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What people are saying about

Concepts for a Democratic and Ecological Society


In his past writings, the Bulgarian social activist and political researcher Yavor Tarinski has demonstrated a singular talent for explaining concepts in political and social theory in an engaging and highly accessible manner. Now he has put forward a compelling manifesto for radically transforming society toward a non-statist model of ecological direct democracy. This work draws substantially upon Tarinski’s two main influences, the social theorists and critics Cornelius Castoriadis and Murray Bookchin, and also synthesizes ideas from such well-known thinkers as Hannah Arendt, David Graeber, Elinor Ostrom, David Harvey, and a host of other European and international sources.


Tarinski’s text examines the fundamental conflict between democratic aspirations and the imposed norms of capitalism, the potential for directly democratic and ecologically designed cities, the imperative to renew the commons, and the prospects for a genuine solidarity economy to overturn the ravages of capitalist economic growth. He critiques bureaucratic, technocratic, and conspiracist tendencies both in mainstream discourse and on the Left, and offers a compelling and uplifting vision of a thoroughly transformed social order. This book is an important contribution to the expanding international literature in social ecology and democratic theory, and deserves to be read and discussed widely.


Brian Tokar, author of Towards Climate Justice


Yavor Tarinski’s book gives us a good thrill of citizen empowerment and grassroots resistance. It presents direct democracy as a modern project for a new politics of equality and solidarity. Just what we need today.


Vincent Gerber, author of Bookchin and Social Ecology: An Intellectual’s Biography


Yavor Tarinski’s Concepts for a Democratic and Ecological Society challenges your mind on the most significant questions such as direct democracy, de-growth, solidarity economy, and libertarian municipalism. This is a necessary revolutionary work which should be in your library to make you think more in depth about your future, about utopias, and ultimately about the perspectives of a democratic and ecological society.


Emet Değirmenci, author of Women’s Activism in Ecological Transformation


Never has the vital vocabulary of socioeconomic integration and participation been more important. Yavor Tarinski has delivered us from forms of corporate cognitive conscription. Now, superfluous labels fall away. Let us take up appropriate direct action in the historical context of liberation struggles. Authenticity and autonomy arise.


Mark Mason, international commentator


The last work of Yavor Tarinski, Concepts for a Democratic and Ecological Society, is a great and holistic contribution to the change we urgently need to make in face of the Anthropocene era rooted in statecraft, capitalism, and authoritarianism. Based on the exploration of emancipatory movements of the last decades, from the alter-globalist struggles to recent local practices of resistance and mutual aid from all over the world, Yavor shares through his deep and simple words the meaningful path of social ecology. An invitation to free ourselves in all the fields of life, from democracy and education to the economic relations of domination. Through his accurate analysis of the current global situation based on many references to important intellectual figures like Bookchin, Castoriadis, Henri Lefebvre, etc, he invites us to begin to believe in the “magnificent life, waiting just around the corner” and create it, here and now.


Magali Fricaudet, member of Institut d’écologie sociale et de communalisme.
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Preface

Yavor Tarinski’s Concepts for a Democratic and Ecological Society challenges your mind on the most significant questions such as direct democracy, de-growth, solidarity economy, and libertarian municipalism.


Yavor Tarinski positions democracy against hierarchies that span from gerontocracy to patriarchal perspectives. Then, he links this concept to the anti-globalization movement from Seattle in 1999, through the World Social Forum of Porto Alegre, the Occupy Wall Street in New York, the Indignados of Madrid and Barcelona, the Nuit Debout in Paris in the following years, and the more recent Yellow Vests of France.


Tarinski analyses the rebel city movement in the context of municipalism and direct democracy experiences. He takes us on a journey starting from the ancient Athenian polis which is considered to be the birthplace of democracy but was not inclusive of slaves, women, and the poor. We are then shown how democracy has evolved in Italian cities in the Middle Ages between the ninth and fifteenth centuries, and how the French Commune in 1871 contributed to the principles of democratic politics – a significant event during which Paris became a public space through neighborhood assemblies.


Although Tarinski tries to balance his research with a reference section from a gender perspective, the revolutionary French women’s struggle is not included. Their obvious demand is ignored in history. For instance, on October 5, 1789 the Women’s March on Versailles was not only for requisition of bread’s fair price. A social history study underlines that the:


…march to Versailles was an extension of the long-accepted role of ordinary women in eighteenth-century Paris. The nature of women’s paid and unpaid work, of female religious observance, and of the individual and collective identity that these created, gave women a key role in defending the local community. This led them to act politically well before the Revolution. Their action in October 1789 was consistent with patterns of behavior shaped by everyday life in the city. Yet the scale of the action and its city-wide character were quite unlike anything that had happened before. In this, the lesson of July 1789 was important, but so were long-term changes in Paris. The city was becoming more integrated, both economically and administratively, and this gave working women a new relationship to urban space.1


Direct democracy is especially analyzed in depth. For example, it is emphasized that the Agora meetings within the public space discussed ideas and exchanged skills in a similar manner to an example from the near past – the Occupy movement, which began in New York in 2012 and spread all over the world. It came to show for yet another time that, unlike statecraft that is predisposed to bureaucratic centralization and hierarchy, cities tend to empower local populaces, creating citizens actively involved in public affairs.


Disadvantaged and marginalized groups of people such as the LGBTQIA + BIPOC, migrant and refugee communities, and many others that are being oppressed, become visible when their voices are heard during direct democracy practices. Social ecologists view the local level of neighborhood assemblies as the basis of the organizational model of democratic confederalism and it is logically interlinked with the strategy of libertarian municipalism. A version of it is currently being built in the Middle East in Rojava, northern Syria, and as the Zapatista movement in southern Mexico.


In regards to urbanization without ecological principles, most mega-cities today are urban sprawls. The megacity is a real problem because of their continuous economic growth. The private, gated communities of these urban sprawls and their so-called smart cities paradigm leave no space for human connection. On the other hand, migrants and refugees are faced with an increasing urban militarization across the globe: as we saw in the city of Portland, USA, prior to the election of Trump, during the Gezi movement in Istanbul, Turkey, and in Barcelona, Spain as well.


On the topic of Commons as Paradigm Beyond State and Markets, Tarinski includes Elinor Ostrom’s work from 1988, which responds to the Tragedy of the Commons. Ostrom discovered how local communities share irrigation, fisheries, and farmlands equally in the US, Guatemala, Turkey, Nepal, India, and elsewhere. However, exhaustion of commons is a possibility when there is no continuous community dynamic.


The narrative of constant economic growth, another topic analyzed by Tarinski, is based on a continuously-growing consumerist society. It results in an economism of which determinism is one of the main pillars. Economic determinism is based on the idea that it can be predicted what direction humanity will take in the future. It presents the economy as the most complex non-understandable organizational structure in a capitalist society and under state socialism, while it’s structured in a quite hierarchical manner.


Whereas the solidarity economy, Tarinski argues, is an alternative that breaks with this deterministic logic, it allows people to express and meet their needs through creativity, by building from today new forms of production, consumption, and social relationships based on fundamentally different core principles such as direct democracy, trust, solidarity, and dignity. Much like the practices introduced by the Zapatistas and Rojava’s Kurdish democratic communities, solidarity economies became a vision, especially after the 2008 economic crises. In this realm one encounters workers and consumer cooperatives, time banks, social currencies, and housing co-ops. Activist Cheyenna Weber, co-founder of SolidarityNYC, describes such cooperative practices by suggesting that: “we focus on racial and social justice and by stewarding the commons we are encouraging people to move money from corporate investment to justice such as community land trust, farmland, etc.”2


In his examination of what a just ecological society might look like, Tarinski not only criticizes the consumerist capitalist system, but also underlines the inconsistencies and problematics of authoritarian state socialism, which is missing from most political texts. In short, this is a necessary revolutionary work which should be in your library to make you think more in depth about your future, about utopias, and ultimately about the perspectives of a democratic and ecological society.







Introduction


When it is genuine, when it is born of the need to speak, no one can stop the human voice. When denied a mouth, it speaks with the hands or the eyes, or the pores, or anything at all. Because every single one of us has something to say to the others, something that deserves to be celebrated or forgiven by others.


Eduardo Galeano3




Nowadays we are witnessing a clash of significations. On the one side we have the forces of statecraft, capitalism, and authoritarianism that advance an oligarchic structure of society. Old concepts such as gerontocracy, patriarchy, and hierarchy are being rebranded and pushed on the majority of people as a natural part of the human condition.


On the other side, however, there is a vibrant grassroots activity that stems from our societies, which strives at emancipating them and allowing them to radically alter their political architecture. From the alter-globalist movement that began in Seattle in 1999, through the World Social Forum of Porto Alegre, Occupy Wall Street in New York, the Indignados of Madrid and Barcelona, the Nuit Debout in Paris, the Yellow Vests from all French towns and cities, social movements have challenged the dominant significations of our current social order and advanced different concepts that express the project of social and individual autonomy. Even under the harsh conditions of a global pandemic, with whole societies placed under lockdown, communities offered mutual aid to their most vulnerable members while states cared mainly for expanding the interests of the business class and their own political class as actions for holding onto power.


This book is an anthologizing of the recurring concepts charged with highly emancipatory and revolutionary potential that have sprung amid social movements and agonistic communities from different parts of the world. As we continue witnessing the innate inability of bureaucratic and capitalist mechanisms to look out for the common good, there is an increasingly existential need to seek other forms of social organizing that will give all members of society an equal share of control over their collective life.







Direct Democracy versus Capitalism


The most effective way to restrict democracy is to transfer decision-making from the public arena to unaccountable institutions: kings and princes, priestly castes, military juntas, party dictatorships, or modern corporations.

Noam Chomsky4



Nowadays the terms democracy and capitalism have often been used almost as synonyms. This interchangeability has penetrated not only the official political vocabulary but also social imaginaries. Many who feel oppressed and/or exploited by the current system tend to blame both concepts.

A significant faction of the Left also participates in this terminological equalization because it wrongly interprets democracy simply as a process dedicated to the guaranteeing of rights and liberties. But even so, philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis suggests that those who believe this are wrong because the emergence of rights and liberties was not an occurrence in the interests of capitalism.5 According to him, these rights and liberties were demanded at the outset by the struggles of the underprivileged as well as by the inhabitants of the newly emerged free towns. Furthermore, he notes that these rights and liberties do not correspond to the spirit of capitalism: the latter demands, rather, the Taylorist “one best way” or the “iron cage” of Max Weber. The idea that they might be the political counterpart of and presupposition for competition in the economic market is equally false. When we consider the inner tendency of capitalism, Castoriadis continues, we see that capitalism culminates in monopoly, oligopoly, or alliances among capitalists.

The truth is that democracy, in its authentic direct form, has nothing to do with capitalism and is in fact at odds with it. James Madison, one of the USA’s Founding Fathers, seems to have been aware of this when claiming that democracies have ever been found incompatible with personal security or the rights of property.6


Capitalism as an engine of inequality

Democracy is a system of radical political equality. Hannah Arendt defines it as a political system that guarantees civil and political rights while allowing all willing citizens direct participation in government.7 It places politics in charge of all spheres of social life. It is clear that this is not the system we have today.

Capitalism, on the other hand, nurtures social antagonisms that lead to social inequalities, and its proponents often openly defend inequality as a natural aspect of human nature.8 In doing so, it places economics as a separate and supreme field of human interaction.

In a capitalist setting, people are pitted against each other to compete for resources, space, and time. It is not only economic classes competing with each other, but also people from similar social milieux. And where there is antagonism there always are winners and losers. Steven W. Thrasher concludes that “the disparities in wealth that we term ‘income inequality’ are no accident, they happened by design, and the system structurally disadvantages those at the bottom.”9 Furthermore, researchers D. B. Krupp and Thomas R. Cook suggest in a study that social inequalities are being amplified by local competition,10 which is the cornerstone of free-market economics.

Anthropologist Jason Hickel exemplifies the way economic inequalities create and strengthen power discrepancies in the following way:


Every additional dollar that goes to the rich adds more to their power, and the richer they are, the more power it adds. Why? Because the more distant the new money is from any given need threshold, the more it is available to be spent on power. The relationship between income and power is, in effect, an inverse logarithmic relationship. Plus, we need to account for the fact that the more money the rich spend on power, the more they inflate its price, pushing power ever-further out of the reach of the poor.11



Furthermore, although capitalism has often been presented as a non-bureaucratic system, in reality, it functions in a strictly hierarchical top-down manner. Iranian sociologist Jacob Rigi explains that:


labour is still compartmentalized in closed spaces and is managed despotically by representatives of capital. While a small select group of workers may enjoy partial autonomy the total labor process is centralized by managers who integrate the work of separate workers into a total cooperative work process…Individual producers do not choose their tasks, or the pace, time and place of their work. In other words the work process is micro-territorialized both spatially and temporally.12



In fact, bureaucracy was strengthened by the rise of capitalism. The latter was actually very dependent on bureaucratized structures and it thus nurtured them. Anthropologist David Graeber discovered in his research on the Utopia of Rules that market reforms always increase the total number of bureaucrats, as was the case with the Reagan administration, for example.13 Social ecologist Murray Bookchin points to another historic example of this trend by claiming that “we in the United States 200 years ago started out with the notion of limited government — virtually no government interference — and we now have a massive quasi-totalitarian government.”14




Democracy as a project of equality

As noted above, direct democracy (as the only real form of democracy) follows a completely different logic from capitalism. It is a political project that strives at radically redistributing decision-making power equally among all members of society. In doing so, it directly attacks all other forms of inequality as citizens undertake directly the management of all social spheres via public grassroots institutions. Instead of competition, it implies cooperation and equal participation.

Noam Chomsky underlines this stark difference:


Democracy…means that the central institutions in the society have to be under popular control. Now, under capitalism we can’t have democracy by definition. Capitalism is a system in which the central institutions of society are in principle under autocratic control. Thus, a corporation or an industry is, if we were to think of it in political terms, fascist; that is, it has tight control at the top and strict obedience has to be established at every level – there’s a little bargaining, a little give and take, but the line of authority is perfectly straightforward. Just as I’m opposed to political fascism, I’m opposed to economic fascism. I think that until major institutions of society are under the popular control of participants and communities, it’s pointless to talk about democracy.15



By placing all power equally in the hands of all people, direct democracy abolishes the separation of the different spheres of social life. Judiciary, legislative, economic, cultural, and other issues are all discussed and decided upon in the public sphere by the empowered citizenry. It is the people collectively deciding the rules, norms, and limits of all their social activities, and they can alter them whenever the majority deems it necessary.

In this line of thought, then, Bookchin suggests that democracy “politicizes the economy and dissolves it into the civic domain”16. In the democratic project, according to Bookchin, “‘property’ is integrated into the commune as a material constituent of its libertarian institutional framework, indeed as a part of a larger whole that is controlled by the citizen body in assembly as ‘citizens,’ not as vocationally oriented interest groups.”17

Unlike economistic notions such as “nationalization” and “privatization,” both implying the separation of the economy from politics, direct democracy advances the subjugation of economic activities along with all other social spheres to the political institutions of self-management. According to Bookchin, the economy ceases to be merely an economy in the strict sense of the word whether as “‘business,’ ‘market,’ ‘capitalist’, or ‘worker-controlled’ enterprises” and instead the citizen body in face-to-face assembly absorbs the economy as an aspect of the public sphere.18 From this it follows that in the project of direct democracy, it will be more appropriate to speak of “municipalization” of the economy.




Conclusion

We have to understand that democracy, in its true meaning, is something much more than a mere procedure that can be used within other social systems. Conducting referendums on occasions, while maintaining the separation of power from society via state bureaucracies and/or capitalist markets, does not make one regime more democratic. It may give it a more humane face, but it remains an oligarchy nonetheless: a society ruled by a small minority.

As long as there are centralized and bureaucratic entities, regardless of their ideological mantle, we cannot talk of democracy. It is only when the people – as demos – self-empower themselves and begin self-instituting their collective coexistence that we can begin sowing the seeds of a democratic society.

As Castoriadis suggests:


rotation in office, sortition, decision-making after deliberation by the entire body politic, elections, and popular courts did not rest solely on a postulate that everyone has an equal capacity to assume public responsibilities: these procedures were themselves pieces of a political educational process, of an active paideia, which aimed at exercising – and, therefore, at developing in all – the corresponding abilities and, thereby, at rendering the postulate of political equality as close to the effective reality of that society as possible.19



Only by conceiving of democracy as a holistic project can we understand that it is not only incompatible with capitalist relations and statecraft, but it requires their complete abolition. As Prof Dr Wolfgang Merkel concludes: “capitalism and democracy follow different logics: unequally distributed property rights on the one hand, equal civic and political rights on the other; profit-oriented trade within capitalism in contrast to the search for the common good within democracy; debate, compromise and majority decision-making within democratic politics versus hierarchical decision-making by managers and capital owners.”20

It is up to all of us collectively to make the choice of the twenty-first century – democracy or barbarism.









Rebel Cities and Libertarian Municipalism


With the rise of cities, a major power shift is occurring this century across the planet in both economic and political terms.

Dimitrios Roussopoulos21



Nowadays the importance of the city is increasing, not only because of the fact that the majority of the human population is currently living in urban areas, but also because of the global trend of cities exercising growing influence over national and transnational political, economic, social, environmental, and other affairs.22 While the signing of the Westphalia Treaty in 1648 signified a period driven by the interests of nation-states, today we are entering into a new form dominated by transnational institutions, multinational corporations, and mega-cities.

In the contemporary capitalist system based on unlimited economic growth, the city’s role is rapidly growing as it undoubtedly is becoming the world’s GDP champion. This is increasingly evident from the fact that a few hundred cities across the planet account for more than half of the global GDP.23 In economic terms these sub-national entities can thus be regarded less as a territory but as a space where global flows – capital, information, people, goods, services – crisscross and solidify. Antonio Negri has noted this economization of the urban space, suggesting that cities have become a source of production, just as worked land once was.24 The city is increasingly becoming the central cog in the global economic machine.

The current trend in rapid urbanization has begun transforming the face of international affairs as well. Cities and local governments are increasingly undertaking mediatory roles in global relations due to their growing political and economic influence. The creation of transnational coordination bodies such as the Global Parliament of Mayors25 and the Compact of Mayors26 are indicative of the differentiation between the agendas followed by national and sub-national authorities. Cities are even formally joining multilateral institutions initially projected for nation-states like the World Trade Organization, the United Nations, and the World Tourism Organization. As with the city-states of the past, the contemporary urban entities are becoming increasingly independent polities in international affairs.

The military sphere of raw power is another field in which a shift of positions between the city and the state could be observed.27 Contemporary researchers, thinkers, and activists, from disciplines ranging from urban geography to political science, tend to agree on the increasing role urban areas have in armed conflicts. The asymmetric powers of conflicting sides have increasingly led military strategists to take the battlefield to the complex and unpredictable terrain of contemporary mega-cities. Other factors such as refugee waves – caused variously by war, poverty, or climate change – additionally influence this trend. Thus, the monopoly of nation-states on military power is being contested by the growing militarization of cities across the globe. This new military urbanism has blurred, as the works of contemporary authors such as Mike Davis and Stephen Graham are demonstrating, the lines between armed combatants and civilian citizens. These conditions often result in the brutal crushing of the voices of active citizen dissent and instead reinforce further passive consumerist attitudes.

The current age of urbanization also presents certain challenges before humanity’s health, as well as its footprint on the environment.28 Urban sprawl that requires long commutes by car and little-to-no physical exercise, air and noise pollution, and other factors have resulted in new kinds of diseases and health problems that are affecting urban dwellers. But contemporary mega-cities are also representing potential and real threats to the environment with much more than half of both the global energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions resulting from ongoing urbanization. Cities consume enormous amounts of resources as well as threaten water supplies with pollution. In short, the future of the natural environment on this planet is directly linked with the future of the cities in which most of us currently live.

From the statements above we can understand the growing importance of the city in modern life. Notions such as “cultural capital” and “creative cities” indicate the role urban spaces are undertaking in spheres beyond the ones we have taken for granted. From here we can agree with Negri that the inhabitant of a metropolis has become the true center of the world29 since the future of the city, and of humanity, is in the hands of the citizen and their fellow citizens.


The city as public space


[M]any city centers became dominated by leisure use. It was of course a commercial rather than an anarchic leisure, since larger situationist demands remained marginalized by capitalism – which always seemed likely to be the case, except perhaps for a few heady days in May 1968.

Simon Sadler30



For thinkers such as Cornelius Castoriadis and Murray Bookchin, the historic emergence of the city is interlinked with the birth of democracy. It produced the notion of citizenry; that is, a community bonded not by clan or blood-ties but by political agreement. This urban politics allowed for the creation of public spaces that enabled citizens to collectively manage their cities which laid the foundations of direct democracy. Not all cities were democratic. In fact, most were managed in an oligarchic manner but their foundational logic has strengthened the concept of participatory politics.

The period of antiquity saw the emergence of the ancient Athenian polis and the birth of democracy. They both were rooted in the idea of radical political equality among all citizens. This deeply democratic notion allowed the citizenry (up to 30,000 citizens at times) to conceive of history as creation and build the polis around such participatory institutions as the general assembly (ekklesia) and council of delegates (boule), in which magistrates were chosen by lot (sortition). These processes of self-instituting and the imaginary they simultaneously were embodying and nurturing allowed popular creativity to develop to levels unseen until today.

Then, in the Middle Ages (between the ninth and fifteenth centuries), many Italian cities became sites of wide popular liberation. People found refuge in them and the public space they created allowed them to throw off the authority of prince, king, or emperor. In their place a system of governance was introduced through interlocking and balanced councils. Large deliberative assemblies, comprising one hundred, two hundred, or more adult males, elected or chosen by lot, debated and created laws. Executive committees, often consisting of six, eight, or a dozen men, elected for 2-to-6 months, put the laws into action. Short terms in office and rules against self-succession made it possible for several hundred or more adult males to participate in government in a few years. The system of balanced and diffused power ensured that no individual or family could control the city. It was a government of balanced power and mutual suspicion.

In France, one of the most significant examples of the right to the city took place in the form of the Paris Commune of 1871. Although this urban popular uprising was crushed on May 27, 1871 by the French state’s army, for a couple of months the city of Paris became real public space, managed directly by its citizens. The Paris communards, through neighborhood assemblies, took care of the important local administration. These assemblies appointed revocable delegates to participate in councils, forming confederations through which they effectively coordinated production and redistribution.

A century later, in 1980, in the South Korean city of Gwangju, the people rose up in the so-called Gwangju people’s revolt. The preconditions for it were an authoritarian government and the widespread poverty of this period, whereas the proximate cause was the brutality of paramilitary groups toward protesters. The people of Gwangju revolted, driving the military forces out of the city. The revolt lasted only 3 weeks but during this short period neighborhood assemblies emerged, giving voice to the local populace. Connecting with one another, these basic institutions of direct democracy maintained order and organized distribution in the city. The revolt was crushed by government forces on May 27 – the same date as the fall of the Paris Commune.

In all these and many other cases, such as Barcelona from 1936-39, Budapest in 1956, and Shanghai in 1967, cities became truly public spaces that emancipated the local populations into active citizenries. In their short lifespans, these radical urban experiences offered practical examples of new ways of everyday life and of democratic politics in general that can be employed today by social movements, not as ready blueprints to be blindly followed, but as germs that can spark the democratic and ecological transformation of our urban environment.

However, a big obstacle for people today in taking back their cities is the contemporary societal imaginary, viewing, as Richard Sennett suggests, the public space as “meaningless.”31 Sennett points at the nineteenth century, a period of rapid urbanization and economic growth, during which the outcome of the crisis of public culture, despite several urban eruptions of radical citizen activity, was that people lost a sense of themselves as an active force, as a public32. Sennett suggests that during this period an important role in the process of depriving the public space of meaning was the adoption of more uniform dress and behavior codes, more passive demeanor, and less sociability, all of which can be seen as byproducts of the emerging consumerist culture and logic of representation of that period. As Peter G. Goheen says: “The street became the place for illusion rather than exposure to the truth.”33 In a sense, the public man was supplanted by the spectator who did not so much participate in the public life of the city as observe it.

In order to overcome this point of view we are in need of new significations, which give back meaning to the public space. These can emerge only through practices of collectivities of citizens (the public) that would have positive and practical effects on the everyday life of society. Such processes are already taking place in the countryside and the villages. Because of the crisis, many people in countries such as Greece and Spain are leaving city life behind, returning to the villages that their parents and grandparents once fled.34 In the countryside, city youth rediscover communal ways of life, the sharing of common resources, and recover traditional and ecological agricultural practices. But for the majority of those who undertake such steps, the village is an escape route from the uncertainty of the city, a form of escapism rather than part of a political project for social change. It neglects the role cities play in our societies and the potential they contain for the creation of one democratic and ecological future.

As for those who remain in the cities living under conditions of growing precarity, unemployment, and stress, the future does not seem so bright with harsh austerity measures still on the horizon. Discontent is producing uprisings and mass mobilizations in urban areas, ranging from Istanbul’s Gezi Park, Ferguson’s uprisings against police brutality, the anti-World Cup riots in Brazilian cities, and the Occupy and Indignados movements in the squares of major cities around the world. In all of these cases, in one way or another, the question of urban planning is being posed: can the city square obtain the role of the main cell of public deliberation, that is, simultaneously agora (meeting and exchange point) and basic decision-making body. Should a global festival of consumerism, such as the World Cup, have the right to reshape the urban landscape, regardless of human suffering; and who should decide if an urban green space (such as Gezi Park) is to be covered with concrete and transformed completely?

Potential solutions to this loss of meaning should be sought in projects of direct democracy that can once again make the city a truly public space. Or as Henri Lefebvre suggests, to take “the urban” beyond mere urbanization and toward a non-capitalist society characterized by meaningful engagement among inhabitants embedded in a web of social connections.35




Libertarian municipalism


Our teloi, which include a rationally and democratically constituted system of laws – of duties as well as rights – include as well this ability to be citizens, that is to say, to be educated in order to be competent to assume all the obligations of self-government.

Murray Bookchin36



Concepts such as libertarian municipalism, which are essentially direct-democratic, could be of great use in our efforts to regain our right to the city. Such notions are rooted in the historic clash over power between the municipality and the nation-state. Unlike statecraft, predisposed to bureaucratic centralization and hierarchy, cities tend to empower local populaces, creating citizens actively involved in public affairs. Today, however, with cities being submitted to the dominant imaginary significations, they are abandoning their previous role of socializing public space and becoming instead sprawling urban monsters, absorbing traditional cultures and producing alienation: new strategies are needed. Libertarian municipalism is among these strategies for reinvention of the city.

It is a political concept, developed initially by libertarian theorists such as Murray Bookchin and Janet Biehl, but has since been highly influential among radical political tendencies and has encouraged the practical creation of direct-democratic decision-making bodies, as popular assemblies and councils, in urban neighborhoods and towns. It seeks to potentially create suitable conditions for citizens to be able to take back control of their cities.

A distinctive feature of libertarian municipalism is its transcendence beyond narrow class analysis as advocated by some traditional ideological trends among Marxists and classical anarchists.37 While not neglecting the worker exploitation occurring at the capitalist workplace, it asks us to challenge all forms of domination within society; that is, it strives at eliminating the dominance over workers as well as over women, ethnic minorities, young and old, handicapped, LGBT people, and whoever else is being oppressed.

Libertarian municipalism encourages dual power in which the authority of the state is being challenged by the self-empowered local democratic municipalities.38 And while relatively peaceful coexistence could be expected initially, logically a conflict between the two is expected to emerge sooner or later. Thus emerges the need for collaboration between such liberated cities.

In this line of thought, libertarian municipalism does not necessarily seek momentary and violent revolution. Instead, it focuses on the educational qualities of the creation and spread of truly public space and time through the construction of a direct-democratic citizenry from bottom-to-top. Libertarian municipalism views the practical installation of such participatory institutions as the neighborhood assembly and the municipal council as potential educational tools for the nurturing of popular culture of active citizenship.

Historically speaking, independent municipalities tend to join forces into confederal alliances, not only for protection from common enemies, but also for sharing resources and knowledge. Social ecologists call this organizational model democratic confederalism and it is logically interlinked with the strategy of libertarian municipalism. Its target is to lay the foundations of one truly emancipated society. Instead of a centralized state apparatus governing the populace, it proposes the direct democracy of local decision-making bodies for self-management, networking with one another through regional confederations, thus rendering the state obsolete.

A version of it is currently being built in the Middle East by the communities of Rojava (northern Syria). There the Kurdish liberation movement, after a radical change in its political orientation, began establishing local, but interlinked, participatory decision-making bodies, independent from the official Syrian state authorities. This strategy demonstrated its strength in the period that followed the Arab Spring, when after the Syrian regime lost its control of the area, a new confederacy of democratic structures managed to get the local populations back on their feet, improve their living conditions, and defend them from the armed Jihadist gangs that terrorized the region.

The synthesis between libertarian municipalism and democratic confederalism aims toward a permanent social revolution. It aims to radicalize and emancipate one city after another through local municipal platforms and then connect these rebel cities through confederal coordinated bodies. In this way the current functions of state and private/capitalist entities will be undertaken by the emancipated demos.

Recently, with the rise of various municipal electoral platforms across Europe and abroad, there has been a certain trend in overlapping libertarian municipalism with citizen involvement in local elections. But although the initial developers of the project gave municipal electoralism a certain role within it, they in no way saw it as the main tool of social change. Instead, Bookchin and his followers sought in local elections nothing but another tool for the advancement of the ideas of direct democracy.39 The municipal level, they thought, was not as centralized as the national one, and thus much more vulnerable to pressure and control by social movements.




Emancipatory urban design


The city is not merely a repository of pleasures. It is the stage on which we fight our battles, where we act out the drama of our own lives. It can enhance or corrode our ability to cope with everyday challenges. It can steal our autonomy or give us the freedom to thrive.

Charles Montgomery40



The oppressive status quo reproduces itself on many fronts. The pseudo-representative politics at the heart of it are designed to maintain the same patterns of thinking, no matter what the final electoral result is. The same goes for bureaucratic capitalist economic relations. The very cities where most of humanity lives are designed according to the dominant capitalist values and perceptions. They are dispersed, their inhabitants live in isolated private condominiums, distanced away from schools and workplaces and market districts, getting around alone in their private cars. This model of urban sprawl is rapidly spreading all over the world.41 The cities are organized in such ways that human contact is greatly reduced. Thus, achieving social change in a more participatory and collaborative direction would be an overwhelmingly difficult task if we don’t have this in our mind.

For society to be reorganized on the basis of direct democracy, the many preconditions that seem to be required include the breaking of alienation and the establishment of communitarian relationships. A city that would encourage and strengthen community feeling would represent a mixture of housing, public areas, schools, workplaces, shopping, green, and other spaces, all of which would be within walking distance or reachable by public transportation, in contrast with the modern capitalist way of urban land use, based on the positioning of fixed, single-use zones across vast distances.

A mixed land use consisting of medium-sized housing cooperatives, with adjoined gardens, within a walking distance from schools, public squares, markets, and green spaces would allow for the experience of random interactions between neighbors. The walking element could build a feeling of belonging into the city, with citizens developing strong links with their local, social, and urban environment. It would also, as author Jay Walljasper notes,42 contribute to greater economic equality by allowing everyone the right to freely move across the city, without the need for a car.

The shift toward walkable cities would imply the radical rethinking and remaking of roads and streets, today designed mainly as high-speed arteries connecting housing districts with office areas, encouraging driving over walking. As Donald Appleyard’s famous 1972 study demonstrates,43 the heavier the car traffic on a street is, the fewer are the walkers and the everyday communal experiences. This, in addition to the obvious effects on human health which lead to obesity, heart disease, and other conditions, contributes to the already high levels of alienation in urban areas.

An approach that could alter this alienating effect, encouraging people to instead walk on the streets and potentially produce community feeling, is the narrowing of streets in urban areas, the expansion of pedestrian spaces, and the introduction of wider bicycle alleys. As the city planner and author Jeff Speck explains,44 people drive faster when they have less fear of veering off track, so wider lanes invite higher speeds. This, in mixture with a vast network of free urban public transportation, would allow for daily social interactions on them by pedestrians and passengers. The daily social experiences like noddings, smiles, and random chatting with co-citizens could potentially make us feel more comfortable on our streets.

This in turn would bring with it other positive effects as well, such as drastic reductions of the health problems mentioned earlier, but also a reduction of car speeds which are responsible for the deaths of huge numbers of people around the world, as well as reduction of the air pollution of the contemporary private car-dominated metropolises.

Green spaces are another key aspect of the urban environment. According to Bob Lalasz, they generally make people happier.45 Furthermore, green spaces tend to bring people closer together if planned and designed in an appropriate manner.46 Thus in a community-promoting urban project, nature should be an essential part of the urban landscape. The gardens, part of housing cooperatives, will allow for the experience of gardening time by neighbors, bonding them together. They will also potentially encourage the development of a communal/solidarity economy by neighbors producing their own food and exchanging or sharing it with other urban gardeners.

In addition, parks and public gardens should be shuffled across the mixed urban land uses. Modern metropolitan cities trend toward approving large-scale parks too zoned away from housing districts and office areas, making human interaction with nature a rare opportunity. Contrary to that logic, the mixed-use city, as described here, could comprise green spaces located in various locations across the city. As Charles Montgomery suggests,47 this does not exclude the existence of large-scale parks but the urban green space will not be limited to them. This will imply that people will have the opportunity to get in contact with tiny gardens and parks on their way to work for example, as well as to experience the feeling of going “into the wild” by entering the huge local parks.

Public squares play a key role in a city that encourages communitarian culture and citizenry, since they act as spaces for social interactions as well as forums for the expression of civic opinions. Thus they should be made freely available for popular interventions, unlike today, where bureaucrats decide who, when, and for what reason they should be used.

However, we also hear critiques about the overcrowding of modern cities leading to further alienation and withdrawal into passivity. If this is true, should we abandon city life altogether and return to village life? According to psychologist Andrew Baum’s study,48 the feeling of over-crowdedness is being fed by urban design that does not allow people to control the intensity of spontaneous social interactions. Baum compared the behavior of residents of two very different college dormitories. He concluded that students whose environment was allowing them to control their social interactions experienced less stress and built more friendships than students who lived within long and crowded corridors.

Therefore an answer to the problem of overcrowding could be found in the creation of semi-public/communal spaces, which represent a middle ground between the private and the public. This would imply the abandonment of the gigantic housing projects in which large numbers of people live together such as the socialist-era gigantic worker barracks, never feeling quite alone. Instead, a space could be given to medium-sized housing cooperatives with common spaces in disposal of all the neighbors. In this way, three layers of social spheres would be created: private, communal, and public. Such arrangements would allow citizens to regulate their social interaction, thus giving them a sense of comfort and encouraging egalitarianism.




Transcending of capitalism and the state


The right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to access urban resources: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city.

David Harvey49



During the last few years the city has emerged as a potential contender to the nation-state in a global wave that can be characterized as a “rebellion of the municipal.” The radical geographer David Harvey has even argued that “rebel cities” will become a preferred site for revolutionary movements.50 This new rebellious municipalist trend bears heavily on the theoretical influence of the work of libertarian thinker Murray Bookchin who, like the philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis, returned to the forgotten ancient Athenian concept of the Polis as a credible source for solutions to the ills of our contemporary society. He attempted with great success to reveal the revolutionary essence of this notion and its potentialities for our times. To parliamentary oligarchy, tribal nationalism, and capitalist relations, Bookchin proposed direct-democratic confederations of libertarian municipalities where citizens participate directly in local assemblies and elect revocable delegates to regional councils. In the city and its historic rivalry with the state, he saw a possible public space where civic culture can break domination in all its forms.

This legacy seems, more than ever, abreast with our time. Although large cities worldwide are increasingly following their own agendas that often go against state policies, such as the city of London and its resistance to Britain’s leaving of the EU (the so-called Brexit),51 a new generation of municipal platforms is emerging boosted by the deepening of the crisis of representation. Most of them are partially influenced by the above-mentioned theoretical framework, and have sprung up in different parts of the world, but mainly in Europe. In Spain, such projects govern most major cities such as Barcelona and Madrid.52 These platforms are trying to reverse the austerity measures that are being enforced by the state, international technocratic institutions and transnational agreements, remunicipalize basic public services, introduce participatory decision-making bodies at a local level, feminize politics, and challenge governmental anti-migrant policies. Some of these rebel cities have begun connecting with each other, thus multiplying and strengthening their voices.

In the USA as well, local municipalities have reached into conflict with the central government’s policies. Close to 250 cities across the country have pledged to adopt, honor, and uphold the commitments to the goals set by the Paris Climate Agreements after the announcement of President Trump’s plans to break up with the latter.53 Although the motivations of some of these local administrations remain questionable due to their possible connections with the main electoral opponents to the contemporary government, municipal platforms are emerging in the USA as well, including the initiative Olympia for All54 that tries to give more participatory and ecological characteristics to the municipality of Olympia, Washington (USA).

Of course, there are problems with these practices. Most of these municipal projects attempt to radicalize cities through the mechanisms of local bureaucracies that resemble to a large degree the state apparatus. This fact raises the question of how far this so-called radicalization can go. Why should the installation of militants from social movements in the hierarchical municipal administration succeed if it has failed to do so disastrously on the national level several times during the revolutionary experiences of the last 2 centuries?

We should consider the difficulty of balancing between city bureaucracy and social movements. It is well known that especially in Europe, these municipal platforms (most notably Barcelona en Comu) emerged from the so-called movement of the squares that attempted redefining and reclaiming a more authentic notion of democracy. But if the essence of the real, direct democracy is the abolition of the bureaucratic fragmentation of everyday life, can it then be advanced with bureaucratic means such as political representation and expertism? In the end, as the old maxim goes, the means determine the goal and the direction. You cannot learn democracy if you do not practice it.

However, all these problems cannot make us abandon the city as a potential locus for making politics beyond statecraft, but instead provoke us to rethink it as truly public space that is constantly being recreated by its citizens and that goes beyond narrow electoralism. It raises questions of crucial importance like how local politicians can be turned into municipal delegates, that serve the neighborhood assemblies and are constantly revocable by those that have elected them. In more general terms, the question they pose is how the city’s administration can be integrated into the democratic vision, forwarded in practice by “the squares.” Answers to these and many more problematics will not come easy, but should be developed patiently in deliberative manner “from below” if we want to avoid this new municipalist revolt to drift away from its acclaimed democratic goals and descend into localized forms of representative oligarchy with a friendlier face.

One contemporary case that seems to be going in the right direction, although in a completely different socio-historical context from Euro-American culture, is the democratic autonomy that is currently being built in Rojava, northern Syria. The base of the confederal system that nowadays functions in this part of the war-torn Middle East was set through a strategy that resembles to a large degree the principles of libertarian municipalism, as noted earlier in this text. And while structures that resemble to a certain extent representative democracy coexist with participatory grassroots institutions there, militants from the TEV-DEM movement55 together with activists from the local communities are constantly searching for ways to make sure that power in their society flows from the bottom to the top. Their success is quite impressive, managing to establish one of the most politically inclusive self-governance systems in the world.

The authoritarian nature of the contemporary dominant system requires anti-authoritarian alternative paradigms if it is to be successfully challenged. Although many have argued that the current rise in authoritarianism and technocracy is nothing but a temporary phase in the liberal oligarchic rule, others, such as Walter Benjamin, have argued that the “state of exception” in which we live is in fact not the exception but the rule. Electoral victories by far-right candidates and fascist parties are not some sort of systemic breakdown but the continuation of traditional hierarchical rule by other means. Thus it is up to all of us, of those below, to bring about a real exception in the tradition of heteronomy and follow a democratic tradition instead by radically breaking up with the domination of human-over-human and humanity over nature.

The way through which this could be achieved logically cannot circulate around the ballot box, either on the national or local level, but needs to be focused on the self-organization and self-institution of society itself. This would imply communities organizing independently from established bureaucracies and determining their agendas for themselves. Movements of urban commoners and libertarian municipalists should join forces, as their paradigms have the potential to transform our cities along democratic and ecological lines.

We already saw in the last decade that the popular resistances in urban areas have adopted an anti-authoritarian approach with democratic characteristics. Vanguardist structures like parties and syndicates, once dominant among social movements, have nowadays been abandoned and replaced by open participatory institutions. Demonstrations are increasingly turning into reclamation of public spaces and commons. Thus we can speak of general social attempts at redefining the right to the city.

The role of social movements in these processes would not be to lead, but to nurture these direct-democratic traits that stem from our very societies. Among the main questions for them should be how to manage to successfully locate and maintain the grassroots institutions that are emerging in public squares and city neighborhoods in the short eruptions of civil disagreement with enforced policies “from above.” How their character could be transformed from purely symbolic to effective and decision-making institutions is a strategic question. This also puts forward the need for regional and even transnational connectedness between such dispersed local grassroots institutions for them to be able to function sustainably in the face of state and capitalist hostility. For such germs of genuine direct democracy we could also look beyond the contemporary Western world to cities such as Cochabamba (Bolivia)56 and Porto Alegre (Brazil),57 and in the radical urban tradition that goes as far as the ancient Athenian Polis.




Conclusion


A magnificent life is waiting just around the corner, and far, far away. It is waiting like the cake is waiting when there’s butter, milk, flour and sugar. This is the realm of freedom.

Henri Lefebvre58



As Castoriadis has suggested, we are at a crossroads in the path of history.59 Some of the more visible paths will keep us within heteronomy in worlds dominated by the barbarism of international agreements and technocratic institutions, state apparatuses, and nationalist cannibalism. Although the characteristics of each one of them may differ, their base remains essentially the same: elites and predetermined truths dominating society and nature. Humanity has been living within this framework during most of its recent history and the symptoms are painfully familiar to us all: loss of meaning, conformism, apathy, irresponsibility, the tightening grip of unlimited economic growth, pseudo-rational pseudo-mastery, consumption for the sake of consumption, and techno-science that strengthens the domination of capitalist imaginary.

There is, however, another road that is not brightly visible but always existent. Unlike the above-mentioned directions that are being determined by extra-social sources, this one has to be opened and laid through the political practice of all citizens and their will for freedom. This road requires the abolition of the bureaucratic fragmentation of everyday life which is the essence of the state, reclamation of the public space, the commons, and the Polis, reawakening the creative imaginary and the re-articulation of the project of autonomy. But it is a matter of social and individual political choice which road our societies will take and the main arena where the final choice will have to be taken will most probably be the city.









Political Ecology: Overcoming Technocracy and Capitalist “Needs”

For some decades now human civilization has embarked on a journey to rapidly extract whatever resources it can from the planet so as to maintain its current predominant doctrine — unlimited economic growth. There are, as one could imagine, dire consequences resulting from this activity that place our very future in danger. Despite the dangers that go together with the growth doctrine, we are being told to blindly direct our hopes toward science as the ultimate crisis resolver, to clean up the mess left from extreme extractivism.

Science and technology today have become the practical equivalent of religion. They have managed to reinforce the dominant ideological mystification in a time in which authority has become ostensibly desacralized. If in the past the power of the ruling elites was explained through its divine God-given origin, today it rests on the scientific knowledge that they claim to possess, and allows them to continue their destructive activities.

The emerging new totalitarian forms are being described as technocracies  – rule by experts and technicians. The very structure of contemporary techno-science resembles the dominant organizational structure of society – that of heteronomy.

The depth this logic has reached is even more evident from the space it occupies among youth counter-cultures. If in the Sixties they were deeply submerged into radical politics from below, modern-day hacker culture, for example, has given birth to supposedly-alternative tendencies such as the Zeitgeist movement, in which technological and scientific expertise has replaced popular self-instituting governance, thus essentially reproducing the heteronomous nature of the present system.


Need, as social creation

As with religious sacralized regimes of the past, contemporary technocracies claim to know what the people actually need. They claim they can calculate it through the means of science and deliver it through economic growth and extraction. But what they actually do is to express the needs embedded in one specific imaginary. In reality we can say that there are no predetermined natural human needs. Every society creates its needs and the means for their satisfaction. For one truly religious person the ultimate need is to make a pilgrimage to a holy (to his faith) place, spending all his savings if required. For the anthropological type of capitalism, the need to constantly replace his belongings and gadgets with newer ones, that are slightly different and supposedly improved, seems as unquestionable and as natural as their very existence. Thus the term “need” is a social construct that can be altered.

If this paradigm today manages to function it does so because it successfully manages to provide the means for satisfaction of the needs it fabricates. And the debate between the two opposing fractions for the seats of power — the Right and the Left — is centered on this matter. The right-wingers advocate market deregulation as an engine of growth, while the leftist forces often tend to blame the current close ties between multinationals and governments on the lessened buying power of local populations and promise, if elected to power, to fix that. Both sides insist on the scientific nature of their claims. In this sense the current paradigm is less threatened by traditional ideological criticism than by fears of running out of oil, for example.




Ecology as a tool for the reinvention of politics

Bearing this in mind, contemporary ecological struggles and movements should detach themselves from narrow reformist environmentalism. Instead they should attempt to reconfigure the relations between humanity and nature, radically democratize society, and ultimately offer new imaginary significations so as to make another, more sustainable, way of life possible. Thus a political alternative will be offered to technocratic-excused social and environmental exploitation.

The rejection of the capitalist way of life, so as to have today any meaning beyond electoralism and green consumerism, should go hand-in-hand with the search for germs of other ways of life that contain traces of direct democracy, solidarity, self-limitation, and self-instituting or, in other words, seeds of autonomy; such germs that can satisfy certain contemporary needs but also reflect desires that are not being covered by the present social system.

Challenging the doctrine of constant capitalist growth requires serious rethinking of what our societies can do. The ecological movements constantly remind us of the fact that we all share the same planet. Thus the above-mentioned principles should be embedded in one framework that will allow society to constitute itself, while consciously self-limiting its affairs democratically inside the planetary boundaries. But this cannot be enforced from above, from an extra-social set of scientific knowledge or pseudo-enlightened elite. It can come only if society itself desires it, or it will not come at all. In its essence it is a political rather than scientific choice that our society has to make.









Analyzing the Commons beyond State and Capitalist Markets


People called commons those parts of the environment for which customary law exacted specific forms of community respect. People called commons that part of the environment which lay beyond their own thresholds and outside of their own possessions, to which, however, they had recognized claims of usage, not to produce commodities but to provide for the subsistence of their households.

Ivan Illich60




Introduction

In their book The Economic Order & Religion (1945) Frank H. Knight and Thomas H. Merriam argue that “social life in a large group with thoroughgoing ownership in common is impossible.”61 William F. Lloyd and later Garrett Hardin, in the same spirit, promoted the neo-Malthusian62 term “tragedy of the commons,”63 arguing that individuals acting independently and rationally according to their self-interest behave contrary to the best interests of the whole group by depleting some common-pool resource. Since then, the thesis that people are incapable of managing collectively, without control and supervision by institutions and authorities separated from society, has successfully infiltrated the social imaginary.

Even for big sections of the Left, resource management in common is viewed as utopian and therefore they prefer to leave it for the distant future, lingering instead between variations of private and statist forms of property.64 Thus is maintained the dilemma of private-state management of common-pool resources which leads to the marginalization of other alternative forms.

But a great many voices, trying to break with this dipole, were always present and are currently growing in numbers. For the autonomists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri this is a false dilemma. According to them:


The seemingly exclusive alternative between the private and the public corresponds to an equally pernicious political alternative between capitalism and socialism. It is often assumed that the only cure for the ills of capitalist society is public regulation and Keynesian and/or socialist economic management; and, conversely, socialist maladies are presumed to be treatable only by private property and capitalist control. Socialism and capitalism, however, even though they have at times been mingled together and at others occasioned bitter conflicts, are both regimes of property that excluded the common. The political project of instituting the common…cuts diagonally across these false alternatives.65



The falsity of the state-private dilemma can also be seen from the symbiotic-like relationship between the two supposed alternatives. Author and activist David Bollier points to the historic partnership between the two.66 According to him, markets have benefited from the state’s provisioning of infrastructure and oversight of investment and market activity, as well as its providing of free and discounted access to public forests, minerals, airwaves, research, and other public resources. On the other hand, the state depends upon markets as a vital source of tax revenue and jobs for people – and as a way to avoid dealing with inequalities of wealth and social opportunity, two politically explosive challenges.

At first sight it seems like we are left without any real option, because the two alternatives we are being told “from above” that are possible, are systemically leading to the same degree of enclosure that we saw earlier from which beneficiaries are tiny elites. But during recent times the paradigm of the commons has reemerged from the grassroots as a powerful and practical solution to the contemporary crisis and a step beyond the dominant dilemma. This alternative is emerging as a third way, since it goes beyond the state and the so-called free market and has been tested in practice by communities from the past and present.




The logic of the commons

The logic of the commons goes beyond the ontology of the nation-state and the “free” market. In a sense it presupposes that we live in a common world that can be shared by all of society without some bureaucratic or market mechanisms to enclose it. Thus, with no enclosure exercised by external managers competing with society and each other, the resources stop being scarce because there is no longer any interest in their quick depletion. Ivan Illich notes that “when people spoke about commons, iriai [Japanese forest commons], they designated an aspect of the environment that was limited, that was necessary for the community’s survival, that was necessary for different groups in different ways, but which, in a strictly economic sense, was not perceived as scarce.”67 The logic of the commons is ever-evolving and rejects the bureaucratization of rights and essences, though it includes forms of communal self-control and individual self-limitation. Because of this it manages to synthesize the social with the individual.

The commons can be found all around the world in different forms: from indigenous communities resisting the cutting of rainforests, and Indian farmers fighting GMO crops, to open-source software, and movements for digital rights over the internet. The main characteristics that are found in each of them are the direct-democratic procedures of their management, the open design and manufacturing, accessibility, and constant involvement.

The commons have their roots deep in antiquity but through constant renewal are exploding nowadays, adding to the indigenous communal agricultural practices new solidarity economic forms as well as high-tech FabLabs, alternative currencies, and many more. The absence of a strict ideological framework enhances this constant involvement.

The logic of the commons is deeply rooted in the experience of ancient Athens. The Greek-French philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis describes it as a period during which a free public space appeared.68 Castoriadis depicts it as “a political domain which ‘belongs to all’” (τα κοινα – the commons in Greek ). The public ceased to be a private affair – that is, an affair of the king, the priests, the bureaucracy, the politicians, or/and the experts. Instead decisions on common affairs had to be made by the community.

The logic of the commons, according to the anthropologist Harry Walker,69 could also be found in the communities of Peruvian-Amazonia, for whom the most desirable goods were not viewed as rival goods, in contrast with modern economics which assumes that if goods are enjoyed by one person they can’t be enjoyed by another. The Peruvian-Amazonian culture was focused on sharing, on the enjoyment of what can be shared rather than privately consumed.

Swiss villages are a classic example of sustainable commoning. Light on this is shed by Elinor Ostrom and her field research into one of them.70 In the Swiss village in question, local farmers tend private plots for crops but share a communal meadow for herd grazing. Ostrom discovered that in this case an eventual tragedy of the commons (hypothetical overgrazing) is prevented by villagers reaching to a common agreement that one is allowed to graze as much cattle as they can care for during the winter. And this practice dates back to 1517. Other practical and sustainable examples of effective communal management of commons Ostrom discovered are in the US, Guatemala, Kenya, Turkey, Nepal, and elsewhere.

Elinor Ostrom visited Nepal in 1988 to research the many farmer-governed irrigation systems.71 The management of these systems was done through annual assemblies between local farmers and informally on a regular basis. Thus agreements for using the system, its monitoring, and sanctions for transgression were all done on a grassroots level. Ostrom noticed that farmer-governed irrigation systems were more likely to produce not in favor of markets, but for the needs of local communities, which grow more rice and distribute water more equitably. She concluded that although the systems in question vary in performance, few of them perform as poorly as the ones provided and managed by the state.

One of the brightest contemporary examples of reclaiming the commons is the Zapatista movement. Indigenous people of Chiapas, Mexico revolted in 1994 against the NAFTA agreement that was seeking the complete enclosure of common-pool resources and goods, vital for the livelihood of indigenous communities. Through the Zapatista uprising the locals reclaimed their land and resources and have been successfully managing them through a participatory system based on direct democracy for more than 25 years.

The digital commons, on the other hand, include wikis, such as Wikipedia, open licensing organizations, such as the Creative Commons, and many others. The social movement researcher Mayo Fuster Morell defines them as:


information and knowledge resources that are collectively created and owned or shared between or among a community and that tend to be non-exclusivedible, that is, be (generally freely) available to third parties. Thus, they are oriented to favor use and reuse, rather than toward exchange as a commodity. Additionally, the community of people building them can intervene in the governing of their interaction processes and of their shared resources.72



In other words, the logic of the commons is the striving toward inclusiveness and collective access to resources, knowledge, and other sources of collective wealth, which necessarily requires the creation of an anthropological type of socially active and devoted stewards of these commons. This means a radical break with the current dominant imaginary of economism, which views all human beings simply as rational materialists, always striving at maximizing their utilitarian self-interest. Instead, it implies a radical self-instituting of society which allows its citizens directly to manage their own commons.




The commons as model for the future

A main characteristic shared between the different cases of commons is the grassroots interactivity. The broad accessibility of such resources and their ownership being held in common by society, presupposes that their management is done by society itself. Thus state involvement is incompatible with such a broad popular self-management, since statist forms imply the establishment of bureaucratic managerial layers separated from society. That is, the commons go beyond (and are often even detrimental to) the various projects for nationalization.

The same goes for the constant neoliberal efforts of enclosing what’s still not privatized, against which social movements across the globe have risen up, and their alternative proposals included in one form or another a wide project of direct democracy. It inevitably includes every sphere of social life, and that goes for the commons as well.

A holistic alternative to the contemporary system, that incorporates the project of direct democracy and the commons, can be drawn from the writings of great libertarian theorists such as Cornelius Castoriadis and Murray Bookchin. The proposals developed by the two thinkers offer an indispensable glimpse of how society can directly manage itself without and against external managerial mechanisms.

As we saw in the cases presented above, the commons require coordination between the commoners so eventual “tragedies” could be avoided. But for many, such as Knight and Merriam, this could possibly work only in small-scale cases. This has led many leftists to support different forms of state bureaucracy to manage the commons in the name of society, as the lesser, but possible, evil.

In his writings, Castoriadis repeatedly repudiated this hypothesis, claiming instead that large-scale collective decision-making is possible with a suitable set of tools and procedures and rejecting the idea of one correct model. His ideas were heavily influenced by the experience of ancient Athens. Drawing upon the Athenian polis, he claimed that direct citizen participation was possible in communities of up to 40,000 people.73 On this level, communities can decide on matters that directly affect them in face-to-face meetings (general assemblies). For decisions that affect other communities as well, revocable, short-term delegates are being elected by the local assemblies to join regional councils. Through such a horizontal flow of collective power, common agreements and legal frameworks could be drawn to regulate and control the usage of commons.

Similar is the proposal made by Murray Bookchin. Also influenced by the ancient Athenian experience, he proposes the establishment of municipal face-to-face assemblies connected in democratic confederations, making the state apparatus obsolete. According to Bookchin, in such cases, “the control of the economy is not in the hands of the state, but under the custody of ‘confederal councils,’ and thus, neither collectivized nor privatized, it is common.”74

Such a “nestedness” does not necessarily translate into hierarchy, as suggested by Elinor Ostrom and David Harvey,75 at least if certain requirements are being met. As is the case in many of the practical examples of direct democracy around the world, the role of the delegates is of vital importance, but often neglected. Thus their subordination to the assemblies (as the main source of power) has to be asserted through various mechanisms, such as: short-term mandates, rotation, and selection by lot. All of these mechanisms have been tested in different times and contexts and have proven to be effective antidotes to the oligarchization of the political system.

Through such networking and self-instituting the direct control of commons by many communities that depend on them can be established. Another element that could supplement the propositions, described above, is the so-called solidarity economy. Spreading as mushrooms, different collective entities in different forms are rapidly spreading across Europe76 and other crisis-stricken areas (such as South America) allowing communities to directly manage their economic activities in their favor.

One such merger will allow society to collectively draw the set of rules which regulate the usage of the commons, while solidarity economic entities, such as cooperatives and collectives, will advance the commons’ direct management. These entities are being managed through direct democracy by the people working in them who will be rewarded in a dignified manner for their services by the attended communities. On the other hand, the public deliberative institutions should have mechanisms for supervision and control over the solidarity economic entities responsible for the management of commons in order to prevent any moves toward privatization.

One example for such merging has occurred in the Bolivian city of Santa Cruz where the water management is organized in the form of a consumer cooperative.77 It has been functioning for more than 20 years, and continues to enjoy a reputation as one of the best-managed utilities in Latin America. The cooperative is being governed by a General Delegate Assembly elected by the users. The assembly appoints senior management over whom the users have veto rights, thus perpetuating stability. This model has drastically reduced corruption, making the water system functional for the consumers.

The emergence of such a merger between the commons and the cooperative production of value, as Michel Bauwens and Vasilis Kostakis suggest,78 serves to integrate externalities, practice economic democracy, produce commons for the common good, and socialize its knowledge. The circulation of the commons would be combined with the process of cooperative accumulation on behalf of the commons and its contributors. In such a model the logic of free contribution and universal use for everyone would coexist with directly democratic networking and a cooperative mode of physical production based upon the principle of reciprocity.




Conclusion

The need to recreate the commons is an urgent one. With global instability still on the horizon and deepening, the question of how we will share our common world is the thin line separating the dichotomous world of market barbarity and bureaucratic heteronomy from a possible world based upon collective and individual autonomy. As Hannah Arendt argued:


The public realm, as the common world, gathers us together and yet prevents our falling over each other, so to speak. What makes mass society so difficult to bear is not the number of people involved, or at least not primarily, but the fact that the world between them has lost its power to gather them together, to relate and to separate them. The weirdness of this situation resembles a spiritualistic séance where a number of people gathered around a table might suddenly, through some magic trick, see the table vanish from their midst, so that two persons sitting opposite each other were no longer separated but also would be entirely unrelated to each other by anything tangible.79



The paradigm of the commons, as part of the wider project of direct democracy, could play the role of the trick that manages to vanish the table separating us, but simultaneously create strong human relationships based on solidarity and participation. For this to happen, social movements and communities have to reclaim the public space and the commons. This occurs through the establishment of networks and the strengthening of already existing ones, thus constituting a coherent counterpower and creating real possibilities of instituting in practice new forms of social organization beyond state and markets.









Degrowth: Exposing the Fallacy of Unlimited Economic Growth


The insistence on work and production is a malign one.

Giorgio Agamben80



We are told that we need still more economic growth in order to overcome the present multi-layer crises. Actually, we have been hearing this for quite some time now. Both right and left, capitalist and socialist governments, offer their theories about how we need more production and consumption in order for our societies to progress and overcome the present difficulties.


The narrative of constant economic growth

But a question arises – isn’t our economy already more than big enough? Our production and consumption levels are already outgrowing our planet’s biocapacity by nearly 60 per cent each year.81 Constantly expanding, material extraction and consumption on a global scale have peaked at almost 70 billion tonnes annually.82 And the current projections show that this rapid growth will continue – it is expected that by the year 2100 we will be producing three times more waste than we do today.83

This constant process of large-scale resource extraction and consumption has triggered a severe degradation of nature. Scientists are warning that we are witnessing the greatest mass extinction of species in more than 65 million years.84 Due to human economic activity a climate change has been set in motion (with each year passing being hotter than the previous) that threatens to trigger large-scale displacement of people (climate refugees). In many parts of the world soil fertility is being degraded by GMO crops while water and air are being polluted to levels dangerous for human health. Whole islands consisting of garbage are being formed above the deepest points of our oceans.85 The list goes on and on. Having said this, we can go as far as to talk of a war on nature.

It is not clear how we will be able to reverse the ecological crisis provoked by the Anthropocene if we continue down the same path. The global leaders admit the problem and call for keeping CO2 emissions down, in order to keep within the “below 2 degrees Celsius” goal,86 while paradoxically insisting on more resource extraction, industrial production, long-distance shipment, and consumption.

According to the dominant narrative, we need economic growth even at the price of irreversible ecological catastrophe in order to cope with inequality and poverty. Here another question arises – with the growth already achieved until now we should have made some significant progress in this direction, shouldn’t we have?

Instead, in most contemporary societies, despite their growing economies, there is an increase in inequality. According to Jason Hickel from the London School of Economics, the world’s richest 1 per cent have increased their profits by 60 per cent in the last 20 years,87 during which time global economic inequality was rapidly rising – a period of constant economic growth on a global scale.

This is so because economic growth does not indicate general social wellbeing. If a few bankers get much richer, the indicator of average income can go up, even as the income of most individuals declines. The growing indebtedness can also potentially contribute to economic growth as was the case with Ireland before it descended into crisis. For example, if the incomes of slum dwellers rise, it will be an insignificant gain for the economic sector, whereas the same does not apply for the richest strata of society, whose expanding piece of the economic pie consists mostly of the global economy.

These negative effects of the doctrine of constant economic growth were already noticed in 1897 by Errico Malatesta, who in his book At the Café wrote:


These evils [social inequality, poverty, unemployment] generally are more intense in countries where the industry is more developed, except if the workers themselves didn’t manage, through organizing at the working place, resistance or revolt, to achieve better living conditions.88






The paradigm of fair growth

The European Left (as was the case with the Greek SYRIZA Party when in power during the period 2015-201989) has been advancing the promise of sharing the “pie” in a more just manner. But still, as if it is not already big enough, it must grow further. It is unclear why this should happen and why we cannot share the plenty we already have. Is the ruling Left merely trying to buy itself more time in power?

The European proposal of “left-winged” growth is based on the so-called progressivismo of Latin America, where supposedly progressive governments have conducted large-scale extractivist policies in order to improve the general wellbeing of society. Despite the obvious ecological costs such projects usually have, it’s also worth noticing the negative effects they have on rural and indigenous communities90. By the enclosure and commodification of common-pool resources which accompany the extractivist policies, traditionally sustainable ways of life are made practically impossible, thus forcing the members of these communities to search for wage-based livelihoods in megalopolises, often ending up in the urban slums.

For the enrichment of the metropolitan middle and upper classes, sustainable ways of life are being sacrificed. And what are they being sacrificed for? For a life of increasing dependence in an unhealthy environment. That’s why much of the critique and resistance against the pink-tide in Latin America came from those located at the bottom of the pyramid – the indigenous communities, the first that are being sacrificed in the name of so-called progress.

We can assume therefore that economic growth is incompatible with ecological and self-sustainable ways of life. In order to continue growing, the modern economy needs to absorb as much of the commons as possible, making impossible human interactions outside of it. Some, such as Google and Facebook, the two fastest-growing corporations in the history of capitalism, are going as far as to commodify our very existence in the datascape, squeezing our digital life for surplus value.91 And by doing this, economic growth actually strengthens the capitalist system, which is, alongside the state apparatus, responsible for the deepening social inequalities.

Thus the Left’s promise that constant economic growth could lower the current levels of inequality and poverty is at least unrealistic. On the one hand, it is a promise toward the many that are in need and stricken by the crisis. On the other – toward the richest strata, promising them that the current social imbalances will not be disturbed.

But even if somehow a reduction of poverty and inequality is achieved in the distant future through constant economic growth, it will be at the price of irreversible environmental damage that will affect human health such as the unbreathable air of the Chinese megalopolises, or the inflammable water in American towns where shale-gas fracking is taking place. But there will be a cost also on the socio-political level. In this process self-sufficient and democratic ways of life will be sacrificed and absorbed by unstable capitalist entities and the states that strive to commodify and bureaucratize everything. Thus alternative approaches will be pushed even further away from the social imaginary.




Overcoming economism: toward direct democracy and ecology

Instead, we should abandon the growth doctrine altogether and direct our attention toward the already enormous pace of economic production. There is no point in enlarging it even further; on the contrary, if we want to have any future on this planet, we will have to de-grow it. But this can have meaning only if we decide to share it equally. And this cannot be done by the state or other hierarchical extra-social structures, for equality requires equal participation in the decision-making by all citizens. Thus here we speak for a major paradigm change: an altogether abandonment of the capitalist economism of Homo economicus and embracing of the social ecology of active citizens, impassioned about public affairs and conscious of their symbiotic relationship with nature.

This implies that instead of elected representatives, economic oligarchs or artificial economic indicators to determine where the pieces of the economic “pie” should go, this should be done by interconnected direct-democratic institutions like popular assemblies and councils of revocable delegates that give the opportunity for direct participation to every member of society. In her field work in the US, Guatemala, Kenya, Turkey, Nepal, and elsewhere, Nobel-prize recipient Elinor Ostrom observed92 similar patterns of communal management of commons that didn’t merely avoid a theoretical tragedy but actually appeared quite sustainable.

In such a way, actual social, individual, and environmental needs, reflected by the above-mentioned deliberative bodies, will direct the size and purpose of economic activity. That way, already existing and functioning technologies could be put to serve people and nature, reducing the work day and creating more time for creativity, philosophy, politics, art, and enjoyment. Energy could be acquired through decentralized and renewable means, fostering local self-sufficiency and sustainability. Tools and devices could be made long-lasting by designing them to be upgradable rather than replaceable. All these and many more are already possible with the current state of our development.

The rejection of economic growth does not mean a retreat to primitivism, but rather a different use and understanding of what we already have and will acquire in the future. Scientific researches and experiments needn’t stop taking place, but they shouldn’t be navigated by the economism of short-term profits for the few, but by the general commonwealth of people and nature. And this includes conscious self-limitation, that is, the possibility of society itself to decide in a deliberative manner which directions to progress in, and what technology (or knowledge) should be treated with caution, or even restrained.

Here it is worth noticing that the technological progress that is being praised by the advocates of capitalism and economic growth is, quite possibly, not their strongest side. In his book Utopia of Rules, David Graeber points to the unfulfilled popular hopes of technological miracles we should have acquired by now. Instead, the imperatives of constant economic growth, bureaucratic hierarchy, and short-term market competitiveness have made companies and scientists indulge mainly in developing information technologies,93 that is, technologies of simulation, or what Jean Baudrillard and Umberto Eco call “hyper-real” – the ability to make imitations more realistic than the original. Thus real progress in this field was replaced by a spectacle.




Grassroots resistance to economic growth

As is obvious from what’s been said above, this democratic paradigm is not confined to the economy. Instead, it encompasses all spheres of human life and their relation to nature, offering a holistic and sustainable vision for our future, based on symbiotic, rather than competitive, relations between people, and between humanity and nature. And it cannot but be enforced from the bottom-up – in a non-statist, anti-capitalist, direct-democratic, ecological manner.

We can already see that in many parts of the world projects aimed at enforcing economic growth are being met with hostility by local communities. From India’s farmers burning GMO crops, which are degrading their land, to indigenous and environmental groups in the US that have managed during the last couple of years to stop some mega-projects – including the Keystone XL and the North Dakota94 pipelines that were supposed to transfer large quantities of oil across drinkable water sources, putting in danger water quality and the lives of the locals.

But even in the countries that can be considered pioneers of the “Fair Growth” concept we see such reactions. In Bolivia comunarios (communal peasants)95 are protesting against the government’s extremely extractivist policies that are contributing to the warming of the climate and the drought that impoverishes local farmers. In Ecuador, indigenous and ecological movements have gained such a momentum that President Correa’s administration went as far as to criminalize environmental activism classifying it as terrorism.96

We can conclude that economic growth, either Right or Left-wing, cannot solve the present social problems. Instead it strengthens capitalism and statist hierarchies, which only deepen the roots of the present crisis. For them to be successfully tackled, a completely different paradigm is needed, one that will not aim at cursory “fix-ups,” but will deal with the real causes of our problems in a holistic manner. We all need to support and participate in such struggles and movements by connecting them with each other, introducing them to alternatives like decentralizing power, putting it back in the hands of interconnected local communities, and making all of us conscious of our dependence on nature.









Solidarity Economy as a Revolutionary Strategy


The solidarity economy proposes more transparency, much more democracy, much more participation, much more redistribution of wealth and goods of production. The solidarity economy fights for free software, for free knowledge, for freedom of access to information, completely.

Beverly Bell and Jessica Hsu97



In a sense the so-called solidarity economy has always existed in one form or another. Many thinkers were interested in it and themselves developed theories that contributed to its development: people such as Beatrice Webb, Charles Fourier, Robert Owen, and many more. But various forms that can be assumed as typical for the solidarity economy, such as sharing, barter, and non-intermediary producer-consumer relations, organized through direct participation and equality, were present in various historic moments in the everyday life of humanity from ancient times.

According to Pierre Clastres98 in primitive societies the people controlled their own actions and the circulation of products deriving from them. In these societies production is measured according to needs that have to be satisfied. When their needs are satisfied, the so-called primitive people did not strive to produce more, that is, to alienate their time by working for no reason, instead filling it with creativity, rest, fun, and thinking.

Afterwards we can point at the guild economies that emerged in the medieval European cities. According to Peter Kropotkin,99 the guilds set common economic rules, but they themselves were based on different interests. The medieval guilds were unities of people sharing the same occupation (traders, producers, artisans, for example), regardless of their status: master or apprentice. Each guild was sovereign in its sphere, but couldn’t alone by itself take decisions regarding the rest of the guilds. That’s why they formed federations through which collectively to determine the rules of the ongoing economic processes in society.

In recent years considerable interest toward the solidarity economy was experienced in many countries across Latin America. There, during the 1980s, the solidarity economy was established as terms and set of practices.100 But the number of people involved in it continued to increase during the next decade, as a result of the economic crises101 tearing the continent, as well as the spreading consumerist culture, stripping human life of meaning. Thus the people involved with practices that could be att ributed to the solidarity economy didn’t have a homogenous character but were coming from different milieux of life: from poor families to middle- and upper-middle class ones. All of them helped the creation of many producer and consumer cooperatives, community associations, and collective kitchens.

In 1998, in the Brazilian city of Porto Alegre, famous for its system of participatory budgeting, there was a convening of the “Latin American Solidarity Economy Network.” Participants in it were activists from all over the continent and even Europe: Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, Peru, Nicaragua, Bolivia, Colombia, and Spain. The commonalities between their practices are many: the striving toward justice, creativity, self-management, and autonomy.

Henceforth, the solidarity economy became an international movement. During the first World Social Forum in 2001 the Global Network of the Solidarity Socioeconomy was established. By 2004 it was already including networks from over 47 countries from all over the world, that is, tens of thousands of democratic economic initiatives.

From 2008 onwards the solidarity economy started flourishing across Europe, boosted to a large degree by the economic crisis which hit all European social stratas. Especially in countries like Greece and Spain, the combination of, on the one hand, high levels of unemployment, and on the other, long traditions of resistance and self-organization led to the creation of thousands of horizontal economic structures covering a wide spectrum of services which provided for the livelihood of growing amounts of people with different social status and ideas.


Solidarity economy versus social economy

Quite often the solidarity economy is being mistaken for social economy. There are, however, significant differences between the practices and the very logic between the two of them.102

The social economy usually signifies the third sector of the economy, which plays a subsidiary role to the first, which is private, for profit, and the second, which is statist. The definitions of what the social economy is may vary, but there are certain commonalities among them that help us form a general idea; it is a sector based on cooperatives, associations, and non-governmental organizations, which have rather collective characters and prioritize social goals rather than increasing profits. This does not mean that, in reality, it’s not realizing profits needed for reinvestment and maintenance.

At the core of the logic behind the social economy is the idea of covering the gaps that the present system is unable to cover for one or another reason. In a sense it can be viewed as a third pillar of capitalism together with the private and the state sectors. In accordance with this logic, those involved in the social economy often resort to and depend on various charitable foundations and state programs, seeing in them potential allies.

The solidarity economy, on the other hand, is rooted in a much different paradigm based on direct democracy, equality, and mutual aid.103 Thus it is incompatible with and antagonistic to the dominant politico-economic model of top-down bureaucratic decision-making and competition (social cannibalism). It strives for the complete replacement of the state-private dichotomy. The solidarity economy opposes the very doctrine of constant economic growth on which capitalism is based, and proposes in its place not a retreat to the stronger state of the past, which is also based on the same growth doctrine, but the establishment of autonomous communities which democratically determine their needs instead of using some artificial market mechanisms for greater synergy to be achieved between humanity and nature.

What differentiates the solidarity economy from other movements for social change and revolutionary currents is its pluralist approach – it refutes the idea of one sole and correct road and instead recognizes that there are multiple practices, many of which are rooted in antiquity. Its target is not the creation of one utopia from scratch, but to locate and connect the many mini-utopias, germs of new worlds, already emerging and existing around us. The solidarity economy places the person at the heart of the economy, thus the direct citizen participation and the establishment of solidarian relationships based on trust play a central role in it.

All this indicates that the solidarity economy has a completely transformational, anti-capitalist, and non-statist character, whereas the social economy deals with contemporary injustices in the frames of the state and the capitalist market, striving to reform and humanize capitalism.




Main characteristics


What we call labour has not the slightest resemblance to a commodity. It is simply an aspect of man’s life, which is neither detachable from him, nor capable of being hoarded, or transported, or manufactured, or consumed.

Karl Polanyi104






Beyond economism

Nowadays, the social imaginary is successfully being modeled in the framework of economism. We can say that everything is being subjected to the economy and its basic engine – the paradigm of constant growth. Local communities, the nation-states, and entire populations as well as nature are being subjected to the will of the “almighty” markets. Our habitats in cities and homes as well as the way we think are being narrowed along economism’s basic principles: hierarchy, alienation, and competition or social cannibalism.

However, many on the Left entrap themselves in the narrative imposed on us by the authorities through all the tools they have at their disposal – media, educational systems, police, and others – that the contemporary politico-economic model is extremely decentralized, if not “anarchic.” Thus many leftists oppose its chaotic nature by proposing a return to the big bureaucratic governments of the past. But if we inspect the dominant system more carefully, we will see that this narrative is merely a cover masking an equally authoritarian and centralized model of decision-making with transnational financial and economic institutions dictating the political direction of entire societies.

The domination of this logic of hegemony of the economic over the political is being absorbed by society. The most common way of life, as we can observe it in every contemporary capitalist nation-state, is based on mindless consumption and alienating individualism. Resistance toward the dominant order, since it emerges from the midst of this very culture, remains entrapped in an economically-centered way of thinking: for a long time the alternative economic demands and models were among the top priorities of activists worldwide.

The paradigm of the solidarity economy represents a radical break with economism. Although it ostensibly seems like just another economic model, it goes much further than this. First of all, by placing the political question of inclusive and participatory forms of decision-making at its core, solidarity economy is embedding itself into a wider project of direct democracy which encompasses all spheres of human life and nature, placing above all the political question of who determines the way of life and how they do it. Thus it cannot be viewed separately from wider social and environmental emancipation.

The very practices of solidarity economy are much more rooted in social deliberation and communitarian relationships rather than the narrow questions of production and consumption which also tend to be charged with ethical and political characteristics.




Ecology

In accordance with the worldview of economism, nature is viewed as a mere commodity that can be injected into service for economic growth. Forests are being rapidly cut, water basins are being depleted, animal species are disappearing at a scary haste, not to mention resources such as oil. In a few words, everything is being commodified, and the question being posed is not if, but when and how.

The very development of our societies is being presented as hostile toward nature. Usually this indicates more jobs, more cars and technology, which, according to today’s dominant logic, requires overexploitation of nature. This worldview is being shared by many on the Left as well, being rooted in the same growth-based, anthropocentric logic.

We can detect, in the root of this worldview, the logic of domination, of hierarchy or power and control. The idea of human domination over nature is the same one of human domination over other humans. Thus is the principle of hierarchy that is located at the heart of our present-day ecological crisis.

However, the typical approaches toward the preservation of nature do not seem to reach this conclusion. Most people view nature as a commodity completely in accordance with the dominant imaginary. Thus their demands circulate around the preservation of certain limited areas which are then to be exploited for tourism. In economic terms, the equivalent of it is the so-called green capitalism which includes certain state involvement in the economy and environmentally “responsible” behavior by capitalist firms. These exploitative economies do not challenge the economic hierarchies and the very concept of constant growth.

Unlike the pseudo-ecological approaches just described, the solidarity economy challenges both the growth doctrine and the hierarchical economic relations. Its target is not constant over-production and articulation of artificial needs in the name of profits for the few (economic growth). On the contrary, it aims at satisfying the needs of everyone involved in it through the mechanisms of common ownership and direct-democratic managerial procedures. The direct participation at its core ensures that the needs, created and satisfied by the solidarity economy, are real individual and communal needs, and not captured by bureaucrats or corporate CEOs.

As a result, the solidarity economy does not seek to exploit nature, but on the contrary, strives to nurture it, since the people and communities at the grassroots depend on their land, forests, fisheries, and other services provided by nature. By rejecting the logic of domination of humans over other humans, it, sometimes consciously and sometimes not, also repudiates the domination of humans over nature. This is ever-more evident from the adoption of ecologic practices (such as permaculture) by many collectives and cooperatives from solidarity economy networks in their production and services.




Beyond state and free market

Countless practices in all spheres of human life, including the economic one, which mainly interests us here, are successfully existing beyond and antagonistic to statist bureaucracies and capitalist markets. The contemporary ruling elites, however, have interest in the hegemony of the latter two, thus harnessing all their powers toward the promotion of the market-state nexus as the only valid and realistic one. The mainstream narrative today has successfully been hijacked by this false dilemma which influences the direction of the dominant politics as well as their presupposed alternatives.

On the one hand there is the capitalist model with its private sector, “free” market, and constant economic growth. Nowadays these are the most powerful forces influencing politics and social relations. However, they are one of the main sources of desperation and misery. By the enclosure of common resources by private owners, many people are left without anything but their bare hands to sell their labor power to the landlords. Even the societies in the so-called first world are suffering from the effects of the capitalist system. The consumerist culture and corporate hierarchy enforced by it are stripping everyday life of meaning and dignity, while economic growth, as the main engine of capitalism, destroys the environment and makes it hazardous for people’s health.

The market-state pseudo-dilemma suggests that the sole alternative to market-based capitalism is a state-based pseudo-socialism (state capitalism). But a closer look at the latter shows why this is a pseudo-dilemma. In its essence the state is a hierarchical and bureaucratic mechanism that encloses common resources and then assigns functionaries to manage them for the society without allowing social participation. Thus it once again deprives society of its direct interaction with its environment and introduces a tiny managerial elite which in practice is the owner by having the last word about how things should be done.

The solidarity economy is cutting across this pseudo-dilemma, proposing instead direct management of the economy by those involved in it: individuals and their communities. The direct-democratic procedures and collective-communal forms of ownership it incorporates exclude the private owners as well as the state and party functionaries. Thus the control of the economy is placed into the hands of society itself. This is evident from the incompatibility that practices of solidarity economy are showing toward the state and the capitalist business as I noted in the previous chapter. That’s why it is important – and often is being done – for the solidarity economy to be incorporated into a holistic project of direct democracy which will be able to challenge the domination of the capitalist market as well as that of the state in all spheres of life.




Beyond determinism

Determinism is one of the main pillars of economism. Thus our current capitalist system, as well as the totalitarian socialist one of the past (state capitalism), is built on it. Economic determinism is based on the idea that a pseudoscience can exist to calculate the human potential and predict the direction humanity will take in the future. In a sense it is a kind of mythology which creates a certain narrative, excluding some practices and logics, while presenting other ones as realistic and possible.

It is a precondition for the contemporary dominant market-state nexus for which I wrote previously. The “free” market and the state are configured in certain historical stages which can vary according to different economic and deterministic theories but are necessary conditions for the further advancement of humanity. Thus they are being viewed by experts, economists, and politicians as the only systems that are possible, real, and rational. In this way third alternative organizational forms are being excluded as utopian, that is, maybe desirable in a naïve way but completely impractical and foolish.

The solidarity economy, as opposed to the imaginary of economism, goes well beyond this deterministic logic. It does not pretend that it knows what it should do tomorrow in terms of a tight politico-economic program. That’s why it encompasses different economic forms, varying in certain aspects, but always sharing democratic and collaborative principles.

The solidarity economy can be viewed as a tool for experimenting in real time, rather than a strict economic model. Exactly because it does not rest on deterministic thinking, it experiments from today with different practices that share some desirable principles, trying to discover their advantages and disadvantages, in order to develop them further or engage with new ones that appear in the processes. The solidarity economy thus fits with the famous slogan, raised by the Zapatistas: We walk while asking.




From externalization to internalization of the economy

The final characteristic to which I will direct attention in this chapter is the way the economy is being viewed through the paradigm of solidarity economy. This question, of course, is tightly connected with economism and determinism.

In mainstream economics, economy is viewed as something separated from society, a science that calculates the social dynamics and produces models that people should follow. This logic is a fertile soil for the emergence of technocratic elites of experts, who know what the economy is, how it operates, and thus, should direct the rest of society – the great majority of it – which is considered to be unenlightened in the mysteries of economics. Thus the dominant hierarchical organizational structure of society is not only maintained but deepened even further.

The solidarity economy represents a radical break with this logic. By embedding the economic practices it encompasses into the everyday life of the participant individuals and communities, it manages to integrate the economy into the whole of society, thus making obsolete the role of technocrats and experts who feed on its externalization. In a sense, it dissolves the economy into autonomous economic practices which can be experimented with and changed separately unlike large-scale models such as capitalism and state “socialism.”

Thus the solidarity economy creates the opportunity for different expressions of popular anger and dissatisfaction with the status quo, unlike the forms of resistance that have dominated the revolutionary movements for centuries, such as electing so-called radical governments, fighting over the seats of power, or trying to destroy every last bit of the present system so as to start anew. The solidarity economy offers a different paradigm. It allows people to express it through creativity by building new forms of production and consumption relationships, based on the fundamentally different core principles and goals of direct democracy, trust, solidarity, and dignity.




Solidarity economy as transformational strategy


The public, the people, will find a way to create forms we cannot even imagine, forms that could solve problems that seem insuperable to us. So what is needed is this constant creative activity from the public, and that means mainly everybody’s passion for public affairs.

Cornelius Castoriadis105



The solidarity economy, as I have already underlined earlier, is directly linked to direct democracy in actuality because at its core are direct participation and cooperation. But in order to move these principles from the margins of our collective life toward its center we need first to deeply democratize ourselves.

The implementation of direct democracy on larger scales is impossible without the wider self-empowerment of common people (those situated “below”). In the end who will realize in practice one system, based on popular participation, if not the individual and society itself? Who will participate in the direct-democratic institutions we imagine if not the people themselves?

This requires a strategy for inclusive self-empowerment or, in other words, changing the anthropological type of the modern human. Surely one such project will demand a lot of time and effort simultaneously on a practical and theoretical level which will allow people to develop democratic habits and culture. This is something highly neglected by classic ideological movements.

It is important to note here that people will not start suddenly to cooperate, share, and participate directly in the management of their collective life, as if this is embedded in their DNA. In critical situations society does not have time to develop brand new solutions; on the contrary, it turns desperately toward already existing structures, even if they are established on a small scale, and toward political proposals that may have been hidden from the eye, but never completely vanished. As Cornelius Castoriadis warns us about the moments of disappointment and social crisis, when the consciousness of society grows rapidly:


But to be socially effective – this autonomous mass action cannot remain amorphous, fragmented, and dispersed. It will find expression in patterns of action and forms of organization, in ways of doing things and ultimately in institutions which embody and reflect its purpose…If libertarian revolutionaries remain blissfully unaware of these problems and have not discussed or even envisaged them they can rest assured that others have.106



Thus if we want one day to live in a non-hierarchical society, based on solidarity and direct democracy, we will have to create the necessary conditions for its existence.

In other words, if we want values like solidarity and self-management to take a central place in our lives, we will need people who are embracing them deeply. We will need many of them. And since our contemporary culture does not have such priorities, it will be necessary to find other ways of opening spaces in which to plant the seeds, as bearers of different cultures. Good examples for such spaces are the autonomous zones, functioning all around the world inside urban areas, as well as those on a larger scale, such as the Zapatistas and the Kurdish democratic communities.

Everything in the contemporary organization of our society obstructs such principles, inculcating instead submission and obedience toward authority and heteronomous acceptance of predetermined truths. This is the situation in the modern family, state apparatus, corporate workplace, education, and other social domains.

We derive our education in classrooms in which our attention is focused on the figure of the teacher who is positioned “above” students. Horizontal interaction between students during class is overtly punished. From an early age our imaginary is being framed and our creativity is dulled by established norms which sustain the existing hierarchical culture. We are being taught to “think” in a “correct” way, so we can “win” the school competition, by giving the “right” answers to the teacher’s questions. A whole set of punishments and sanctions simultaneously function for the students and teachers that dare to drift away from the top-down norm.

Another negative aspect, which grows out of this type of relationship, is that the great majority today thinks only about how to get a job instead of how to live in a meaningful manner. By thinking in this narrow careerist paradigm, people begin to view all their life as a constant interaction between bosses and employees without any concept of alternatives. In one such mindset there is no (or very limited) space for principles such as direct democracy, cooperation, and solidarity. But in reality this paradigm dominates the imaginary of the majority of people working in every economic sector all around the world with tiny exceptions.

If the situation nowadays is such, what will happen with our principles and our desire to spread them across? In my opinion, to have any success in this direction social movements are needed in which we participate to generate cooperative and direct-democratic power. And this can happen mainly through common people that deeply value these principles. But how will our horizontal movements achieve this? What will lead to such change in the anthropological type so as to move beyond the imaginary of the passive consumer and to charge it with a protagonistic role in the public sphere?

Surely the answer to these questions is not an easy one. One strategy for this is the transformation on a small scale, at the local level, simultaneously in coordination with other similar processes taking place elsewhere. Here I will briefly sketch the strategy of the solidarity economy and a narrative which can help us in this direction.

The solidarity economy as practice, vision, and strategy is not something new and a growing number of people are practicing it, especially after the global financial crisis in 2008. At first sight it may not seem that difficult to implement, but in fact it is quite a task: to develop a new anthropological type, communities, local organizations, and networks, that can turn solidarity economy into an important and unavoidable part of the economic processes in society.

In order for this to happen, we will have to practice it to such a degree and with such success that common people will be able to recognize it by its basic characteristics. Reaching larger scales depends on the collaboration between various initiatives from the solidarity economy, such as workers and consumers cooperatives, time banks, social currencies, and housing cooperatives. Their success depends as much on the collaboration between them, as well as on their inner organization – the maintenance of democratic procedures through various mechanisms such as rotation of positions, distribution of profits among members according to effort, and personal sacrifice.

There are disagreements and debates among the supporters of this vision about what is to be done for its practical realization. In my opinion, this project is infeasible if we consider it only in terms of generations, neglecting our lives here and now. I make this claim because many people are managing to bring more autonomy into their everyday life in different parts of the world, including Spain, Greece, Brazil, and India. However, we shouldn’t abandon the generational prism completely because many struggles of the past have sown the seeds of ways of life which are coming to life today. The achievement of this goal can be accomplished through a strategy for the development of culture, which can spread beyond narrow economic and social frames. By making this claim we acknowledge that people are economic and social beings, as well as sexual and, beyond all, political ones.

Thus among the main goals of the solidarity economy should be the constant connection of self-managed economic units across various economic sectors. In such a way could be sought the establishment of regional networks for sustainable long-term development of relations of production and consumption. The culmination of this inclusiveness should be sought through the establishment of networks of solidarity economies across the world for the satisfaction of an ever-growing amount of human needs through autonomous and democratic means, challenging the very existence of statist and capitalist intermediaries.

For such a project to be completed, however, it should overcome the limitations of economism. As I have shown earlier, in its essence, the solidarity economy is part of a wider direct-democratic political project and thus should have to engage in close collaboration with social movements of different kinds. In this way the efforts to introduce more autonomy in the economic relations in society will go along with similar efforts directed at ecology, gender, and other crises.

Thus we can say that the solidarity economy is focused on the creation of another type of culture starting today, in the shell of the dominant system, without depending on the state and the private sector. Through this process the self-empowerment of the involved individuals and communities is encouraged, and simultaneously we are offered practical examples for how solidarity and collaboration can become the basic significational framework of the economy.

In other words, the solidarity economy can serve as a tool for dealing with the cultural challenge by teaching us how to create spaces which could help us rethink our values as they are today, those that are making us apathetic consumers. Such a step could open the possibility for people to become protagonists in their life by deeply democratizing them and their environment, moving principles such as solidarity and direct participation out of the margins and toward the center of our collective and individual lives.107

These new principles and values stemming from the grassroots can replace the current dominant trends toward consumerism and hierarchy. But the political manifestoes and ready blueprints for the future are not sufficient preconditions for this to happen. They have to begin penetrating every sphere of our life. The solidarity economy as a transformational strategy can make us more independent from the contemporary dominant structures, thus allowing us to begin the creation of alternative post-capitalist and non-statist futures.









Citizen Participation as Antidote to Social Paranoia


Before they seize power and establish a world according to their doctrines, totalitarian movements conjure up a lying world of consistency which is more adequate to the needs of the human mind than reality itself.

Hannah Arendt108



Conspiracy theories seem to be gaining momentum and have even led people out onto the streets to protest. “9/11 was an inside-job” believers, flat Earthers, anti-vaxxers, Covid-19 skeptics, and Qanon followers – the crowd of conspiracy theorists appears to be growing. Many tend to blame this phenomenon on the low education of those who believe in such ideas.109 Others openly call for the further technocratization of politics as solution to this trend.110

But vesting technocrats with more power is actually part of the problem. There is another factor that drives this rise of conspiracy theories – disempowerment. Psychology professor Jan-Willem van Prooijen, in a research paper, traces various sources that indicate how when “people feel powerless, or experience a lack of control over their environment, they are more likely to believe conspiracy theories.”111 The Association for Psychological Science has reached a similar conclusion: “A recent review of the scientific literature on conspiracy theories indicates that these ideas may appeal to people trying to make sense in a world that leaves them feeling disempowered, alienated, and confused.”112

There seems to be much logic in that explanation as people have become justifiably suspicious of authorities. Contemporary technocrats and experts are part of a lineage that claimed its right to rule over society that dates far back into human history, in particular the practice of gerontocracy.

Murray Bookchin sites the latter, along with patriarchy, as the foundational base of social hierarchies, domination, and exploitation.113 It was the elders, usually male, who claimed to possess knowledge and wisdom, that were beyond the reach of the rest of society. Thus together with the emerging warrior class, they began taking control over their fellow human beings.

Today the governing institutions continue this line of thought. It is no longer the oldest in society, but it is still the supposedly wisest and most knowledgeable who are elected to take charge of our lives. And in the meantime the rest of society is continuously distanced further away from the centers of power. No wonder, then, that people are increasingly suspicious of what the government, its experts, and the mainstream media are telling them. It is not that they have suddenly become irrational or anti-science, it’s merely that they have been lied to too many times by institutions that were initially designed to maintain the privileged position of the ruling elites.

Unfortunately this distrust is most often being channeled through the dominant imaginary of capitalism and national discourse. Instead of reaching out to other disempowered citizens and attempting to change the political architecture, people who believe in conspiracy theories often fall into a state of collective narcissism – a belief that one’s own social group is superior, but unappreciated – by other people as outlined in a recent report.114 People who believe in conspiracy theories almost always view themselves as part of a people whose rightful place on top of society has been snatched away by someone else. In this way they don’t move beyond the dominant imaginary that has disempowered them in the first place; they firmly participate in it.

It is no wonder then that researchers have suggested that “people immersed in conspiracy beliefs are less inclined to take actions that, in the long run, might boost their autonomy and control.”115 They are, instead, much more prone to prove their superiority over other groups. Michael Albert has argued that “conspiracy theories provide an easy and quick outlet for pent up passion withheld from targets that seem unassailable or that might strike back,” which he concludes, “is downright conspiracy theory turned into scapegoat theory.”116 In this sense, conspiracy theories are deeply reactionary and in line with totalitarian tendencies.

In order for the wave of irrational and anti-scientific conspiracies to be tackled in any meaningful way, people collectively must be empowered to control their own lives. As van Prooijen suggests, this approach “might be more effective than trying to rationally refute conspiracy theories” because “many conspiracy theories are not rational to begin with, and moreover, rational reasoning is often not the root cause of conspiracy theories.”117

If people have an opportunity to directly participate in the decision-making that determines the course of their societies, instead of being treated like infants, there will be little room left for fears of others secretly ruling over us. In one such setting, based on direct democracy, there will be no elites ruling society, nor closed expert groups hoarding knowledge, where information and science are made freely available to the public and not channeled through bureaucratic and/or for-profit institutions for the latter to be able to engage in rational and secular deliberation.

As author Joseph E. Uscinski has written in his book Conspiracy Theories and the People Who Believe Them:


If feelings of powerlessness increase belief in conspiracy theories, might the reverse also be true—that is, do feelings of empowerment decrease belief in conspiracy theories? Empowerment refers to the feeling that one is in control over one’s own life, and can influence relevant decisions that shape one’s future. Just like feelings of powerlessness are related with negative emotions, including fear, anxiety, and uncertainty, feelings of empowerment are likely to decrease such negative emotions and instead foster hope, optimism, and confidence in the future. Such positive emotions may stimulate citizens to perceive their social environment in a less suspicious state of mind.118



Such genuine empowerment, however, can be implemented only by society itself. No institution intended to preserve the privileges of an elite will willingly disperse its power among all of the population. It is the latter who must self-organize and radically alter the political architecture of society. In this endeavor conspiracy theories are nothing less than a great obstacle, and as such they must actively be resisted by the social movements. A more democratic and much less paranoid society is not only a viable alternative to the current alienating and authoritarian regime but a matter of social participation and organizing in the here-and-now.


In Defense of Popular Self-Governance


First of all, direct democracy, the democratic regime I’m thinking about, is not paradise on Earth.

It’s not the perfect regime, and I don’t know what perfect regime means.

Cornelius Castoriadis119



With the electoral successes in recent times of the far-right in Europe and around the world, certain fears of society – of the masses – have been resurrected among liberals and leftists, if such fears were ever dead. They are rooted in an elitist tradition shared by many political tendencies that view society as inherently irresponsible, if not even cannibalistic, and thus in need of restraint by enlightened extra-social institutions which keep it civilized.

This statist logic opens one deeply Hobbesian dilemma for us to choose between having individual liberties or political participation, often viewed as a tyranny of the majority. Thus our very individuality is being presented as incompatible with one participatory project in which sooner or later the former will be absorbed by the latter.




On the fear of politics

Hannah Arendt, a sagacious thinker who never neglected the importance of civil liberties, views this dilemma as strengthening representation at the expense of political participation. For her the essence of this logic is the superiority of the private and non-political over politics and democracy. Arendt views in this dilemma a shift in the meaning of freedom and warns us not to mistake this private logic with freedom nor “to equate these preliminaries of civilized government with the very substance of a free republic. For political freedom, generally speaking, means the right to be a participator in government or it means nothing.”120

The anti-political essence of this heteronomous dilemma and the statist logic behind it is being masked in progressive terms as a fear for the minorities whose rights are threatened by one homogeneous whole. However, this view is steeped in parochial and romantic rhetoric invoking the need of an extra-social defender to protect the individual and the minority from the majoritarian monster. What they count on for protection are the institutions and mechanisms of negative freedom which the representative regime offers. Such institutions as constitutions restrict, prohibit, and suppress as does the bureaucratic repressive state apparatus.

The philosopher of autonomy Cornelius Castoriadis counters this logic with the suggestion that constitutional arrangements could also be contracted in one direct-democratic setting.121 Why then should constitutional restraints fail in direct-democratic conditions and succeed in representative (oligarchic) ones? To this question we can only answer that there cannot be a constitution that will not be revised at some point in time, for even if it does not foresee it, it could then be changed by means of force if society deems it necessary. Castoriadis points toward the countless constitutions that have become just scraps of paper.122 For constitutional arrangements can’t stop people who are determined to bypass them. What one can do is act against the emergence of discriminative tendencies.

We can see today, as well as in many cases in history, that representativity is by no means the protector of individual and minoritarian liberties. Often politicians exploit xenophobic impulses that are latent in society to take hold of power. And as usual in representative democracy, those who elect them are also in the minority, because most often the majority consists of those who refuse to take part in the electoral process. Thus certain minorities manage to obtain some privileges but not political power because after the election day they can’t participate in the political decision-making at the expense of the rest of the population. The German historian Robert Michels concludes that “the government, or the state, cannot be anything other than the organization of a minority. It is the aim of this minority to impose upon the rest of society a ‘legal order’ which is the outcome of the exigencies of dominion and of the exploitation of the mass…”123

For Castoriadis, the belief in the additional guarantee that representative (oligarchic) institutions contain for civil liberties is rooted in a tradition of certain historic reinterpretation of antiquity. This tradition tends to underline the negative moments in the historic experiences of direct democracy. And although Castoriadis himself does not negate the moments of folly of the Athenian demos, for example, he reminds us that “there have been elected, representative chambers that also have made bad decisions.”124 It is not the representatives that protect our liberties but certain arrangements that resulted not simply from the statesmen that have signed them, but by pressure exercised by large sections of society. And if they hold, it is because the populace is deeming it so, not some politician representatives.

For the advocates of the rights-or-participation dilemma, these arrangements and certain procedures that are designed to preserve them are not enough if they are not backed by the repressive apparatus of the state. According to Jacques Ranciere, this hatred of democracy is being expressed through the effort of the so-called rational state to tame the excessive popular passions.125 Here again we see politics being sacrificed in the name of the private, because politics are only thinkable, as Ranciere suggests, when power is being allotted among all and not among the wisest, strongest, and most enlightened.126

Thus paradoxically the presupposed defenders of personal rights demand repression for the preservation of freedom. Punishment becomes the guardian of each individual, as long as he does not overstep certain boundaries, on whose determination however he does not have a say, thus diminishing his freedom and liberties. Here we should recall once again, the sobering logic of Hannah Arendt, who reminds us that “no punishment has ever possessed enough power of deterrence to prevent the commission of crimes. On the contrary, whatever the punishment, once a specific crime has appeared for the first time, its reappearance is more likely than its initial emergence could ever have been.”127




Individuality and direct democracy

Contrary to what the defenders of statism and representativity would like us to believe, personal liberties and minoritarian rights are an integral part of direct democracy because its target is decentralizing power and thus the empowerment of every single individual. The theoretician of social ecology Murray Bookchin underlines the ways that debate, opposition, and dissent actually enrich the communal way of life and democratic processes.128 Without them, he continues, society can turn into an “ideological cemetery” in which the hierarchical defenders of individualism stifle every dialectical idea, thus preventing the development of different individualities.

In the end, direct democracy is an inclusionary project that aims to create public space where various minorities and conscious individuals engage in dialectical and interrogative deliberation that results in the formation of an autonomous society. If one group decides to impose its opinion and disempower another one then, as Judith Butler explains, they are actually asking for a right to exclude, which is hardly democratic in intent or in effect.129 Thus in this case we speak for an attempt at system change.




Direct-democratic responses to exclusion

Along with the more abstract arguments in favor of direct democracy, many have embarked on investigating, reshaping, and proposing more concrete mechanisms and institutions that potentially could tackle the attempts of certain social groups to hegemonize the democratic processes and exclude others from the decision-making. Such proposals range from sortition and rotation of key social and political positions so members of different minoritarian groups could hold them through mechanisms for constitutional upholding, to citizen juries for reviewing and vetoing popular decisions.

The Israeli advocate of direct democracy Aki Orr underlines the importance constitutions have in a direct-democratic setting. He suggests that while there should be the option of constitutional changes to be made by the popular decision-making bodies, such should be allowed only when a large majority is reached (he proposes 80 per cent of all the citizens).130 Thus according to Orr an additional obstacle would be presented before large minorities with exclusionary intentions as well as before accidental or frivolous changes.

Castoriadis expands this logic and suggests that the administration of justice in a directly democratic society should be an additional task of already existing local decision-making institutions (in his vision he speaks of regional councils), functioning as lower courts in relation with putative offenses committed within their area of jurisdiction.131 Although individual rights would be guaranteed by procedural rules established by the confederal decision-making bodies (which he calls central assemblies), citizens should have the right to appeal to their local council or assembly if they have felt any violation of their liberties.

Another approach to this problem comes from Stephen Shalom, author of the political participatory model ParPolity. In his vision of confederations of nested councils, the task of overseeing minoritarian and individual rights is delegated to council courts.132 Shalom suggests that these courts should consist of 41 citizens chosen by lot that serve 2-year terms. For Shalom, this number allows simultaneously for a broad spectrum of social opinions to be represented while it remains small enough to allow for genuine deliberation to take place. The main purpose of these council courts should be to review decisions taken by deliberative decision-making bodies and veto them if they are in violation of human rights. Shalom’s insistence on sortition over elections aims at overcoming the danger of exclusionary tendencies that are flourishing through populist electoralism.




Conclusion

We can conclude that the choice between participation and civil liberties is a pseudo-dilemma. There is no inherent contradiction between individual freedom and broad civic deliberation. Instead the one contributes for the development of the other. By its very nature direct democracy requires constant polemical debate and questioning of the “now,” which demands the creation and maintenance of colorful and pluralist social amalgams. Mechanisms and institutions for the reproduction of this pluralism are already being investigated theoretically as well as having been tested in practice.

It is understandable that people can get anxious about their rights and freedoms when social change becomes a topic for consideration. The historic experiences of Nazism and its genocidal behavior toward minorities on the one hand, and tendencies for authoritarian socialism to trample on the individual rights of the Other have given enough reason for people to be wary when confronted with big promises for a brighter future. But we must not forget that in both of these cases there were extra-social statist mechanisms that didn’t offer the expected protection while many people from below demonstrated maturity and often risked their own lives to help those less fortunate than themselves. Thus we can conclude that representativity and punishment are not guarantees for our freedom. Concrete measures backed by a conscious and politically active citizenry are far more likely to honor civil liberties. To achieve this goal there is the need for an active citizen culture created through popular involvement in political decision-making.
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Afterword

By Mark Mason


Yavor Tarinski tears apart the TINA claim that there is no alternative to capitalist living. We are the many. They are the few. The manner in which the few exploit the many is through a combination of state repressive police violence and corporate-state schooling and mass-media propaganda and obedience training.


The status of class consciousness today in the USA is significantly retrograde. Labor union membership is about one-fourth of what it was in 1920, and corporations possess much more economic and political power. The class war is being lost as the corporate-state charges off in the direction of infinite growth by means of infinite plunder of all forms of Earth and life. As capitalism commands ecosystem collapse, Mr Tarinski’s summation of our existential challenge exhibits a clarity necessary for creative, life-affirming rearrangements of power. Politics is the art of deception. The solidarity economy evaporates politics and politicians, replacing the dual parent-child dyad of the citizen-state and the worker-boss. Belonging emerges from servitude. The mask of silent pseudo-civilcs reveals itself as the mask of the false persona of patriarchy, patriotism, colonial white supremacy, objectification of the biosphere, and the acquired mantel of psychic death. Solidarity or extinction.


The dominant death-instinct culture dwells in denials. Oblivious, school teachers do not teach and journalists do not inform. Priests and politicians alike stultify social discourse. Celebrities of the statehouse exhibit atavistic slogans of stillborn liberal reforms. The system not only cannot fix itself, it cannot bring itself to convene a truth-and-reconciliation commission. Capitalism the death cult. All political and economic agency now resides behind the corporate doors of pathological pursuits of private profit.


Never has the vital vocabulary of socioeconomic integration and participation been more important. Mr Tarinksi has delivered us from forms of corporate cognitive conscription. Now, superfluous labels fall away. Let us take up appropriate direct action in the historical context of liberation struggles. Authenticity and autonomy arise. The common good and the commons return from deep psychic repression. Rebirth of the Self. Transformation. The Potemkin village is abandoned. Possibilities.
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