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Introduction

This preliminary text is part of our work programme; it is intended for those taking part in the workshop; and is open to comments, as well as new submissions. This summery text aims to present the issues tackled, to encourage comments, evaluations, suggestions and contributions from our friends taking part. With this in mind, and in accordance with everything said in our Letter of Invitation, this text will be transformed into a wider ranging document in which we will include the reactions arising during the electronic debate.

This text deals with themes that are the concerns of the Workgroup on the Socio-Economy of Solidarity, such as: “steps and conditions for the political control of the economy on the world level, right of nation states to regulate their economies, socio-economic and political roles that the state and society must undertake, repercussions of the need to manage at the local level the social exclusions created globally, and socio-economic balance between urban and rural development.” The text concentrates on certain themes to the detriment of others. This is not linked to any hierarchy or hidden agenda on behalf of the author. As it is a working document and open to participation, any involuntary omissions can be replaced when the Final Text of our workshop is drawn up. 

Dominant Ideology and recent Myths.

Liberal and individualist doctrine has always stressed the importance of production, putting other needs into second place. Since it gives pride of place to these teachings, economic politics has to be measured by its effects on the process of wealth creation and by its consequences for the build up of capital. Homoeconomicus must be free of the state and of the pressures of social groups, whilst fulfilling his “natural tendency” to get the maximum benefits with the minimum effort.

State intervention in the economy, based on Keynesian theory, is a more recent phenomenon. It is a question of proving, in practice, on a scenario damaged by world conflicts, especially the last two World Wars and the Great Depression of 1929, that capitalism can be saved, on condition that governments know how to use their resources wisely to maintain full employment, at least with loans and the finance of public works.

The inherent cycles of economic fluctuation in the capitalist system were protected more than ever because of the possible influence of the level of economic activity, or its determination by central governments through monetary and fiscal policy. The politics of full employment and the financing of public works must be considered purely as a type of “social façade” of state intervention, particularly to the benefit of capital.

The sharing with white collar workers of social benefits arising from productivity, as well as the support for the inherent costs of a welfare state system date from this time, at least in the major industrialised countries. This well-being has never been consolidated in the emerging economies, even if some public policies – especially those linked to capital and work – have been set up by populist governments and guided by ideologies of a nationalist tendency. Since their beginning, economic and public politics have always gone hand in hand with the interests of capital growth through state intervention. As for social politics, they have not been developed, even in this sense. Conceived at the outset as essentially reformist and pragmatic, without increasing the understanding of the relationships between the economy and society, they have always been based on inconsistent and specific interventions.

Neo-liberalism, at least in the current understanding of the term, is in touch with the reconstruction of the economic base of financial capital; the strength of salaried workers and their trade unions, the level of expenditure on the welfare state and the tax on revenue and the circulation of capital seemingly incompatible. 

Ever since the seventies, an era known as that of the conservative revolution, the political representatives of financial capital have been in power; consolidating the present day system of accumulation, through policies of liberalisation and deregulation championed by the G7 countries, GATT, the IMF and the World Bank, with the governments of Thatcher and Reagan and triumphant monetarism at the head.

As for globalisation, the global manifestation of this phenomenon, it is a new expression of an old phenomenon, namely the organisation of businesses and economies on a planetary scale. If in the past we spoke, critically and sensitively, of imperialism to describe the power of the wealthy nations, the term has been replaced by the presence and dealings of trans-national companies. In more recent times, the “cutting edge” of capitalism has shifted towards the banks and other financial institutions, whose power has increased hand in hand with the crisis of external debt among the emerging nations. At the moment, as well as trans-national companies and global banks, the processes of commercial liberalisation have strengthened, with multilateral agreements that have tried to neutralise judicial measures and even constitutional measures of investment control, as well as any measure of economic policy that stimulates national industry.

Even if it destroys institutional, cultural and economic barriers, and trespasses on the limits of national sovereignty, globalisation is above all financial; it gets its impetus from the huge availability of idle money in a world that grows little and produces less, which produces plenty of unemployment and at the same time lives by more and more sophisticated means of social exclusion and technological inequality.

Globalisation can also be seen as responsible for the loss of autonomy among nation states, which at the moment find it impossible to set up public policies adapted to their needs. Although many arguments support this statement, we mustn’t regard states only as an appearance of power, and the market as the only judge and unique authority for making political decisions.

Let’s not forget that monetary policy is a collection of measures taken by national governments, which constitute a form of direct intervention in the economy of credit. Their greatest strength in relation to other economic policies is due both to the flexibility with which they can be applied and to the numerous practical measures that lie within the scope of monetary authorities, which do not require Legislative agreement.

The autonomy of monetary policy, pushed to an extreme by monetarist ideology, especially in the countries burdened by debt, has led to disastrous results, particularly through their direct influence on other public policies, which eventually effects all of society. The reduced investment in sectors of priority or need has lead to an increase in social exclusion. It is not by chance that compensatory policies have been intensified in an attempt to avoid social explosions, even without the ability to reverse certain situations.

There is no foundation for the assertion, by several commentators, that it is “the end of the state” and national economies. The control of the global economy is strongly linked to dominant national economies, where the State exists and functions. It is these that determine the destiny of the capitalist economy and dictate the rules that affect the economies of the emerging nations. 

The base of the close association between wealthy nations, trans-national businesses and international financial institutions is formed by partnership and the representation of interests shared by the industrial hemisphere, but the phenomenon is different when it is a question of the same relationships with poor nations. In the former, it results in profit in the latter, almost inevitably, in losses. In any case, this observation does not rule out discussion about responsible mechanisms of submission and the absence of negotiating power among developing nations in the decisions and agreements signed with these institutions.

Even if the definition of government is normally associated with the notion of the state, it doesn’t mean that the interests of the former cannot conform to other reasoning that impede the principle of representation. Delegation of power, bestowed by the vote of the population so that governments exercise mandates adapted to the needs of society has become something more and more critical to the working of western democracies.

Finally, it is the limits themselves and the inherent distortions in the working of representative democracy that are at stake. The only solution is to guarantee to the public democratic culture of direct and permanent participation, and in the political classes, a democratic culture that is flexible, open and non-authoritarian, which thus reinforces the workings of representation.

Globalisation is also bound to question the political and administrative forms in which nations are structured. Organised as federations or single states, some nations promote competition between regions and areas within the same country. If national governments deregulate their employment market and reduce their fiscal charges in an attempt to increase comparative advantages, sub-national sectors within the country reproduce the same methods.

Among the more recent expressions of this is regionalism: it is concerned with processes in which governments and business try to create protected areas of an assumed commercial, productive and financial freedom that is without limits. Full of ambiguities and meaning, regionalism isn’t a counterpoint to globalisation since, if on one hand it slows down liberalisation and recreates protectionism, at its heart, on the other hand, it stirs up imbalances between infra-national and international areas, by setting itself up along the same principles of capital accumulation and domination of the markets.  

Another ambiguity in present-day processes of reform of the state is decentralisation. Seen as a synonym of modernisation and rationalism, even if it is still nearly always part of the neo-liberal recipe imposed on the nations in debt, decentralisation has been proposed as the agent to reduce bureaucracy and strengthen community participation. This way of seeing things, without discussion, has been absorbed by the developing nations, and corresponds to a dismantling and reversal of worker’s victories and a reduction of resources at the heart of public policies.

The intentions include flattery; we bestow on community organisations and localities a power and a capacity of agent service providers, with costs and efficiency much better than those, which come from central government. Decentralisation conceived in this way is impregnated by an instrumentalist vision, where the organisations of civil society and localities, or municipalities, are considered as something that is “over and above the state”, with the power to include activities previously the responsibility of central government, which is no longer responsible.

Another form of globalisation with the same goals, deals with the reorientation of state businesses towards the market, a limited privatisation. This form of decentralisation has always been praised for simplification and comparison of benefits; it is accorded the rationality of the private sector and the inefficiency of the public sector. Public policies have been the target of criticism that indicates the precariousness of their working, the excessive costs and a disproportional balance between the waste of resources and the benefits obtained. Programmes of privatisation of state businesses and other sectors previously under state responsibility, dictated by the rules that concern structural adjustments, try to rely on these simplifications to promote not only privatisation, but also the huge denationalisation of state enterprises.

Arguments of rationality and efficiency always go hand in hand with the concept of decentralisation, and try to avoid the self-purification and conflicts inherent in the process of privatisation. It is identified with a sort of conservative modernisation, where technocratic and administrative aspects have always tried to push out politics. Moreover, the privatisation process finishes by transforming essential goods and services into merchandise; thus, value is associated with price, by preventing access to those who can’t pay. The privatisation of essential goods and services leads as well to a reduction of the public sector, narrowing the possibilities of citizen participation in the relationships between the state and society.

Globalisation and Neighbourhood

Globalisation and Neighbourhood are contemporary phenomena and would appear at first sight to be contradictory. As far as the first is concerned, the process of globalisation transforms the national territory into an area of internationalised economy, accelerating forms of circulation and strengthening the division and social specialisation of work, and bringing about the loss of national identities. At the neighbourhood level, we note the reinforcement of connections and cultural loyalties that strengthen or recover the identities lost during the formation of the modern state. In several cases, these relationships have gone beyond the limits of neighbourhood, establishing themselves with other areas of the same country, or in another country.

If on the one hand the flood of globalisation is responsible for certain layouts, cultural fragmentation and change of values, on the other hand, it is more and more obvious, today more than ever, that there are attempts at separatist movements, ethnic wars, and the reappearance of values like nationalism, which seem to have been taken over by modernity.

These “apparent ambivalences” have also taken place in the transformation of urban processes. Because of globalisation, towns are becoming elitist or moving towards a segregation of areas, by sheltering an ever-increasing number of excluded people, and by showing peripheral areas that are increasingly very poorly equipped, and a shortage of accommodation for the population with the lowest income band.

Large urban areas in a new phase of capitalist accumulation are characterised by the expression, “Globalised Towns”. There is no doubt that these towns show the influence and control of production, trade, technology, finance and international media.

However, the things that the towns reflect must be considered alongside other phenomena that add to their meaning and with which there is often a strong dependence. Specific investments in the urban sector at the expense of rural areas, unclear policy for domestic agriculture, an absence of agricultural reform and waves of migration resulting from the rules imposed by capitalist relationships – intensive capital and mechanisation – introduced in the countryside; these are some of the things that can explain the nature of towns.

The recent arrival of globalisation can hardly make the imbalances created by the different stages of capitalist development and, in some emerging nations, development models, much worse. What are new – in terms of government, local power and others – are united expressions of the systematic defence of local interests, which demand a recognition that everything is unique, the need for autonomous planning and administrative liberty which follows their individual cultures.

Towns are part of the national political stage as well as international. The demands take on a “municipal” nature, requiring autonomy, a greater involvement in budgetary resources and a clear division of skills and abilities with other sectors of government. Neighbourhood power and government include these in the demands for citizen rights and the acceptance of democratic rules between the population and executive and legislative powers.  

The municipality, as the closest sector to the citizen, should be the most likely to reply to social demands by offering more appropriate solutions, by making it possible for communities to become involved and mobilised in the setting up of policies that directly effect daily life. Neighbourhoods have been at the forefront of the formation of advice sectors, such as those that deal with the democratisation of public budgets, an experiment that is spreading to the regional sector.

On the international stage, towns are represented by associations that are looking for inspiration from the experiments that have successfully confronted difficult urban problems, and have set up links for the solution of problems arising from the rapid spread of modern communication technology, characteristic of the recent period of globalisation.

The new fact that must be pointed out is the independence that these new networks of communication have in respect of national governments. If these associations were originally formed from within social forums that were set up in parallel to the large global forums, the present tendency is for an autonomous organisation and the establishment of propositions that are independent of official agreements; besides, the latter are nothing more than declarations signed by governments and are nothing more than diplomatic intentions.

Confronting the Cycles of Recession: Experiments and Ideas in progress.

As well as the associations set up by local authorities in aid of social inclusion – formed by the leaders and governors of several continents – that are committed to promoting policies to fight poverty, the phenomena of social exclusion and marginalisation, as well as to developing programmes to fight unemployment, we would draw your attention here to the spread of the democratisation of the public budget, enshrined in the relationships between the local executive power and society. Neighbourhoods, with or without interaction with government authorities, have been the stage for alternative systems of production, guided by the idea of a socio-economy of solidarity.

Recently, during the Social Forum at Porto Alegre, a World Parliamentary Forum was set up, comprising representatives of the legislature of several countries, whose objective is to support, more effectively, the action of social and community movements, by solidifying alternative solutions to neo-liberal capitalism. The basic idea of the forum was the struggle against commercialisation and the privatisation of essential goods and services.

Representatives of the legislature also discussed the democratisation of foreign policy; at present, they only have the power to ratify international treaties. If we consider that economic liberalisation has fragmented interests and intensified competition, the national interest is going to have to satisfy, little by little, a greater number of demands. Positions taken and agreements signed by the representatives of foreign policy must include the expression and possible satisfaction of different interests. Therefore it is a question of including mechanisms of openness and political control during decision-making that affects the entire population.

Recent analysis of the errors and disastrous consequences of economic policies promoted by international financial institutions have given rise to calls for democratic procedures at the decision-making moment. Other propositions in progress have dealt with the setting up of a tax on financial transactions – Tobin Tax – as well as the creation of an international organisation to handle the collection of interest rates applied to resources, and the demand for the writing off of the foreign debt of the poor nations, since these debts have already been paid in interest and depreciation and, in reality, what happens is that they become permanent mechanisms of income transfer from the developing nations to the developed. 

It is interesting to note that the inspiration of democratic principles and the respect of rights, which are found as the basis of new experiments and ideas, call into question the organisation of so called democratic states. Political participation allegedly accentuates the traditional activities of voting and militancy at the heart of a political party: in this way the profile of the ideal democracy emerges, which presupposes that the citizens are aware of the evolution of the state, and are strongly interested in direct and indirect forms of participation in the decision-making process.
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