richest countries in the world, the reassuring benchmarks of
wage status have collapsed; poverty, distress and social injustice have become widespread. And
unemployment now appears to be the inevitable consequence of precarious work. The struggle of
the unemployed could have been indicative of a feeling of revolt against this state of affairs. Yet it
will remain a minority struggle led by a few unemployed people. 

A STRIKE can block sectors of society, encourage other categories to determine themselves. For
their  part,  the  unemployed have  limited  means of  pressure and,  despite  the  popularity of  their
actions, they have not succeeded in creating a training dynamic. Their struggle is a milestone in this
succession  of  struggles,  led  by  the  most  combative  and  politicized  nuclei.  As  in  other
circumstances, passive sympathy has replaced solidarity and active engagement here, delineating
the current contours of social combativity. Limits that are expressed, at worst, in fearful silence, at
best, in the formula of "They are right! ", which perfectly reflects the separation between those who
fight and those who accept that we fight for them. Among those absent from the struggle of the
unemployed were students and, above all, the mass of young people excluded from the suburbs. 

High  school  and  university  students  had  been  among  all  the  recent  struggles,  present  in  the
generalized strike of public services, (winter 1995) and in the support of undocumented immigrants.
This time, solidarity towards the unemployed was weak in an environment whose future is haunted
by unemployment. Thus, the few attempts made to extend the struggle to the student community
have not been followed up [2] - In high schools and colleges, young people have not moved while
they often mobilize against violence and the deterioration of educational conditions. In short, even
though it could have felt directly concerned, the vast majority of students did not want to recognize
themselves in this struggle. 



The  generalization  of  student  condition  has  been  interpreted  as  a  form  of  proletarianization.
However, instead of the expected standardization, there is a growing inequality of situations. The
public school has exploded between elite and poor schools, and the effects of selection are being
felt deeply, leading to increased competition and the rise of individualism. A long way has therefore
been covered since the anti-CIP movement, which had drawn its strength from the rejection of the
precariousness  of  student  status.  Not  that  the  student  movements  of  recent  years  have  been
experienced as defeats. But in the long run, however, they did not prevent social selection from
taking hold. This is why, in an environment characterized above all by the constant renewal of its
members, it is the youngest student groups, the least subjected to the constraints of this selection,
who regularly mobilize. This was also the case during the struggle of the unemployed. 

In  territories  where  capitalist  insecurity  reigns,  the  sons  of  the  unemployed  can  only  become
unemployed, delinquents, supervisors of their own brothers [3]. Here, the trade union and political
social  networks  of  the  former  workers  movement,  which  had  an  integrating  function,  have
disappeared  with  the  destructuring  of  the  proletarian  community.  At  first,  left-wing  politicians
thought they could replace them with localized surveillance. [4] It was quickly realized that the
presence of an armada of "social workers" and "animators" was not enough to "maintain order", that
these places had to be covered by police forces. The implementation, in 1995, of the Vigipirate Plan
[5] marked the beginning of a new security policy by which the State imposes its right through a
militarization of the control of the excluded. [6] Since then,  these "exceptional measures" have
become the rule, in line with the authoritarian evolution of parliamentary democracy. 

In this urban world where mass unemployment is rampant, the struggle of the unemployed has
found little resonance. Admittedly, most of the active unemployed live in poor neighbourhoods. But
the vast majority of young people - for whom unemployment is the state in which we live more than
the one in which we fall - have remained outside. It would be too easy to explain this absence by the
mere  presence  of  Vigipirate's  security  cordon around  the  dangerous  classes,  parked  in  the  old
dormitories by force of work. Passivity, resignation and fear are values linked to the collapse and
bankruptcy of the old workers' movement. Can we continue to wait for a social explosion wherever
we are on the verge of implosion? However, the militarization of urban control has become, in
France, an essential factor in the political management of the crisis, an element of the right-left
consensus. It reinforces class separations in the territory, thus playing a role in isolating struggles,
especially those that occupy the street, outside the workplace. 

THERE HAS BEEN, in the struggle of the unemployed, a constant gap between the demands of
those who were fighting and those put forward by the organizations that wanted to represent them.
The most combative being aware that there will be few paid jobs and very low wages. It was also
agreed that the official bargaining around 35 hours should lead to a little more work for a few, less
pay for all. [7] Hence the importance of the various actions requiring means of living, expressing a
deep egalitarian feeling and a challenge to this  extremely rich society.  For their  part,  reformist
organisations place themselves at the level of those who do not fight, claiming work as a "right", the
arithmetical sharing of employment, or a social income provided by the State. [8]  These "counter-
proposals" could be considered in economies governed by strong state interventionism. As was the
case with National Socialism or the American New Deal. However, the Keynesian card has already
been played by capitalism and the dominant neoliberal project is based on greater labour flexibility
and lower wages. That being said, and all good faith aside, how can we fail to see that "work as a
right" refers to the idea of compulsory work; that any "guaranteed income" measure involves the
welfare policy,  the regulation of poverty by the State  ?  [9]  Doesn't  the condition of  assistance
reinforce the isolation of the unemployed and their submission to the State? All this goes hand in
hand with increased control of populations in the national area (or even in the European area) and,
with the help of an improved Vigipirate plan. 



Mass unemployment shows that work is, in capitalism, a social relationship. You may be out of a
work situation but still subject to it. Every unemployed person knows this and lives it from day to
day. The legitimate refusal of work constraints by individuals is of little importance in the face of
the distress of the mass of those who are excluded. Here too, the struggle of the unemployed has
brought us closer to  reality.  What  is  at  stake is  not an individual choice of life but  the choice
between fighting a society that generates inequalities and injustices or submitting to the inescapable
idea of wage labor. 

When unemployed people occupied the PS headquarters in Paris, in the cafeteria they came across
the author of the  « Right to Laziness». Of course, it was only an engraving, the real Lafargue was
with them from the beginning of the movement.  « Work,  work,  work,  so that,  as  you become
poorer, you have more reasons to work and be miserable. Such is the inexorable law of capitalist
production», [10] he wrote, regretting that instead of taking advantage of moments of crisis for a
general distribution of products and a universal shift to the left, the workers, starving, go and beat
the doors of the workshop with their heads. While this was the attitude of the organizations, the
combative unemployed took up Paul La Fargue's rebellious idea. His book has often been mistaken
for an incentive to  industrial  leisure,  within the unchanged framework of capitalist  relations of
exploitation. To bring up to date the notion of « laziness» of which Lafargue spoke, we must start
from the  rejection  of  the  modern  idea  of  leisure.  Laziness  can  only be  social  subversion,  the
reappropriation of the totality of life, the abolition of alienating employee relations. Unfortunately,
the spirit of the time is that of the PS cafeteria. Among the regulars, some let themselves go so far as
to consider the self-abolition of capitalism with the help of  «subversive thinking employers » [11] -
How  reassuring  !  But  what  worries  all  these  people  is  the  social  disintegration  caused  by
unemployment. Hence the need to theorize the organization of the new « free time ». Excluded by
force from the wage labour force, the proletarian must not remain adrift, except in well policed
ghettos. The «new sector », the « solidarity market », can use its unpaid work. Volunteering is thus
presented as«(... )an instrument of work sharing, a voluntary sector on an equal footing with labour
». [12] These are the outlines of the reformist  dream of the third millennium: forced labour in
exchange for a guaranteed income under the protection of Vigipirate. 

Under capitalism the struggles of the unemployed are bound to an eternal return. Over time, and if
action becomes widespread, it is a struggle that can become more radical given the centrality of the
issue of paid work. Provided that the autonomous collective force is able to bypass the traps of
authoritarian reformism which, as of now, is already looming. 

Charles Reeve

* « Welcome the Depression », « Living Marxism ». Chicago. March 1938

[1] « Poor people. Did you say? ». « Le Monde ». December 20th, 1997. 

[2] The occupation by unemployed people of the Ecole normale supérieure in Paris and the Institut
d'études politiques in Lyon were, from this point of view, a failure. 

[3]  In  low-income  neighbourhoods,  45%  of  young  people  live  in  families  affected  by
unemployment. « Le Monde ». February 13, 1998. 

[4] Until recently, following an assassination in a suburban police station, a socialist mayor invoked
the  « dense  and  efficient  associative  fabric »,  capable  of  cushioning  incidents.  « Le  Monde ».
December 20, 1997. 

[5] Justified by acts of State terrorism, never investigated. 



[6]  The  Vigipirate  plan  has  made  it  possible  in  particular  to  step  up  repression  of  immigrant
workers. 

[7]-  The official  economist  of the German Social  Democracy goes  straight  to  the point:  « The
reduction of working time is the redistribution of unemployment », H. Flassbeck. interview. « Le
Monde ». January 27th, 1998. 

[8] The unemployed CGT committees and the APEIS (communist) speak of the « right to work ».
At AC!, where the base shows a certain autonomy, the idea of guaranteed income has become an
established part of the official discourse. 

[9] An example: following the struggle of the unemployed, the State distributed miserable transport
cheques  (corresponding  to  four  monthly  orange  cards  for  Paris).  To  use  these  cheques,  the
unemployed  person  must  present  their  identity  card.  The  transport  counters  thus  become  an
additional place of social control. 

[10] « The Right to Laziness », Paul Lafargue, ed. Mille et une nuits. 

[11] -Interview with André Gorz. « Liberation », op. cit. 

[12] « The Wealth of Men ». R. Sue, ed. Odile Jacob. 1998. (See the author's interview in « Le
Monde ». JO February 1998). The idea of organizing free time in « social activities » is also in A.
Gorz's latest book. «Misères du présent, richesse du possible », ed. Galileo. 1997. 



NATIONAL HORROR AGAINST ECONOMIC HORROR
Behind the struggle against ultra-liberalism lies an anti-liberal or anti-globalization trend that is not
necessarily hostile to capitalism, provided that its trends are rebalanced by safeguards. The State,
accompanied by a proactive policy, is naturally called upon to intervene to reduce the ambitions of
the economy presented as crazy (in its ultraliberal form). Among the new militants and the groups
that claim to be militants are trade unions, associations, intellectuals, various transversal currents of
the current political parties (such as Pasqua's friends to those of Julien Dray gathered in the Cercle
Marc-Bloch). In this return of the State, the Nation appears as an antidote to nationalism, considered
as the inverted nightmare of ultraliberalism. We are thus witnessing the emergence of divergent
capitalist projects, opposing those who support the overcoming of a capitalism which, voluntarily or
through misunderstanding, is not differentiated from ultra-liberalism on the one hand, and from the
theorists of flexibility, globalization and financial markets on the other hand. In this landscape of
false opposition, where the economy only becomes insane from the moment it appears globalized, it
is up to the cultural framework to invent the words and language of false resistance, in which the
activists of overcoming capitalism can express themselves. How many of the latter are aware that
by speaking the  language  of  others,  they will  essentially  express  only the  ideas  of  those  who
supervise  them,  especially  those,  perverted,  of  a  utopian  rational  management  of  capitalism
disguised as a radical break

« But these same "conservation" forces, which are too easy to treat as conservative forces, are also,
in another respect, forces of resistance to the establishment of the new order, which can become
subversive forces. And if we can therefore retain some reasonable hope, it is because there are still
such forces in state institutions and also in the provisions of agents (especially those most attached
to these institutions, such as the small state nobility) who, under the guise of simply defending, as
they will be accused immediately, a vanished order and corresponding "privileges", must in fact, in
order to withstand the test, work to invent and build a social order that would not be governed
solely by the pursuit of selfish interest and individual passion for profit, and that would give way to
collectives  oriented  towards  the  rational  pursuit  of  collectively  developed  and  approved  ends.
Among these collectives, associations, trade unions, parties, how can we fail to give a special place
to the State,  national  State or,  even better,  supranational,  i.e.  European (State towards a global
State), capable of effectively controlling and taxing the profits made on the financial markets and,
above all, of countering the destructive action they exert on the labour market, by organising, with
the help of the unions, the development and defence of the public interest (...). » (« The Essence of
Neoliberalism », Pierre Bourdieu, Le Monde diplomatique, February 1998.) 

« Apart from the nation, "an idea that is not simple," admits Yves Lacoste (editor of the magazine
Hérodote), "and which may even prove very dangerous," but nevertheless "a reasonable collective
belief,"  says  Emmanuel  Todd,  what  recourse  does  exist  in  the  face  of  the  barbarism  of
globalization? Tomorrow, perhaps, Europe? But certainly not that of Maastricht and the Central
Bank. » (« The nation against nationalism », Le Monde diplomatique, February 1998.) 

Bartélémy Schwartz

* The Chiraq-following thinker of the social fracture of 1995, who declared in 1997, on the eve of
the legislative elections, that, disappointed by Chirac-thought, he would vote Parti Communiste...
An intellectual progression, then. 



The SEL are lacking in salt
(Editor's  note:  SEL stands for  "Système d'échange local",  which  translates  to  "Local  exchange
system". A Local Exchange System is a system for exchanging products or services within a closed
group, usually formed as an association.)

Unknown only ten years ago, except as a curiosity of Anglo-Saxon origin, the SEL are beginning to
be talked about,  during the trial  they are the subject  of.  The State  accuses them of promoting
undeclared  work,  and craftsmen's  associations  denounce  them for  unfair  competition.  With  the
worsening of the crisis, their number quickly increased, not only in more or less remote rural and
mountainous areas, such as in Ariège, but also in urban concentrations, including Paris. For their
promoters, the SEL prefigure "the new form of society in which the only exclusion will be that of
monetary accumulation". [1] According to them, "all members are on the same footing, without the
freedom of each individual being called into question". [2] In a more pragmatic way, the mass of
participants, generally individuals whose daily survival is becoming increasingly difficult, see them
as new forms of mutual aid, which allow them to overcome some of their withdrawal and distress.
There is no doubt about their  sincerity,  but in practice,  the overused discourse on freedom and
equality is less and less able to mask the true nature of the SEL's activity. As we will see, it does not
exceed that of salaried work in any way. 

SEL and free trade

SEL are the subject of the most diverse interpretations. Libertarians do not hesitate to affirm that
such associations aim to "abolish money and replace the value of exchange by the value of use". [3]
But, in reality, the initiators of the SEL have never shown any hostility towards the very principle of
value and the sign which represents it, namely money. For them, "money was invented to become a
tool to facilitate trade. But now it has become the source of the domination of a few over the rest of
humanity". [4] 

Certainly, the initiators of the Salts are far from being apologists of capitalism, like the ideologues
of  free  trade.  But  their  criticism  of  it  is  very  limited.  According  to  them,  the  source  of  all
deprivation is essentially the lack of money that the poor are increasingly suffering. This is why
they go no further than the platonic hostility towards the hoarding of money, which they confuse
with  the  accumulation  of  capital  generated  by wage labour.  For  the  rest,  they share  the  same
illusions  as  free  traders:  money  remains  the  essential  instrument  to  enhance  individual  and
collective activities and relationships. A simple object that can be manipulated at will placed above
society,  it  is  not  in  itself  the  very symbol  of  the  power  of  capitalist  society.  The  relations  of
exploitation  and  domination  that  form the  backdrop  of  money are  thus  obscured  by the  more
superficial relations that seem to regulate trade on the market. There, all individuals appear at first
sight to be undifferentiated swingers and, as such, free and equal. 

Unable to distinguish between the real and imaginary figure that capitalist society gives of itself, the
founders of the SEL want to undertake the impossible task of restoring life to the ghost, further
presented as the embryo of the ideal society,  based on freedom and equality.  Their objective is
therefore to reduce money to the role of a mere mediation of trade that they believe it should never
have exceeded. 

From their perspective, it is therefore possible and desirable to set up associations, based on value
but which do not have any of the characteristics of capital as they see it. To do this, it is sufficient
for the individuals who participate to determine the value of their own goods themselves, to define
the symbol that measures and represents them and to reduce it to the role of account currency in
order to hinder their hoarding. 



But the myth of free and equal exchange between partners does not stand the test of reality. Because
they are not equal in terms of property, income, role and status, etc. In short, their position is not the
same and depends on their place in the hierarchy of society. Far from "confronting the classes and
laminating antagonisms", [5] such associations perpetuate the opposition between the dispossessed
and those who are much better off, who do not hesitate to use the former as employees for their own
benefit. Here, as elsewhere, the ideology of freedom and equality, specific to democracy, hides the
permanence of the hierarchy, which accompanies the commodification of the partners' activities.
The simple members of the SEL, those at the bottom of the scale, are all the less able to recognize it
as such because the simple exchange of goods is supposed to vaporize it. At best, they only see it as
an attack on the very principle of their association by a few parasites. 

The myth of the inconvertibility of salt grains

The founders of Salt recognize that, in many ways, partners value in monetary terms the goods and
services they exchange. But to the extent that the unit of account they choose is inconvertible in
conventional currency, the one issued by the State, and that SEL accountants set limits to hoarding,
it would no longer be money in the usual sense of the term. A simple virtual symbol, it  would
prohibit capitalization. Similarly, accountants cannot be assimilated to managers since "the council
that brings together the members is just responsible for putting people in touch and centralizing the
exchange units". [6] 

To  reduce  the  question  of  convertibility  and  accumulation  of  currency  to  that  of  the  State's
recognition of the exchange rate of a particular value symbol is to ignore the essential question:
changing the form of the instruments of movement of goods cannot transform their content, the type
of activities and relationships they crystallize and summarize. Moreover, the significant loss in the
quality of currencies is also the result of the evolution of the most sophisticated capitalism. It does
not  affect  their  role  in  any way,  any more  than  the  arrival  of  virtual  currencies,  measured  in
information units, changes their real functions, on the stock exchange or in the SEL and LET's
exchanges, etc. 

The grains of salt are debts subscribed to the association by the individuals who compose it. Even in
the absence of premiums, the management board shall record their activity, monitor their account,
issue the currency of agreement, recover their contributions in francs, and also deduct, in grains of
salt and francs, the sums necessary to ensure the functioning of the association, in particular to pay
the accountant. It fulfils the basic functions of mutual exchange banks. 



Although  SEL  currencies  are  not  quoted  on  the  foreign  exchange  market,  the  shareholders
themselves carry out the conversion in thought: as a general rule, they consider that the grain of salt
is equivalent to the franc. They could not better recognize that their units of account are nothing
more than derivatives of the one recognized by the State power and, in general, by all citizens. They
are not capitalizable insofar as they do not allow, at least today in France, to buy and sell goods
directly  outside  the  field  of  traffic  recognized  by the  partners.  But  they  become  indirectly  so
because SEL are  not  simple trading systems that  operate  in  isolation.  Some of  their  members,
among  the  most  disadvantaged,  have  already  had  bitter  experience  in  the  rural  areas  of  the
Southwest. There it happens that owners participate in SEL as well as casual employees. The former
can propose to the latter to exchange grains of salt for their work in the fields, at the time of corn
castration,  etc.  They  may  then  exchange  their  crops  for  francs  when  they  sell  them  on  the
agricultural market. In principle, the shareholders have no say in such commercial transactions on
the official market. Because their reciprocal exchanges have been as consistent with the spirit of the
SEL as they can be. The same applies to the rest of the goods and services that can be provided by
the poorest members of the SEL, in the association, to those who are true owners and who need to
use  employees  intermittently,  for  example  to  maintain  and  repair  residences  and  buildings  for
commercial or agricultural use. In general, the inconvertibility of the SEL currency does not prevent
the resurgence of wage activity within their own ranks. In this sense, they favour the valuation of
goods that would otherwise be depreciated and would have difficulty finding buyers on the market. 

SEL and the welfare state 

It may seem strange that Salt doctrines are at the same time nostalgic for the welfare state and that
they find their source of inspiration among ideologues of the systematic intervention of the state in
the economy such as Keynes. But the paradox is only apparent. Keynes himself was a supporter of
the experiments with local currencies, even inconvertible in state-issued currency, then called "free
currencies". He saw in it the other side of the State's intervention, which was to promote recovery
by accelerating, among other things, the creation and circulation of money. He argued with some
reason that, in periods of deep crisis in the system, and in the monetary system in particular, we see
the resurgence, even within the more developed capitalism, of much more elementary phenomena
that are related to the sporadic circulation of basic goods. The source of the phenomenon, he saw
both in the loss of confidence in the forced currency issued by the state and in the emergence of
mass unemployment, which worsened the conditions for the survival of the mass of the population.
For this reason, he approved Gesell's notorious reformist theses and the ephemeral experiments in
the creation of free currencies during the Great Depression, particularly in Germany. Gesell had
systematized the principles of local exchange systems in his books on "free economy" since the end
of the Great War, during the period of acute currency failure, still linked at the time to the gold
standard. For him, the source of all the evils was the crisis in the monetary system set up by the
State. He proposed the creation and circulation of free currencies likely to depreciate at high speed
in order to avoid agiotage, to stimulate exchanges essential to daily life, to hinder hoarding and,
also, to reduce the spectre of revolution.



The prose of the SEL doctrines is in the same vein and even borders on the apology of the parallel
economy, which tends to reappear in the period of crisis we are experiencing. They deplore the
decline of the welfare state and urge the poor in urban and rural areas desertified by the economy to
take on the tasks that the state no longer performs. "In marginalized regions, SEL create favourable
conditions where effort is valued in a way that is protected from global competition... They are
alternatives for the development of the local economy. They rehabilitate the advantages of local
currencies, bring forms of self-regulation within disintegrated communities... They allow the return
to  service  of  goods  and  knowledge  downgraded  by the  crisis...  and,  in  this  way,  they  restore
confidence to the excluded and offer them the possibility not to despair." [7] In other words, they
intend to neutralize in advance the rebellion that may result from the worsening crisis. For the
reformers of the world, it is better to distract the unemployed with speeches on "conviviality and
meeting" and to make them dream of hypothetical reinsertion, even if it means making them work
for almost nothing, rather than letting them act by themselves and for themselves. 

Salt and populism 

The French State, faithful to the centralizing Jacobin tradition, is hostile to the principle of the SEL.
Hence the outbreak of hostilities against their very symbol, the first SEL constituted in France, in
the Ariège. The Anglo-Saxon States, on the other hand, have already understood the benefits they
can derive from the generalization of such associations and the role of additional counter-fires that
they  are  likely  to  play.  In  the  United  Kingdom,  municipalities  in  areas  hard  hit  by
deindustrialization, such as Manchester and Glasgow, tolerate the LET's, the SEL models, and are
even beginning to accept their currencies, inconvertible in pounds from the Bank of England, to pay
certain taxes. But, right here in France, statesmen, who are in favour of drastically reducing the
welfare state budget and apostles of economic deregulation, are playing parallel bells. They point
out, as Madelin did during the Ariège trial, that the SEL, if somewhat controlled, can facilitate the
defusing of dangerous situations and occupy the unemployed at little cost. In the same direction are
the attempts to nucleate the Humanist Party, the National Front and even the Church of Scientology,
and the constitution of sectarian associations labelled SEL, apparently apolitical. Of course, fascists
and related parties are more than ever looking to poach in the associative field. But, beyond the
outraged flights of the SEL promoters on the attempts of sects and fascist groups to take over, it is
undoubtedly more useful to see if, in their discourse and attitude, there are not some defects in
content  and  form  that  lend  themselves  to  such  solicitation  attempts.  However,  their  prose  is
punctuated by profound reflections such as "money can be a good servant but it has become a bad
master", worthy of the representation of money that the petty bourgeois forced into bankruptcy by
the crisis  make of themselves.  The apology of local bargaining and "living and working in the
country", the diatribes against the omnipresence of the State and the world market, the whining
against corruption and speculation, echo the populist prejudices of traditional shopkeepers who do
not see any further than the counters of their shops. They encourage populist tendencies, especially
in rural areas. 



Salt and mutual aid 

Despite the reformist discourse of their initiators, the SEL are now enjoying some success because
they appear to be the most consistent expression of the embryonic forms of solidarity without which
many of the disinherited would fall into pure and simple trampling. Indeed, although atomization
and impoverishment have increased in recent decades, there are still episodic forms of mutual aid
that affect various aspects of everyday life, both in the city and in the countryside. Their origins are
very diverse and they have their roots in the peasant communities of yesteryear, in those of more
recent  immigration  from Africa  and  Asia,  and in  what  remains  of  the  decaying working  class
community. In short, such forms of mutual aid, unpaid in money and in kind, escape somewhat
from the steamroller of merchandise and the State. They are part of the lives of individuals who do
not conform, at least in part,  to the predatory behaviour model in force today, in which human
beings, reduced to the status of citizens and carriers of goods, must be at war with each other and
also  with  themselves.  Far  be  it  from us  to  present  such  solidarity  as  the  archetype  of  human
relations, but it is undeniable that it reminds us of bartering, and even sometimes of giving without
asking for a counterpart. If the initiators of the SEL had had the objective of giving form to such
informal solidarities, of being part of them, of seeking to help them break with the market relations
that gnaw at them, etc., there would be nothing to complain about their activity. But they do the
opposite  and sometimes even complain about  the lack of enthusiasm shown by some potential
members  to  abandon their  healthy habits  of  unrecognized self-help.  In  the  Massif  Central,  for
example, they acknowledge that "in the Bourbon mountains, bartering was part of the daily life of
the  local  inhabitants.  Everyone  simplified  their  lives  by  helping  each  other,  without  counting
anything  between  neighbours."  [8]  Then,  SEL were  created  on  their  initiative,  and  bartering,
whatever its limits, degenerated into vulgar transactions, measured in SEL currency. As we can see,
the SEL do not even represent attempts to create associations, certainly limited, but which would at
least have the merit of curbing the headlong rush into atomization that characterizes the behaviour
of most citizens today. They participate, on their own scale, in the process of destroying all existing
forms of mutual assistance, carried out under the leadership of the State. 

Mutual aid and revolution 

Since  the  creation  of  the  first  SEL in  France,  the  initial  euphoria  has  been  greatly  reduced.
Contradictions  have  emerged  between  the  emancipatory  discourse  of  their  initiators  and  the
maintenance of the hierarchy specific to wage labor that they advocate, particularly in terms of
remuneration.  To  escape  what  they  consider  to  be  abandonments  of  the  original  SEL spirit,
members try to set boundaries. For example, they consider that all activities proposed under SEL
have  the  same value,  regardless  of  the  degree  of  qualification,  real  or  assumed,  they  require.
Attempts of this kind show how difficult it is, even for individuals who are somewhat critical of the
hierarchy, to break with free trade prejudices and to develop perspectives that go beyond them.
They equate the categories of the economy, primarily value, with laws essential to human activity
from  which  it  is  almost  impossible  to  escape.  However,  the  idea  of  reducing  individual  and
collective human activities to wage labor, of measuring it and thus of defining its measurement
standard is not even common to all societies based on exploitation and domination. To take the
example of European history, neither serfdom nor even slavery calibrated work in this way, with the
exception of those regions where the commodification of life was beginning to appear and, with it,
that of work itself. It was when wage labor became the dominant, if not exclusive, form of social
activity that the notion of value became important. But the SEL protesters continue to reflect on the
value to be attributed to their own activities and dream of achieving the impossible, the community
based on mutual aid between individuals limited to the role of worker, but without hierarchy. 



We are in favour of mutual aid being an integral part of human life. We also know that this objective
is impossible to achieve in its entirety, as long as capitalist society is not destroyed and we continue
to encounter powers that lead us to bias, to limit our achievements, to not be able to do without
money, etc. But at least let us try not to pull the wool over our eyes and call things by their name.
And, first of all, let us try not to hinder competition by free trade measures that presuppose it and
that, in the final analysis, justify the role of the State itself. The argument that labour standards are
necessary to avoid parasitism within the SEL  stinks, as much as the one that justifies the State on
the pretext of keeping individuals on a leash. Trust between individuals cannot be decreed, nor can
it be forced. It is built through the convergences and encounters they achieve during their struggles
against the relationships that stifle them. From now on, the essential condition for progress in this
direction is to stop trying to evaluate and value human activities and relationships. In other words,
let us not reduce ourselves or others to quantifiable standards. Individuals are immeasurable. The
recognition of the importance of mutual assistance implies the recognition of the individuality of
each  partner,  whose  needs,  desires,  aspirations  and  capacities  are  not  identical.  Without
individuality, there can be no sociability, gift and reciprocity between individuals but calculation
between interchangeable citizens. 

André Dréan
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[8] "La Galipote". Chapter Pinch of salt against the single thought. Alternative magazine published
in Auvergne. September 1997. 



SCRAPPED WORDS 

Let us consider the dominant discourse as a concentration of intoxication. From this affirmation
flows the myriad of enslaved words that now prosper in complete tranquility. But this mechanic of
lying  -  which  Armand  Robin  had  denounced  so  well  in  his  newsletter,  La  Fausse  Parole  -  is
equipped with democratic virtues and pays for itself at the price of lying an ever-renewed virginity.
Thus, in the profusion of written, spoken or monkey signs: everything can be said and, in fact,
nothing is said. 

Take last winter's unemployed movement, for example, where the press has distinguished itself as a
faithful relay of truncated speech. The vocabulary used, which has characterized one aspect of the
movement's  claims,  deserves  to  be  clarified.  Precarious,  minimal,  resocialize,  excluded,...  don't
throw any more! In this brief list, we clearly recognize the gregarious instinct of capital and its
activity  which,  paradoxically,  has  or  does  not  have  a  workforce  depending  on  stock  market
fluctuations. This desire for real integration into the community is trying to blossom through a layer
of sordid hypocrisy. 

To  be  excluded  from work  and  consumption  would  imply  a  precariousness  reduced  by social
minima. Resocialize, resocialize at every turn. Oh, my God! Oh, my God! That the language's bridle
is tight and stretching into the hands of business and trade union activists! The language is very
heavy in the mouth of these respectful "opponents" of capital. 

Although this phenomenon is only a sample of the simulacrum and credulity it implies, let us no
longer turn our tongues seven times in our mouths before vituperating this vile semantics. 

Unleashing language would be the real beginning of an agora where the word, purged of the slag of
lies, would flourish with its contradictions on the smoking ruins of integrated birds of prey. 

Karl


