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5FERENC TőKEI

Dedication
(1989)

In the relationship between theory and practice, Marxism and politics has 
been problematic for decades – at times of total rupture when a primitive, 
fake Marxist ideology edged in between the two, which served only for 
legitimation. Since neither the serious Marxist research nor the results 
of the real Marxist social science could question the rule of this ideology, 
the public today holds Marxism responsible for our current economic 
and political crisis. For the same reason, politics and Marxism are likely 
to follow admittedly different paths in the foreseeable future – and for 
the time being this will be not only inevitable but also advantageous for 
Marxism. 

The group of young scholars, who enthusiastically support the foun-
dation of this journal, do not wish to be engaged in purely academic 
philosophy, saloon Marxism and professorial science. On the contrary, 
this journal intends to demonstrate that Marxist thought is able to inspire 
the various disciplines even today and will continue to have an ideologi-
cal and political significance. We trust that our articles can give reliable 
information and points of reference to many thinking people, and we can 
contribute to the gradual improvement of contemporary intellectual and 
political life. 

After the above introduction it may be needless to stress: this journal 
is not aligned to any political party, movement or society. Its colleagues 
and authors express only and exclusively their individual opinions. There 
will be debates in the journal, the editorial board is open to many differ-
ent approaches and ideas in the spirit of a “scientific and artistic journal” 
entitled “Eszmélet” (Consciousness), founded in 1956, which counted 
George Lukács among its first editors. 

I dare not say that Eszmélet will be a “sweeping success” in Hungarian 
intellectual life. We cannot expect this today from any other intellectual 
current. When I recommend this new journal to the Reader, I do this in 
the hope that it will not disappoint anybody and it will be worthy of the at-
tention of those interested in a moderate voice, even in the face of fierce 
competition characteristic of today’s media.

(Translated by Eszter Bartha)
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6 What does Eszmélet Want to Achieve?
(1989)

Today, when it is very fashionable to establish new journals, why do we 
need one more? After the rejection of our initiative five years ago, why 
did we consider it necessary to make a new attempt in 1988? 

Because, in spite of the proliferating new publications and periodicals 
we still miss the one that represents the school and thought with which 
the founders of this journal identify.

What does this journal want, after all? What justifies the foundation of 
this new periodical?

This is a leftist journal, whose editors are convinced that the events 
of the past decades have had little to do with Marxism if we bracket the 
hypocritical slogans and, more regrettably, the faith of many people. 
Therefore the past cannot refute the validity of Marxist principles. The 
editors of this new journal believe that it pays to live in accordance with 
these principles but we have to start from the beginning and we have 
to follow a totally different path than what was taken by the movement, 
which was organized along the principles of Marxism, in the past 100 
years. Consequently the journal intends to participate in the destruction 
of the established structures but it also seeks to oppose the processes, 
which Marx characterized as “the reproduction of the old trash” when 
speaking of the foreseeable failure of society, which levels people on 
the basis of poverty. 

Our journal principally opposes any inequality in power and any privi-
lege regardless of whether inequality originates in economic power or the 
hierarchy of state administration. It is on the side of the subordinated, the 
exploited and the needy but it does not accept a leveling, which degrades 
everybody to a uniform state of subordination and poverty, but its ideal 
is a world where everybody can have a share in everything that human 
endeavor create. It seeks for the future in the name of the thousand-year-
old longing for real freedom and equality. In the present it likewise refuses 
the compromises of the various (economic, power, intellectual) elite groups 
that they make with the exclusion of the masses, who constitute the ma-
jority of society. It holds that it is unavoidable and absolutely necessary 
to involve every member of society in decisions which affect their lives. 
It holds that it is important to unite all progressive forces in Hungary, in 
Eastern Europe and in the world, which seek to render human life more 
human. 

The journal aims to pursue these general goals firstly by means of 
theoretical analyses. We are trying to map the present opportunities of 
the left in the world and in Hungary; to interpret the ongoing economic, 
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7political, social structural and intellectual-cultural processes; and to intro-
duce and evaluate from the perspective of the left the events of the past 
decades in the light of historical documents primarily in the countries, 
which called themselves socialist, and in the leftist movements with an 
emphasis on the positive tendencies, which were not but could have 
been, carried further.

As for the present we would like to introduce the various forms of 
struggles against social injustices. Our column, which is dedicated to the 
various initiatives, methods and events of the trade union movements of 
the world, intends to promote the safeguarding of workers’ interests.

Next to workers’ solidarity our priority is to support social self-organi-
zation and the establishment of self-governments, which are organized 
along various interests, or co-ordinate working or living communities. By 
introducing such initiatives we are trying to promote the process through 
which the members of society can indeed take their fate into their own 
hands.

Out of the program proposals of the various alternative organizations 
we publish those which, in our opinion, can increase social justice inde-
pendently of the character of the whole program.

And last but not least we would like to relate all the above to the devel-
opment of the international leftist thought: we intend to publish articles 
by thinkers all over the world so that we can confront their thoughts 
and ideas with each other and the social phenomena that they want to 
describe.

*

Our journal admittedly represents a school. We think that the decade-long 
practice of editing journals in Hungary, the simple juxtaposition of totally 
different viewpoints (“on the one hand – on the other hand”) is nothing 
else but a return to the principle of “divide et impera” and a refusal to think 
seriously and sincerely. We publish only the articles, which in our opinion 
can facilitate the realization of our goals listed above. This, however, does 
not mean homogenization: a sensible purpose can always unite various 
energies coming from different sources.

We are consequently fighting against any form of social injustices but 
we do not want to fight this battle in the manner of a tavern brawl. We are 
trying to give arguments to the efforts of those who oppose both the cur-
rently triumphant advance of capitalism and the dictatorial mechanisms, 
which discredited the idea of people’s power. But we definitely reject any 
aggressive, demagogical and extremist writing because we believe that 
by defaming enemies we are defaming ourselves. We cannot fight for 
humanistic goals by giving up humanity; we have the right to speak of 
social justice only as long as we respect humanity in everybody, includ-
ing our enemies.
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8 Eventually and most importantly, the mission of our journal is a quest. It 
seeks for the new arguments, new purposes, a new face and a new voice 
of the left; for the sources and opportunities of its new advance. We are 
on a quest. We are inviting the Reader to join us in this quest.

On the title

It is not the first time that this word borrowed from the poet Attila József, 
has appeared in the history of Hungarian journals. István Mészáros wrote 
of the antecedents, which seemed to be most significant at the time in 
the first, immigrant issue of “Eszmélet”, which he published in England 
(Christ Church, Oxford, October 1958): „The foundation of ESZMÉLET 
was one of the most important results of the national unity in the Hungar-
ian intellectual life, which was achieved during 1955-56. Its editorial board 
consisted of Aurél Bernáth, Tibor Déry, Gyula Illyés, Zoltán Kodály and 
George Lukács. It was the first time that we witnessed such wide-scale 
and really ideological union in Hungary. The editorial board started its 
work in the summer of 1956 and it appointed István Mészáros as editor-
in-chief of the journal. After months of wrangling and fighting the highest 
power organs eventually permitted the publication of ESZMÉLET (...).” 
The events of 1956, however, prevented the publication of the journal 
in Hungary; István Mészáros published two issues after his immigration 
to England. 

At the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s Béla Horgas 
tried to establish a journal under the same title, which intended to mobilize 
the most progressive forces of the Hungarian intellectual life, who sought 
for progress in different forms according to the new circumstances. This 
was, however, unsuccessful, due to resistance of contemporary cultural 
politicians. The students of the Faculty of Teacher Training of ELTE 
(Eötvös Loránd University of Budapest) have recently published a journal 
under this title at the university. 

We thank for their permission to launch our journal under the title which 
they also chose.

(Translated by Eszter Bartha)



D
O

C
U

M
E

N
TS

9TAMÁS KRAUSZ

Speech at the Last Assembly of the  
Hungarian Socialist Workers Party and First 
Assembly of the Hungarian Socialist Party

October 1989

Dear Delegates, dear Comrades!

We are witnessing the end of the old regime. The destruction of the 
so called state socialist structures has also been put on the agenda in 
Hungary. However, we cannot even dream of a successful destruction 
without construction. Without a clear evaluation of our situation, we are 
facing the ever increasing risk of chaos.

There are two roads that follow from the dismantling of the Stalinist 
structures. One leads to bourgeois restoration, which is propagated by 
some oppositionist organizations. The other is the road of the socializa-
tion of power and state property, which could lead to a human-centered 
community and society. This is the road of the Hungarian working classes 
and the Socialist Party. This is a unique trajectory, which can be mod-
eled neither upon the Eastern nor the Western type of development. 
We have to return to the positive aspects of the development of the 
“people’s democracy”. Thus, the essential feature of the development 
is the maintenance of the multi-sectoral, “mixed” economy. Within this 
system capitalism, a profit-centered economy can be socially limited and 
controlled. We can avoid the danger of being devoured by the system by 
putting re-privatization under the control of the newly established work-
ers’ self-governments. Namely, only the secretly elected councils of the 
workers’ collectives are able to prevent the selling of national property 
and the rule of a new class, the manager bourgeoisie and the economic 
and financial apparatuses. If the workers’ self-governments have real 
property rights, we can maintain a socialist development, as opposed to 
the regime of state and private exploitation.

Even history warns us of “introducing” liberal democracy rather than the 
elite rule based on the one-party-system. We don’t want a “new type” of 
elite rule. We want a truly democratic development, where the multi-party 
Parliamentary system is based on the system of territorial and workers’ 
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10 self-governments. Only this development can be a guarantee against the 
uncontrolled rule of the old and new elites. Political democracy is insepa-
rable from economic democracy. Where there is no employee ownership, 
there is no real democracy. Effective management requires the interest 
of the employees, whose highest form is employee ownership.

Property reform can restore the capitalist form but only with the condi-
tion that workers’ collectives have a say in the division of profit. Alterna-
tively, Hungary is facing massive unemployment, impoverishment, the 
unscrupulous rule of the International Monetary Fund and a new type 
of requisitioning. Hungarian workers should not be in a worse position 
than their Western European counterparts. Any leftist socialist party 
including the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party has to declare this as 
a fundamental principle.

Comrades! In today’s Hungary, democratic development can only be 
guaranteed by a strong leftist party, which is primarily based on the indus-
trial and agricultural workers, employees and the producers of intellectual 
and material wealth. Namely, we speak of a leftist, Marxist, socialist 
party, and not of a liberal, socialistic elite party; of a party that promotes 
communal ownership and socialism, and not bourgeois restoration; of 
a party, which is built “from below”, out of the base organizations, and 
not of the conservation of the Stalinist rule of the political and economic 
bureaucracy; of a party, which is the party of the membership, and not of 
various fractions and elite groups; of a party, whose highest forum is the 
congress, and not the privileged caste of the party apparatus;  of a party, 
which undergoes a moral purification and does not cry for the turncoats, 
who show up in new parties in the difficult times, refusing to represent 
those in whose name they ruled for decades. The Hungarian Socialist 
Workers’ Party can no longer be the party of careerists. One advantage 
of the multi-party system will undoubtedly be a moral renewal and a 
farewell to many members of the party, who only wanted to advance 
their personal career.

The crisis of the party is also one of the manifestations of the crisis of 
our development, the national and international reasons of which I have 
no time to discuss here. One manifestation of the crisis of the party is 
the spread of momentary improvisation, as someone formulated it in the 
corridor, “policy-making from the pocket”. At the same time, “cameral-
ism”, the clique policy of the apparatuses, causes repulsion among the 
party membership and the delegates. Thanks to this distorted tradition, 
theory has become totally superficial in the party and some party lead-
ers would be even happy to get rid of Marxism in order to preserve their 
positions of power.

Indeed, both the liberal and the conservative wings of the party are 
ready to split the party in order to maintain power. The great ambitions of 
self-nominated leaders are threatening us. We have to see that ideologi-
cal issues do not play a key role in this game. What we are witnessing 
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11is rather a conflict of very different social interests within the party. The 
younger forces of the apparatus were interested in certain changes, and 
they wanted a bigger role and more influence than they had had before. 
But we should identify other interests. Apart from the workers’ scattered 
interests, the interests of the financial and manager bureaucracy and 
various lobbies are strongly present in the party, together with the forces 
in the apparatus, who want to preserve their privileges, and for this pur-
pose they are willing to make a compromise with the former groups. The 
real precondition of the rebirth of the party is the “elimination” of these 
two different types of groups, which have, nevertheless, many common 
interests. The split in the party can be avoided if the membership is able 
to control its own apparatus. This split would entail the total dispersion 
of the left since it is by no means sure that the party will be split in two; 
and such a development would trigger a unique combination of bourgeois 
restoration and a Stalinist type of restoration in its methodology.

While the restrictive governmental policy dictated by the International 
Monetary Fund plunges the country into an ever deepening crisis, the 
party is unable to control its own government and direct it to a new trajec-
tory. This is largely due to the fact that the party leadership has disinte-
grated, and the fractional and personal power ambitions have paralyzed 
its ability to act. The influence of the party has been massively reduced 
and, besides the democratic opposition, we can witness the appearance 
of anti-democratic groups with a rightist demagogy on the Hungarian 
political scene. The party leadership were engaged in internal debates, 
rather than concentrating on the elections. Fake debates divided the party 
while in the media, primarily on TV and radio, the old Stalinists appeared 
as new liberals, waiting for a change in power and scolding the mistaken 
policy of the party, to which they had actively contributed. Comrades! We 
need a new party leadership under the presidency of Comrade Nyers, 
who – together with many young comrades from the countryside – will be 
able to prepare for the elections and convince the population in the face 
of the oppositionist demagogy that the real guarantee of social security, 
the prevention of the continuing impoverishment of millions, the linking 
of human rights with social justice can only come from a socialist party, 
which builds on the tradition of the labour movement. Today’s task is to 
create such a party.

Thank you for your attention.

(Translated by Eszter Bartha)
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12 TAMÁS KRAUSZ

How to Go Further – Which Road to Take?
On the characteristics and perspectives of civil movements  

in the light of the experiences of the Eastern European, and in 
particular, the Hungarian change of regimes
Published in Eszmélet, 71. issue (2006, autumn)

The purpose of the present paper1 is to facilitate the conscious and 
organized co-operation of every organization and direction, which as-
sumes an anti-systemic and anti-capitalist-communal identity without any 
reservation in the diverse system of relations, which has frequently been 
discussed in the articles of the periodical “Eszmélet” (Consciousness) 
over the past 18 years. One is certainly reluctant to be even self-critical 
when writing of the current developments of civil society organizations, 
because so many devoted volunteers work for them that it is impossible 
to tackle this issue without empathy. However, the need for renewal, the 
consideration of the new conditions, prompts us to re-think the past con-
tinuously and self-critically. In the light of the many analyses published in 
“Eszmélet” it has become clear that two distinct directions have emerged 
in the past two decades of the history of anti-capitalist resistance, which 
can be provisionally labeled “national romanticism” and “romantic com-
munism”. Is there a viable third road between the two? In order to answer 
this question, we need to know these two tendentious directions, so that 
we can avoid their labyrinths. The fundamental problem is, of course, 
the same as in the old times: how can we get organized without being 
integrated into the system, the state and the rule of private capital while 
exploiting the niches and opportunities of liberal democracy? This is a 
particularly pressing question today, when the crisis of the capitalist world 
economy displays and deepens new dividing lines within society.

1 The author summarizes part of his Hungarian and international experiences 
since 1988 in a popular form, focussing on Hungary. He wants to avoid any 
personal debates and therefore makes no mention of concrete individuals or 
organizations, in order that the debate start from a principal perspective and 
continue this way.
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13The Hungarian Left Alternative Association, the periodical Eszmélet 
and its circle formed in the period of the collapse of state socialism – 
similarly to other Eastern-European leftist movements and intellectual 
circles, which were critical of the ruling socialist regimes but sought for 
a non-capitalist alternative - put the program of social self-organization 
and a new communal-self-organizing society on their agenda. It almost 
made no difference whether they referred to Marx, Lenin, Gramsci or Guy 
Debord, because the civil organizations were very soon transformed into 
the structures of the new liberal society, according to the strict economic, 
political and legal laws of the change of regime. Illusions rapidly failed in 
one respect. Namely, there were several attempts to transfer the power of 
state and capital to the communities of local people and producers from 
Russia to Hungary, but all these remained isolated phenomena; today 
one can hardly even detect their memory. The new system was so capital-
centered and anti-communal that even the co-operative farms, which 
functioned profitably in Hungary, were eliminated because of ideological 
reasons (mainly driven by the profit motive). The shock therapy of neo-
liberalism and later the crisis of the neo-liberal global regime, and that of 
the capitalist system itself, mobilized new political forces on the basis of 
the extreme rightist tradition. This fact showed that new capitalism as a 
political system is open to the right only at the expense of the left; it does 
not tolerate any truly autonomous form of social self-organization. The 
system destroys any non-market-based form of exchange, it dampens 
individual and communal ambitions, and it discourages and corrupts 
the classes of producers. The system in statu nascendi prostitutes the 
exercise of power.

The so called civil movements in Hungary (and in Eastern Europe), 
which were formed after the change of regime, increasingly display 
characteristics that question the hopes of the anti-systemic leftists for 
the “civil movements” forming a new base for anti-capitalist resistance. 
We all remember the original ideas, which we formulated in Budapest, 
Vienna, Moscow, Paris, Prague and Ljubljana at the end of the 1980s 
and at the beginning of the ‘90s: it is possible to find an alternative be-
tween a possible Stalinist restoration and a capitalist restoration, which 
is social self-organization, namely “civil society” as a social counter-
power emerging as tertium datur (third option). This idea was present in 
an embryonic form in the region; we can mention here the autonomous 
workers’ councils and workers’ committees in Poland, Hungary, the 
Soviet Union and Russia, which propagated the socialization of state 
property in place of privatization. Such truly radical, anti-capitalist “civil” 
experiments vanished under the pressure of the neo-liberal world order 
and the domestic capitalist restoration. The change of regime, the fall of 
state socialism, buried these civil initiatives under itself. It became clear 
that the civil society organizations cannot survive as the institutions of an 
anti-capitalist counter-power. In 1988-89 the Left Alternative Association 



A
N

A
Ly

S
IS

14 set the goal to create a “counter-power” but this ambition failed, not only 
in Hungary but over the whole region, where we witnessed the failure of 
real mass movements too: it suffices to recall the history of the defeat 
of the wing of Solidarity, which propagated workers’ self-management in 
Poland in the 1980s. There is a different situation in Latin America in this 
respect, where the countryside is also in revolt and serves as a breeding 
ground for the formation of social movements. 

Since the change of regime a generation has grown up, who could 
experience the destruction of the secure livelihood, the workplaces of 
ten and ten millions, the rich cultural traditions and the institutions of 
social self-defense, all amidst the tempest of the new neo-liberal world 
order. The elite groups in power cynically introduced this unprecedented 
decline as the price of (liberal) parliamentary democracy, fundamentally 
as a success story everywhere in the region. While excluding the leftist 
alternative, these new regimes opened to the right and racist, extreme 
rightist civil organizations2 were formed legally – even if they did not 
develop into a serious mass movement.

The result of these conditions is that today the obvious crisis of neo-
liberalism-neo-conservatism threatens the functioning of the system 
from the right-extreme right and not from the left, even in case of the 
“social-democratic” management of capitalism. The labor movement has 
been on the ebb in the Eastern European region for a longer period of 
time than anybody could have assumed in 1989, although the reasons 
of the collapse, the characteristics of the global trends were already as 
clear as today.3 Nevertheless, whatever emerged as apparently efficient 
leftist politics in the world has not really facilitated the widening of the 
anti-capitalist movement in Europe and the anti-globalist social world 
movement, which rose in the 1990, has also lost much of its strength in 
comparison with Seattle. 

While there has been a theoretical clarification of the description of the 
functioning of the capitalist world system since 1989, in practice, namely 
in politics, the left appears in a new neo-populist form, making an alliance 
with the liberal, nationalist or religious movements, varying from region to 
region. The obscurity of the perspectives of the left is shown also by the 
fact that the capitalist system and the new political regimes in Eastern 
Europe also fashioned “civil society” upon their own image in the region. 

2 I do not consider the extreme rightist movements to be anti-systemic – although 
their arguments can be detected in the arguments of the rightist movements in 
Eastern Europe, because there is no clear distinction between the extreme right 
and the right in the region – since they don’t aim to surpass capitalism but at most 
propagate the idea of “new medieval capitalism”. 

3 If one skims through the first issues of Eszmélet, one will be surprised to 
discover the truth of this statement.   
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15The anti-systemic left, which today consists of small intellectual groups 
throughout the region, has obviously not found empirical answers to these 
disappointing developments, although they have a better understanding 
of the problems now than previously.4

1. The two directions: national romanticism and romantic communism. 
Their relation to politics  

“Civil society” in Eastern Europe (a “confused” coexistence of several 
ten thousands of organizations in every country, although only very few 
of them aim to subordinate the political-social processes to the inter-
ests of self-management and social self-government and to organize 
autonomously their own life activity!) thus was not only established as 
the integral part of the system but in the past nearly two decades its two 
fundamental anti-systemic organizations produced two schools, which 
can barely be reconciled with each other. The “national” school romanti-
cally clings to the belief that “national capital” is more favorable for the 
employees than multinational capital. They mix up the existence of a 
nation as an illusionary community with that of a nation as an economic 
community, which belongs to the past. This misunderstanding always 
comes to the surface in their criticism of globalization. The other school, 
no less romantically, starts from the anti-imperialist assumptions of the 
1970s, without reflecting on the fact that no serious anti-imperialist move-
ment succeeded to survive the 1980s and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. Furthermore, they “over-ideologize” their own organizations and 
initiatives within the movement, which shows that they are bound up with 
the past, and thereby weaken their possible organizational background. In 
Hungary or in Poland – according to the logic of the system – the school 
of national romanticism obtains support from the state more easily than 
the romantic communists because the former is more closely linked with 
the logic and expectations of the system. Envious of the membership 
of the national romantics, which counts several hundreds, the romantic 
communists are trying to get to the “antechamber” of this apparently 
more successful school while they weaken themselves with the debates 
of the past. Their real task would be to focus on the (re)-organization of 
their movement, its theory and its politics and to learn from the previous 
historical experiences – while turning a deaf ear both to the revolutionary 
calls of the overenthusiastic, kitschy and exhibitionist cliché-mongers and 

4 This, of course, does not mean that the anti-systemic movements are more 
advanced in Western Europe with respect to the (re)-organization of the movement 
and theoretical preparation, although they have more diverse and colorful experi-
ences of free organization than their Eastern European counterparts.    
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16 to the new “preachers”, who claim to find their inspiration in the Christian-
national ideology. A search for new directions would obviously help them 
to find new allies.

The “civil organizations” of “national romanticism”, who are driven by a 
missionary zeal but are admittedly anti-systemic, or at least claim to have 
anti-systemic demands, have essentially been integrated into “political 
society” to which they belong with the help of the financial and political 
techniques of the new capitalist regime. It is not accidental that the most 
sincere civil organizations developed into parties or assume direct politi-
cal functions: they nominate the president of the republic, or often provide 
a direct “civil” background for rightist parties and political groupings. One 
can practically tell of nearly every civil organization - with representatives 
on boards of trustees in the media and elsewhere - to which “political 
camp” they belong: the Christian-conservative-nationalist or the socialist-
liberal alliance. These civil organizations function as “quasi” parties but 
pretend not to be influenced, let alone determined, by the political condi-
tions under which they operate. They disguise this real power situation 
with the ideological slogan that they are “beyond parties and politics”; 
moreover, they claim to be the storm-centers of real resistance against 
politics. However, it is the characteristic of the truly “anti-political” civil or-
ganizations that they are able to get organized as a social counter-power. 
Although, in principle, rightist movements can also put this aspiration on 
their agenda, they never demand a transfer of the powers “taken” from 
the state and the market to the classes of producers.

The civil organizations of national romanticism generally justify their 
“revolutionary” character, their “impartiality” in politics and their “genu-
inely anti-systemic” nature with the argument (which is not a Hungarian 
invention) that they have surpassed the traditional right and left, and 
these old distinctions make no sense under the new conditions. Although 
they generally argue that the purpose is to get rid of the Stalinist or “old 
Communist” left (they “kick a dead lion”), in reality they want to get rid of 
the anti-capitalist tradition. They legitimate their dreams of a “chance of 
a new world” with the utopia of turning the system (market economy) into 
a regime with a human face through reforms. In their “critical theories” 
and political platforms we can hardly find concepts such as capitalism, 
capital, profit, market or exploitation. “Globalism” appears as a “cultural 
problem”, which is an enemy per se. Confronted with locality it becomes 
detached from the radical critique of the capitalist world system, the 
capitalist regime and the conscious resistance to the system. Namely 
the fundamental and long-term goal is not to overthrow capitalism, which 
entails an (economic-social, cultural-mental) revolution of human civiliza-
tion, but rather a partial reform of the system. Under the flag of the refusal 
of (party) politics, these organizations return to the logic of politics in a 
covert, or sometimes even overt, form. 
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17The romantic, utopian communist schools treat the problem of surpass-
ing capitalism as a system much more clearly but in general either set 
themselves unattainable political goals, which can hardly be understood 
today (from the “seizing of power” to the “proletarian counter-power”) or 
they become absorbed into the alternatives that the power and the par-
ties offer them, and they frequently crumble under the weight of the huge 
contradictions between the irrationality of the abstractions of the calls for 
a revolution and the “actually existing” concrete political choices. These 
contradictions namely render the organization of a counter-movement 
nearly impossible.5         

     

2. The specialization of the tasks is the product of the regime
 

These organizations are typically naïve in the strictest sense of the word: 
they subordinate their life to one great cause, which propagates the solu-
tion of otherwise important tasks, which can be easily justified on moral 
grounds, such as environmental protection6, women, Roma people, mi-
norities, the poor, etc. They indeed help many people, and they relieve 
the state of some of its burdens but, in exchange, they are reluctant to 
tackle the solution of the other fundamental problems and to recognize 
their interdependence, let alone think of the real solutions to all these 
problems. The result is that they relieve the state of part of the burdens 
through their unselfish social work – I stress again, positively, that they 
help many people through charity – without possessing the rights and the 
means that the state should transfer to them. We should not forget that 
this is the cornerstone of the organization of a movement and a counter-
power. At the same time we should recognize that these organizations 
do satisfy communal needs; interestingly, it is precisely the rightist or-
ganizations that offer an emotional community to their members in the 
name of a national and a religious commitment. We have to admit that it 
is more difficult to organize leftist communities, in spite of the propagation 
of the idea of a communal society – maybe as a reaction to the failure of 
the communal experiments in the 20th century; furthermore, it is a more 
complex communal ideology than that propagated by the right. 

5 It should be noted that all these, of course, do not mean the refusal of a pos-
sible political engagement because we “have to sail” and we “have to be present”. 
But we always have to be conscious of the real goal of an activity and its relation 
to the system. 

6 I would like to note here that “humanist” or “environmental” slogans and 
activities have become integrated into the agenda of official capitalist politics in 
which environment protection is one of the most profitable businesses. Many civil 
organizations cannot resist this absorbing effect.
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bring much grist to the mill of the left, although the refusal of a national 
identity would obviously reinforce the already existing trend of sectarian 
isolation. This is not desirable, because the entire history of the 20th 
century underlines the importance of an anti-sectarian approach. At the 
same time we have to appreciate the small leftist anti-systemic groups, 
which have much in common with the religious communities because 
they can offer starting points for the development of the anti-capitalist 
movement under the conditions of the economic world crisis.

3. The organizational question
  

Paul Bleackledge rightly argues in his study on the “anti-Leninist anti-cap-
italists” (Eszmélet, 68. issue) that the modern anti-globalists who deny the 
role of the “factors which previously created the division of labor” in mod-
ern production and theorize about the “dominance of non-material work” 
(we can also mention the ideology of the “intellectual mode of production” 
in Hungary) practically disregard the internal hierarchy of modern society 
and the classes of producers, as well as the organizational problems 
that result from this condition. Thus, the important social differences of 
modern society, such as the real differences between wage-earners and 
capitalists, intellectuals and workers, employed and unemployed, become 
blurred, and eventually vanish. These theories reduce and simplify the 
social structure to the conflict between the “bad elite” and the “good peo-
ple” or between some international institutions and “civil society”. These 
anti-capitalists (often only bar room revolutionaries) can only organize 
abstract protest movements, which inconsequently attack the “injustices” 
and elite groups of the capitalist world system in the name of partiality 
because they don’t understand these contradictions and have no clear 
theoretical-political and organizational line. They indeed cannot have 
one, because they are unable to define their own social base, thanks to 
their lack of an ideological, political and organizational structure (unless 
they substitute general slogans and references to the “working class” 
for a real analysis). Consequently their definition of a clear perspective 
is limited to an abstract negation. This type of anti-capitalist movements 
- let’s call them “unstructured” movements – are gradually absorbed by 
the internet and in the end become a kind of “tourist spectacle” on the 
periphery, with a few burning cars, which gives a good opportunity for the 
liberal media to discredit the whole social world movement in the eyes of 
the wider masses. All this confusion is well reflected in the co-existence 
of innumerably diverse and chaotic organizational forms, which often 
weaken each other. This weakness of local resistance is projected into 
the international arena.
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There are two main threats to the future of the organizations that have a 
long-term program of communal solutions: one is the absolute withdrawal 
from politics and the other is the total absorption by it. Namely every task 
that does not entail a “transition”, a practical step toward the eventual 
goal, will not gain mass support because the sphere of politics cannot 
be avoided under capitalism. Whoever says the opposite, forgets: it is an 
unrealistic phantasmagoria to surpass the sphere of politics without the 
overthrow of capitalism. The absorption of the organization into parties 
is a similar dead end: we could form a “party of self-governors” without 
political ambitions, but this would entail the disappearance of the organi-
zational form of the communal cause, since the immanent parties of the 
bourgeois system have “specialized” in the maintenance of the regime.

Is it at all possible to truly establish anti-capitalist organizational 
center(s) today? We should not understand the existence of such 
center(s) in a bureaucratic sense. Lenin, who was both an ideological-
theoretical and practical-political genius, has already propagated the 
“network organization”, which sought to find the “weak points” of the 
capitalist system.7 The radical utopians of today - with their missionary 
zeal and their denial of any organization based on discipline – are un-
able to understand what the Russian social democrats recognized more 
than one hundred years ago (and what would have a real significance in 
the age of the internet!). While at that time and at that place this “center” 
was (also) organized with the purpose of stirring up a concrete political 
revolution, which is unattainable today, in contemporary Europe it could 
facilitate the acquisition of the theoretical, social self-defensive, namely 
the economic-social organizational capabilities of an alternative “culture” 
within national and international frameworks. Let us repeat the historical 
experience: no effective anti-capitalist movement can be organized “ob-
jectively” without the labor movement. However, “making contacts” with 
the workers has become the most complex problem because capital and 
the state, as “all-capitalist”, have (also) excluded social movements from 
the workplaces. This upgrades organization outside of the workplace but 
the anti-systemic organizations could not solve this problem with the help 
of working-class youth or even discuss it in clear terms. Organization is 
rendered difficult because the new division of labor of the capitalist sys-
tem atomizes organized working-class resistance to capitalist oppression, 
and also due to the fact that working-class consciousness has been con-
quered by the manipulative structures of the system. But the recognized 

7 I discuss this historical experience in detail in a strictly academic study. Tamás 
Krausz: Lenin. Társadalomelméleti rekonstrukció. Budapest: Napvilág Kiadó, 
2008. See in particular: Chapter III.



A
N

A
Ly

S
IS

20 task will sooner or later inevitably “produce” the “organizational centers” 
which were discussed above. I stress that these “centers”, of course, can-
not be the same as the Leninist ones, because today’s capitalist system 
displays totally different characteristics. But a center, which can “organize 
a network”, can be formed on the basis of one or more organizations, or 
even a periodical in the light of historical experience. Maybe such cen-
ters have already been created. We only have to find them.8 The serious 
(surviving) national experiments have already been, from 1989 onwards, 
simultaneously regional and global organizations, because national and 
regional separatism nips in the bud the establishment of a successful 
movement against the global rule of capital. The opposite is, of course, 
also true: no European or global movement can make a solid advance 
without the existence of local “centers”. As the experiences of the social 
world movement clearly show, it is only on the basis of the latter that a 
successful international movement can be organized.

One thing is sure: neither national romanticism nor romantic commu-
nism can offer adequate answers for the social experiments interested in 
the global overthrow of capitalism. At the same time it is also obvious that 
there is a need for universal social resistance but – as we stressed – this 
is not possible without strong local “centers”. It is also a very important 
lesson that such organizational centers cannot be created at any time, 
upon the free decision of a couple of intellectuals, but they are rather 
products of social and political struggle, fights for the workers’ interests, 
namely as simultaneously economic, social, cultural and political-ideo-
logical elements of class struggle, both nationally and internationally. We 
are undoubtedly living in the time of the creation of organizational condi-
tions. This is the period of learning and analyzing when one of the most 
important “sins” is the unnecessary simplification of things, the denial of 
the diversity of organizational forms and directions, but the worst sin is 
the rivalry and fight among the various sections of the anti-systemic left, 
and the permanent self-reproach, because these seriously undermine the 
capacity for renewal, and the birth of a new organization.

(Translated by Eszter Bartha)

8 For instance the Left Alternative Association and the periodical Eszmélet were 
established with this purpose in Hungary in 1988. In Moscow the theoretical pe-
riodical Alternativi seeks to play the same role. It should be noted that these and 
similar “centers” have been organized regionally and globally from the beginning. 
This was one of the guarantees of their survival. 
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Global and East European Alternatives

What other stages and manifestations of the crisis of world capi talism 
could there be? Is there a positive alternative to the deep ening of the 
crisis that endangers and threatens the very exis tence of mankind? What 
are the conditions for such positive alternatives to gain ground? How does 
all this affect Eastern Europe? I attempt, in this chapter, to find some 
answers to these questions.

Mankind is dancing on the edge of a sword. Therefore I see only two 
alternatives-one that is very pessimistic, and another which is just mildly 
optimistic.

The pessimistic scenario

Investigating certain spheres of social existence, we perceive the fol-
lowing:

On the political side, the institutional system of multi-party parliamen-
tary democracy appears to be at risk. The economic elite had an interest 
in maintaining such institutions only as long as it needed to counter the 
pressure of the rival political and economic forces and justify the demo-
cratic running of a society shaped by it, and it was not strong enough 
to openly gobble up political power; through the multi-party alternating 
political system it could divide and thus weaken the political elite. But as 
the economic elite advances, an open dictatorship of such an elite could 
emerge resulting in a possible open con quest of the political elite, and 
this could bring about an attack on the democratic institutional system. 
There are already signs of this, mostly in the United States.

On the economic side, the increased exhaustion of human resources 
and a deepening of the crisis of over-production could lead to the de-
valuation and later to the destruction of unused production capacities, to 
unprecedented levels of unemployment (a sharp increase in the number 
of redundant people and countries), and through this to the rapid flight 
of capital into the speculative sector, and thus to a lot of local and global 
indebtedness, to crisis of the currency and the stock exchange, or to 
further declines in GDP! There could be increased poverty and inequality 
in our own society and in the core countries. Also the number of people 
whose knowledge capital is still required by the capitalists could fall; they 
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22 will work more and more (twelve-fourteen hours a day) while the majority 
will be left without any work and livelihood, increas ing the over-production 
crisis even further.

It is very probable that the price of labour needed by the economic elite 
will be balanced out at the global level. But this does not necessarily lead 
to the organisation of the internation al work force and to the beginning of 
an international class struggle if other tools are used to divide the labour 
force, such as the manipulation of ethnic and national divisions. (I will 
return to this later.)

On the ecological side, we can expect further sudden increas es in the 
number of natural disasters and their gravity. Furthermore, with the de-
velopment of a revolutionary new industry-biotechnology-we can expect 
an unprecedented modification of human barriers, of “human nature”, 
which could put the sustenance of the human race at risk.

This latter factor naturally has significant socio-psychologi cal aspects 
as well. As communities and individuals are falling apart, biotechnology 
could be the “driving” sector in the near future, which will have very new 
“solutions” to make social atoms “really suitable” and able to adapt to the 
more and more alienated conditions.

Francis Fukuyama (2003) outlines three scenarios for the development 
of biotechnology. “The first [scenario] has to do with drugs. As a result 
of advances in neuropharmacology, psychologists discover that human 
personality is much more plastic than formerly believed. It is already the 
case that psy-chotropic drugs such as Prozac or Ritalin can affect traits 
like self-esteem, and the ability to concentrate, but they tend to produce a 
host of unwanted side effects and hence are shunned except in cases of 
clear therapeutic need. But in the future, knowledge of genomics permits 
pharmaceutical com panies to tailor drugs very specifically to the genetic 
profile of individual patients and greatly minimize unintended side-effects. 
Stolid people can become vivacious, introspective ones extroverted; you 
can adopt one personality on Wednesday and another for the weekend. 
There is no longer any excuse for anyone to be depressed or unhappy; 
even ‘normally’ happy people can make themselves happier without wor-
ries of addic tion, hangovers, or long-term brain damage.

In the second scenario, advances in stem cell research allow scientists 
to regenerate virtually any tissue in the body such that life expectancies 
are pushed well above a hundred years. If you need a new heart of liver, 
you just grow one inside the chest cavity of a pig or a cow; brain dam-
age from Alzheimer’s and stroke can be reversed. The only problem is 
that there are many subtle and not-so-subtle aspects of human ageing 
that the biotech industry hasn’t quite figured out how to fix: people grow 
mentally rigid, and increasingly fixed in their views as they age, and try 
as they might, they can’t make themselves sexually attractive to each 
other and continue to long for part ners of reproductive age. Worst of all, 
they just refuse to get out of the way, not just of their children, but their 
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23grandchildren and great-grandchildren. On the other hand, so few people 
have children or any connection to traditional reproduction that it scarcely 
seems to matter.

In the third scenario the wealthy routinely screen the embryos before 
implantation so as to optimize the kind of chil dren they have. you can 
increasingly tell the social background of a young person by his or her 
looks and intelligence; if some one doesn’t live up to social expectations, 
he tends to blame bad genetic choices by his parents rather than himself. 
Human genes have been transferred to animals and even to plants for 
research purposes and to produce new medical products; and animal 
genes have been added to certain embryos to increase their physical en-
durance or resistance to diseases. Scientists have not dared to produce a 
full-scale chimera, half human and half ape, though they could; but young 
people begin to suspect that classmates who do much less well than they 
do are in fact genetically not fully human, But, in fact, they aren’t”.

Fukuyama closes his thoughts with a sinister vision: “sorry, but your 
soul just died...” I do not think this needs any comment.

What we can expect in the short and medium term is an already per-
ceivable and significantly amplified “distribution battle” for the resources 
that can be re-distributed, including natural resources of course, since 
there will be less of them and inequalities will grow. The fight for oil, 
natural gas and other natural resources, and sooner or later, even for 
drinking water, will be increasingly fierce.

In connection with the above, we can assume a tougher US policy 
and, as a result, both more terrorism and a greater inci dence of extreme 
nationalism, affecting the core capitalist countries as well as the periph-
ery. The two basic elements will actually reinforce one another. Further, 
as Russia grows stronger due to her raw materials and draws closer to 
China, it is possible that the world political arena will become once again 
bipolar.

Global capital is very directly affected. Therefore it might make an 
attempt to create a “global government” of some sort, enhancing the 
already existing multilateral institutions or set ting up new one(s) (or by 
combining the two). But since this global government will evidently, and 
perhaps openly be the instrument of their will, it will not be able to prevent 
the spread of military conflicts that might lead to a third world war; nor 
will it be able to prevent the economic and ecological crisis turning into 
a severe disaster.

The neoliberal “economic development” model was victori ous in 
Eastern Europe. There is a risk of a shift to extremist right-wing politics, 
which could be an expression of and ano ther reason for a narrowing of 
the economic scope of action in the countries of the region. International 
and local economic elites will gain total control and influence over all 
social processes, which may periodically add to nationalist-populist po-
litical tendencies until such forces exhibiting such tenden cies gain total 
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24 control. The dual economy-dual social structure will be totally stable, 
or rather totally inflexible. Inequality and unemployment will grow to an 
extent never seen before; the young qualified cultural elite will migrate 
in huge numbers to the core countries.

In the longer term, competition for international investment will become 
more acute in the countries of the region. In the meantime, the “Russian 
axis” will grow stronger and the coun tries here will be under triple pres-
sure: the German-led EU will demand their loyalty, and so will the United 
States and the Asian block led by Russia.

The superpowers will try to use the countries of the region as an ex-
perimental field and as an instrument in their struggle;

this may weaken cohesion among these countries, which even now is 
not very strong, and such developments may even gene rate open conflict 
in the region. Such conflict could be made even more “colourful” by the 
historical tensions we have already noted.

The theoretical essence of the crisis is that the remedies used to cure 
it actually worsen the condition of the “patient” rather than improving it. 
The present economic elite, and probably that of the future, is (or will 
be) capable only of such crisis man agement, although they will try to 
eliminate all contrary forces.

Based on the analytical work of Habermas (1995) we can dis tinguish 
between two types of crisis: a structural crisis and a genuine crisis. 
Structural crisis means only the latent negative processes and structural 
tensions which the counter-elite has already recognised, but of which the 
majority of society is still unaware. On the other hand a genuine crisis 
appears in the form of open and all-embracing conflicts and clashes, and 
the survival of the system itself is called into question.

The optimistic scenario

It follows from the above line of thought that for the physical and spiritual 
sustenance of the human race it is vital to tran scend the basic capitalistic 
conditions, and in this process to at least strongly restrict global capital 
and to suppress the logic of capital. What are the chances and means 
of doing so?

The fundamental issue

I want to make it clear, at the outset, that I do not believe in changes and 
solutions implemented from the top down. The history and collapse of 
the former ‘really existing socialism’ teaches us that there is no advance 
party-vanguard – capable of initiating and stabilising social processes 
independently of the external and internal conditions-such as the fabric 
of society – or with the power obtained in a coup-de-état manner, which 
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25would in itself mean, or result in, transcending the fun damental conditions 
of capitalism.

But as new capitalism takes hold, it becomes evident that it is not just 
the bolshevist approach that has failed: social democracy is also in crisis. 
Social democracy and the trade union movement could be successful as 
long as there was a challenger to the capitalist system; that is the Soviet 
empire legitimised by collectivist ideology. The “third way” political and 
economic policy that developed soon after the collapse of this collectivist 
ideology is quite simply neoliberal society and economic leadership in a 
leftist guise. (As a result, there was a strong shift in income distribution 
at the time, to the benefit of capital and at the expense of labour.) The 
major factor here is, once again, that even though the evolutionist roots 
of social democracy were strong compared to bolshevism, the represen-
tatives of this political line were also thinking in terms of power; in other 
words, their main efforts were aimed at getting hold of and keeping top 
political positions. Therefore even though aspects of class struggle can 
be found in the European core countries which are the major bases for 
social democracy and perhaps even gaining more weight recently, the 
fabric of these societies is not strong enough to stop the logic of capital 
from intruding in practically all areas of life.

In summary we can say that when we think about the possi bilities 
and ways capitalism could be transcended, we have to investigate first 
and foremost whether spontaneous processes started at all in the deep 
structure and basic fabric of society, or are expected to start; processes 
which are closely interrelated, mutually enhancing and which can at 
least reduce the un restricted prevalence of the logic of capital in life in 
general.

Model experiments

Before going into the details of the above problem we must investigate 
the alternatives to capitalism, the models or exam ples that are already 
functioning and are not based on dictato rial solutions.

This model seems to present itself in social practice in Latin America. 
The leftist series of experiments there does not yet mean transcending 
capitalism, but such experiments can pre pare for it with all the diverse 
instruments that are available; through their huge practical experience 
they can assist in find ing ways to curb or transcend the reign of global 
capital.

The Latin American leftist experiments are very diverse, with lots of 
differences, but as far as the processes leading to them are concerned, 
they have common features. Bernard Duterme (2005) sums them up 
by saying that three decades of economic recession, institutional op-
pression, and then the neoliberal ideological attack led the traditional 
social move ments to adopt totally new ways. Before the era of dictator-
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national’ and ‘pro-development’ (developmentista) positions: they aimed 
at creating socialist states, independent from the states of the North, but 
remaining within the capital ist system. In the past fifteen years, however, 
after winding up the military regimes, new forces of protest appeared. 
These were the movements of the poor who lived in the slums, women’s 
movements, movements of the landless and of the unemployed. They 
included new demands on the agenda of social struggle, giving rise to 
a new type of criticism of capital ism. Paradoxically, because of the new 
forms of exclusion, but also due to the relative openness of the politi-
cal arena created by the liberalisation of the sub-continent and by the 
develop ment of the social and economic structures, these new players 
expressed themselves socially and culturally outside the tradi tional forms 
of representation.

Drawing support from the mass movements organised beyond the 
walls of the official institutions, leftist changes could be achieved in a 
number of Latin American countries in the last decade or so, and left-
ist political parties also took power. Subsequently, the anti-capitalist 
struggle has continued at two levels: at the level of the highest political 
power using its own instruments, and through the pressure exerted by 
civil movements.

The most interesting country of “double resistance” is Venezuela. Here, 
in the proclaimed Bolivarian Revolution, “the process is created through 
parallels.” This is important because just one election won by the left 
cannot result in taking over state power: in Venezuela, the right wing op-
position has a number of other positions in public administration, in state 
owned companies and in the media, and they control most of the pri vate 
sector as well. “Together they constitute a thick middle layer in society 
making change difficult to achieve. The presi dent’s answer to this has 
been parallelism-a political strategy not yet labelled. Parallelism is also 
being practised by the presi dent at the grassroots level-the people. An 
important part of what is actually being achieved in the process is created 
through parallels.” (Vera-Zavala, 2005).

If the health sector in the country is not willing to serve poor people, 
the president creates a parallel; he brings in hundreds of Cuban 
doc tors and lets them work.
If the educational sector is working poorly and apparently has not 
been fighting illiteracy, he creates a parallel, developing educa tion 
programs and making the communities responsible for their func-
tioning.
If the shops are not selling affordable food, he creates a parallel, 
establishing subsidised shops, and if people are still going hungry, 
he creates another parallel, providing food and making communi ties 
responsible for cooking and sharing meals.(Vera-Zavala 2005).
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(Gindin, 2005).

Through running parallel structures, inequality has declined, albeit to 
different degrees in the various countries. Returning to an evaluation of 
the processes in the entire region we can say that despite all the changes, 
the achievements so far seem to be rather modest (Duterme, 2005).

According to the Mexican sociologist Beatriz Stolowicz (2004), who 
has studied the underlying structures of the latest experiences of local 
leftist power, the left has certainly been able to present some novelties 
(transparency, new mechanisms of participation in decision making, 
popular control of man agement) in exercising citizens’ rights, but start-
ing out from this local level they seldom have been able to implement 
the principles of democratic governance; their failure makes it easi er for 
the right to justify the status quo. “Overstressing the importance of the 
local, which has been typical of the left since the 1990s, is full of double 
meanings, because even though it complies with the democratic logic 
of decentralising public affairs, it fits very well into the ruling neoliberal 
model too, which is aimed at weakening nation states.”

But in Venezuela, the two structures are not only supple mentary to 
each other, but they are also adversaries. This is particularly evident in 
the economic sector, where completely new solutions have emerged 
at the point where the two struc tures meet. President Chavez does not 
nationalise the major resource of the state of Venezuela, such as oil 
production, but based on popular movements it can secure control over 
it through a number of regulations. Furthermore, he has stipulat ed that 
oil revenues are to be invested in Venezuela, above all in industries that 
will help the country to diversify in the long term (Brookes, 2005).

But what is the Latin American-and especially the Venezu elan-message 
to those who are thinking in terms of transcend ing capitalism or at least 
curbing it? First: real social changes will occur only if radical transfor-
mation takes place at both the macro and micro levels simultaneously, 
permitting a degree of mutual reinforcement. yet the changes in macro-
conditions must be preceded by a relatively lengthy process of prepara-
tion, whereby social movements are formed at the grass roots level and 
then become strong and stable by supporting each other.

Another lesson is that radical changes cannot happen in one country 
alone and without the cooperation and solidarity of regions and countries 
interested in change. Raoul Zibecki says mainly in connection with Uru-
guay: the opportunities of the new left government to achieve change in 
this small and indebted country depend on internal conditions but even 
more on regional and continental power relations, especially the positions 
taken by the large countries-Argentina and Brazil (Duterme, 2005).

Perhaps the most decisive achievement of Latin American cooperation 
is the failure of the plan for a Free Trade Area of the Americas in 1994, a 
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interests (Duterme, 2005).

There is a severe barrier to “projecting” the Latin American model. Latin 
America is rich in natural resources, and this is especially true for Ven-
ezuela with its significant oil reserves. Such resources make it easier for 
a country to become indepen dent of global processes and global capital, 
because they have the funds to finance such independence. Therefore 
the Latin American example can be followed only by those countries and 
regions which have significant domestic resources of their own, controlled 
domestically. This does not mean natural resources alone. Eastern Eu-
rope is less and less a region of this kind.

In addition to the Latin American leftist experiment(s) there are some 
other theoretical models, some of which have been put into practice 
here and there. These also aim at curbing the logic of capital and envi-
sion a basically collective society. Such are the models of the prout and 
rainbow economy. Both have strong ecological motivations, and both 
wish to rely basically on local communities, especially on small ones, on 
self-govern ing cooperatives. Both models are egalitarian and would insist 
on a relatively high social minimum to which all individuals are entitled, 
but they do not go as far as stipulating total equal ity. A whole movement 
is currently emerging, based on the idea of prout (Maheshvarananda, 
2004; Dauncey, 1988).

An undisputable advantage of these models is that their departure 
point is the micro-fibre of society and thus they want to trigger interrelated 
organic changes. yet they do not answer several questions and give no 
solution to several prob lems. First, how would the impulses emerge-the 
spontaneous and interrelated processes that spring from the womb of 
society –which are to start these changes? Second, they do not con sider 
the irreversible (or reversible only through dictatorial means) internation-
alisation of the economic, political and cul tural processes, when focus-
sing upon local communities and the idea of self-sufficiency. Finally, it is 
totally unclear what relationship the new social cells of the models have 
with the environment that is international in its power relations too. It is 
also unclear whether these new social cells would be capable not only 
of expansion, but also of guaranteeing their micro-level sustenance in a 
“macro-environment” that operates according to a very different logic: the 
raw logic of capital. It does not even have to be totally hostile to them, 
although it is more probable that “global capitalism” would emit hostile 
impulses against “collectivist” attempts. (The history of the for mer ‘really 
existing socialism’ warns us of this).

The new socialist alternative

Andras Lanyi (2005) showed in vivid terms how horrendous personal and 
social tragedies happen when the triple slogan of liberty, equality, and 
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made. This is a truth that pre vails even today and points to the future.

Liberty, equality, and fraternity amount to a revolutionary slogan of the 
Enlightenment, but they are here reduced to a bourgeois slogan carrying 
several messages. Except for short intermissions, capitalism was unable 
to implement all three values concurrently; in fact, as I implied earlier, not 
a single one of them could be realised.

The essence of new socialism is that it assumes the total equality of 
these three values. New socialism has no humane alternative even if 
we project current trends into the future: it will be a dynamic society with 
constant inherent conflicts; it will be the condition of never arriving.

What is it that speaks for new socialism as an implementable idea 
which naturally cannot be “introduced” by word of com mand? Based on 
the logic of my thoughts so far, perhaps one can say that societies built 
on a single ideology and a the rigid hierarchy of principles and ideas are 
fragile and vulnerable because the protective mechanisms of society 
produce con trary trends and encourage one-sidedness. (Here we return 
once again to Polanyi’s spirit.) These contrary forces have already ap-
peared on the scene with the emergence of Latin America’s leftist efforts 
and the anti-globalization movements.

But what are the integral, or technological if you like, processes that 
point towards a new socialist alternative?

The essential factor is the increase in the value of the “knowledge 
commodity” and “emotion commodity”: with the emergence of knowledge 
and human relations networks they become more diverse and complex, 
which may result in the destruction of “real” knowledge and “profound” 
emotions. But the opposite could also happen: they could be a stronger 
demand for them and/or they might thrive, especially if there is a signifi-
cant social demand and pressure for them.

The source of my hopes-and my main line of thought is in agreement 
with the arguments put forward by Agnes Kapitany and Gabor Kapitany 
(1995)-lies in this latter process, a process that can be perceived as a 
mosaic-like picture. The basic principle is that knowledge and emotions 
are “commodi ties” which cannot be expropriated in the longer term; in-
deed, by their very nature they cannot be owned, and so their mar keting 
is a process that wears them down and finally consumes them. Therefore 
I hope that an emphasis on the knowledge and emotion “commodity” will 
curb and restrict the expropri ation processes and limit the effect of current 
market mecha nisms (rather than restrict or significantly change them).

I have already made reference to the weakening of classical visible 
private capital in connection with the refeudalisation of the relations of 
production. Now I claim that this process can have positive effects, in 
addition to the outcomes that we can already perceive.

According to Rifkin (2001), whom I cite above, new forms of property 
are gaining ground as private capital weakens in clas sical capitalism. 
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community, but somewhere in between. In Rifkin’s description the form of 
ownership he calls “access” is more and more present in the economies 
of the core countries, whereby the “subject” belongs to nobody, but every-
one can use it, or “access” it, as long as they observe the rules.

Castells’s (2002) idea is that a new society is taking shape in which 
a dual world is evolving: on the one hand, people will become increas-
ingly individualised, tending to follow their own inclinations, values and 
interests, while on the other hand, communities will become stronger as 
people search for others similar to themselves and they try to network 
with them and build their communities of friends and cultural or business 
associations. Actually, Castells’ vision is but a first step towards the new 
socialist alternative; the ongoing technologi cal and social processes 
can take such a course only if certain very well defined conditions are 
present or emerge.

The foundations of Castells’s world are the aforementioned networks 
and the emergence of the mass customisation; the technological foun-
dations are provided for by the information society. Let us examine this 
process closely.

Network building enables the emergence of production communities 
that had not existed before, even “purely” human communities, includ-
ing cultural and political ones. But can all individuals be members of the 
network(s)? What hap pens to those who are left out? What will be the 
proportion of those “in” and of those “out”? And if everyone is search-
ing exclusively for the company of similar people, will this not lead to a 
stronger segregation of social layers and groups?

In traditional production, the customer stands at the very end of the 
process, while in mass customisation the customer is the beginning. 
Production starts with the identification of the needs of the customer, 
that is, the sovereign individual, if he or she has not been manipulated 
(Szabo-Kocsis, 2002).

This process may result not only in the negative developments in 
bio-technology outlined above, developments that would risk human 
identity, but also in very positive outcomes. (For example, the results 
may be useful in treating cancer or infectious diseases. The molecule 
targeted drugs that are already present in the twenty-first century to 
treat such diseases make personalised treatment pos sible. Accord-
ing to Richard Schwab and Ivan Petak (2006), as far as technology 
is concerned, we may be very close to the mass applica tion of such 
a method.)

But will there be no new individual needs (or can they not be created 
by means of targeted manipulation) that cannot be satisfied in the shorter 



A
N

A
Ly

S
IS

31or longer term? How can we rank such needs and how can we prioritise 
the same types of need?

Similarly, a series of questions can be raised in connection with the 
achievements and consequences of information soci ety. Andrea Sza-
lavecz’s (2004) research indicates that informa tion technology as such 
will not and cannot reduce inequality, either at the national level or at the 
international level; on the contrary.

Questions similar to the ones dealt with above arise here too. A vital 
question concerns the fate of those who are not able to access the main 
instrument of the information society, the personal computer.

Internet communication raises another less discussed prob lem, namely 
to what extent is this new form of human contact able to create real 
communities.

In my personal experience, although Internet forums and mailing lists 
can be used to establish and maintain personal contacts, and thus to 
create new communities that are more than just virtual ones, and may 
are even function as communi cation tools in existing stable communities, 
nevertheless they are unable to sustain real communities by themselves 
and in the absence of lasting and regular face to face contact.

I would go even further than this: Internet communication, if serv ing 
as a complete replacement for face to face contacts and relations, 
can even break up an already well functioning community. The rea-
son for this is that because of the written nature of Internet commu-
nication (which tends to screen out the personal emotional character 
of interaction, including its main element, metacommunication, and 
also the chance to obtain immediate reaction and feedback), it 
tends to set in concrete individual positions. A “community of private 
individuals who are willing to learn” can fall apart into unyielding 
individuals incapable of compromise.
Also the anonymous Internet forums-those with pseudonyms or 
aliases-can exert a destructive effect on communities and individu als. 
Anonymity or a “false personality” does not force the individual to ac-
tually accept his or her real personality. Very often the same per son 
appears at different forums with totally different “personalities”.
Could it be that the internal coherent personality of such an indivi dual 
will sooner or later melt away or get dissolved (if the individual had 
any to start to with)? If this is a real possibility, the rise of Internet 
communication could become a part of the process that I character-
ised as one of the decisive indicators of the crisis of new capitalism, 
as the crisis of the individual, as the elimination of the self and even 
as self-elimination.

Summing it all up I can say that network building, or mass cus-
tomisation, or their basis, the information revolution, can become the 
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The basic question is whether or not there are, or will be, forces in soci-
ety that act against the monop olisation of knowledge, emotions and the 
technologies related to the above outlined processes.

This question is especially important in view of the fact that new social-
ism does not exclude competition among indivi duals and groups, because 
this would mean curbing human liberties. But unlimited competition will 
sooner or later give birth to monopolies, as the history of capitalism tells 
us. But if a new type of relationship emerges between the individual and 
the community in a new society, and if there is a balance between the 
two, a democratically functioning community can attenuate competition 
to some extent in order to sustain such freedoms, and it can also act to 
preserve the competitive edge, by preventing the emergence of knowl-
edge, emotion and technology monopolies.

The path to a new socialist alternative

The move towards a new socialist alternative and especially the victory 
of such an alternative can hardly be possible mere ly as the quiet “accu-
mulation” of the integral processes out lined above, that is to say, without 
a class struggle in which the “global bourgeoisie” and the international 
working class stand in opposition to each other.

The “global bourgeoisie” has already arisen, and, as I have already said 
in connection with the international working class, one of the precondi-
tions of its emergence was a levelling of the price of labour internationally, 
or at least a recognisable trend to this effect.

Here we must mention once again the local self-manage ment efforts 
(within national frameworks) which have, or could have, a very special 
relationship with the interests and efforts of the international working 
class. In terms of a nation al framework, this special relationship, imply-
ing some conflicts too, has appeared in Venezuela. Workers there took 
almost total control of several companies. An observer of this experi ment 
has defined the dilemma as follows: As we could see at the Invepal show 
... they have a few problems. It seems they think as managers. From what 
we saw, they want to get hold of all the shares of the company. Eight 
hundred workers will be the owners of the company. And if it makes a 
profit, will these workers be rich? This company is supposed to be the 
property of the entire country; my company does not only belong to the 
people, but if we generate a profit, it belongs to the whole peo ple. This is 
our responsibility-the responsibility of oil workers who produce the most; 
but how are we to cover the whole country? This profit is not mine. It does 
not make any sense that just because I work in the oil industry, I should 
make 90 million bolivars (42,000 dollars) when the minimum wage is only 
4000 bolivars (1900 dollars). We will see if Invepal actual ly focuses on the 
welfare of only a small group of workers, or will run the plant according to 
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country in mind? One thing is certain: the conclusions drawn there will 
generate models even in UNT (a Venezuelan trade union-E. S.) to see 
the setbacks of the common management strategy if there is no larger 
scale economic strategy behind it (Gindin, 2005).

Another idea arises in connection with this case, namely if workers can 
take control of their companies, why do they need trade unions? This 
can, in turn, raise questions about whether we really need an international 
class struggle.

This question of course is seen differently in the light of what we dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, because we were saying in connection 
with network building that there will be an increase in the number of work-
ers with looser relations with their work places; this reduces the power 
of the trade unions anyway as well as the interest advocacy capacities 
of other types of “local communities”. This new situation implies a need 
for brand new forms of organisation.

But most probably the new type of organisation of the inter national 
working class and efforts towards local self-manage ment will be parallel 
processes, which will both enhance and conflict with each other.

This is in line with what I noted above: what we need in order to realise 
the new socialism is the simultaneous preva lence, advocacy and mutual 
enhancement of the changes at both macro and micro levels.

A lot has already been said about the micro changes, but the issue of 
macro changes is a harder nut to crack, if we think of the discussions 
above. The essence of the dilemma is that because of the ecological 
crisis, mankind must reduce its total energy use in the long term, but as 
per the present state of sci ence (and what we can expect), the growth 
of global GDP, including consumption (or at least its growth rate) is also 
to be reduced against the background of a demographic explosion (see 
WWF: The Living Planet Report, 200; World Wild Fund for Nature, 2002 
[www.panda.org). Considering the ideal of the new socialist alterna-
tive, this reduced global GDP-or at least the reduced growth rate-is to 
be distributed in a much more equal way among people and groups of 
people than it is at present. (It is important to note that I do not believe 
in a total ly equal distribution; how could we possibly measure this un-
less we aimed at achieving the totally uniform phalanstery of individuals 
stripped of their freedoms, and for reasons of motivation I do not think it 
is desirable either).

How can we imagine such a tremendous social change with out huge 
social cataclysms and/or a dictatorship? The new socialist alternative 
rules out a coerced change in the situation of individuals and groups and 
the restriction of individual freedom. Two conditions must be met: first, 
real self-development-the development of one’s intellectual knowledge 
and spiritual being-must become the focus of the lives of individu als. 
We need global movements for this under the banner of such values. 



A
N

A
Ly

S
IS

34 The second condition is that no matter how important the Latin Ameri-
can experiments prove to be, the young workers and intellectuals of 
the present core capitalist countries and their already perceivable ef-
forts must be the driving force behind the changes. The history of the 
former ‘really existing socialism’ warns us of this. It shows us that poor 
“underdeveloped” countries and regions are very much exposed to the 
pressure of “modernisation dictatorship”, and they cannot, or can hardly 
exhibit positive and also attractive behaviour for the region of the world 
that have reached a high er economic level (positive behavioural patterns 
regarding the real diversity and spirituality of values governing individual 
and community life).

But let us now face what is probably the most important issue in relation 
to the above. A more egalitarian distribution of the reduced (or stagnating) 
total consumption without dicta torship is possible only if the population 
of the richer parts of the world voluntarily reduce the amount of goods 
they con sume. Can they do this? What will make them do this, other than 
actually seeing the point?

I have already noted that the world today is governed by three pas-
sions: the insatiable desire for profit, workaholism, and the consumption 
craze. I also stated that a passion, or pas sions, could be overcome only 
by another similarly strong or even stronger passion. The basic question 
is whether or not a passion will arise that can overcome the ones that 
rule today, or can at least keep them under control.

Passions that reign today separate people from one another. More and 
more people suffer from anxiety and loneliness. People are social beings 
by their anthropological nature. Therefore perhaps the fear of loneliness 
and the unquenchable thirst for a community could become the passion 
that is able to resist and overcome the hunt for profit, workaholism and 
greedy consumption. The “atomic good” hidden within us, which we ban-
ish to the very back of our conscious minds through reverse suppression, 
can really break through. This “atomic good” is perhaps the only spiritual 
motive that will drive people who live in financial affluence today to reduce 
and limit their consumption. (There are already visible signs of this in the 
European Union.)

This may also lead us to acknowledge that the new socialism charac-
terised by a plurality of values cannot become a reality without changing 
the relations of production, whereby the decisive element will be changing 
ownership relations. The minimum is to restrict capitalist private property; 
the IT condi tions for community ownership that is supposed to replace 
it are already given.

However, changing ownership relations does not happen overnight, 
from top down, controlled by a superior power. In other words, it is not 
dictatorship of the proletariat that the working class should follow, but 
rather it is a step by step process, it is a path of experiments. Two steps 
can be of vital importance in this process. One is social control behind the 
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that is uneven at present, but will over time grow (with the strengthen-
ing of institutions that serve such purposes and with the creation of new 
ones), and the other one is self-management efforts in connection with 
some large firms.

No new socialism can be imagined without community own ership 
dominating the scene. Can the profit element-clearly related to capital-
ist private property, including the principle of minimum input-maximum 
output-survive, and can we, or should we try to totally eliminate it? This is 
a question I cannot answer with the knowledge I have today. My intuition 
says that the total elimination of this element is not possible because, 
among others, we have to be very sparing with our declining natural re-
sources. Nonetheless, I note here that with the “knowledge and emotion 
commodities” gaining ground, the principle of minimum input-maximum 
output is being replaced by the principle of maximum input-maximum 
out put, and this will, though gradually and only in the longer term, change 
the market mechanisms that control the relations of ownership, as well 
as its “interest centres”, which is just as important. (This will reflect back 
on the nature of property turned back into the economy, whether they are 
private or a community, or something in between.)

How can we, and can we at all, solve the immanent problem of new 
capitalism, namely the fact that with the increased tech nical background 
of work, there will be an increasing number of people excluded from the 
labour market, who are “unneces sary and redundant”? My answer is 
short: the right to work will have to be enforced in this new society, even 
to the detri ment of the principle of efficiency.

Though the possibilities and instruments of direct democra cy will 
widen in new socialism through “production democra cy”, this new social 
system will not be able to exist without the political institutions of indirect 
democracy.

Since new socialism can only be a global system, there must be a 
shift in the political institutional system, according to the new scenario 
too, towards “global governance”. Therefore the existing political institu-
tions need to be enhanced, and new ones will need to be established. 
But more important than this is that these institutions must be brought 
under democratic control in accordance with the guiding principles of 
multi party parliamentary democracy, and via its institutions (regu larly 
held free elections with parliamentary parties offering real choices). 
(This has been working to some extent already in the governing bodies 
of the European Union.) This could be the principal means of bringing 
the currently reigning large international financial organisations under 
democratic control, and a democratically elected “global government” 
could be the first institution that could be stronger than those. It could 
even be capable of breaking the hegemony of the political, military and 
economic elite of the United States.
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government” is possible only if it is not in sole posses sion of political 
power, and even then only if it does not turn into a more oppressive and 
manipulative institution than what has come before (as discussed earlier, 
this is a possibility). This is the reason, among others, why the survival 
of the nation-states and their political parties is of global interest. But 
these nation-states must turn into transnational states as Ulrich Beck 
(2005) puts it: “Transnational nation-states come together in response 
to globalization and thereby develop their regional sovereignty and iden-
tity beyond the national level. They are thus cooperative and individual 
states as a reaction to global ization, and through this they will develop 
their regional sove reignty and identity, beyond national borders. These 
are co operative independent states-individual states on the basis of 
cooperative states. In other words, interstate unions open up new scope 
for action by postnational individual states. For example, only Europe-
wide initiatives make it possible to end fiscal dumping and to ask ‘virtual 
taxpayers’ to start paying up again. In this way not only can the conditions 
for a social and ecological Europe be created, but individual states can 
also regain their capacity for action and their power to shape events. The 
question of why states should merge is thus answered by reference to 
state egoism: because only then can they renew their sovereignty within 
the frameworks of world society and the world market”

So, the transnational state can be a way towards “global go vernance” 
and at the same time can partially restore the free dom of action of the 
national political elites.

But if the nation-state frameworks are preserved, how can a global 
society emerge, which is a precondition for and a con sequence of the 
new socialist alternative? Nothing else is need ed here than just a classi-
cal liberal principle to prevail: the bor ders that divide nation-states must 
become truly penetrable, or even transparent.

As far as Eastern Europe is concerned, it can only be a fol lower on 
the road towards new socialism. First, Eastern Europe has no particular 
resources that could not be replaced by some thing else; the ones it had 
(especially highly qualified labour) were “amortised” by globalization 
sweeping through it and also by national capital. Former leftist tradi-
tions were also brok en up due to the overreaction of the former ‘really 
existing socialism’; the emergence of a strong new left is still to be seen. 
Thirdly, the relationship among the countries of the region is traditionally 
conflictual. Finally, Eastern Europe is a classical semi-peripheral region, 
and as such it is not suitable to give positive alternatives and behaviour 
patterns to the rest of the world.

Nevertheless, Eastern Europe has, as mentioned before, a “compara-
tive advantage” on the way towards new socialism: since both the political 
elite and civil society are much weaker than in the core capitalist coun-
tries, the internal contradictions and crisis of capitalism are also much 
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capitalism can serve as a “deterrent”, as a “negative example” to be 
avoided by the progressive forces of the core countries.

Even so, I do not intend to imply that East European intel lectuals, the 
political elite and the civil society movements, do not have an important 
task to perform on the way to new socialism. This task is to show clearly 
the “negative example”; regarding the political elite, it is to overcome 
historically imprinted prejudices and to begin integration attempts among 
the countries of the region, so that they can also be a separate block, 
while becoming an equal part of Europe; and as for the civil sector, they 
have to explore the meagre, yet existing possi bilities of local action and 
integrate them into the international civil sector in a more active and more 
“equalitarian” way than before.

Is this development?

Ever since mankind gained consciousness, there have been tremendous 
debates concerning whether our history should be considered as devel-
opment with a clear direction? I happen to agree with those-for example 
Nisbet (1969) and Vilmos Csanyi (2000)-who say that acceptance or 
rejection of the development thesis, including the definition of the criteria 
for development, is a matter of value choices.

Here and now I myself am “value choosing”: I consider a social system 
more developed then a previous one if it offers more opportunities for 
individual and community skills of all kinds to emerge, which is the same 
as aiming at a relative har mony in the dialectical relationship between 
the individual and the community. This includes my former choice of 
value too, which is about a desirable society and a community based on 
a pluralism of values.

It is very interesting to see whether on the basis of this set of values 
new capitalism is to be considered as development or as decline, in rela-
tion to the capitalism that existed previously.

A favourite saying of Marx is that the key to the anatomy of man is the 
anatomy of the ape. He applied this very logic in one of his major works 
he co-authored with Engels: the Com munist Manifesto. Basically he 
said that capitalism and its bour geoisie are revolutionary, and represent 
a higher level of deve lopment compared to earlier modes of production, 
in spite of all their horrors, because they pave the way for the rule of the 
proletariat-that can only lose its chains and that is the only one interested 
in the general liberation of people-then for social ism and finally for com-
munism.

Marx’s hypothesis was not backed up by the practice of the former ‘re-
ally existing socialism’ and of the ‘really existing socialisms’ of today; it is 
not the proletariat that exercises power in those countries, but the state 
party and the party state. This proves Trotsky’s (1976, 1977) prediction 
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single coun try (or a group of countries), especially if we consider the pe-
ripheral or semi-peripheral nature of these countries and their inclination 
towards a “modernisation dictatorship”. (In his later years Marx already 
sensed this imminent danger and he even warned about it.) Marx’s 
hypothesis of communism is also problematic for the future because 
even with growing pro duction, the possibility of which I had questioned 
before, the immediate satisfaction of all new human needs is impossible, 
especially for all members of society.

Nevertheless, even if I do not accept the Marxian idea in its entirety, I 
tend to follow the basic line of his thought: my main message has been 
that the basic conditions for a new socialist society must be carried in 
the womb of capitalism, and I have proven that they were arose there. 
Taking this thought one step further we can say that if new socialism will 
become a reality for mankind, new capitalism could be the last, or next 
to last chain in a downward spiral in the history of mankind.

Socialism or Barbarism as Historical Alternatives is the title of a well 
known book by Istvan Meszaros (2005). And the title is very apt.

Which scenario will become reality? This will be determined by whether 
or not there will be enough civil society and social pressure to move 
towards the new socialist alternative. Since new socialism cannot be 
realised in a single country (nor in one or more groups of countries), we 
should rest our hopes on the anti-globalization movements.

Anti-globalization movements and their dilemmas

As mentioned before, the major and the most effective base of the anti-
globalization movements is the youth of the core capi talist countries that 
has been side-tracked in the universities, as well as young intellectuals 
and workers with uncertain liveli hoods. Their main objective is to give 
global answers to the global challenges of new capitalism. Their advan-
tage over the trade unions is that they are capable of establishing the 
inter nal integration of the network-based “knowledge society” and “work 
society” through their international networks and more general objectives. 
(This does not mean that trade unions are to be “written off”. Trade unions 
are important players in the anti-globalization movements.)

Protests against the present form of globalization are gain ing ground 
all over the world through movements which start ed at the end of 1999 
in Seattle at the WTO Conference and on the streets. These movements 
organise street demonstrations whenever there is an IMF, World Bank, 
WTO or G8 meeting. Their major goals include action against the increas-
ing inequality among and within countries, fighting against all kinds of 
discrimination, fighting for full employment and social benefits, preventing 
the demolition of the social welfare systems and the privatisation of public 
services, the democratisation of international organisations, the elimina-
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and to inform, disarming foreign military bases, and, impor tantly, strug-
gling against the global and local “factors” of new capitalism that cause 
ecological crises (see, among others, Dujisin, 2005).

Ever since the demonstration in Seattle, American and cer tain Euro-
pean trade unions fearing the loss of jobs, the repre sentatives of less 
developed countries speaking up at interna tional trade talks against 
further liberalisation, the internation al networks fighting for debt relief 
for the developing coun tries, religious organisations voicing moral 
considerations, all kinds of environmental organisations, the European 
interna tional alternative economic workshop, and different leftist groups, 
leftist socialist and communist political parties seem to stand on the same 
platform on this issue. (A basic feature is that this network of the above 
mentioned organisations is totally opposed to racism and extreme right 
groups.)

The roots of the anti-globalization movements are in the Latin American 
popular movements. The cradle is Chiampas, Mexico, where indigenous 
people protested against the estab lishment of the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), against the free trade and privatisation pres-
sures that would ruin their production and endanger their lands. The 
Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) occupied the capital of the 
federal province, San Cristobal, and issued a dec laration that resonated 
around the world saying that the revo lution of the poor and oppressed 
was starting, and they called for a struggle against “globalization”. There 
were 100,000 peo ple demonstrating in Mexico City in 2000 against 
capitalism (Artner, 2005).

Anti-globalization movements have had significant achieve ments in 
advocating the interests of the developing countries, in influencing the 
large international financial organisations, and also in enlarging the 
movement itself.

As already mentioned, the Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI) 
that was supposed to serve the full liberalisation of the invest ment market 
and was urged by the developed countries, failed in 1998 because of the 
information campaign waged by the NGO’s and think tanks opposed to 
the unlimited liberalisation of trade, and by international civil coopera-
tion and the determination of major developing countries (Brazil, India, 
etc.).

The 1999 WTO session also failed, not least because of the street 
demonstrations of NGO’s and trade unions in support of the repre-
sentatives of the developing countries that took up a firm position in the 
meeting rooms.

The Third World Network contributed greatly to the harmonisation of the 
interests of the developing countries and to preparing their negotiators 
working in international organisations; this is a network of NGO’s and 
intellectuals working in the field of development. Activists can exchange 
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WTO, in the Third World Economic biweekly magazine issued in Penang, 
Malaysia. Meanwhile the Third World Resurgence monthly magazine 
discusses the problems of the developing countries in more detail.

Partly due to the anti-globalization movements and partly due to un-
precedented imbalances in the world, international financial organisations 
started to realise that changes in the relationship between balance and 
growth (instead of economic restriction based balancing, a flight to the 
future) were necessary. (To date, however changes have been only rhe-
torical). For example, the need for a “Post-Washington Consensus” has 
arisen at the World Bank in oppo sition to the “Washington Consensus” 
that was the sum of the prin ciples of liberalisation and had been serving 
as the basis for neoliberal economic policy for decades.

The name of the IMF medium-term “extended” loans for deve loping 
countries changed, and today it refers to the economic growth and exten-
sion of consumption too. Recently Tony Blair said that aid to Africa and to 
the poorest countries should not be tied to liberalisation as before.

The organisation of the World Social Forum, a network and a process 
covering continents, regions and countries is the major achievement in 
the self-organisation of the anti-globalization movement. Among other 
places, meetings have been held in Mumbai, India, in Bamako, Africa, in 
and Caracas, Venezuela. To date there have been four European forums 
organised with several tens of thousands of partici pants, and the Mediter-
ranean Social Forum was also held covering Southern Europe and North 
Africa. These social forums are meet ings of experts and activists that end 
with large-scale peace demon strations.

The most important objective of the ATTAC movement, which called the 
World Social Forum to life (now present in 45 countries), is the introduc-
tion of the so-called Tobin tax. This tax type was approved in the French 
and Belgian parliaments following petitions filed by the movement, and 
it is also being studied in the UK and German parliaments. The Tobin 
tax can only function as an all-European, or even international tax, so its 
actual introduction is still a long way off.

The civil network called Seattle to Brussels informs public opinion and 
Members of Parliament in a number of developing countries that talks are 
going on in the WTO on basic services and on liberali sation of the inter-
national investment market without their know ledge and authorisation.

Mention is to be made of the alternative workshop of non-liberal 
economists which holds a number of consultations every year, issu ing a 
document with recommendations for a non-liberal economic policy and 
social policy programme (not exceeding the boundaries of Keynesian-
ism) within the European Union. This declaration is signed by several 
hundred economists in Europe. This workshop of non-liberal economists 
is closely linked to the leftist and Nordic green fractions of the European 
Parliament.
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the rules for food safety, health and environment issues and in the general 
protection of the environment. They have a lot of local and some global 
achievements. They have played an important role in the European Union 
in keeping out genetically modified food stuffs, by stressing the lack of 
research on the environmental and health implications.

Achievements have been made, but the anti-globalization movement 
still has to face a number of dilemmas.

The first one is how to manage the inevitable conflict of interests of 
those participating in the movement. The main conflict of interest is re-
lated to the fact that activists and intel lectuals joining the movement from 
the core capitalist coun tries tend to advocate the interests of workers and 
other social strata in their own countries or regions, even at the expense 
of populations in the peripheries or semi-peripheries.

Thus the US trade unions, AFL-CIO, and the Canadian CLC took action 
to stop jobs being transferred to developing countries dur ing the Seattle 
WTO ministerial meeting and afterwards.

The so-called Bolkestein Directive caused a tremendous debate in 
the European Union in 2005. The directive’s aim was the free flow of 
services in the Union and creating the conditions for it. It is evident that 
in this particular issue the interests of workers working in the service sec-
tor in western and eastern parts of Europe clashed: the flow of eastern 
workers accustomed to low level and cheap social care into western 
markets would have risked the positions of West Europeans. The result 
was that West European ATTAC organisations found themselves in some 
disagreement with the East European anti-globalization move ment; both 
groups advocated the interests of the workers in their own countries and 
regions.

So as long as there is no international equalisation in the price of 
labour, there will be, or could be objective clashes of interests due to 
disagreements even within the anti-globaliza tion movement. This could 
be an enduring source of internal tensions. Nevertheless, one can pre-
pare people to handle such tensions, particularly because the interests 
of different groups of workers (just as the price of their labour) will draw 
closer in the longer term.

The second dilemma concerns the relationship towards power. We 
cited above one of the major ideologists of the alterglobalisation move-
ment, Adamovsky, who said a few years ago that the anti-globalization 
movements should not “seize power, but avoid being seized by power”. 
Ulrich Beck (2005) is of the same opinion on this when he cites Stephen 
Toulmil (1994): “In a moment of cynical jollity Josef Stalin once asked, 
‘How many divisions has the Pope?’ The fact is that, in the eyes of decent 
human opinion, moral challenges are never answered by displays of 
force. The day that Amnesty International takes possession of a machine 
gun, let alone an atom bomb, its abili ty to gain a hearing and influence 



A
N

A
Ly

S
IS

42 events will be at an end. Institutions with bigger and bigger guns have, 
in practice, less and less claim to speak on moral issues with the small 
voice that carries conviction. Here lies the effectiveness of Jonathan 
Swift’s image of Lilliput. Stalin failed to see that the military triviality of 
the Pope’s Swiss Guards increases his claim to a hearing, rather than 
undermining it; while Amnesty International’s moral authority is that much 
greater, just because it is a Lilliputian institution...

Lilliputian organisations cannot compel immoral rulers to apologise on 
their knees, as Henry II had to do; but they do subject rulers who refuse 
to mend their ways to damaging embarrassment in the eyes of the world. 
If the political image of Modernity was Leviathan, the moral standing of 
‘national’ powers and superpowers will, for the future, be captured in 
the picture of Lemuel Gulliver, waking from an unthinking sleep, to find 
himself tethered by innumerable tiny bounds.”

Recently, however, debates and conflicts have emerged, as already 
noted, even within the anti-globalization movement on the issue of how 
to relate to power. The Porto Alegre “Constitution” states the principles 
of horizontal organisation, the exclusion of political parties and consen-
sus based decision-making; however, in addition to such “horizontal” 
ones, we have also seen the appearance of “vertical” ones; for instance, 
in the European Social Forum. They obtain dominant positions and 
demand central control within the movement (typically they are activ-
ists from core countries, trying to subordinate the very divided East 
European activists), and several leftist parties have played active roles 
in such developments. Indeed, it was even suggested to organise the 
movement into a party.

The root of this change lies in the diminishing energies and growing 
uncertainty of the movement, caused above all by the lack of a clear cut 
set of objectives and a coherent vision. Adamovsky has said the following 
on this: “The civil sector standing up against neo-liberalism started out 
on two roads, both with a dead end. To state it in oversimplified terms: 
one group is not happy to participate in political efforts that can be linked 
to parties, because they feel that it would lead to what characterises 
parliamentary democracy today, where a small elite exercises political 
power and prevents the masses from taking decisions. Civil movements 
having nothing to do with this exclude themselves from politics, attract 
few people and are forced to play in the little league.

The other group does the exact opposite: they chose a tradi tional politi-
cal path, and thus give up the radical objectives and the idea of a new 
social system. This is what is happening today in Brazil under its leftist 
president Lula Da Silva.

The two strategies should really be merged. The new left should face 
up to why it is unpopular: its dislike of all power structures and its inabil-
ity to say what kind of a new order is needed if the one we have now is 
unsatisfactory. But life as it is in its global complexity can be sustained 
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of an order.

On the other hand, movements cannot exclude themselves from the 
forces of politics. So they must find the right form in which the wishes of 
participants with many interests are brought together and then conveyed 
to the arena of political decision-making, and which enable new move-
ments to seize power.

The new leftist principles have urged the major forces of anti-global-
ization movements to avoid setting up new social models or plan new 
forms of power. Instead, they have kept on saying what is wrong and 
what needs to be changed.

Many people, including anarchists, feel that all power is bad, believing 
that it is impossible to imagine a system or a power structure built on their 
values. This misconception must be eliminated.

People are reticent because they do not like to give up secu rity. They 
do not like recipes such as “we shall topple the sys tem and ignore the 
possible consequences”. Basically, people are afraid that this would result 
in chaos and the trams would stop running.

Also power is not to be seen as something that is above soci ety, but 
as something that is part of society, so we must shape it. It must not 
be alien to us as it is now; our main goal is to make it accord with this 
requirement.” (Bihari, 2006).

The issue of power relations is closely linked to the third, perhaps most 
important dilemma: what should be, and what could be, the objective of 
the anti-globalization movements? Is it reforming new capitalism, merely 
limiting the influence of global capital, or something in excess of these 
goals such as cre ating a new social order, devising and establishing a 
new social system? The first answer can be derived from the “global 
social democratic” attitude, the second one from a new leftist or new 
socialist attitude. The internal debate, which is currently latent, should 
not be concluded yet.

The following questions arise: Does the failure of social democracy 
in some countries-and the failure of its modern counterpart, the “third 
way”-exclude social democracy at the global level, or rather its politi-
cal practice? But if the goal is to lay the foundations and create a new 
social order, what will or could be the new governing principles of the 
new system? And will the “activist energy” last until such principles “take 
shape”?

And anyway, how much time does the creation of this new sys tem 
need? How could intellectual and spiritual values be repre sented along 
the way?

I have given my own answer to these questions: I see no other posi-
tive scenario for mankind than a totally new social order that builds upon 
the existing basic elements, but with a very new structure and values, 
that is, the implementation of a new socialist alternative. However, social 
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one. But as we proceed along the path, civil resistance and the global 
network of thinkers will be-or already are-a major source of energy for 
the defence of Gaia.

***

Partial studies used in the book

Péter Farkas (2006): A nemzetközi szociális mozgalmak eredményei [Achieve-
ments of international social movements]

Zoltán Pitti (2006): A tulajdonviszonyok változása a multipoláris világkapitalizmus 
viszonyai között [Changes in ownership relations under multipolar capi talism]

Study used for the book

Tibor Kuczi-Emese Jókuthy (2003): Társadalom leírás, társadalom szerkezet: 
érdekek, érdekviszonyok. Nemzeti kitekintés. [Description of society, social 
structure: values, value relations. A national overview.] Manuscript.
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46 PÉTER MÁRKUS

Social Alternatives to Neoliberalism
(A draft to a lecture, November 1997)

The political left is strong in system critique (e.g. critique of the capital re-
lations, critique of state oppression, critique of nationalism etc.) but is far 
weaker in suggesting positive alternative proposals. There are only few 
coherent and radically new programs. My lecture aims to strengthen this 
weaker line of the political left by making some proposals for a possible 
alternative. Due to the short time frame I ask to understand the mutual 
focus and rough shortcuts of the text. 

My starting point is the historical fact that over the past 200 years 
mankind had experience in the consequences of the tyranny of both the 
depraved market and depraved state. Entering the 21st century in search 
of an alternative, the humanistic and modern political left has the task 
of going beyond the false and circular dilemma of either market on one 
hand or the state on the other and then to make proposals – as well to 
mobilise public support – for institutions and self-organising social forms 
that result in peaceful, balanced and exploitation-free conditions. This 
methodology that goes beyond this false dichotomy also means that my 
proposals go beyond the debate between neoliberalism and neokeyne-
sianism, as well, and classifies both approaches as insufficient in recent 
times – although not in the same respect and not to the same extent. 
The attempt to go beyond both schools does not, however, mean that the 
tactic-strategic advantage to the left of joining forces with neokeynesian-
ism is not respected.

My lecture is divided into three parts. First, proposals are made con-
cerning political institutions. Second, are concerning economic institutions 
and third, are tactic-strategic remarks.

1) The transformation to community self-governance, self-regulation 
cannot result in a drop in civilisation and chaos. There are arguments for 
anarchy (meaning the state of no power) but no argument can be made 
for a chaos. Chaos makes political struggle barbaric. Our goal is the 
contrary, to make the political fight civilised and bring  the fighting down 
to a lower tension level. That is why, where the withdrawal of either the 
market or the state is proposed, it is meant to be a solution that these 
should be replaced by a more efficient community self-regulation.
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472) In all levels of power the direct democratic forms should be promoted 
against the representative or other indirect forms. This form has the ad-
vantage that decision makers and other interested parties are identical 
as much as possible. The possibility of learning by self-correction is also 
supposed. The critique on participatory or direct democracy is well-known 
as well as the threats that these forms inherently contain. But regardless 
to these objections, I believe that present bourgeois democracies – or 
their values – should be preserved by abolishing them and making steps 
into this direction. 

3) The parliament or the body that replaces it should be organised on 
the base of delegation principle. The present system, which is exces-
sively dominated by parties and the principle of free mandate is what has 
caused citizens to have lost all relevant control over their representatives. 
The bounded mandate system would allow relevant social groups to have 
continuous representation in the parliament according to their social 
weight as well to have a recognised delegate actually presenting their 
views. The representative is not a private person anymore but a delegate 
of a relevant social group. This approach also makes possible to have dif-
ferent persons as delegates according to the agenda and topic discussed 
thus the delegating group can send the best suitable person to the task. 
Within the group that appoints the delegate the election techniques will 
remain in use fitted to reflect the special characteristics of the group.

4) The withdrawal of the representative should be institutionalised. 
This is linked to the previous point but can be proposed separately as 
well. We should not fear that the parliamentary power balance becomes 
instable. The only thing that will happen is that unsuitable, unreliable 
representatives and those who do not respect their delegating group 
will be dismissed in time. This solution has an advantage, as well, to fol-
low changes in social opinions more adequately and subtle ways. Thus 
many unwanted outcomes could be avoided that cannot be prevented in 
a system with a parliament elected for four years.

5) Wages of representatives should be linked to the minimum wage 
with a certain coefficient. This coefficient can be fixed in a country and 
decided by a referendum but it is also possible to define a range within 
which actual wages are performance differentiated by the group that 
appointed the representative. If we accept that representation is also 
a type of work then the remuneration cannot be set exclusively by the 
representatives themselves. 

6) One of the key questions of an up-to-date political system is to make 
a shift from a party system to a civic pressure group system. This form 
fits a fragmented society, better. This system gives smaller space for 
manipulation, centralisation and has a stronger relationship with the direct 
interest of citizens. The development of civic pressure groups reflects 
better the actual social will.
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48 7) The political left should propose to establish a network of horizontal 
social agreements that can replace or co-exist with the present hierarchi-
cal legal system and power structure. This change has two main chan-
nels: the agreements between local governments and pacts between 
social interest groups. In the longer run, the voluntarily agreements based 
on the own interests will have larger power to regulate social rules than 
the norms levied from above or by pressure. 

8) Politics will be an area where no realpolitik or tactical allowances 
are allowed that is the question of war and peace in Europe. The politi-
cal left should support very clearly disarmament and military free conflict 
management - also including the gradual demolition of military blocks (like 
NATO). It is of course obvious that no state or nation based war initiative 
can be supported. But we have to go further and we have to stand against 
any – allegedly defensive – army development. A unilateral downward 
spiral of disarmament should be announced for the 21st century and this 
principle should be turned into practice where the majority of the left 
reigns. For instance a rule of two-thirds can be applied according to which 
the initiating country cuts its army within a few years to the two-thirds of 
the level of its rival state in its region and so forth. This initiative should 
obtain the support of antimilitarist civic organisations and NGOs (women, 
youth etc). Based on this kind of harmonised scenario, Europe could be 
demilitarised within a hundred years both in internal and external sense. 
This issue has some complex connections that cannot be addressed here 
but to list some of them: arms trade, mafias, paramilitary movements and 
state level terrorism.

9) Economic proposals are best to start with an idea that connects 
political and economic structures. Steps should be made to establish an 
economic world-government or world co-ordination council. This body 
should have well defined but broad entitlements for instance in respect 
of the management of some resources, the minimal level of supply (food 
and health care) or in controlling the activities of multinational compa-
nies. In the case of world co-ordination, it is not the UN - but it cannot be 
excluded, that some transformed specific UN institutions can be made 
able to fulfil the above mentioned tasks. It is also possible to have a new 
NGO or different starting point.

10) The political left should initiate referenda with economic content 
both at local and national levels. There is a well founded reason why 
present decision makers try to keep citizens far away from this issue. This 
is about the direct control on resources. Arguments, highlighting exper-
tise have only partial grounds. It is possible to expand – gradually – the 
scope of this type of referenda in a way when the great importance of the 
question, the learning by self-correction and self-regulation supported by 
expertise can be combined.

11) Perhaps the time has come to enforce a sort of money re-invest-
ment requirement in order to have speculation money channelled back 
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49to the real economy. At the moment, a vast amount of speculative money 
travels around the globe, free of any connection to the real economy. 
Most of finance is only gambling for adults. The free float of capital – in 
this sense – is a great lie, a humbug. In practice it does not affect the 
actual living standards of the people and the level of production. Thus 
financial transactions should not be rewarded with capital gain, interest 
premium, or increased dividends – but instead a strong financial law 
should direct the money back in the real economy. An active direction of 
money is necessary while private wealth accumulation from speculation 
is still possible.

12) The amount of assets that can be inherited should be gradually 
limited. Revenues from inheritance tax should be used to compensate 
needy social groups to create equal chances for them. (For instance, 
the fund raised by these revenues can be used to improve the housing, 
work and schooling conditions of the Roma in Europe and help them to 
settle down.)

13) In the economic life, rights proportional to capital gradually should 
be transformed to rights proportional to the number of people (staff). 
Instead of stockholders companies, co-operatives should be preferred. 
The co-operation here is co-operation in action. In other words: there 
would not be ownership rights without personal labour contribution. This 
can be enforced as a general principle but also be modified with rules 
protecting the rights of those who are unable to work and taking into ac-
count their interests.

14) The so far sporadic Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOP) 
constructions should be expanded in two senses. First, more companies 
should be involved, and not only for companies that face financial losses. 
Second, the possibilities in this form should be expanded by legal meas-
ures to help ESOP organisations to develop without employees imposing 
self-limitations into collective ownership.

15) There are many possible ways of collective control over produc-
tion factors. In the debate on the question whether ownership or hired 
relationships should dominate, I prefer the latter. This problem should be 
examined case to case concerning the different types of production fac-
tors and a detailed study should elaborate this topic. Different solutions 
can be applied on land, industrial equipment, public goods, small service 
sector units and on the natural resources that can be seen as common 
inheritance of mankind.

16) There is urgent need for a subsistence level and life quality pro-
gram. This is a program to raise the standards of the most exposed 
groups, for those where it cannot be expected in the foreseeable future 
that these groups are able to achieve improvements from own efforts. (It 
is an excessively cynical approach that urges groups and countries to 
catch up while depriving them from the basic conditions necessary for a 
decent human life.)
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50 17) Applying an income and/or wealth ceiling might be necessary in 
several countries for an interim period. This is not attractive at all but 
probably an unavoidable measure. Setting the exact level of this ceiling 
requires it should be taken into account – individually in each country 
– that it should not withhold performance but be allowed for substantial 
redirection of resources to areas that need urgent help and it also should 
be in line with the public feelings about legal justice. It is also conceivable 
to have a binding or orientating referendum on the level of this ceiling.

18) Concerning the strategic questions on the feasibility of implement-
ing a leftist program it is obvious that first two main questions should be 
answered. First, how is the authentic political left able to manage itself 
into a position to start such (or any) a program. Second, what are the 
institutional guarantees that should be established to enforce the pro-
gram in a democratic way. Concerning the first question, all “political and 
economic resources” – in broad sense – should be taken into account 
that can be mobilised during the transition. For instance, to threaten the 
old system by denying working support for it, exiting official institutions, 
organising civil disobedience movements etc. It is likely that initiatives for 
referendums should be used more extensively, even if the existing legal 
system hinders them. It is very important in this take off phase to launch 
and develop self-government and self-supply experiences, alternative life 
modes. These can become precedence cases having values on which a 
model can be further developed later.

19) I believe that our proposals should not depend on the fact whether 
our opponents like it or not. In realising these ideas maximum flexibility 
and humanism is required but concerning the final goal no unlimited 
compromises can be made. Most of the political left has been stuck to 
neo-Keynesianism in the debate with neoliberalism. They do not notice 
that only an alliance is possible with them but we should not become a 
part of it. In other words, neo-Keynesianism is only the other side of the 
same coin with neoliberalism. Unquestionably it is the bright side of it but 
it is still the same coin. The authentic left begins only beyond it.

20) The political left either will have a radical program or will be ex-
tinct.

(Translated by Péter Bózsó)
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51A Viable Political Model of Direct Democracy
(March 1998)

This line of argument is dedicated to the memory of the plebeian demo-
crats of the March 1848 Revolution in Hungary. It is also dedicated to 
those women and men living in the 19-20th century who deeply under-
stand the importance to link democracy with socialism (anti-capitalism) 
and finally to those friends and contemporaries of mine who work on 
preparations for a more attractive 21st century.

I present a normative model here. I strongly believe that the social 
critical analysis of state-socialism and systemic change in East Europe 
has essentially been done and completed. Now the main task is to 
develop the progressive alternatives that can be discussed and some 
elements of which can actually be tested in reality. Left wing intellectuals 
have “overdeveloped hypercritical sense” but the time for constructive 
proposals has now come.

My line of argument for direct democracy fits into a broader model that 
covers all aspects of its relationships in life. At the end, the character of 
a society is set by its institutions and the behaviour of its members. The 
institutions and behaviour of the economic and political sub-systems are 
the determining ones: setting four intertwined topics (problems). I ad-
dress here only one of them the system of political institutions or more 
precisely some elements of it. (Meanwhile I take into account the three 
other topics, as well. I would prefer to discuss them jointly addressing 
them at the same time but the space is limited here).

At the starting point I suppose a differentiated society. The main divi-
sions in this society are:

1. geographical (local-regional, national-regional and global)
2. activity and ownership (employment structure, occupation structure, 

wealth, income etc.)
3. biological (sex, age, health, ethnicity)
4. cultural (traditions, customs, knowledge, believes etc.)
5. political divisions that partially distilled from the above ones

The social divisions are not detailed here, it can be found in other stud-
ies addressed in fairly and extensively. Here it is merely a given starting 
point. According to my interpretation, direct democracy is a set of institu-
tions that – also connected to other institutional solutions – secures a 
civilised way to express the divisions in society that cannot or should not 
be eliminated and that reduces and counters the divisions that can and 
should be eliminated.
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52 Some of the most important methods (tools) that are in line with direct 
democracy are:

1. horizontal communication
2. fixed mandate, delegation, revocable delegation 
3. special topic parliaments
4. combination of the call for bids and election
5. local, regional, national and global referendums
6. social contracts (agreements)

The following discussion focuses mainly on the applications of the 
methods of points 2-5. To present the model, I imagine a moderately 
developed country – for simplicity – with ten million inhabitants, with a 
European culture that in perspective can fully be computerised. Suppose 
the operation of app. 50,000 civic organisations NGOs and 24 political 
parties. Than we can start ...

1) Let be January 2, 2004. National lists (positions) are opened in the 
network of selected and beforehand properly equipped public institutions. 
Any ten citizens can open a list (position) to which anyone can join later. 
A given person can join (at a given time) to one list only. After the national 
lists opened, citizens have three months to join any of them. During this 
initial period, citizens can switch from a list to a different (according to 
their impressions, change in opinion, or information gathering). This three 
month period of “finding a place” is only a suggested time length there 
are arguments for both a longer and shorter period as well. Suppose that 
these lists are closed on March 31, reflecting the situation on that day. 
This creates an initial (starting) distribution of the politically active popu-
lation. Based on this distribution, seats in the super-parliament can be 
allocated. The number of members of the super-parliament is pre-defined 
and receiving a seat depends on the number of persons joined to a given 
national list. As a result, a threshold can be set under which no seat can 
be received. To express it differently, that under this threshold the political 
representation of a list is negligible thus it is not rewarded by a seat in the 
Super-Parliament. (Do avoid misinterpretations: the list does not contain 
the names of would-be parliament members but the group of citizens that 
according to a certain interest (value) forma group by joining the same 
list. The list “exists” unless the number of living persons registered on it 
falls under ten.) List under this threshold requirement of course may team 
up, merge or can maintain a position with zero value hoping future inflow 
of joiners if the values of the population changes favouring them.

2.) The Super-Parliament (or whatever it is called) defines the special 
topics and sets up the timetable of addressing these topics, but would 
not make major decisions concerning the issues at hand. Its task is to 
find and define the expectedly important topics in decision making, law-
making that face the country order them in local chains that will set the 
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53framework for the work of future special topic parliaments. Members of 
the Super-Parliament (or topic-setting Parliament) are delegated by the 
group of persons who are joined to an above mentioned national list. 
Their mandate is limited to define the topics only, and will cease after this 
task is completed, and the delegates return to their earlier occupation as 
non-politicians. For the time spent at the work of the Super-Parliament 
remuneration can be given but details on the amount and way it is paid is 
not a core matter here. The whole Super-Parliamentary session lasts only 
a few weeks. In case of the above supposed population, the number of 
members between 500 and 1,000 suits the best. (With some simplification, 
this means that supposing 7,500,000 eligible voters and 60% involvement 
rate, approximately each 6,000 agreeing citizens delegate a member. 

3.) Based on the defined special topics, Working-Parliaments (Topic-
Parliaments or Partial-Parliaments) will be set up. We can expect that 
after reasonable grouping the number of well separated (but in the end 
interdependent) special topics will reflect the number of different institu-
tions in the present traditional – European – government structures but 
this is not necessary so. Different grouping principles are also possible. 
I suppose that initially some ten Partial-Parliaments will be formed each 
having maximum 100-200 members. Their tasks are to create laws con-
cerning their topics, according to importance ranked and timetable set by 
the Super-Parliament. Approval of a complex law-package can expectedly 
be done over one to four months. Members of the Topic-Parliaments are 
delegated by the groups forming national lists and delegated persons can 
be changed at any time. Thus a delegate has binding mandate defined 
by the sending group fixing the standpoint but being flexible on the actual 
person fulfilling the task. Since the delegate faces the permanent possibil-
ity of withdrawal thus there is no chance to take the mandate attached to 
a delegate to a different caucus, standpoint, lobby group etc. by simply 
joining them. Thus the mandate in fact belongs to the group that delegates 
it the delegate is simply a person with a task to fulfil. (What a delegate un-
dertakes and how long is ready to work depends on her or his knowledge, 
moral stand and the trust of the delegating group in her or him.)

4.) Because the national lists are permanent and always “up-to-date” 
thus the changes in the interest structure of the society is reflected with 
no time-lag. It is more subtle and precise than present opinion-polls. In 
addition, its changes have “immediate” effects. Neither the society nor 
decision making bodies are forced to nervous tickling of four-year political 
election cycles, because there is no election campaign in each consecu-
tive four years (with all the nasty and distorting incidental elements in 
it). Instead, there is gradual political development that is reflected in the 
national-lists-based composition of decision making bodies immediately. 
All personal swaps from one list to a different or absence from the lists 
or maybe appearance of formally politically inactive masses on certain 
lists immediately affect politics. In order to secure continuity it is possible 
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54 to use a technique to delay the effect of the changes in the lists with a 
certain time lag (for example six months, until the beginning of a new 
year or the beginning of the discussion of the coming law-package) in 
changing the composition of the Parliament. 

5.) Delegates to the Topic-Parliament can be sent only by lists that 
have expressed in advance their interest or concern in the topic of the 
law-making. Thus, those who are absent do not affect the quorum, be-
cause it depends only those who are interested. The group that have 
expressed its interest can opt for the possibility to send only one person 
(expert) with all the mandates it has, for example eight votes. This is 
applying the principle of a general meeting of a shareholders company 
in a limited way. This saves time, money, human resources etc. that are 
not detailed here. 

6.) Groups that unable or only limitedly able to express their interests 
(for example children, incapacitated patients) lists should be opened 
automatically (proportional to their number?) to which lists also repre-
sentatives of charity organisations and of professional organisations that 
take care of them can also join. It also should be separately considered 
whether they deserve an automatic (protected) representation in the 
Parliament.

The presented line of argument is a pillar in an election-campaign 
free political system, in which there is no difference between party and 
non-party organisations concerning the legal system of elections and 
subsidy-finances. In this model civic organisations (NGOs) can work to 
gradually eliminate their historical, organisational and financial disadvan-
tages compared to political parties that became professional, relatively 
closed organisations working on predatory principles. (I do not detail 
here why the present political system is obsolete but we should not forget 
that these organisations were more or less suitable in the 19th and 20th 
century but by now they hinder progression and the further development 
of democracy). A sophisticatedly diverse society needs sophisticatedly 
diverse political articulation of interests with the minimum distortion and 
manipulation of transmission – if possible. The model presented here is a 
good try. In order to understand it better, it is necessary to mention some 
further conditions and speciality in the way it operates.

1.) The interest groups that have gathered on a given list can del-
egate representatives from the group but it is also possible for them to 
announce a public call for the job of representation. This is entirely the 
internal sovereign matter of the group. Legal requirements can only 
specify a few rules of conflict of interest and may demand to follow 
certain democratic procedures securing openness, equal chances and 
ability to control. Since there is no free mandate obtained for several 
years thus representatives work under permanent and strong reporting 
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55requirements. There is no way for representatives to gain substantial 
and unjustified material advantages, because rules that are not detailed 
here can exclude it. 

2.) The infrastructure of this system can be the network of community 
houses (or the so called tele-houses?) that fit to the existing structure of 
living communities, financed by public money and neutral to party and 
lobby groups. This network would work with paid helping staff and shares 
use of facility and time use. This and additional democratic accesses 
to communication would secure that existing differences in wealth and 
income are do not directly transferred into differences in the ability to 
make politics. 

3.) The coherence and harmony between laws will be secured by a 
professional body of state-law experts working by the head (or board) 
of the state or maybe by the Constitutional Court having a new scope of 
authority. The model, by the way, do not exclude that concerning complex 
law-packages several Partial-Parliaments make a joint decision. 

4.) The head of the state or the (three to seven member) board of the 
state is elected directly by a referendum.

5.) Ministers are elected by the concerned Topic-Parliaments and 
the Prime Minister is elected by the Super-Parliament or directly by a 
referendum. The logic of the described model ensures that here the 
government is not body of expressing the will of a party but ministers 
are the persons who manage the enforcement of the decisions made 
at a Topic-parliament as executives, and the Prime Minister is only the 
co-ordinator if this work. Of course, this work requires different personal 
qualities that present politicians and ministers have.

6.) The organised transition between the present situation and the 
model presented here would be best served by launching a two-chamber 
Parliament, where the second chamber would work on the principle of 
direct delegation (or maybe on a corporative base first). In its coming to 
existence and operation, his second chamber can and will test and refine 
the principles presented here and the national level institutions of direct 
democracy and the end of its term (after some two to four years) it will ini-
tiate a referendum on the transformation to a new political system based 
on these principles and institutions. In this quality the second chamber 
in fact will have the function of a constitutional national assembly. (In 
this respect, its task is totally different from the functions of the already 
existing two-chamber systems.)

There are some problems that should be mentioned anyway:
1.) The suggested solution should have the ability for continuous self-

correction. Although its structure is of a block meaning that elements of it 
cannot be cherry picked, and there are elements of it that should neces-
sarily be launched simultaneously to avoid a distorted result. Anyhow, it 
should be launched in an existing and operating sophistically fragmented 
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56 society in a way to avoid chaos. If we close down an institution serving 
a certain function then we should not replace it with one that has lower 
efficiency and cheaper but with one that is more democratic. There is no 
way for a vacuum in rules!

2.) It is obvious (also) in the case of all direct democratic solutions 
that the threat of right-wing populism is present. The possibility always 
emerges in all combination of solutions that give the possibility to all 
segments of the society to express their wishes. The right-wing here 
is present not in the institutional solution but in the value orientation of 
people. This is the case in a more closed and indirect solution as well. It is 
better to face it at the beginning, to make the risk transparent rather than 
engaging in long explanations afterwards. The plebeian and democratic 
left-wing can defeat the nationalist-populist threat not by being modestly 
silent (from fear) on the possibilities of direct democracies and giving the 
initiative to the less inhibited right-wing. Instead: (1) it should propose 
the opportunities in a more subtle and professional way (2) and should 
weaken the existential base of populism the uncertainty in the society. 
(This latter leads us to the actual solutions of the economic policy that 
is not detailed here.)

3.) The worry has emerged that the proposed model will introduce 
excess fragmentation in the society. Will it weaken social integration? 
Will mutual tolerance and empathy weaken? Probably not, since it will 
increase the horizontal and so not-distorted communication between 
groups without the interference of the political elite. This can reduce 
several former antagonisms. The discussion would be focused on actual 
core problems of the social groups without the manipulation of political 
parties.

4.) My proposal has no such element that would indicate that the ad-
ministrative close down of historically developed political parties is desir-
able. The matter is the following: initiatives by NGOs should be allowed 
to enter – with equal chances – into the arena of politics that by now has 
been taken over by oligarchic groups. This will create not less but more 
democracy in the society if the infrastructural and financial conditions of 
the model are provided. In this model the financing of politics is taken 
away from the direct control of wealthy groups. This would really follow 
the “one person one vote” principle. The direct democracy preserves by 
abolishing the results reached by the liberal democracy.

5.) It would need a longer elaboration how and to what extent corpo-
rative elements can be inserted into this model. (The past corporative 
models of history that have bad connotations should be neglected and it 
is not the right place for the analysis of the possible useful elements of 
them as well). The question of delegation levels should also be elabo-
rated later including the clarification of the number of votes a delegate 
has in different cases – one vote or several ones depending on the size 
of the delegating group.
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57Additional Remarks
(March 2000)

I have presented my viable model of direct democracy in a lecture at the 
meeting of the Friends of Eszmélet Society on March 6, 2000. Some 
problems emerged during the discussion there that I answer here.

Is history developing according to a rational plan?
No! There is no pre-set or immanent or transcendent “plan”. There are 

intents and wills that try to realise themselves in a given environment. 
This creates tendencies and alternatives and “scenarios” can be defined 
of course only within certain limits and the given conditions should be 
observed. The whole thing more resembles a dialectical and contradicting 
movement. Both rationalism and irrationalism can be found in it and the 
broad range of different human characters influence it. If we are working 
to create a better world, then we have to present our ideas in a way that 
can be disputed using rational arguments. It should be based on existing 
forces and effects. The proposal does not state that the development 
should go this or that direction, but says it is an opportunity, a chance. If 
you want you can grab it!

Does this political model of mine work if private ownership main-
tained?

This requires a subtle answer. The political model proposed by me has 
preconditions in the economy that have been elaborated in a different 
paper. To sum it up: the model contradicts the present unlimited global 
capitalist economy but it does not intend to fit into it, at all. It is in line 
with limited and regulated private ownership system. Anyhow its best 
environment would be a community economy model.

What is the relationship of the model to the ideas of Silo?
I think the intent of Silo is very sympathetic but his terms are not familiar 

yet for me and I believe these terms cannot describe a sophisticatedly 
diverse society. He can be a theoretical ally of mine who takes a different 
way, but in many questions we have common values. I think he focuses 
on the personality of the “inner” but I am more interested in the mode of 
how the “good inner will” can be institutionalised. A holistic human type 
and society needs both. That is why I believe that the political left should 
recreate its social psychology and “anthropology” in the near future – in-
terpreting the latter in a very broad sense. Anyhow, Silo deserves a longer 
analysis and a series of discussions also involving the groups that feel 
themselves close to them. 

Is the model valid for countries in both in centre and periphery? Or 
maybe it is only valid for the semi-periphery? 
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58 I think, the model can also be applied in the centre as well as in a 
part of the semi-periphery. It cannot be applied in the underdeveloped 
regions or more precisely it can be applied with limitations and should 
be combined with local institutions and proven traditions. This has two 
fundamental reasons: (1) the model implicitly has preconditions on a 
minimum level of technology and informatics development. (2) A further 
precondition is a certain political culture and behavioural patterns. When 
these are lacking, there are different organic solutions with equivalent 
effect should be found in co-operation with the local forces. 

The representation of groups with no bargaining ability (like children 
and incapacitated patients) should be more elaborated!

I agree. Given its nature, the representation of these groups can only 
be indirect (substituted) and be based on considering their interests. Sug-
gestions made include: (1) Weights of these groups can be defined by 
statistical methods and based on them proportional (protected) votes can 
be allocated in decision making bodies for organisations that take up the 
task to express the interest of these groups. (2) A further possibility is to 
give an additional half vote to families with whom these persons live and 
possibly that (fraction of a) vote even could be divided between several 
lists. For instance a couple with two young children and an inert patient 
relative can have together 3.5 votes and can “cast” these votes even on 
four lists. (3) Different solutions are also possible, for instance a high 
level constitutional protection on social rights, a system of guarantees 
that cannot be cut only expanded.

How does technocratic and professional knowledge fit to this model? 
For instance, what about problems that are not subjected to votes (like 
scientific results)? To raise this question in a different way: do “Einstein” 
and a “roadman” have equal weight in suggestions (votes)?

yes, they have equal votes but the weight of their arguments is differ-
ent. Lay bodies always exposed in specific questions to ask the opinion 
of the most experienced. Especially this is the case on decisions bear-
ing high risks. The freedom of scientific research should be maintained 
there is no room for voting. On the other hand, the application of scientific 
results requires a dialogue between scientists and laymen. 

The local and regional levels of the model has not been developed.
yes. Fortunately the reduction in size and scope makes some of the 

problems to disappear and the task becomes simpler. I believe the ex-
pansion of the model to international level has more problems but not 
the solutions under the national level. 

What would be the motivation for members of Topic-Parliaments to 
take up this job?

It can be ambition, vanity or professional knowledge, responsibility 
etc. Fortunately, people are very different and we do many things with-
out requiring large sums for compensation. Of course, the case is not a 
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59type of voluntary work but a job for decent remuneration but only for a 
pre-defined period.

How would be the model accepted and the transition made?
This requires the NGOs to exercise a persistent, gradual and harmon-

ised “pressure”. I have already elaborated in a different paper that NGOs 
together have the capability to take back all the substantial economic 
and political functions from the alienated politics and economy. Since 
in the end both are legitimised and served by the resources of NGOs 
concerning both work and votes. These “supports” to the power can also 
be withdrawn. Then, what they are waiting for? They should not be er-
ratically fighting separately for particular advantages and favours but a 
co-ordinated exercise of pressure is needed for clear and positive goals 
and based on a well-thought scenario. Remember what Vaclav Havel 
said when state-socialism was brought down “have a foot in the door” if 
it is opened and keep moving in. That is the case now.

It is an idea of Utopia!
Maybe it is. Probably that is the case but do you know a better solu-

tion? Please tell us!

*

I have to add myself some points as well.
1.) We all know how much the progressive movements over the past 

200 years (including the labour movement and the Marxist current in it) 
were trying and debating to find the adequate political form. This led in 
many cases to split organisations and ideology as well. At the end the 
dominant form reached was: 1. the dictatorship of the proletariat (the 
close binding of law-making with enforcement)  + 2. an advance (avant 
garde) party. We know the results. Now, we have to raise the question 
again: what can be the adequate form progressive politics in the 21st 
century? I believe that it is a network of direct democracy and civic or-
ganisations (NGOs). 

2.) The disgust felt against civic organisations (NGOs) is stupidity and 
parochial, as if, in their time Jacobites or communists were not ready to 
form clubs, societies and parties, because that are also organised by the 
reaction and bourgeois circles. (The form and content should be clear!) 
Anyhow, if we do not “listen to” civic organisations (NGOs) then we will 
not be able to articulate the interests of some large layers in society and 
others will do it instead of us and they will mobilise these groups for their 
own and covert political aims. 

3.) It is obvious that the model is based on the divisions in the society 
but it has not been stated that division is class division. It can be, but not 
necessarily class division. For tactical purposes this question should not 
be over-emphasized if not necessary, because the judgement on this 
question can divide progressive forces very much. If it is debated then 
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60 my position is the following. The former class division was overwritten by 
other structures and it is falling apart also from below. It is melted from 
above (externally) by ideologies of unequal development, lifestyle pat-
terns, globalisation-localisation and ethnicity etc. It is melted from below 
(internally) by the differentiation and gradual steps of labour and owner-
ship divisions. There is, in fact, no two-pole homogenisation. That is why 
the class taken in the economic philosophical sense cannot be addressed 
directly as homogenous unit, because the basic socio-economic structure 
has changed. We have to able to address the social groups in the specific 
features in non-class dimensions as well. Connections and coherence 
should be ensured by handling the relations and reflections between 
them. No selected class should be made total but a system (network) of 
connections. One of the consequences of it is that the problem of social 
existence and social consciousness should be revisited in a more subtle 
and relaxed way and the weight in both the descriptive-explanatory model 
and the normative (should-be) model must be put on transmissions. The 
transmission is more important than as it was thought by many theories 
developed in the 19th and 20th century.

4.) It should be emphasized that the suggested model does not abol-
ish all of the conflicts. This probably cannot be done at all. It is better to 
see it creates and institutionalises a new form of movement thus keeping 
possible conflicts in a humanist framework. To put it in a different way, it 
tries to minimise the sacrifice in achieving the highest satisfaction of most 
of the people (here the “most” is more stressed than the “higher”). In ad-
dition, to address the question of form of movement also the question of 
the scope of movement should be raised since the two are not identical. 
The latter is rather the question of the extent of alternativeness and the 
first is of mode of institutionalization. 

5.) Until this model is applied to its full force, the solution of “contracts of 
honour” proposed by István Síklaky can be recommended for the transi-
tory period. We are focusing here not on the content of these contracts 
but their form. We should note anyhow that these different solutions are 
based on different presupposed conditions. Contracts of honour have 
function only when the delegation in the political system cannot be eas-
ily withdrawn. A contract of honour is based on morals and willingness 
while the withdrawal of mandates is based on politics and procedures. Of 
course a representative in an easy withdrawal system also can sign such 
contract of honour as a voluntary gesture. This would be an internalising 
of the otherwise external rule.
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61Expanding the Model  
of Direct Democracy Internationally

(1999-2000)

1. Possible names for the model

The model presented here can be named on different ways each focusing 
on different features of the model. The name can be interactive democ-
racy, because the model is broadly based on the opportunities inherent 
in the information-communication technology and also on the mutual 
dialogue of its users. It also can be named as civic (NGO) democracy, 
because it is based on the network of local, regional and global civic initia-
tives and organisations (NGOs). It is a humanistic democracy, because 
its way of operation and goals are devoted and sensitive to certain hu-
man values. It is a participatory democracy, because it is based on the 
precondition that a large group of people is interested in public affairs and 
are ready to act. It is a no-power democracy, because it assumes that 
the elitist power structures based on power imbalance that developed in 
the former centuries can be overcome. And so on ... but the introduction 
cannot describe the whole model. It is only underlined here that all the 
names used above – until it does not cause a problem in interpretation 
– are used interchangeably and as synonyms.

2. The core of the model

Our starting point is, as experience also shows, that the dominant in-
stitutions of the present world have a low problem solving ability. The 
orientation and the set of values on which several institutions are based 
can also be questioned. This reservation is valid for both predominantly 
economic and political institutions. This worry cannot be reduced by the 
explosive development of information technology since it seems that 
international institutions are not ready yet to absorb these technologies 
for applying them. Not only the technical ability of these institutions is 
missing but a user approach that would mobilise the communication op-
portunities to help the less developed regions of the world to catch up. 
The traditional dominant players of the international relationships – the 
national states – to a certain aspect too small and to different aspects 
they are too large to manage global and local crises. They provide very 
uneven performance also on the regional (middle) level. It is an additional 
problem that some of the present dominant institutions – partly due to 
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62 the imbalanced power structure – (also) have strong anti-democratic 
tendencies. Several supra-national bodies act according to questionable 
interests and have questionable legitimation (like the UNO, NATO, UE, 
IMF, IBRD etc.). 

At the end, present global, regional and local institutions are anachro-
nistic and obsolete in two basic areas (of course to different extent):

• compared to the technical opportunities present or available in the 
near future;

• compared to the perceivable expectations of the society.
Taking this into account, I suggest to apply the following principles and 

techniques in the model of direct democracy:
• reduce hierarchy;
• reduce the difference in power and opportunity of the players;
• horizontality;
• subsidiarity (the principle that matters ought to be handled by the 

smallest, lowest or least centralized but still competent authority);
• world government in cases where it is necessary;
• self-regulation, self-governance (completed with teh ban on negative 

externalities);
• positive balancing transfers (for an interim period to reduce the 

structural and historical imbalances);
• a structure of social contracts;
• the withdrawal of national level to prefer either global or local levels 

but doing it without a drop in civilisation;
• community control over ownership, especially concerning transna-

tional formations with large capital power;
• predominance of local “taxes”;
• regulation of media rights preferring users/audience;
• reducing the dominance of parties;
• topic-parliaments, civic (NGO) parliaments;
• corporations, delegation with the ability of withdrawal;
• international treaties should be approved by referendums;
• reducing the democratic deficit of international institutions.
Thus the core of the model is to match better the old human expecta-

tions on freedom and equality with the positive use of the opportunities 
that the technology of the coming decades offer – doing it in a base-
system of direct democracy institutions.

3. Launching the model

According to the present state of the arts, there are relatively elaborated 
and coherent proposals and also positive signs can be found sporadi-
cally in a not too “friendly” environment. Historical developments have 
not preferred the creation of a civic (NGO) democracy until recently. The 
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63(population) growth in modern societies and the development of more 
subtle structures made the different myths of participatory democracy 
seemingly fade thus such proposals were dared to be made only for a 
size of a small village as the largest. Now the situation has changed. 
It is not the democracy of Rousseau or the Hellenic cities that should 
be revitalised but the modern information-communication opportunities 
should (could) be used. It certainly can be concluded that the chances 
for an interactive democracy in the first decades of the new Millennium 
are not hindered by technology but social operation and value based 
reasons. Nevertheless, all of these are in flux. The present model is 
intentionally optimistic in supposing that favourable elements can be 
amplified and thus can form an alternative and a new tendency. Naturally, 
the probability for this scenario – when current trends continue – is very 
low. Nevertheless, it cannot be excluded as a possibility. I do not “predict” 
that this alternative will be followed and of course I do not consider it as 
a “necessity” but this scenario has values thus it has a chance.

What historical trends point towards direct democracy?
Two characteristic trends have developed at the end of the 20th cen-

tury that seemingly contradict each other. On the one hand, efforts for 
autonomy became stronger and on the other hand, the need for global 
thinking, responsibility and action has also grown. It is evident that ef-
forts for independence often emerged in distorted and irrational forms 
and they not always find their adequate and humanistic form. In several 
cases the character of the power-centre determines the tools used by the 
autonomy movements. This way or the other, these efforts were made 
with the aim to develop an independent own lifestyle, culture, identity and 
self-governance regardless to the welcomed or rejected form it takes. 
Self-governance and sovereignty are interpreted here in the broadest 
possible way ranging from family and small community level to regional, 
ethnical, national ones and to global cultural units. All these levels have 
expressed – in one way or the other – their need in the 20th century to 
organise their way of existence independently from the traditional or 
new “imperial” logic. (In this respect, a logical link can be found between 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, yugoslavia etc. and critiques against 
transnational companies. I want to say that such and similar phenomena 
(also) reflect the rejection of non-organic subordination.

The other end of the same development is the awakening for global 
problems at least since the emergence of the Club of Rome at the very 
end of the 60s. Concerning participatory democracy, it is important in a 
sense that this was the time point when it became obvious that the differ-
ent developments on the Globe affect all – directly or indirectly. Further-
more, most of these developments were run by us. Thus while separatist 
fights were (and are) going on the direct (and imbalanced) dependence 
on each other also increased gradually. This requires global institutions 
and behavioural rules.
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64 The positive and negative aspects of this double trend were insepa-
rable intertwined in the stream of events of the 20th century and their 
theoretical-analytical separation is only possible afterwards. Neverthe-
less, this work should be done to see what the developments are that 
should be amplified and what that should be countered.

What are the positive developments that can be utilised in the model 
of direct democracy?

• Many specific organisations of the UNO have realised that global and 
local problems cannot be separated. Several initiatives of such type 
were made for instance concerning the dialogue between the North 
and the South, RIO, environmental issues, population development 
processes, famine, children, education, women, human rights etc. 
It was not their responsibility that very few of these initiatives were 
successfully completed. 

• In an increasing number of places and cases local or national ref-
erendums are proposed and made and such legal initiatives are 
launched. This shows the elemental need to get closer to the group 
of decision makers of the group of affected. This is a minimum demo-
cratic requirement even if this raises many theoretical and methodical 
questions concerning practice and the consequences are awkward 
in several cases. 

• If we interpret the idea of self-governance in a broad sense then it 
can be seen that there is a stubborn and intense effort to have the 
autonomy of specific forms of activities and lifestyles acknowledged 
– meaning it in appositive way. In the longer run, a society without 
power cannot be anything else other than the co-ordinated network 
of freely chosen lifestyles.

• The experience over the past decades has shown that where 
destruction and poverty is increasing in the world, there sooner or 
later, charity also emerges. I do not say that these two lines are 
balanced, on the contrary: charity activities appear late and with a 
time lag, they are selective and non-comprehensive. Nevertheless, 
they fulfil a progressive role in a process of civilising and huma-
nising. They are warning signals in the flux of a world becoming 
barbarian.

• I believe that the spread of the different civic organisations (NGOs) is 
a positive development even if their present goals are rather mixed. 
Here the spread of the form is important that signs that many of 
the present people are unsatisfied with the present conditions and 
teaming up with their peers they make a try to have an influence. 
The mixed nature of goals is natural. That can become clearer over 
time. It is especially promising that civic organisations try ever often 
to join in co-ordinated international actions by utilising modern com-
munication possibilities.
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65• A part of civic organisations have reached a considerable level of 
organisation and are able to provide own services independently 
from state authorities. In some areas the governments themselves 
urge NGOs to provide such services in order to lift some of the 
tasks of the state. Not taking into account the different legal solu-
tions, it is possible on a longer time horizon that NGOs as non-profit 
based organisations can satisfy different personal and community 
needs on an expanding range in charitable ways or in exchange of 
equitable remuneration – all over the world. A global network of non-
profit based NGOs that are also engaged in economic activities can 
withdraw substantial part of the needs from the stark control of the 
market or the state. 

• The history of the European Parliament, so far shows a step-by-step 
cautious evolution towards establishing a high rank and democrati-
cally elected law-making and control organ of Europe. Its present 
powers are weak compared to other organs of the EU but a slow 
development can be seen. On the longer run the whole process can 
develop into a direction of changing the role of European Parliament 
from expressing the interests of governments and lobby groups to 
become a co-ordinating and controlling forum of the delegates of 
European communities.

• I believe that the creation of the authority of ombudsmen in charge 
of different areas is a positive development. Ombudsmen can 
team up to form an international network that can be strengthened 
with stronger than present authorities especially concerning social 
rights, environment protection and anti-militarism. It should be 
considered to have this network related to the UNO or establish it 
separately. 

• One of the major problems of the global economy is the clumsy 
set of national (state) taxation with excessive scope. Analysing its 
effects would lead to far (capital transfers, differences in real wage 
levels, exploiting local resources, financing armament etc.) I state 
here briefly that efforts to increase local taxes against national taxes 
should be preferred in general if two conditions are met. First, the 
switch towards local taxes cannot increase regional differences 
neither within countries nor between countries thus there is a need 
for national and global financial mechanism that balance and help to 
catch up. Second, the use of local tax revenues should be controlled 
by the local community in a direct and democratic way. 

• Concerning the development of an international direct democracy 
model, the rise in environment awareness and environment protec-
tion in several regions of the world is a positive trend. This develop-
ment is extremely uneven but its long term outlook is positive – if 
we survive. The present situation is a race with time concerning 
survival.
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66 • In many countries of the world different types of economic co-oper-
atives work successfully despite that the dominating legal attitude 
and financial techniques do not prefer them. They continuously prove 
their ability to live in an environment of an austere world mastered by 
shareholder companies, limited companies and holdings. They signal 
that the organic group ownership of capital and labour provides a 
reasonable and effective alternative against the separation of these 
two factors of production. Until these co-operatives exist, it is always 
possible to suggest in theory –referring to them – and develop in 
practice a world economic system of direct democracy based on the 
dominance of co-operatives. 

• I believe that self-providing communities and practical lifestyle ex-
periments that try to protect themselves against the unfavourable 
effects of global capitalism – are having positive values. We do not 
have to identify ourselves with one or any of them but they have to 
remain undisturbed unless they turn aggressively against the free-
dom of their members or the environment. The ways of satisfaction 
are very different. Unless it hurts others we have to protect these 
unique forms, because they contribute to the life-richness of the hu-
man race. 

• Concerning the possibility of building direct democracy on an inter-
national level, the spread of communication-information networks are 
very important, because they also can be utilised for positive goals. 
I have to draw attention on four factors: (1) it makes it possible to 
co-ordinate international actions of civic organisations (NGOs) (2) 
it makes it possible to joint and quick decision making of persons 
and groups far away geographically (3) it makes it possible to have 
referendums on a very large scale (even billions of people!) (4) it 
makes possible the international spread of so far local solutions 
of green money based on activity-swaps, saving actual cash and 
“tax”. All of these elements can contribute to develop an interactive 
democracy. 

4. Theoretical antecedents of the model

In addition to actual developments there are also some theoretical con-
sideration that also point towards direct democracy. For instance:

• the updated versions of different social contract theories spread 
again;

• elite-critiques are very strong and have strong foundations;
• such intellectual currents still not disappeared, but that try to theoreti-

cally support plebeian efforts and are able sharply distinguish their 
goals from simple populism;

• there are several high quality proposals for a society protecting 
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67itself against the tyrannies of the market and the state, in addition 
conditions for launching an offensive civic (NGO) strategy have 
developed;

• in recent years several scientists argued scientifically for the advan-
tages of co-operative network systems not only in society but also in 
biology and informatics. It is a reason why the first built hierarchical IT 
systems were replaced by network systems as progress took place 
entering a more developed stage.

Thus the proposed model grabs existing trends, buds and theoretical 
considerations and unites them into a stream and also amplifying them. 

5. Advantages and disadvantages of the model

The presented model allows resolving an old and unfruitful debate: 
democracy or efficiency or put it differently by using different terms 
autonomy or world government. I do not consider this debate useless, 
completed or a false debate but the model of direct democracy allows 
for iterations, gradual steps, chains of modifications that connect these 
poles in an organic way and with proper weights. Furthermore, I believe 
that democracy and efficiency or autonomy and world government are 
not concepts that exclude each other in all aspects. In many cases they 
fall into the same class or within each other and can be explained by 
each other. Their relationship is more dialectic than a dichotomy. Con-
necting them organically also strengthens them and provides legitimacy 
not only mutual limitations. If the various levels are well structured and 
the problems and competencies are well defined and separated within a 
community or a network of communities – and all levels are legitimized 
by direct democracy – then the relationship between goals and tools can 
be made adequate.

The real advantage of the model concerning its essence is the effect 
on the  quality of life in the long run both locally and globally. It is useful 
to underline the following ones among the life quality advantages:

• lack of suppression;
• violence-free conflict management;
• sustainable development;
• broader life chances;
• a humanistic society in all aspects.
On the other hand, we should also mention the disadvantages of the 

model. It is obvious that it limits the room for manoeuvre of the present 
privileged groups. It limits the elite’s exclusive access to power, capital, 
knowledge, social networking and its ability to inherit it. There are “los-
ers” of the transition who have counter-interests against this alternative. 
I believe that nevertheless the accessible advantages can offset these 
disadvantages. (I do not analyse the problem whether previous privileges 
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68 were developed on a justifiable way or not. Nevertheless, it is character-
ises the transition which groups likely to support and which ones likely 
to reject it.) 

6. Possible scenarios up to 2020

The realisation of the model can be achieved by different scenarios. 
These scenarios are not necessary excluding each other. I make a sketch 
below of the main developments that separately or jointly in certain 
combinations can or may direct developments towards to the presented 
model as a goal.

1.) The ability of international civic organisations (NGOs) for exercis-
ing co-ordinated pressure grows. Mutually supported parallel solidarity 
actions became general. I suppose here that the co-operation of civic 
movements were almost completely hindered in the world so far basi-
cally by two major reasons. The first problem is the obvious conflict in 
interests, because civic movements of a diverse society necessarily have 
diverse interests. We cannot honestly suppose that this will change in the 
foreseeable future. On the other hand, we can suppose that these move-
ments develop a new consciousness as globalisation and mutual depen-
dence increase changing their working conditions. This consciousness is 
necessary for making more efficient pressure and results more often in 
the search of temporary or permanent allies and joint actions. In order to 
achieve the goals of its own an organisation of the movement is forced 
to make very different and complex combination of alliances that moder-
ates its activity and broadens its views as well as its scope of concern. In 
a given situation it is forced to make services for other organisations “in 
return”. This intense and mutual co-operation – aiming own success at 
the beginning – will change the ability of these civic organisations on the 
longer run to structure their problems that would re-orientate them from 
searching confrontations towards negotiation and democratic techniques 
and to take into consideration interests of different groups. 

The second obstacle was of more technical and will change to the 
positive direction in the coming 20 years with a higher probability. Earlier, 
less developed communication possibilities made the timely reaction 
to each other’s efforts rather difficult and inaccurate due to time lags in 
obtaining information. In many cases, those who were concerned by a 
decision but lived further away learnt about it only after everything has 
been completed. Present technology in fact can (able to) provide instant 
information and the chance of joint decision making. This opens a huge 
additional opportunity for civic movements (NGOs). It is possible to react 
immediately and internationally to any unfavourable developments on the 
globe wherever it develops. (This of course requires a condition in media 
policy and ownership that is not detailed here. Precisely: the efficiency 
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69of protests and initiatives are substantially influenced by the attitude of 
the large world communication systems. Will they amplify or counter the 
initiatives or maybe simply ignore them? The present question is not 
whether something is posted on the internet or not but whether dominant 
media empires make a piece of “news” of it or not. The possibility to post 
anything will –after a time – reduce the weight of individual items towards 
zero. This loss of importance is a spectre haunting world nets right from 
their beginning.)

2.) A UNO reform might be launched to co-ordinate world crises (envi-
ronment, food, water, arms, drugs, terrorism, mafia, persecuting minori-
ties, finance market speculation etc) These reforms can be proposed by 
enlightened governments or can be forced by the increasing pressure 
of civic movements 

(NGOs).
When we are talking about a more efficient worldwide co-ordination 

then we have to basically answer two questions. (1) Why we start from 
the given institutions of the UNO? (2) Is not the idea of direct democracy 
contradicting to demand an organisation that acts and exercises its influ-
ence worldwide? Concerning the first question, the UNO was selected as 
a starting point, because this is the most comprehensive world organisa-
tion at the moment that has certain legitimacy and its activities necessarily 
wide enough to co-ordinate the harmonised management of the different 
world crises. The extent of its staff of international experts and their infor-
mal social network are also arguments supporting to select the UNO. In 
addition, compared to other international bodies, UNO is the less involved 
in servicing special needs of world powers. All these advantages should 
be handled with proper care and reservation. There is room to improve 
the legitimacy of UNO but it also depends on the internal systems of its 
member states. In this point, local, regional and global democracies mutu-
ally presume each other. It is also obvious that the international political 
and economical power structure also determine the UNO. Despite of this, 
it has greater chance to democratise and increase the efficiency of the 
UNO rather than to set up a brand new organisation in the coming 20 
years. Of course, the internal transformation of the UNO can be boosted 
by a regional group of countries and in this respect the responsibility of 
Europe is unquestionable high.

Concerning the link between direct democracy and global efficiency 
these exclude each other only in the framework of a traditional approach 
and traditional critique when direct solutions also imply small size (see 
Dahl, Olson, Dahrendorf, Hayek etc.) However, if we think about a new 
democracy set on new technology conditions providing new directness, 
differentially structured options and decision making system then it is not 
the size that matters but the structure of the relationships and “rules of 
the game” that enable the smallest unit as well to have a word in global 
actions. Networks of direct links connect local units also providing global 
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70 efficiency. In our approach this means that delegates at forums and 
decision making bodies of the future and reformed UNO not necessary 
represent governments but through a legitimate network of democratic 
chain asking them to fulfil given tasks with a given mandate. 

3.) The trend for economic self-provision strengthens. This opportunity 
or scenario means, according to my interpretation, efforts by local/re-
gional groups of people to obtain the self-government over the broadest 
range of their living conditions meanwhile excluding negative externali-
ties caused to other groups or people. This problem cannot be solved 
without a minimum level of economic independence (self-provision). We 
have sufficient historical experience how trading relationships between 
groups with imbalance in power can develop into the wrong way. Trade 
always had a double effect: on the one hand it helped modernisation and 
increased the range of options but and on the other hand it distorted the 
internal social-economical relationships of the weaker trading partner. It 
is especially the case in the period of intense globalisation. The mutual 
economic exposure directs the consumption and activity structure of 
the given peoples towards peculiar directions. The relative economic 
independence means – according to my ideas – that the basic or “core” 
economy satisfying basic needs is based on local people and local re-
sources and trade only completes but not dominates it. Concerning it see 
the works of István Siklaky and László Tütő. It is not the best place here to 
define basic needs and the size of population and area that fits to develop 
a basic economy. It is enough to declare the principle here. 

3.) Further supportive developments can be:
• It cannot be excluded that large capital transfer starts towards the 

third world due to historical, political or structural reasons?
• company and organisational reforms start due to increasing internal 

and external pressure that will limit transnational companies in their 
actions;

• new election systems will be launched creating precedence and new 
democracies will be established;

• the EU bureaucracy will be democratically controlled;
• EU citizenship and autonomous EU regions will be created.
These all – each separately or intertwined – point towards the pre-

sented direct democracy idea over the coming 20 years.

(Translated by Péter Bózsó)
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71GORAN MARKOVIć

Social Preconditions of Self-management

Self-management is a specific concept of social organization which aims 
not only at change of state organization or function of economic units but 
also at completely new and different type of relations between individuals 
and social groups. This is the basic feature which one has to have in mind 
while exploring its possibilities. 

Undoubtedly self-management is a political aim too. It is part of par-
ticular political program which aims at specific transformation of social 
relations and state organization. This is why some political subjects 
advocate it. But political parties or political movements are not the only 
one and even not the most important and visible bearers of the idea of 
self-management. Very often it receives wide attention and popularity 
among workers and other oppressed social layers during deeper social 
crises when established social relations and political institutions show 
their impotence. It could become an influential concept even without 
previous work of political parties or even despite their political and pro-
paganda work which is oriented in an anti-self-management course. This 
shows dual nature of self-management.

Self-organization and self-management

As it is well known, a society is a complex of individuals, social groups 
and their mutual relations. Social groups differ among themselves ac-
cording to their social status and social interests. T working class, as an 
exploited class, has an interest to overcome its subordinate social status. 
It can achieve this aim only if a society is organized on totally different 
basis – as a community of individuals equal in their rights who would not 
be in a constant status of those executing someone else’s orders. 

How could the working class achieve this aim rather than through its 
own organization? The next question is what kind of organization has to 
be established in order to facilitate social struggle for really democratic 
social structures and processes of decision-making. Past democratic, 
and especially socialist, movements gave different answers to this ques-
tion, but in my opinion none of them succeeded. Namely, radical social 
change requests activity of great number of people. New forms of social 
organizations (political parties, trade unions, civic associations) have 
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72 to count on this. On the other hand, it is not enough that many people, 
even if it could be the absolute majority of population, take part in social 
struggles (strikes, demonstrations, elections, etc.). The nature of their role 
in these struggles is what is really matters. Activity of millions of people 
in one society doesn’t necessarily means that they achieved their social 
freedom and that they really conduct the course of events. If willingness 
for social changes is expressed in their execution of plans and orders 
of leaders of their social organizations’ leaders, it could also mean that 
a new kind of social hierarchy has been established – that the working 
class or other oppressed social layers accepted their own leaders as 
new political elite. 

It had happened many times in history, the October Revolution being 
maybe the most important example with far-reaching consequences. In 
this case, there was small a political elite that presented itself as a rep-
resentative of historical interests of the working class, who in the name 
of this class took all levers of power in its hands. The political power had 
been completed with the control over process of production and state 
ownership which meant that one ruling class, destroyed by social revolu-
tion, had been altered with another one – landowners and bourgeoisie 
with bureaucracy. This was also a social revolution but not the kind that 
was expected or intended to be because social relations based on un-
equal distribution of social power have not been abolished. That was the 
main reason why such revolutions could not establish self-management 
– their social basis was too tiny for such a step and the established social 
relations were in opposition to the very idea of self-management.

Self-management requires a specific type of social relations and social 
organization. First of all, society has to be organized horizontally and not 
vertically in order to lay down the requirements for self-management. 
Vice versa, only self-organization in social struggles can be basis for 
horizontal social organization. Therefore, each real radical social change 
which would have as its result real democratization of all spheres of social 
life could be achieved only through self-organization of mass population 
where division on elite and masses would vanish. Otherwise the iron law 
of oligarchy would prove its validity. 

What is self-organization? It is a way of organizing individuals and 
groups where all of them have an equal chance to manage the process 
of establishing their organization, define its goals and ideology and ef-
fectively control their fulfillment. There is no a group of individuals who 
formulate the political program or ideology and who impose them on 
definite or indefinite number of individuals. There is no presumption that 
this group is a historic vanguard of an organization. It has to prove its 
vanguard role and it is under check during its existence as an organiza-
tion. Members of such an organization effectively control the way the 
organization functions and therefore all of them are in a position to be 
organization’s “elite” for some time. 
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73What does self-management mean? It is a principle of mutual relations 
between members of a social organization as well as of members and 
groups of entire society where no member or social group has a privilege 
to be in permanent dominant position in processes of social organization, 
decision-making and governing social life. So, there is no permanent 
barrier between those who order and those who execute without chance 
of real control over the former. 

1. Historic examples

History proved that organizations which did not rest on the principle of 
self-organization were not able to bear the idea of self-management 
even if they plead for social changes. For example, November revolution 
in Germany in 1918 could not mean radical social change because the 
Social Democratic Party, with overwhelming support of the working class, 
was a bureaucratic organization with clear division between its leaders 
and ordinary members,1 where the political elite decided political direc-
tion. Such an organization, however, found its ideological expression in 
requests for political system of parliamentary democracy, where all social 
changes would outgrow from parliamentary process of decision-making 
by the elites who received their legitimacy by democratic elections.2 Even 
when German workers, as a result of catastrophic social and economic 
conditions during the First World War, organized mass strikes and cre-
ated workers’ and soldiers’ councils,3 the SPD tried and succeeded to put 
them under its control. Necessity for social changes, however, had been 
so deep that new forms of social and state organization emerged. For 
example, new provisional government was not elected by a constituent 
assembly of all citizens but by Berlin Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils as a 
representative of workers and soldiers. However, new organs of revolution 
were not able to act independently of political parties because the new 
government was composed of three members of SPD and three members 
of USPD (Independent Social Democratic Party). Mass actions of working 
class, even against the will of its leading party (SPD),4 and mass creation 
of workers’ and soldiers’ councils of new organs of struggle and power, 
didn’t correspond with the outcome of elections. Although two socialist par-
ties (SPD and USPD) got 45 per cent of votes in 1919, they didn’t accept 
the new forms of democracy at workplace as real organs of power. 

In Russian Revolution, as another important example, workers orga-
nized factory councils independently at the beginning of the February 
Revolution. Keeping in mind that socialist parties (the Bolsheviks and 
the Mensheviks) had not had developed projects of workers’ self-
management or workers’ control of production and that trade unions in 
tsarist Russia had been undeveloped, workers in revolt spontaneously 
created these organs.5 Factory councils (or committees) not only have 
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74 been “limited to wages or hours but challenged (d) many managerial 
prerogatives”.6 Although representatives of factory committees set rela-
tively narrow framework for their work, workers “determined their own 
terms of reference, in each factory, steadily expanding their prerogatives 
and decided on what their representatives might do, according to the 
relation of forces in each particular instance”.7 Conferences of factory 
committees at regional and state level rarely declared for direct manage-
ment of enterprises as a function of these organs. They had rather been 
seen as organs for regulation of some social and organizational issues 
(wages, working hours, etc.) and for control of production process. In 
some cases, however, committees took over managerial functions as 
well if they were strong enough to do that.8 Decree on Workers’ Control, 
which the Bolshevik government enacted immediately after the October 
Revolution, guaranteed the right of workers to create organs of workers’ 
control in each enterprise with more than five employees or with annual 
turnover not less than 100,000 rubles. Workers’ control would be carried 
out by all workers or by their directly elected delegates. However, the new 
government, which had already established control over trade unions 
through its party, nullified real autonomy of factory committees in a few 
ways. First of all, their decisions could be nullified by trade unions or 
congresses. Secondly, in all enterprises important for state factory com-
mittees have to be answerable to the state. Thirdly, factory committees 
did not have the power to administer enterprises but only to control the 
managerial process given by the state or private owner.

Italy saw a series of factory occupations during 1920 when workers 
organized factory councils as organs of workers’ self-management. This 
was in many ways a self-organized movement, where around 600,000 
workers (out of almost 4 million unionized workers) participated, although 
main workers’ organizations – the Socialist Party and CGIL (General 
Confederation of Labor) – did not support them.9 As the Socialist Party 
was not compromised of its practical policies, and that it believed that 
the rule of the party superseded the rule of class itself, it would be un-
derstandable why this movement of self-organized could not get enough 
support, especially in situation of the temporary stabilization of existing 
social order. 

The Carnation Revolution in Portugal in 1974 also a saw massive activ-
ity of citizens and working class at the beginning. It was overwhelmingly 
a leftist revolution, where left parties won elections with 58% majority 
(only the reformist Socialist Party won almost 38%). In spite of this, 
left-wingers didn’t outline any program of workers’ control or workers’ 
self-management. Workers organized workers’ committees themselves 
and in some cases even introduced self-management10 without the as-
sistance of the political left.11 

In France, the 1968 student and workers’ revolt  saw the occupation 
of many factories and universities. Students occupied Sorbonne where 
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75they had been organized workers’ and student Committees of Action as 
direct representatives of workers and students in struggle despite the 
existence of very strong trade unions and left political parties. The im-
portant role of students in the revolt influenced way of thinking of young 
workers, who accepted idea of self-organization through forms of direct 
democracy.12 Workers’ strikes, which included two-thirds of the French 
working class, or 10 million people, were not formally organized or led 
by official trade unions, which tried to put them under their control with 
moderate demands.13

The Spanish Republic of 1936-1939 also witnessed examples of self-
organization which led to self-management. The Spanish revolution, 
namely, had a plural character, with socialists, communists and anarcho-
syndicalists exercising the most influence. Not only that enterprises were 
run by workers’ committees but also there existed councils that exercised 
power in local communities. This functioned despite a highly centralized 
socialist and communist organizations and while neither anarcho-syndi-
calist leaders of CNT-FAI were as radical as their local activists. 

Modern history saw the most important examples of self-organization 
in Argentina, Venezuela and Brazil. Argentina had a very rich experi-
ence with workers’ occupied factories.14 Workers-recovered enterprises 
involved at the moment around 180 enterprises with between 8,000 and 
12,000 workers.15 Social preconditions for such actions of the working 
class were social movements16 of unemployed workers gathered in so-
called piquetero movement or movement of unemployed workers. On 
the other side, sharp economic crisis and insensibility of power elites 
for workers’ needs caused workers’ self-organizing because they had to 
invent new forms of struggle and to answer to the fact that they would 
lose their workplaces in the face of the economic downfall.17 Occupied 
enterprises established national co-ordination – National Movement of 
Recovered Enterprises (MNER), thus giving to its movement national 
but non-hierarchic character. However, not only that any movement or 
organization had not started the movement of recuperation enterprises 
but also none of them imposed itself onto the movement while it lasted.18 
Absence of serious influence of political parties or trade unions on the 
movement as well as the depth of the economic crisis led to firm con-
nection between self-organization and self-management in the case of 
Argentina. Workers couldn’t stop at the beginning of the process because 
their primordial idea was not to realize self-management out of ideologi-
cal reasons. It became logical result of their endeavors to save their jobs 
which was impossible without self-organization and self-management in 
situation when market and the state could not guarantee any degree of 
social or economic stability. 

Venezuela under the presidency of Hugo Chavez has tried to imple-
ment workers’ co-management in enterprises and to introduce participa-
tory democracy through communal councils. Namely, there already exist a 
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76 number of enterprises where workers participate in management through 
their representatives in managerial bodies. Other enterprises are workers’ 
cooperatives or expropriated enterprises under workers’ control. In some 
factories general assemblies of workers elect their council while there 
also exist permanent commissions specialized for particular tasks. Those 
workers who advocate self-management think that enterprises would be 
100 per cent in state ownership with established workers’ control through 
these councils. Some of these workers’ councils have developed outside 
the trade union movement and connected themselves in the Revolution-
ary Front of Workers in Occupied and Co-managed Factories.19 Even 
when workers’ co-management showed good results it clashed with 
the bureaucracy, who wanted to maintain its control over state-owned 
enterprises. The so-called Bolivarian movement, which is today govern-
ing the country, includes in itself sectors of the state bureaucracy which 
don’t look at experience with workers’ co-management as something 
good, because their positions in the system would be endangered.20 
The level of workers’ self-organizations and their consciousness is not 
so wide that they could overcome these obstacles. Because of general 
political trends in the society and leading political Bolivarian movement 
bureaucracy can’t abolish experiments with workers’ co-management. But 
lack of sufficient self-organization neutralizes those who try to introduce 
workers’ co-management as dominant mode of decision-making in the 
economy.

2. The interrelationship of self-organization and  
self-management

Here are only a few examples that show how the limitation of self-organi-
zation leads to destruction or at least an additional limitation of democratic 
structuring of the process of decision-making. The self-organized masses, 
for example self-organized workers, do not know and do not accept 
vertical types of organization. They organize themselves just because 
they don’t recognize the existing types of organizing as legitimate and 
because they understand that the realization of their social aims requires 
a different type of organization. And because they try to fulfill their aims 
themselves and not through existing power elites and their organizations 
they aspire to create new kinds of organization. This is because different 
social aims dictate different types of social organization. 

But, even when they create such organizations, they are in conflict 
with the existing social organizations which build up their legitimacy and 
strength out of existing political culture and type of social system. For 
example, grassroots political movements which tend to create new types 
of political relations or political systems are in conflict with the bureaucra-
tized political parties rooted in parliamentary and electoral work. Workers’ 
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77councils and other forms of direct workers’ organizations confront with 
bureaucratized trade unions which are adapted to role of a partner in the 
process of collective bargaining. 

Self-organization is a precondition of self-management. There is no 
self-management in a framework of parliamentary type of organizing 
where representatives are not really accountable to electors and where 
there exist conditions for vertical type of organization. On the other 
hand, self-organization doesn’t necessarily lead to self-management. 
Many factors determine whether self-management would emerge as 
a consequence of self-organization. First among them is a degree of 
involvement of workers or citizens in self-organization, i.e. organizations 
set up and led on a horizontal principle and direct democracy. Whereas 
self-management rests on the above mentioned principles, it would be 
impossible that it becomes a dominant social relation if workers or citizens 
don’t act according to them. Undoubtedly, self-management as an idea 
appears only in specific social conditions, when radical social changes 
are on the agenda. If the social layers interested in radical social changes 
are allowed to be led by the old type of social organizations (parties, trade 
unions, etc.), they would agree only on change of bearers of political 
power and not on termination of political power as an alienated social 
power. If only small minority accepts self-organization, existing organi-
zations based on hierarchy would use such consciousness and impose 
itself as a vanguard of social change. 

Secondly, self-organization could be sufficiently developed and lead to 
self-management only in the case of crisis of legitimacy of existing social 
order. Since self-organization is an alternative to existing forms of social 
organizing and self-management is an alternative to existing forms of 
organizing of process of decision-making, they can’t count on wider social 
support unless an economic, social and political crisis of the capitalist 
system puts on agenda the issue of its radical solution. 

Thirdly, the social composition of a society is also very important. 
For example, in turbulent times all social layers mobilize in one way or 
another. If the self-organized layers (for example, the working class) 
who tend to establish self-management are composed only of a small 
minority of society, it would be highly improbable that they would be able 
to use their self-organization to impose new social relations against an 
organized majority of population.

Fourthly, the legitimacy of existing organizations and their ideologies in-
fluences very much possibility of self-organization and self-management. 
If existing political parties or trade unions enjoy popular support and are 
widely seen as subjects of desirable social changes, new forms of orga-
nizations and new ideologies would not have much chances for success. 
Participation in political power, for example in governments, without vis-
ible or expected results, could lead to less legitimacy and therefore could 
influence search for new solutions. That is the reason why in crisis situa-
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78 tion workers established their independent organizations and acted even 
contrary to the suggestions and wishes of their organizations’ leaderships 
(strikes, factory occupations, workers’ self-management, etc.).

Political parties and self-management

Political parties struggle for the conquering of political power. Even when 
in opposition they build their apparatus which guides party activities 
and has a power to define the party’s policies and behavior. Political 
parties, especially when adapted for parliamentary method of struggle, 
are under control of party bureaucracy which is hostile to the very idea 
of self-management because it is a question whether the process of 
decision-making would be under control of either the party elites or the 
self-organized workers and citizens.

Even the leftist political parties which advocate radical social change 
often see themselves as their bearers while new institutions, in their 
opinion, have to be led by party representatives.21 If a party has already 
developed its own bureaucracy it would certainly not be interested in 
developing such forms of social organization which would decrease its 
power and influence.22 If the masses are this self-organized, the party 
bureaucracy could allow a degree of economic democracy (in a form of 
participatory democracy) or wider political democracy (with forms of direct 
democracy) but could hardly try to accept only those solutions which don’t 
substantially jeopardize its position. 

The bureaucracy would sometimes even draw such legislation which 
enables it to delegate a part of its representatives in managerial bodies (if 
we talk about economic democracy) or to limit the possibilities for direct 
decision-making in other ways.23  Even if these means are not sufficient, 
bureaucracy still has at its disposal powerful means of propaganda and 
ideological dominance over minds of people and it always acts from 
the positions of power which enables it to find appropriate solutions for 
itself. 

Therefore, victory over the bureaucracy and the change of the social 
role of political parties is an essential precondition for self-management. 
Undoubtedly, political parties will have a significant role in any social 
change. They are part of each modern political culture and it is not 
easy to persuade people that they can achieve their aims, especially 
far-reaching ones, without the support of strong political parties. On the 
other hand, political parties would try to use this element of thinking and 
political culture to impose themselves as the most important subjects of 
change. Even when the new institutions tried to implement direct democ-
racy and self-organization, political parties sent their representatives in 
order to control them. This happened in all the revolutions of 20th century 
and with all new institutions created on the basis of direct democracy 
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79– the soviets and factory committees in Russia, workers’ and soldiers’ 
councils in Germany, workers’ committees in Portugal, etc. This is great 
threat for self-management because of two reasons. First, institutions of 
direct democracy and self-management mustn’t become a field for party 
struggle and for the overthrow of one of the party factions. Secondly, if 
political parties succeed in imposing party issues as a dominant agenda 
of their work, these institutions would not be able to include in themselves 
non-partisans, who represent the great majority of workers or citizens, 
depending on which institutions we are talking about. 

There is no totally secure way to neutralize party dominance the over 
institutions of self-management. One of them could be of a legal nature 
– laws could be established that each institution of self-management 
could include only a portion of party members which is in accordance 
with total participation of party members in citizenship or the working 
class. Having in mind that in modern democracies between 6 and 10 per 
cent of citizens are partisans and that in periods of social upheavals this 
percentage rises significantly, but nevertheless is under half of popula-
tion, it could be reasonable that political parties’ members could count 
on significantly less than half of total places in self-managing institutions 
at all levels. The non-partisans cannot contest elections for institutions 
of self-management at equal footing with party members and therefore 
they should be specially protected. In yugoslavia, for example, where 
self-management has been imposed by constitution and laws, Com-
munist Party members constituted 60 per cent of municipal assemblies 
and up to 90 per cent of federal assembly while they also prevailed in 
many workers’ councils. This very fact, however, would not be negative 
if the party was not a disciplined structure whose members had to act 
according to party bodies’ directives. So, if party members constituted a 
majority of members of workers’ councils and other self-managing institu-
tions, they certainly represented their party. Whether they represented 
their fellow workers or neighbors, it could not be said in advance with 
certainty. Because even they formally had to act according to their voters 
instructions,24 they also had to listen to their party.  

Another way for limitation of party influence over institutions of self-
management is self-activity of workers and citizens who become aware 
of their own social worth and are not ready to submit their faith to party 
elites.25 In this case, plurality of social organizations – political parties, 
trade unions and civic associations as well as of new institutions of self-
management – could be of decisive significance for diversification of 
social power. There would be no one center which could guide the whole 
society and each organization could serve as a centre of control over the 
others. In yugoslavia, for example, there was only the one party, whose 
members occupied all important posts, while one-party system precluded 
any possibility of opposition, even a socialist one. Trade unions also 
were under party control as well as other social organizations. In such 
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80 case, party bureaucracy could decide to impose controlled and limited 
self-management. In that way it legitimized itself as a democratic and 
anti-Stalinist one, while still retained its power. Workers and citizens didn’t 
have an alternative center of power which they could use for struggle 
against bureaucracy in case those institutions of self-management didn’t 
function properly. 

If existing political parties proved incapable to understand the impor-
tance of self-management, radical social layers could decide to act not 
only independently of parties but even against their will. They could try 
to organize a new party or political movement or to act without political 
representation in the form of a political party. If there are institutions of 
self-management, they could frame themselves in a national network 
such as congress of workers’ councils and to act as a dual power along 
with political parties. If existing political parties have not lost much of their 
legitimacy and confidence among social layers they aspire to represent, 
their role in society would be bigger and institutions of self-management 
would function with more obstacles from the party elites. If existing parties 
prove incapable to lead the masses in social struggle or if there are no 
such strong parties, chances for more success are bigger. This was the 
case in Argentina, where small left-wing parties were not able to control 
the movement of workers’ occupation of factories and establishing or-
gans of workers’ self-management. If existing political parties are strong 
enough to take over the movement toward self-management, but are not 
willing to do so because of their tight attachment to the established mode 
of parliamentary functioning, new institutions of self-management could 
use moment to act independently of parties. Such a situation existed 
in France in 1968, when the Communists and the Socialists were not 
interested in the radicalization of the student and workers’ movements. 
Of course, some other reasons also precluded the development of self-
management there.

Radical social changes lawfully lead to more open and participatory 
party structures. This is what theorists of participatory democracy (Carole 
Pateman, Nikos Poulantzas) wanted to see. However, more open party 
structures meant only that party elites were more vulnerable to demands 
of the masses. If there is a wish for fundamentally new democratic order, 
the parties would have to be restrained by self-management.

A self-managing society is in a constant struggle between self-manage-
ment and the party elites. The elites want to preserve the social division 
between the elite and the mass, while the mass wants that everybody 
become members of an overall “elite”. This struggle decided the fate of 
yugoslav self-management, for example. Self-management became an 
empty shell26 because the party elite was able to impose its dominance 
over self-managing structures, primarily through its control of surplus 
value, processes of decision-making because party cadres27 made up the 
majority of members of almost all institutions28 and through the control of 
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81the ideological apparatus because the party had been proclaimed as the 
historic leader of working people to better future. These three key factors 
decisively influenced final outcome of struggle between party elite and 
workers for dominance over self-managing structures. 

Political culture and socio-economic factors

Self-management seeks a new type of democratic political culture.29 It 
is not sufficient to say that it is a type of participatory political culture, 
as it has been said by theorists of participatory democracy. This type of 
political culture requires active participation of the workers or citizens in 
decision-making process but self-management requires that they are 
capable to dominate these processes. In order to dominate them, they 
have to change their attitude toward their own social role, social role 
and value of political institutions and organizations, in the first place the 
one of political parties and trade unions. The political culture required 
for self-management cannot be achieved on premises of representative 
democracy or temporary direct action, such as modern democratic po-
litical culture of parliamentary democracies. Political parties have to be 
understood only as one possible type of social organizations whose aim 
is to act through political institutions and to present particular programs 
and ideologies. They mustn’t be understood as organizations for the con-
quest and execution of political power but rather as useful organizations 
for easier achievement of some aims. A new democratic political culture 
has also to be pluralist in a sense that individuals don’t attach them-
selves only to one type of social engagement or social organization, for 
example, joining a political party or participation in elections. An individual 
has to be a member or a party, a trade union, a workers’ council, a civic 
association, at the same time, or some of them, and to understand that 
neither of them has a historic vanguard role. Rather he or she can fulfill 
his or her aims acting in all of them or in some of them, during shorter 
or longer periods. In a word, neither organization should have a fetish 
character. For example, if there is a workers’ council in an enterprise, 
workers have to elect its members and to control them independently 
of their possible party belonging. On the other hand, council members 
have to feel primary responsibility to their colleagues and then to their 
party. This kind of political culture cannot be achieved in a culturally and 
economically underdeveloped society and in a society where there is no 
variety of independent social organizations. 

Lack of this type of political culture is one of reasons for the failure 
of the yugoslav experience with self-management. yugoslav society 
up to the end of the Second World War rested on authoritarian political 
culture. Culturally underdeveloped nations without experience in politi-
cal democracy and class struggles searched for strong political leaders, 
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82 especially those who would lead their struggle for national liberation. 
Victory of the Communist Party in the National Liberation War and 
Revolution set preconditions for economic and cultural development. 
However, authoritarian political culture couldn’t be overcome because the 
party had become Stalinized before the war and accepted the Stalinist 
model of social system. The introduction of centralized system with the 
monopoly of one party quickly led to formation of bureaucracy who took 
under its control not only the state apparatus but state-owned means of 
production as well. Such a monopoly of the political elite excluded any 
real chance for participation in decision-making processes let alone real 
self-management. As the party had proclaimed its vanguard and historic 
role30 with its charismatic and almost infallible leader as a father of nation, 
an authoritarian political culture just changed its forms and bearers but 
essentially remained intact. Self-management could not be achieved in a 
society where the president of the Republic is irremovable while his party 
is able to find out the best possible solutions for prosperous present and 
future. In such an ideological matrix workers could only gather in their 
self-managing bodies to agree on the most suitable ways for fulfillment 
of these solutions. 

yugoslav society also lacked the socio-economic and political condi-
tions for success of self-management. The working class without experi-
ence in class struggle, underrepresented in a social structure because of 
the agrarian character of economy, very high level of illiteracy, low level 
of workers’ skills, nonexistent civil society as products of pre-communist 
regimes have been mixed up with the introduction of the Stalinist system. 
The yugoslav communist elite did not intend to introduce any kind of 
economic or political democracy before the clash with Stalin. It was only 
this conflict that forced the yugoslav elite to review its ideology in order 
to explain itself why the conflict emerged, then to show that Stalinism 
was wrong by accusing it as a revisionist and at last to initiate system 
reforms which had to lead to more economic efficiency and decentraliza-
tion. Workers’ self-management and after it social self-management as 
an integral self-managing system emerged as a logic consequence of a 
renewed studying of Marxism. The political elite until then, however, had 
already monopolized social power and was not ready to equally share it 
with other social subjects let alone to deliver it to the working class. Forms 
of workers’ self-management had not been so rich in content and didn’t 
give real managerial power to the workers. According to a 1950 law, which 
nevertheless had a historic meaning, the workers’ councils had between 
15 and 120 members, while managerial boards and directors still retained 
great deal of power. The state retained right to decide about income for 
a long period of time after. Therefore, workers’ self-management in fact 
existed as a form of workers’ participation in management. The 1970s 
saw some improvements in legal solutions. As the party still retained its 
control over self-management, the Leninist model of popular (in this case, 
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83workers’) participation in management, described generally in The State 
and Revolution, has been reached for the first time in history. It was a 
kind of decreed self-management where the political elite decided about 
its degree, forms and content. 

Only the significant participation of the working class in the whole 
population, the existence of tradition of social struggles, relatively high 
levels of education and a sufficient material basis can present solid 
social preconditions for self-management. Apart from these, the other 
social preconditions are as follows: self-organization of working class 
and other social layers interested in social changes; their independence 
from the party elites and the trade union bureaucracy; new types of 
democratic political culture based on the voluntary involvement of people 
in decision-making process; overcoming of the fetish character of any 
social organization, especially political parties.
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Notes

1 By 1912, SPD had 15,000 full time party workers and one million members, 
while its assets were worth more than 21 million gold marks. (Rob Sewell, Ger-
many: from Revolution to Counter-Revolution, In Defence of Marxism web site, 
http://www.marxist.com/germany-counter-revolution-rise-fascism/the-rise-of-
organised-labour.htm)

2 “The decades of peaceful gradual development transformed the character of 
social democracy. The labour leaders had bent under the sustained pressures of 
capitalism. For the developing careerists Marxist phrases were used at May Day 
processions, on workers’ holidays and other such occasions, whereas in day to 
day work they adapted themselves to bourgeois society. The trade unions and 
the SPD had become rich and powerful, and had begun to harbour careerists and 
place-seekers at every level. These privileged layers now had a vested interest in 
maintaining the status quo, in effect becoming not an instrument for the overthrow 
of capitalism, but of mediation between the classes.” (ibid.)

3 “Workers, soldiers and sailors took power into their own hands and spontane-
ously formed councils which took charge of the situation. (…) In the short term, 
despite the treacherous role of the SPD leaders, who opposed the revolution, the 
masses saw their traditional organisation as the embodiment of the party that had 
awakened them to political life.” (ibid.)

4 Demonstrators, for example, occupied even offices of SPD’s newspaper Vor-
waerts and Reichstag building and demanded resignation of Social Democratic 
government.
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5 “The proletariat without legislative sanction, started simultaneously to create 

all its organisations: soviets of workers’ deputies, trade unions and Factory Com-
mittees.” (Anna Pankratova, according to: Maurice Brinton, The Bolsheviks and 
Workers Control 1917-1921, Spunk Library Internet web site, http://www.spunk.
org/texts/places/russia/sp001861/1917.html

6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
8 Minister of Labour, who was a leader of the Social Democratic Menshevik fac-

tion, thought that the State would administer and control economy while enterpises 
would not be trasnfered to the people.

9 Socialists didn’t approve a concept according to which workers’ organizations 
govern instead of a political party and trade unions: „They were opposed to any 
interpretation of workers power in society in terms of mass organizations in work-
places instead of the direct rule of the Socialist Party.” (Tom Wetzel, Italy 1920, 
Conference on Workers’ Self-Organization. St. Louis, 1988, http://www.uncanny.
net/~wsa/ital1920.html)

10 Self-management has been introduced mainly in those cases where capitalists 
left their enterprises and workers’ committees took over managerial functions.

11 Every factory of any size is being reorganised. The workers are making 
demands which in most cases include a minimum wage and the saneamento 
(purging) of former managers. No group has called for workers’ control but workers 
have virtually seized control themselves. There are Committees in many public 
concerns. Sometimes workers totally manage the enterprise. In the private sec-
tor things are different.” (Phil Mailer, Portugal – The Impossible Revolution, http://
www.geocities.com/cordobakaf/portc.html). These committees were elected by 
all workers of particular enterprises at general assemblies with a task to defend 
workers’ interest. Although only few of them demanded abolition of capitalist mode 
of production they tried to act independently of trade unions and new political 
institutions created by political parties in revolution. 

12 “The first workers to be influenced by the student movement for autonomy and 
direct self-government were workers who had much in common with the students, 
namely young, educated and highly politicized workers. The factory revolutionaries 
are neither the old party stalwarts nor the uneducated and superexploited foreign 
workers, but rather relatively privileged young French workers. It is these young 
workers who take part in the continuous discussions of direct democracy and the 
overthrow of capitalism and statism which take place continuously at the University 
of Paris. And it is these workers who are the first to call for strikes in a factory, 
and who define the goals of the strike as a substitution of capitalism and statism 
by a system of direct, socialist, workers’ democracy.” (Roger Gregoire – Fredy 
Perlman, Worker-Student Action Committes, France May ’68, http://libcom.org/
library/worker-student-action-workers-occupy)

13 Workers demanded resignation of the President of the Republic and the 
Government and in some cases tried to run their enterprises.

14 This movement reached its peak in 2000/01, at the height of socio-economic 
and political crisis. At that time Argentina has not had any strong party or movement 
(with support of more than 1% of electorate) which advocated self-organization or 
self-management, while the strongest political force in country has been of center-
left origin without sentiment for self-organization or self-management.

15 Marcelo Vieta, Argentina’s worker-recovered enterprise movement, „The New 
Socialist“, issue 57/2006, http://newsocialist.org/newsite/index.php?id=995 
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16 It must be noted that Argentina saw popular self-organization outside economy 
too, for example in the form of popular assemblies as forms of citizens’ self-
organization at the level of local communities.

17 “These impact-filled days in reality were the expression of a confluence of 
several socio-economic factors: the desperation and hunger of the most neglected 
classes; a fury over the levels of structural unemployment not experienced in a 
country such as Argentina until that moment; the indignation of middle class sec-
tors due to the confiscation of their savings; the perception that life projects and 
the much-promised possibility of rising in social status – that dream of the “grand” 
and “empowered” Argentina that had enraptured generations – had disappeared, 
witnessed in the rise of individualism and the loss of the most entrenched forms of 
social solidarity; and political manipulations that saw existing apparatuses of power 
casting out their nets. All of these factors meshed with the astonishing stupidity 
of a government that did not understand what was going on and that stubbornly 
clung to a standard of political life that turned its back on reality.” (Andrés Ruggeri, 
The Worker-Recovered Enterprises in Argentina: The Political and Socioeconomic 
Challenges of Self-Management, Center For Global Justice web site, http://www.
globaljusticecenter.org/papers2006/ruggeriENG.htm)

18 “(…) no popular organization or movement proposing fundamental changes 
to the social and economic structures of Argentina could take advantage of this 
scenario.” (ibid.)

19 “(…) workers council at Inveval developed largely outside the framework of 
the organized trade union movement in Venezuela. And in February 2006, the 
workers in Inveval initiated the Revolutionary Front of Workers in Occupied and 
Co-managed Factories (FRETECO), because, “We saw that here in Venezuela 
the unions were not supporting the struggle for occupying and taking over factories 
through the UNT.” (Kiraz Janicke, Without Workers Management There Can Be No 
Socialism, Venezuelanalysis.com, Venezuela News, Views, and Analysis, http://
www.venezuelanalysis.com/analysis/2784)

20 “In PDVSA and the state electrical company, workers have faced attacks 
at the hands of a bureaucracy that is afraid of losing power if workers take on a 
greater role in management.” (Federico Fuentes, Venezuela: Second Wave of 
Nationalizations Waved, “Green Left Weekly”, issue #765)

21 One of Italian Socialist leaders at the beginning of the 20th century, Serrati, told 
that the dictatorship of the proletariat is the conscious dictatorship of the Socialist 
Party. Karl Kautsky also thought that the state would run economy while the party 
would have majority in parliament and therefore control the government: “It would 
presuppose that in Germany the State is to become the director of production of 
two million productive plants and to act as medium for the circulation of this prod-
uct, which will come to it partially in the form of means of production and partially 
as means of consumption to be distributed to sixty million consumers, of which 
each one has a special and changing need.” (Karl Kautsky, The Social Revolution 
(1902), Marxists Internet Archive, http://marxists.org/archive/kautsky/1902/socrev/
pt2-2.htm#s6). Bolshevik leaders Lenin and Trotsky although gave priority to the 
party rather than to self-activity of people or workers. Even in his writing State and 
Revolution, where he advocated withering away of the state and participation of 
masses in government, Lenin wrote about vanguard role of the party. So, masses 
participate in governing the country and economy as well but only under general 
guidance of the party. Lenin extensively argues for a state where whole population 
more and more learn how to govern: “We, the workers, shall organize large-scale 
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experience as workers, establishing strict, iron discipline backed up by the state 
power of the armed workers. We shall reduce the role of state officials to that of 
simply carrying out our instructions as responsible, revocable, modestly paid “fore-
men and accountants” (of course, with the aid of technicians of all sorts, types and 
degrees).” (Lenin, State and Revolution (1917), Marxists Internet Archive, http://
marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch03.htm#s2). However, he thinks 
that workers’ party is an ultimate ruler, as a vanguard of all workers, their teacher: 
“By educating workers’ party, Marxism educates proletarian vanguard, which is 
capable to take the power and lead the whole people toward socialism, to define 
direction and organize new social order (…)” (ibid.) In his Left-Wing Communism: 
An Infantile Disorder Lenin wrote that proletariat exercised its dictatorship through 
soviets under guidance of the communist party (Lenin, Left-Wing Communism: 
An Infantile Disorder , Marxists Internet Archive, http://marxists.org/archive/lenin/
works/pdf/Lenin_Left_wing_Communism.pdf)

22 It is interested to cite an author who enumerates which subjects actually sup-
pressed self-managemnet movements: „(...) in Russia in 1905 (crushed by the 
Czarist regime), in 1917 (coopted and destroyed by the Bolsheviks), and in 1921 
(crushed at Kronstadt by Lenin and Trotsky); in Germany in 1918 (crushed by the 
socialists); in Italy in 1920 (destroyed by the socialists and the labor unions); in 
Spain in 1934 (the Asturian revolution, crushed by the republican government) and 
in 1936-1937 (coopted by the anarchist labor union and crushed by the Stalinists); 
and in Hungary in 1956 (crushed by the “Soviet” state (…)” (Raoul Vaneigem,  
From Wildcat Strike to Total Self-Management,  http://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline/
postsi/ratgeb.html)

23 For example, Poland and Hungary saw in 1956 emerge of forms of workers’ 
self-management through workers’ councils. Having in mind that ruling Stalinist 
bureaucray was highly illegitimate workers massively react against it but they 
didn’t demanded revival of capitalism. They established workers’ management in 
enterprises and even organized workers’ councils on territorial level. The fact that 
workers did not have their autonomous organizations able to lead this rebellion, 
fact that „socialism“ was imposed to them after 1945 as a result of Soviet Union’s 
dominance over Eastern Europe and overall presence of the Soviet Army in these 
countries neutralized the victory of workers’ councils. In Hungary, factory councils 
after 1957 were only a form of trade union work with right to be consulted and 
to control instead to manage an enterprise as it was the case during the 1956 
uprising. In Poland, bureaucracy achieved its victory over workers’ councils when 
it established conferences of workers’ self-management, composed of workers’ 
councils, party committees and trade union committees. Workers’ councils do not 
make decision anymore but only give advices, propositions and opinions about 
which managers decide. “Instead of assuming of spontaneously set up workers’ 
councils as basic cells of socialist reconstruction of the whole society, firstly their 
competences have been reduced and then they have been totally disbanded. This 
chance have not been utilized even when working class in struggle against ‘its 
own’ state oligarchy again created self-managing organs spontaneously (Hungary 
and Poland). “  (Svetozar Stojanović, Društveno samoupravljanje i socijalistička 
zajednica, “Praxis”, no. 5-6/1967, Beograd) 

24 Delegate system with imperative mandat has been introduced in yugoslavia 
only at the end of 1960s and then in 1974 Constitution. Before that, members of 
workers’ councils and other institutions of self-management were elected by work-
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87ers or neighbors or other kind of electors and were accountable to them, but were 
not obliged to receive from them imperative instructions about their behavior. 

25 In that case, even parties’ role will change. As Gramsci wrote, party would 
become ’’a party of the masses who, through their own efforts, are striving to liber-
ate themselves autonomously from political and industrial servitude through the 
organization of political economy, and not a party which makes use of the masses 
for its own heroic attempts to imitate the French Jacobins. (Antonio Gramsci, 
Two Revolutions (1920), according to: Carl Boggs, The Two Revolutions, 1982, 
pp. 106-107)

26 In 1980s, 87% of workers who were outside the Party felt politically power-
less. (Laslo Sekelj, Jugoslavija: struktura raspadanja, „Rad“, Beograd, 1990, p. 
80). In 1989, 80% workers felt that they had no significant influence on selection 
of their chiefs. (ibid., p. 53)

27 Although workers formally elected enteprises’ managers, they could not enter 
these positions without consent of local party committees. Therefore, directors in 
fact were political functionaries and obliged to belong to the ruling party. 

28 Municipal assemblies were not decisive political institutions. However, even 
there party members participated five times more than they participated in overall 
electorate.

29 Rosa Luxembourg’s critics of Bolshevik anti-democratic measures and their 
plead for political freedoms in socialism (see: The Russian Revolution and pro-
grammatic writ about the Spartacist League) sound very modern and offer new 
solutions.

30 Preamble of the 1974 yugoslav Constitution proclaimed that the League of 
Communists of yugoslavia has been a bearer and a promotor of political activity 
with aim of further development and protection of socialist revolution and socialist 
self-management (article VIII of Preamble)
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88 MÁTyÁS BENyIK

Social Fora in the World
“The proletarians have nothing to lose but  
their chains. They have a world to win.
Working Men of All Countries, Unite!”
        Communist Manifesto

Introduction

In this paper I will attempt to show the close link between social move-
ments and political parties on the one hand, and on the other, the ways 
of the participants’ enforcement of different interests. One of the main 
reasons behind the birth of the World Social Forum at the turn of this mil-
lennium was the total defeat of social democracy almost everywhere in 
the world. Social democracy has lost its progressive character and is no 
longer capable of fulfilling its original goals (i.e. to defend workers’ rights 
and to lead the workers’ struggle within the perspective of Socialism). 
The vacuum remaining after the historical fiasco of social democracy is 
now filled by social forum movement. This movement is characterised 
by pluralism and diversity. Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), trade unions, different currents of 
the political Left, including Marxists, Trotskyists, Maoists, Anarchists, and 
others, all participate in the social fora. This diversity is simultaneously a 
strength and weakness. The organisational forms are very loose, thanks 
to the internet, but there are constant attempts from certain organisations 
(mainly major NGOs and some political parties) to dominate the forum 
process. The struggle inside the movement is visible if you consider the 
different approach of the “Horizontals” and the “Verticals”. The present, 
the future and the contradictions of the social forum movements are also 
revealed and analysed below.

Historical roots of the Social Fora

Immanuel Wallerstein [2003] considers the historical anti-systemic 
movement (i.e. the so called “Old Left” that consists of Communist, 
Social Democratic and national liberation movements) as a part of the 
global geo-culture in which liberalism dominated the scene, and ide-



S
E

LF
-O

R
G

A
N

IS
IN

G
 IN

 P
R

A
C

TI
C

E
89ologies emerged as ways of handling the norm, the reality of constant 

social change. This pattern prevailed from 1948 right through to 1968. 
The latter date was a major turning point, both culturally and mentally. 
The uprisings of 1968 were triggered by the discontent of all who had 
been left out of the well-organised world order of U.S. hegemony. The 
anti-systemic movement followed a two-step programme with the aim of 
obtaining state power and then transforming the world. “The Old Left has 
become a part of the problem and it is no longer a part of the solution” 
[Immanuel Wallerstein 2003]. He is of the opinion that the anti-systemic 
movements (and the system itself) have been in a crisis since around 
the end of the 1960s.

The direct antecedents of the appearance of alter-globalism can be 
explained by the fact that the life standards of more and more people 
had been deteriorating, so they looked for something really different. 
The idea of anti-globalism emerged with slogans such as “Let’s stop it! 
Let’s push it back!” 

Francois Houtart [2003] holds that the anti-systemic aspect of the 
world social fora remains unclear to many participants (movements and 
individuals, mainly the newcomers), because they often have not gone 
far in their own analyses. He considers the social fora an educational pro-
cess and calls attention to intellectuals’ enormous responsibility to make 
people clearly understand what the social fora is about. Houtart suggests 
that the relevant points of anti-systemic approach of World Social Forum 
- at least theoretically - are opposition to neoliberalism and the world 
domination of capital, and the seeking and building of alternatives.

I fully agree with the anti-systemic approach of Samir Amin [2008] that, 
by the end of the 20th century, all sorts of illusions about Capitalism (e.g. 
social democratic and nationalist illusions and the illusion of cults of the 
past) have dissipated. 

New Phase of Capitalism (Features of Contemporary Capitalism)

Today the centres of Capitalism are qualitatively different from the one 
of the preceding stage. In addition to the technological revolution, the 
forms of organisation of labour and capital have completely changed. 
The previous patterns became inefficient; complete branches of indus-
tries were and are being dismantled, de-located to the regions of the 
periphery (mainly outdated, obsolete technology), and outsourcing, 
“atypical forms” of labour (e.g. part-time jobs, firing and rehiring) are 
spreading in leaps and bounds. Unemployment, precariousness, poverty 
and inequality are increasing worldwide, both in core Capitalist countries 
and the periphery.

Contemporary Capitalism is now characterised by fragmentation, and 
sometimes disorganisation, which go hand in hand with the weakening 
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development and the appearance of new products, goods and services 
(e.g. the internet, mobile phones, personal computers), making possible 
and necessary people networking and the workers’ struggle. Meanwhile 
globalisation creates such conditions (i.e. alienation) that keep the initia-
tive in the hands of capital. 

Hungarian Sociologist Erzsebet Szalai [2006] has called attention to 
the deep crises of “new capitalism” in the semi-peripheric (e.g. CEE coun-
tries including Hungary) and the peripheric countries. She came to the 
conclusion that the Capitalist system itself is in crises, which stem from 
the geopolitical determination and common history of the CEE region (in 
particular Hungary). I wish to emphasize that Szalai has been using the 
term “new Capitalism” since 2001 and she can be considered a pioneer 
of attempting to outline a “new Socialist alternative”.

Marxist economists are convinced that globalisation  (i.e. the “new” 
phase of monopolistic Capitalism) is characterised by the global domi-
nance of transnational companies (TNCs), and some authors [e.g. Ervin 
Rozsnyai (2002) Peter Farkas (2006) and Annamaria Artner (2006)] 
are defining  this new phase of Capitalism as “transnational monopol-
capitalism”. 

From a political economy point of view “globalisation” is a global 
accomplishment of the Capitalist  economy, led by capital and integra-
tion of the world economy. It is not simply the movement of production 
factors (goods, capital, labour) between countries and regions, but the 
growing internationalisation, integration of economic relations (property, 
production, financial processes)” [Peter Farkas 2002]. Consequently 
globalisation is a new, transnational monopolistic phase of Capitalism, 
a third stage of monopolistic Capitalism after the first (classical) and 
second (state monopolistic) stages. Transnational Capitalism bears the 
general hallmarks of monopolistic Capitalism, as well as the features of 
state Capitalism, but also has unique characteristics. The forms of the 
stages are not clear, there is no sharp dividing line between them”.[Peter 
Farkas, 2006]  

William K. Tabb (2008), examining aspects of the global economy in 
the contemporary world Capitalist  system, found four areas of crises: 
(1) the financial crisis, (2) the loss of relative power by the United States 
and the rise of new centres of power, (3) resource depletion and (4) 
ecological crisis. Finally, Tabb concludes that “the U.S. strategy remains 
to project military power in order to control oil and other resources. The 
other wing of the eagle relies on the appropriation of surplus through 
financial vehicles, but this hardly exhausts its tactics. It also demands 
the enforcement of protected monopoly rents by international patent and 
licensing regimes to protect intangible property rights...” 

Today “in the United States the Democratic Party, in Europe the social 
democrats, and third-way triangulators everywhere, by essentially ac-
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now must self-organise by creating anti-Capitalist parties if they are to 
defend their interests and change the social relations that promise only 
a future of further exploitation. In Die Linke, the German party formation 
far to the left of the Social Democrats, we see a successful example of 
such a party, which is becoming a force in that country’s politics… in Latin 
America, the continent with the longest experience of the devastation of 
neoliberalism, the masses have supported a variety of leftist parties that 
promise, to one degree or another, to break with Capitalist social rela-
tions.”- writes William K. Tabb (2008).

The non-Western economic and political players [the so-called emerg-
ing powers] are on the rise and if it continues in this way, the world will 
be completely different by 2050. Different forecasts unanimously predict 
that the so called E-7 (China, India, Brazil, Russia, Indonesia, Mexico 
and Turkey) will be about at least a quarter larger than the present G-7 
economies and will be driving the growth of the global economy. Maybe 
a new consensus will be born as an alternative to the Washington’s ver-
sion of spreading democracy and the “free” market enforced by cruise 
missiles and economic threats.

 Although the recently seen financial crisis (bankruptcies, credit crunch, 
the burst of the financial bubble) has shaken the big financial centres, it 
left the International Financial Institutions unchanged. However, it seems 
unavoidable to put the question of restructuring of the global institutions 
on the table of the planned “Bretton Woods II” negotiations. Despite these 
negotiations (G-20) and the result of the latest U.S. election (Barack Hus-
sein Obama’s win) personally I am not optimistic that Capitalism will to 
come to an end and a new social and economic order will emerge.

World Social Forums

The World Social Forum (WSF) was born of the failure of social democ-
racy. The vacuum left after the fiasco of social democracy is now filled 
by the WSFs. The WSF was the brainchild of social movements loosely 
associated with the Workers’ Party (PT) in Brazil. At an early stage strong 
support for the idea was given by the ATTAC movement in France, key 
figures of which were connected with the newspaper Le Monde Diplo-
matique. The WSF was created to provide an open platform to discuss 
strategies of resistance to the globalisation model, as proposed at the 
annual World Economic Forum (WEF) at Davos. The WEF (the world of 
the global rich) is in sharp contrast with the world of Porto Alegre (the 
world of the rest of humanity). Firmly committed to the belief that “Another 
World Is Possible” the WSF is an open forum for discussing alternatives, 
exchanging experiences and strengthening alliances among civil-society 
organisations, peoples and movements. 
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in 2001, the WSF was turned into an ongoing global process and adopted 
a “Charter of Principles” as its main document. The first three WSFs were 
held in Porto Alegre; Mumbai, India in 2004, and again in Porto Alegre 
in 2005, while in 2006 a Polycentric forum took place at three different 
locations: Caracas (Venezuela), Karachi (Pakistan) and Bamako (Mali). 
In 2007, the meeting was held in Nairobi (Kenya). In 2009 the next WSF 
will be held Belem, Brazil. 

Since its establishment the WSF has performed three critical functions 
for global-civil society: (1) it has represented a space (both physical and 
temporal) for this diverse, plural movement to meet, network, and feel 
and affirm itself, (2) as a retreat, during which the movement gathers its 
energies and charts the directions of its continuing drive to confront and 
roll back the processes, institutions, and structures of global Capitalism, 
and (3) it has provided a space for the movement to elaborate, discuss, 
and debate the vision, values, and institutions of an alternative world 
order built on a real community of interests. 

However, what we can see at the WSFs is merely the tip of the ice-
berg, because politics normally takes place and operates at grassroots 
levels. The biggest problem of the movement of social fora is that it is 
fragmented, not only at national levels, but also regionally. Regretfully 
there are very few examples for building “national popular fronts”, but 
whenever this has taken place, it has created a good potential for vic-
tory in some of the Latin American countries, such as Brazil, Bolivia and 
Venezuela, just to name a few.

Contradictions

Being a massive movement or process (or both), the social fora are not 
without tensions. These are expressed broadly among those who believe 
that the most important thing is to keep it an open space for reflection 
and debate, avoiding the risks of politicisation, or among those who be-
lieve that it should be turned into a movement with an increased organic 
character, which could produce a final document to make a certain official 
position. In this sense, in the 2005 WSF, several intellectuals released 
a 12-point document (known as the Porto Alegre Manifesto). According 
to its drafters, the twelve proposals in the manifesto aim to “give sense 
to another possible world. If applied, they would allow citizens to at last 
seize back control of their “future”.  But this manifesto, as well as the Ba-
mako Appeal, is often rejected by those in favour of autonomous spaces 
[by the Horizontals, see this problem below). 

We must be aware of the fact that the social fora are a new culture of 
resistance. Any kind of institutionalisation should be a social process, 
but not everybody shares this idea. Certain movements and people, 
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decision-making that could go in an anarchical way. This is a fundamen-
tal contradiction between the necessity to have openness, the network 
structure on the one side and the necessity of having institutional forms 
and working structures on the other side.

There is a visible contradiction between the “loose structure” aspect 
and the efficiency of the work, the relation between NGOs and similar 
organisations and the political field, namely the participation of parties 
in the social fora. The contradiction can only be solved if we recognize 
the different functions of the social movements and political parties. Yet, 
there have been long and repetitive debates amongst social movements 
because altermondialists do not want to be merely instrumentalised by 
political parties. I wish to remind readers that one of the fundamental 
aspects of the WSFs, at least on paper, is that social fora are not an 
organisation of political parties.

However, it very often occurs that we can find political organisations 
behind NGOs or social movements while there are quite a lot of NGOs 
with practical linked links to political parties. The fundamental question 
here is that NGOs participating in the social fora should respect the WSF 
Charter [often called Porto Alegre Charter of Principles]. If organisations 
come from above, such as larger NGOs, they must follow the rules of 
the main actors from below or they will be isolated; they may even find 
themselves outside of the movement. The worldwide spread of social fora 
means that the influence of the idea (i.e. the resistance of people against 
neoliberalism and world power of capital) is on the rise.

One of the key figures of WSF, Francisco (Chico) Whitaker [2007] also 
confessed that “the role of political parties in the WSF is very complicated 
and delicate.” If the parties want to participate as parties in the WSF, he 
fears that it would risk diminishing the space of civil society. But Whi-
taker welcomes party members and politicians as individuals who can 
help and support the WSF, as long as they do not interfere as parties in 
the social-fora process. He thinks that a new way of doing politics was 
discovered within the WSF: instead of concentrating on divergences 
between movements, the WSF provided a platform for searching con-
vergences, without a search for final documents or leaders. Horizontality 
and diversity are essential elements of this process of building visions 
but pyramid-like power structures must be avoided. The previous politi-
cal movements that have claimed power, such as socialists around the 
world, have failed fundamentally because change has been driven from 
above, from a narrow social elite. The question of social fora is not only 
seizing the power through progressive movements, but rather changing 
society and politics fundamentally.

Whitaker is the best known advocate of the continuity of WSF as a 
space that says: “for me, there is no doubt that it is fundamental to ensure 
at all costs the continuity of the Forum as a space and not yield to the 
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maintain it as a space, it will not prevent nor hinder the formation and the 
development of movements —on the contrary it will ensure and enable 
this process. But if we opt to transform it into a movement, it will inescap-
ably fail to be a space, and all the potentialities inherent to spaces will 
then be lost”… The great challenge to the continuity of the Forum process 
therefore, and for it to fulfil its vocation of being an incubator for more and 
more movements and initiatives, is to multiply such spaces across the 
world that are genuinely open and free, without only focussing attention 
on specific proposals. We must hope that nobody, however inadvertently, 
contributes to ‘closing down’ the Forum to a point where it disappears as 
an open space”. [2007]

The present and the future of the Social Fora

Thinking about the future of the WSFs also requires a look at its origins 
as a counter-proposal to the elites’ meeting at Davos and the need to 
subvert power relations from multiple horizons, an issue that makes even 
greater sense when the WTO, the international financial institutions (IFIs), 
and those that assume a global leadership role strengthen themselves 
and establish solid mechanisms to ensure the market’s control as an 
irreversible fact, even if this means risking the demise of the flora and 
fauna of the Earth.

In the first meetings of the WSFs the emphasis was more or less 
defensive. At the seventh WSF held in Nairobi in 2007, this defensive 
language was beginning to fade away because all took it for granted that 
the United States seemed less formidable, the WTO seemed deadlocked, 
and the IMF almost forgotten.

Participants at previous WSFs have devoted many hours to debating 
whether to continue as an open forum or should engage in structured, 
planned political action. It became clear at the Nairobi WSF that the is-
sue is contentious. The participants would like to both leave the WSF as 
an open space that is inclusive of all those who wanted to transform the 
existing world-system and meanwhile permit and encourage those who 
want to organise specific political actions. The WSF is also spawning 
manifestos: for example the so-called Bamako Appeal, which expounds 
a whole campaign against Capitalism; a feminist manifesto, a labour 
manifesto. There will no doubt be other such manifestos as the WSFs 
themselves continue. [Wallerstein 2007]

The key idea is the creation of networks, which the WSF is singularly 
equipped to construct at a global level. There is now a network of femi-
nists, a network of labour struggles (defining the concept of “worker” quite 
broadly), a network of activist intellectuals, an anti-war network. And there 
are functional networks on specific arenas of struggle such as water 
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rural/peasant movements has now been reinforced. In addition, there is 
a budding network of those defending alternative sexualities. However, 
I am sure that the mushrooming of different networks is also a danger, 
because it is becoming more and more difficult to make convergence and 
organise one big global day of action [GDA]. One good example is the 
thousands of small demonstrations and actions all over the world, except 
in the Czech Republic and Hungary [Laszlo Dujisin 2008]

There were serious discussions and debates at the seventh WSF in 
Nairobi about what democracy means, who is a worker, what is civil so-
ciety, what is the role of political parties in the future construction of the 
world. These discussions define the objectives, and the networks are a 
large part of the means by which these objectives are to be realized. The 
discussions, the manifestos, and the networks constitute the offensive 
character of the social fora. [Immanuel Wallerstein 2007]

The social fora have their internal problems and conflicts. The tension 
between some of the larger NGOs and the more militant social move-
ments remains real. They come together at the open space, but the more 
militant organisations and parties often try to control the networks. This 
contradiction was especially visible at the counter social fora in Mumbai, 
and in Caracas too. In Athens, at the fourth ESF, this was also visible for 
those who were sufficiently attentive.

The rapid emergence of regional, national and thematic forums soon 
led to the emergence of a process anchored in diverse realities being 
built from a basis of multiple critiques, but which merge together in shared 
hopes of a world of peace, justice, rights, diversity, and radical changes 
in patriarchal, class-based, racist and exclusive relations.

The WSF also revealed that daily life is more political than ever, and 
that changes are forged from transformations involving people and hu-
man relations as a whole. However, for these changes to become reality 
it is necessary to uproot unequal relations, wherever they appear.

Since 2001 the social fora have rapidly shifted from revealing the 
manifold relations of oppression that underlie all human relations to that 
of developing alternatives that have become forceful proposals, which 
have in turn given rise to a process of developing strategies to achieve 
radical changes in human relations. This issue is precisely one of the 
vital issues of debate on the future of the social fora, and is inextricably 
linked to its original goal of fighting neo-liberal globalisation and attempts 
to consolidate that struggle.

The origin of WSFs is undoubtedly the cause of justice, both existing 
and urgently pending: peoples’ struggles and those of the excluded and 
victims of discrimination, the defenders of integral world views, intellectu-
als, alternative media, and a broad combination of all those who adhere to 
the Porto Alegre Charter of principles of change. However, their potential 
cannot only be judged by the number of participants. This is important, 
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actions, the enriching of everyday language with symbols and practices, 
and the drawing up of concrete agendas that reflect collective hopes. 

They are many and diverse alternatives, their convergence point is the 
struggle against the neo-liberal model, imagined as inclusive, egalitarian 
and solidarity-based. For this very reason, the social fora conceived of as 
open spaces where social movements, initiatives, proposals, networks, 
organisations and individuals all come together in order to face the chal-
lenge of debating the possible ways of common actions and ensuring 
that changes are possible.

The social fora has begun to move in hundreds of contexts: challenging 
neoliberal, mercantile, patriarchal, predatory, and homogenizing globali-
sation, as  shaped by the so-called “owners of the world”, and led by a 
handful of trans-national corporations, financial capital, and old and new 
elites, all of whom have redoubled their attacks, in order to control and 
possess it with ever-growing greediness. 

Thus, to speak of the future of the social fora implies a decision to think 
about where they are heading. There are hundreds of possible ways of 
responding, each one with its corresponding political responsibilities, 
with actors who propose and support these possibilities from their own 
respective realities and viewpoints.

For some people the social fora can be a permanent annual meeting 
point, a type of “fair of alternatives” or “jamboree” where, year after year, 
a multiplicity of expressions, ideas and proposals are showcased, after 
which everybody goes home, in some cases with a feeling that having 
participated in the debates and activities contributed towards the change 
of the system. Others will return home dissatisfied about the gap between 
this reality and their expectations of moving on in the urgent task of trans-
forming things by developing concrete proposals and actions. 

There are also some who see the social fora as both a starting and an 
arrival point for developing a process of struggle that is clearly defined 
by a concrete agenda of struggle against Capitalism.

The social fora can be what it already is and be much more besides, 
all of which is important and transcendental, but their central challenge 
must be the resistance to neo-liberal globalisation. This can hardly be 
achieved by staging “a fair of alternatives” or an agenda of debates, nor 
by calling for mobilisations on unconnected issues; neither can it be 
achieved through methodological experiments for improving the WSF 
event, whose concretion is not unrelated to intra-forum economic and 
power relations. While this continues, the existing neo-liberal model will 
quietly continue to consolidate.

The social fora cannot supplant movements or their actions or go back 
to a single line or a supreme command; their challenge lies in becoming 
a subject of change so that its accumulated myriad of proposals and 
ideas lead to advancements in the fight against the present model of de-
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and the collective acceptance that social fora are not just events, but a 
process, and as such cannot limit themselves to convocations.

As the World Social Fora has until now managed to face up, with verve 
and ingenuity, to most of the challenges it has come across as part of its 
innovative project; it will undoubtedly take on the great task of assuming 
the role of the political actor that its own development has generated. 

Perhaps a compelling reason for the modus vivendi of the old and new 
movements was the realisation that they need one another in the struggle 
against global Capitalism, and that the strength of the “movement of 
movements” lay in a strategy of decentralised networking. The common 
marginalisation of practically all oppressed under the reign of global capital 
inevitably must drive “working men of all countries to unite” in the future. 

By the second half of this decade it became clear to some progressive 
leaders of Latin America that the social fora had arrived at a crossroads. 
For example Hugo Chavez captured the essence of the “point of bifurca-
tion” when he warned WSF delegates in January 2006 of the danger of 
the WSF becoming simply a forum of ideas with no agenda for action. He 
told the participants that they had no choice but to address the question 
of power: “We must have a strategy of ‘counter-power.’ We, the social 
movements and political movements, must be able to move into spaces 
of power at the local, national, and regional level.” [John L. Hammond, 
2007]

Developing a strategy of counter-power or counter-hegemony need 
not mean insisting on the old hierarchical and centralised modes of or-
ganising  characteristic of the Old Left. Such a strategy can, in fact, be 
best advanced through the multilevel and horizontal networking that the 
movements and organisations represented in the WSF have excelled in 
advancing their particular struggles. Articulating their struggles in action 
will mean forging a common strategy while drawing strength from and 
respecting diversity. 

After the disappointment of the seventh ESF in Nairobi, many veteran 
participants are asked themselves if the WSFs are still the most appro-
priate vehicle for the new stage in the struggle of the global justice and 
peace movement? Or, having fulfilled its historic function of aggregating 
and linking the diverse counter-movements spawned by global Capital-
ism, is it time for the WSFs to fold up their tent and give way to new 
modes of global organisation of resistance and transformation? [John 
L. Hammond 2007]

European Social Movements

Social Democrats almost everywhere in Europe have lost their identity 
and forgotten their commitment to defend the poor. It was the French 
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“post-communist” parties in Central and Eastern Europe, renamed as 
„social democrats” were the most enthusiastic and vociferous advocates 
and most consistent practitioners of freedom for the rich and leaving 
the poor to their own care. Being rejected or not fully-accepted by the 
right-wing was the sole adhesive hoped to hold the „Left” together. This 
has been recently, for instance, the Italian or to somewhat lesser extent 
the French way [Zygmunt Bauman 2008]. Hungary is a unique case in 
Europe, because there is no clear line of demarcation between the right 
and the extreme right (openly fascist) parties here. 

Successes and failures of European Social Forums

From its first meeting in November 2002 in Florence until today, the ESFs 
have simultaneously achieved a lot and very little. The social forums are 
not an aim in themselves, but an instrument to serve discussion and joint 
campaigns and mobilizations. They only have meaning if they help us 
to advance in this direction. The European Forums themselves have not 
created lasting convergences or the development of concrete struggles, 
but they have had a general positive influence in this direction. The great 
merit of the ESF process has been to affirm a space of convergence in 
the struggles against neo-liberal policies on a European scale. Although 
weak and without firm roots, the ESFs have been a reference point for 
most of the social forces opposed to these policies. Something that 
has not been the case, for example, with the European Trade Union 
Confederation (ETUC), caught up in its policy of “critical support” to the 
neo-liberal logic of the European Union (EU). [Esther Vivas and Josep 
Maria Atentas 2008]

The international context in which the ESFs have been developed has 
changed from its beginnings, during the growth of the global justice move-
ment that grew rapidly until the mobilizations against the G8 in Genoa 
in 2001 and the attacks of September 11 in New york. After some initial 
hesitations, in which the movement seemed to lose ground, the new 
stage was characterised by the centrality acquired by the fight against 
“permanent global war”, whose climax was the protests of 2003 against 
the invasion of Iraq. This was the scene in which the first ESF took place 
in Florence in early November 2002.

Starting from its second edition in Paris in 2003, the ESF developed 
in a phase characterised by the loss of centrality of the international 
mobilizations for global justice and of its unifying capacity, in a context 
of sharpening and multiplication of concrete struggles against neoliber-
alism and of greater sectional dispersion and „nationalization” of these 
struggles. A scene, really, marked by a crisis of perspective on the part 
of the global justice movement and the World Social Forum in which 
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showed the continuity of the process and its rooting in new countries, but 
also its difficulties in continuing to develop and move forward the forum 
process. After the novelty effect and the initial impulse, in recent years 
the dynamic of the ESFs show symptoms of decline, routinism and loss 
of concrete usefulness [Irene Leon 2006].

The London ESF preparatory process (Verticals versus Horizontals)

The conflict between the so called Verticals and Horizontals was evident 
even before it was officially decided that London would host the 2004 
ESF. In wake of the first European Preparatory Assembly (EPA) that 
would assess the conditions of the London bid, the Horizontals were 
already complaining that a few organisations (Greater London Authority, 
Socialist Workers Party, War on Want, Campaign for Nuclear Disarma-
ment, Stop the War Coalition, and some trade unions) had taken the 
process upon themselves, without consulting or seeking to involve oth-
ers, with many only finding out through their European contacts. The fact 
that this was happening at such an early stage shows the deep mistrust 
of big organisations, to the point that the London Social Forum not only 
criticized the bid as closed and exclusive, but also proposed that, in 
order for the process to be built properly, the UK (and not necessarily 
London) should not host the forum until the following year, as they had 
initially proposed. 

In the absence of any bid to hold the ESF elsewhere, this proposal 
might seem particularly counter-productive for the European movement, 
but it also revealed a fundamental clash of political cultures between 
those who saw the whole undertaking as mainly holding an event that 
would champion global justice and outreach into the mainstream of British 
civil society, and those for whom it was a participatory process concerned 
with building a movement through the creation of new forms of political 
practice that reject instrumentalism and embody aspired-to values and 
principles throughout.

The first EPA took place in London in December 2003 in a very tense 
atmosphere amid accusations that Vertical representatives were manipu-
lating and controlling the process. Even the fact that many seemed to 
consider London as the only possible city to host the ESF was deemed 
undemocratic, although there was clearly no alternative on offer. Many 
activists were adamant at a perceived attempt for the organisational 
framework of the „process” (horizontal-speak for internal democracy and 
transparency) to be sidelined, while for them it should be discussed sepa-
rately and before anything else. The Verticals, on the other hand, wanted 
to integrate that discussion with the various agenda topics (which was 
what, after a rather long and acrimonious stalemate, finally happened), 
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0 arguing that such a compartmentalisation would be counterproductive. 
Most of the preparatory process of the London ESF was dominated by 

the conflict between the Verticals and the Horizontals. 
In the January UK Assembly, a proposal regarding the organisational 

structure of the ESF mainly drafted by trade unionists was put forward. 
Based on the model employed at previous European and World Social 
Forums, it proposed the establishment of an Organising Committee (OC) 
to make all arrangements to hold the ESF in London and that all appropri-
ate collectives should be invited to participate. Groups and organisations 
could affiliate at various local, regional and national rates, depending on 
their membership and financial clout, and could then have one represen-
tative at OC meetings where decisions would be taken by consensus It 
was also proposed that OC meetings should be open to individual observ-
ers and that the affiliation process should be on-going. 

As had come to be the norm in most UK and European assemblies, 
the meeting took place in a hostile atmosphere with regular disrup-
tions and mutual recriminations. Many people, despite appreciating the 
organisational progress that had been achieved, criticised the “closed, 
unaccountable and secretive way” in which practical aspects of the bid 
were put together.

In the EPA in March, the financial, organisational and infrastructural 
capabilities of the British “movement” (fragmentation and acrimony not-
withstanding) were officially deemed adequate for London to host the 
ESF. Communication, between the various working groups and the 
Greater London Authority in particular continued to be problematic, how-
ever, and meetings were chaired predominantly by representatives of a 
few organisations who were occasionally accused of directing, and even 
manipulating, proceedings, instead of merely facilitating them. 

Failure to circulate agendas well in advance meant that representatives 
were unable to discuss issues with their organisations and, therefore, 
could only speak for themselves. That, as well as unreliable and erratic 
minute-taking and dissemination, gave power to the “inner circle” that 
followed the process closely and alienated the rest. Decisions taken 
in meetings across Europe were often lost in translation, with differ-
ent individuals and groups having diverse understandings of what was 
decided. 

Nevertheless, the tensions that were to resurface during and after the 
ESF, eased considerably during the ensuing months. The Horizontals 
started to focus on the parallel processes that would produce a wide 
range of autonomous spaces and events, with varying degrees of con-
nection to the main ESF. Their main demands were to have resources 
and spaces inside the ESF, that the autonomous spaces should be 
included in the main programme, and that decision-making processes 
(including those with regard to the allocation of resources) should be 
open, participatory and accessible.



S
E

LF
-O

R
G

A
N

IS
IN

G
 IN

 P
R

A
C

TI
C

E
10

1For their part the Horizontals’ preoccupation with issues of “process” 
meant that the thematic content of the ESF hardly attracted the same 
confrontational involvement. (See more details at Ephemera special 
edition about the European Social Forum http://www.ephemeraweb.org/
journal/5-2/5-2index.htm)

The problem of Assembly of Social Movements (ASM)

The ASM was set up by the Italians just before the first ESF in Florence 
in 2002, in order to circumvent the ban on the ESF taking political deci-
sions or organising united action. The coordinators of the World Social 
Forum imposed this measure on all regional forums in order to retain the 
support of the various NGOs, trade unions and other forces that depend 
on maintaining good relations with their respective governments. So it 
was an ASM that called for the huge anti-war demonstrations on Febru-
ary 15 2003. 

The ASM, then, has some potential power and it is unsurprising that 
the main leftist parties send representatives to its preparatory meetings. 
yet the political parties were not prepared to use ASM as an effective 
instrument for the organisation of left-wing forces across Europe.

The unofficial leadership body always held its meetings in utmost 
secrecy and it almost required an enquiry to know when and where they 
would take place. This disgraceful practice contributed to the withdrawal 
of many activists from EPA meetings, where key decisions were made 
in advance and practically pushed down the throats of the participants 
of the ASM. [See more details at CPGB Weekly Worker at http://www.
cpgb.org.uk/esf/index.html]

Parties allowed or not? 

One of the most positive developments at the Athens ESF in 2006 was 
that, for the first time in the history of ESFs, political parties were allowed 
to participate openly, not just in the Greek Organising Committee, but also 
in the seminars and workshops held at the ESF. Until then representatives 
of parties had to pretend to be members of this or that “movement” or 
“network” [which I personally called “Trojan horses”] in order to be listed 
as speakers in the programme. 

The ban on political parties was “ordered” by the WSF in 2001 in its 
“Charter of Principles” which, rather ironically, was mainly drawn up by 
the members of the Workers Party [PT] in Brazil. No distinction was made 
between revolutionary communist organisations on the one hand and 
Tony Blair’s Labour Party on the other. “Neither party representations nor 
military organisations shall participate in the forum. Government leaders 



S
E

LF
-O

R
G

A
N

IS
IN

G
 IN

 P
R

A
C

TI
C

E
10
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may be invited to participate in a personal capacity” one paragraph of 
the WSF Charter reads.

This is, of course, hypocrisy if one considers the role of Socialist and 
Communist parties and leftist groups throughout Europe. They have been 
at the heart of many mass movements, in particular in France, Spain and 
Italy. The foundations for the ESF were laid down by the huge demon-
strations that took place in Genoa and Rome in 2001. The first ESF was 
held in Florence, precisely because the Italian workers’ movement was so 
highly organised and politically motivated, and produced the Rifondazione 
Comunista. The second ESF in Paris was to a large extent organised 
by the Ligue Communiste Révolutionnaire and the French Communist 
Party, while the Socialist Workers Party greatly helped London Mayor 
Ken Livingstone (who is a radical leftist inside his Labour Party) in put-
ting on the third ESF.

Therefore at the ESF in Athens it was very interesting to see speakers 
from Rifondazione, the German Linkspartei, PDS and the Greek Syn-
apsismos being advertised as such in the programme paper. This did 
symbolise a certain change in European politics: the buzz around the 
“social movements” certainly seemed to have died down, in favour of 
a more honest turn towards the political parties of the Left. That should 
facilitate a better examination of their role, rather than pretending they 
do not exist in our movement. 

It was also interesting to observe that not all political parties chose to 
openly participate in the fourth ESF. Members of the Socialist Workers 
Party’s International Socialist Tendency (IST) decided to continue to hide 
under various fig leaves, despite the fact that the SWP officially favoured 
the open participation of parties. The Greek SWP section, SEK, only put 
on meetings under the name of its “anti-Capitalist “ front organisation 
Genoa 2001. They clearly thought that their own projects were not par-
ticularly attractive to young people from across Europe, and they were 
most probably right. The SEK played a typically obstructive role in the 
organisation of the Athens ESF. The SEK formed a very small, but vocal 
minority in the ESF Organising Committee, which was dominated by a 
number of trade unions and particularly the Greek Social Forum (includ-
ing the centre-left party Synapsismos, a large number of left-wing and 
Socialist groups and various campaigns).

Nordic Political Parties at the fifth ESF in Malmo

Political parties also had a strong influence at the ESF in Malmo, as their 
affiliated youth clubs, students associations, popular education organisa-
tions and think tanks had direct possibilities to organise activities, and 
their politicians could be invited to speak. Social Democrats, Left parties, 
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3Trotskyists, other Marxist-Leninists, Feminists, the Greens and the Pirate 
Party were all present. 

The only party missing among those active in the Nordic Social Forums 
was the Centre Party, which has played a role in the analysis of globalisa-
tion, especially in Norway. Social Democrats had a leading position in the 
programme but it was not whole-hearted. Social Democrats were active 
in the discussion on the strategy concerning EU court cases on labour 
rights and Fronesis a journal close to the Social Democratic students 
association arranged a seminar by Michael Hardt. However the Social 
Democratic party leader chose not to attend when it emerged that Malmö 
Mayor Ilmar Reepalu could not come to the inauguration ceremony. He 
was replaced by Anneli Philipsson of the Left Party, which has been 
influential through such organisations as Kvarnby Folk High School and 
their many activists in the solidarity and anti-war movements. 

The Green spokesperson also opted not to attend, in spite of the 
fact that she had intended to earlier. The Greens were only marginally 
involved, mainly through their think tank Cogito, who invited Vandana 
Shiva. The Pirate party, through their youth organisation, were active 
on intellectual property rights issues. The European Feminist Initiative 
including both parties and other type of organisations that were more 
active than the Greens and small leftist parties.

Different Trotskyist and other Marxist-Leninist parties did not participate 
at all in the general work of the Nordic Organising Committee (NOC), with 
the exception of the demonstration group, where great efforts were made 
to overcome the Gothenburg trauma from 2001 by organising a dialogue 
on security with all the involved organisations and the police.

Challenges of the European Social Movements

Today the great challenge of the European social movements is to articu-
late an answer on a continental scale to the neo-liberal logic of European 
integration and to measures such as the “Returns Directive” [harmoniz-
ing EU procedures on the expulsion of “illegal resident” immigrants] or 
the as yet unapproved Working Time Directive raising the limit of the 
working week to 65 hours. The success of the first ESF generated too 
many expectations on its potential on this terrain. After the international 
day against the war in Iraq, on February 15 2003 that was called by the 
ASM in Florence and brought millions of people on the streets, the great 
challenge was to take a real step forward in the continental articulation of 
the struggles. The propagandistic formula used at the time was “to make 
February 15 social”. But the subsequent advances in this area have been 
limited, generating a certain sense of frustration and stagnation: the Iraq 
war had a uniting effect that does not exist in other areas.
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4 The logic of governmental policies is the same across the EU and 
obeys the agreements taken in this framework. But the rate and dynam-
ics of application of the reforms vary in each country. In recent years the 
social resistance to neo-liberalism has been considerable. It is neverthe-
less still very defensive (with some precise exceptions), and often ends 
in defeats or precarious victories and are developed in an unfavourable 
context. All this makes the initiation of coordinated initiatives difficult on 
a European scale. 

Nevertheless, there has been important progress in some areas, some 
of it linked to the dynamic of the ESF and others not, such as the har-
monisation of European networks and campaigns on specific subjects, 
such as days (many still symbolic and limited) of simultaneous mobilisa-
tion in several countries, for example the one pressed by the student 
movement against the so-called “Bologna Process” [which intended to 
reform the European higher education system] or resolute “Euro strikes” 
at some companies.

But much more effort is needed to advance this kind of “Europeanisa-
tion” of the resistance. In fact, European social movements face the twin 
challenges of deepening their local roots and fortifying themselves “from 
below” and, in parallel, creating forms of national and international articu-
lation that avoid the isolation of social resistance through spaces such as 
forums, concrete campaigns and networks. Florence was a spectacular 
and promising start on a road that has been difficult and complex, with 
advances and backward movements, winding and not very straight: the 
road to the construction of an Europe of the peoples opposed to the 
logic of capital. 

Working class

Today’s “workers” or “industrial workers” are not the same social category 
as it was fifty years ago. Only a small and ever-shrinking minority is at-
tached to the companies for which they work “permanently’, “for life”; only 
a minority have stable jobs and anticipate that “we will meet again and 
again and again” –therefore only a minority have a stimulus to develop 
mutual bonds and loyalties. Most importantly, collective bargaining, 
collective labour contracts and collectively endorsed terms of employ-
ment are all in demise, victims of deregulation. An increasing majority of 
employees are now ‘flexible’ workers, who could hardly invest their life 
plans in the (expectedly stable and durable) firms (which now are likely 
to merge, be “taken over”, or declare insolvency) and in the company 
of their workmates (the composition of which is in constant flux). What 
used to be, by the logic of their social setting, a “working class”, has been 
atomised, and has turned into loose and fluid aggregate of individual 
wage-earners in competition, rather than solidarity, with each other. 
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class loyalties nor common causes. It does not favour either the search 
and the struggle for a more beneficial “modus vivendi” with the employ-
ers who may cease to offer employment, or else simply disappear at any 
moment. There is little chance therefore for “class politics” It would be 
strange indeed if the individuals currently employed as industrial workers 
made their political decisions in reference to their class status. 

Globally produced problems can be only solved globally. Local changes 
of governments will not bring us closer to their solution. The only thinkable 
solution to the globally caused tide of existential insecurity is the match-
ing of powers of the already globalised forces by the powers of politics, 
popular representation, law, jurisdiction. The solution, if at all conceivable, 
is a re-marriage of the now divorced power and politics – but this time on 
a higher, global, planetary level that include the whole of humanity. But 
we are at best at the very beginning of that process, and the odds usu-
ally seem to militate against its conclusion; turning one’s back on global 
affairs (including global misery), locking the door and keeping strangers 
out, drawing more borders and multiplying neo-feudal estates, none of 
which will bring an improvement of security any closer. The more pulver-
ised local politics, the smaller (and so weaker) its agencies, and the more 
indomitable and invincible the already global powers, which can ignore 
at will any kind of borders or any local habits and desires.

“The answer to globalisation” is not so complicated rather it is difficult 
to put into practice. It is relatively easy to say what needs to be done: the 
real mystery is who is able (powerful and determined enough) to do it. As 
long as it remains “wild”, free-floating and uncontrolled, globalisation is 
bound to play havoc with human projects, hopes and anticipations, and 
bring consequences more reminiscent of a tsunami or an earthquake 
than of motivated human actions. Such consequences are unlikely to be 
mitigated, let alone prevented, as long as there is no agency matching 
the territorial reach and the powers of the already globalised powers. 
The snag, however, is that all the odds seem to conspire against the 
emergence of such an organisation. 

E. Szalai [2005] and A. Artner [2006] have extensively analysed the 
problems of today’s working class from different perspectives. Both au-
thors agree on some points, but disagree over the definition of “working 
class” as well as on the future of social movements. The empirical studies 
were very useful and worthy of further debate, however. 

The divided Hungarian Social movement (History of split and special 
features of the Hungarian Social Forum) 

The organisation of the Hungarian social movement began in 2002, some 
months after ATTAC Hungary was established. Several NGOs and Civil 
Society Organisations (CSOs) started establishing contacts with each 
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6 other (e.g. TÉT, Pax Romana Energy Club, Green movements) and TÉT 
played an initiative role in this process. The Charter of the Hungarian 
Social Forum Movements (HSFM) was signed in the autumn of 2002 and 
the preparation of the first Hungarian Social Forum kicked off just before 
the first ESF in Florence.

Having returned from the first ESF in Florence, the peace movement 
was revitalized and quickly grew stronger. However, due to organisational 
and personal mistakes (i.e. the Green organisations and the Humanist 
Movement did not accept negotiating with the authorities), a unified and 
concerted mass mobilization failed. Instead the Civilians for Peace move-
ment and the Peace Chain were established. Both groups organised a 
separate peace demonstration in Budapest on 15 February 2003. 

The debate on the convocation of the first Hungarian Social Forum 
(HSF) further sharpened the conflicts between these two groups. The 
majority of organisations under the umbrella of the Civilians for Peace 
were on the opinion that the HSF should be held in the spring of 2003, 
prior to the referendum about the EU-accession, while the Greens and the 
Humanists considered this initiative as “not enough organic and building 
from the bottom up”. Their later request to organise the HSF was not ac-
cepted, as was their appeal to name the event, only a conference. 

Following this disagreement the Green and Humanist organisations 
established the Another World is Possible Network (AWIPN). So from this 
time on, the Hungarian social movement is split. But the story did not end 
here, as conflicts continued in the summer of 2003, when the Italian-French 
appointed HSF coordinator as a “sole representative of the HSF”, without 
authorisation, took part in the demonstration of the ultra-right and racist 
Civic Circles movement and personally “represented the whole Hungarian 
social movement”. Further to the personal political ambitions of the “repre-
sentative”, I am obliged to invite everybody’s attention to the “hidden politi-
cal fight” between the different political currents of the Hungarian Left.

The person in question continued and still continues to follow this kind 
of “alliance building with the Right”, which resulted a further split in the 
Hungarian social movement in 2004, a problem that is still unresolved. 
It is unprecedented in the European and in the World social movements 
that a left-wing group accepting the WSF Charter has joined forces with 
the demagogic, populist right wing. This is an unacceptable, unique fea-
ture of the Hungarian social movement, which could not happen in the 
core Western European “developed” democracies. 

Conclusions

The alterglobalisation movement is fundamentally contradictory. This 
contradiction stems from the fact that the movement exists within the 
Capitalist system and it is in the process of maturing.
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7One of the main features of the social movement is the great diversity 
(plurality) involving different currents of the Old and New Left, namely 
Social Democrats, Marxists, Anarchists, Trotskyist, and others. It is a 
progressive movement that interlinks civil-society groups and movements 
that oppose neo-liberalism, the domination of the world by capital as well 
as any form of imperialism. Nevertheless a significant number of the 
participants do not want to subvert the existing Capitalist system. Most 
of the young participants sympathizes with the anarchical (autonomous) 
approach, however.

One very unique, unprecedented feature of European Social Forum 
movements is that in Hungary one of the currents of the Hungarian So-
cial Forum has joined forces with the Right, which is an outrageous and 
striking contradiction.

The most obvious contradiction lies in the “loose” character of WSF 
Charter (i.e. the Porto Alegre Principles) and the effectiveness of the 
movement.  However this contradiction is understandable if we consider 
the current priority of the social movement, i.e. to try to enlarge and at-
tract as many people as possible under the slogan of “Another World is 
Possible” and to spread the idea all over the world. As long as the move-
ment is weak and the necessary counter-power of the oppressed against 
oppressor is not built on global level, the organisational structure should 
be decentralised. However the time will come when the institutionalisation 
of the movement is unavoidable and even necessary.

Contradiction spans between the principles of voluntary working as-
sociations on the one hand, and the necessity of using financial, political 
and legal mechanisms and professional activities in the work of the move-
ment on the other. This contradiction could be solved if functions requiring 
professionalism and financial support are assumed by active NGOs and 
political organisations sympathizing with the social fora. Meanwhile the 
movement itself in its actions should be relatively independent, free of 
any rigid restrictions and be open, network-like, flexible, and built on the 
cooperation of groups, associations and individuals.

Another contradiction in the social and economic inequality of partici-
pants opposed to their equal rights in dialogue and solidarity within the 
movement is quite obvious. This contradiction naturally creates a lot of ten-
sions inside the movement, rather than enabling the joining of forces.

Antagonistic contradiction ranges between openness and a “network 
principle” of organisation on the one hand, and the necessity of interac-
tion with the power structures that take part in political processes on the 
other.

It is not a less obvious contradiction (and also a dialectical unity) that is 
perceivable between the Left political parties and the movement per se. 
Alterglobalists confront the need to maintain the “open network” quality 
of the movement, and to acquire the traditional hierarchical structures 
of political parties. 
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8 The internal contradiction of alterglobalisation is the very essence of 
social fora movement. The Porto Alegre Principles are merely manifesta-
tions of its deep contradiction. To overcome these internal contradictions 
will only be possible if the external contradictions also are solved. 

The “differentia specifica” (Alexander Buzgalin 2003] of the movement 
of social fora can be seen in the genesis of a qualitatively new, mass, 
global and relatively persistent social phenomena that go beyond not only 
the basic principles of late Capitalism and Capitalist  globalisation, but 
the whole of world alienation. The question remains as to what extent the 
alterglobalists will find forms of “sublation” for all these contradictions.
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0 LÁSZLó TüTő

Even one Party was one too Much
The Left Alternative Association is twenty years old

In September 1988 a new social organization made a début, which called 
itself “Left Alternative Association” (official abbreviation: BAL1). In the past 
twenty years the organization produced a dozen publications; it regu-
larly organized programs and theoretical forums; it repeatedly published 
statements and standpoints; it launched or supported several practical 
initiatives, which fit in with its theoretical stance. Nevertheless, we cannot 
consider its activity successful if we confront it with its original goal, which 
was to facilitate an alternative type of systemic change.

The membership, which originally counted a couple of hundred people, 
grew older and reduced in numbers. The practical initiatives of the orga-
nization yielded few lasting results. Its website (www.bal.hu) attracts few 
visitors. At the same time many of its goals re-appear in a more instinc-
tive or partial form among the younger generation and in civil organiza-
tions, which were established since BAL’s founding. This shows that the 
problems, which BAL identified at the time, continue to exist after the 
change of regime; moreover, in many cases they became more visible 
and therefore more pressing. No wonder that the same questions that 
we asked twenty years ago recur today and the search for the answers 
continues.

The following review documents not only an unusual theoretical and 
historical experiment but it also aims to give theoretical and practical 
lessons for those who are interested in this quest.

I. On the ideology of the “Left Alternative”

BAL is a movement, which was established to support social self-orga-
nizations. Its declared basic task is the search for the theoretical and 
practical possibilities of a self-organizing society, which builds on the 

1 Left Alternative Association = Baloldali Alternatíva Egyesülés. (Official 
abbreviation: BAL meaning ”left” in Hungarian).
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1co-operation of producing and self-governing communities. Its members 
entered into an agreement and became united with each other for this 
task.

BAL was established as the socialist opposition to the “actually exist-
ing” socialism, or state socialism. It defined itself as the alternative left in 
relation to the traditional, or “old” left.

In a negative, defensive sense the alternative left considers social 
self-defense against the state and its legitimate institutions (political 
parties, capitalist private property, etc.) to be a leftist activity. In a posi-
tive, offensive sense the alternative left considers the self-organizing, 
self-governing, self-managing attempts and activity of society, or civil 
society to be leftist.

– The alternative left does not think in terms of parties but it builds 
on the direct co-operation of the individuals. Therefore it considers 
every party to be pro-right. At the same time it understands that its 
members get involved in everyday politics in other organizations.

– The alternative left does not think in terms of parliamentary politics 
but it believes in direct democracy. It holds that parliamentary politics 
is the alienated, anti-human form of exercising power, and hence, 
an alienated form of rule. At the same time it understands that its 
members participate in parliamentary politics.

– The alternative left does not think in terms of a political state but it 
believes in civil society and in the self-organization of society as a 
whole. It holds – in an ultimate, principal sense – that every state 
institution is anti-human. At the same time it understands that its 
members – living in the world of real power relations – are connected 
to state institutions.

– The alternative left does not think in terms of a capitalist market 
economy but it believes in direct social management, which produces 
in order to satisfy necessities. It holds – in an ultimate, principal 
sense – that every market institution (private property, wage work) is 
anti-human. At the same time it understands that its members – living 
in the world of real power relations – are connected to the capitalist 
market economy.

II. On the fundamental documents of BAL

At the end of 1987 and in the beginning of 1988 a group of young people 
decided to unite the Hungarian communities, which had been organized 
since the 1970s with the common purpose to seek for a leftist humanist 
alternative to the existing system. After long theoretical preparations in 
September 1988 they announced a call for the formation of the “Left Al-
ternative” Association. In the “Call” they dissociated themselves from any 
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2 variants of both neo-Stalinism and neo-conservatism or any combination 
of these two, and they declared: “our purpose is to seek for the possi-
bilities of a society, which builds on the co-operation of self-governing 
communities”. The idea of self-governing society consciously goes be-
yond the false dilemma of state solutions versus market solutions, and 
it implies a radical break with the idealized European practice of political 
bureaucratism combined with economic liberalism. 

After the “Call” several platform debates were organized with the par-
ticipation of the interested applicants. The outcome of the debates, which 
lasted for months, was published under the title “Fundamental Principles 
of the Left Alternative Association”. The “Fundamental Principles” warned 
of the transformations, which already started to be outlined:

“The “Left Alternative” holds that it is unacceptable that the privileged 
groups, which compete for the resources, revenues and positions 
(the elite groups) are dividing the social products among themselves, 
with the exclusion of the population, and they decide the issues, 
which carry great weight, and have lasting consequences for the 
future of the country, without the participation of the citizens. Society 
could be divided into an elite and a gradually and relatively (in some 
cases even absolutely) pauperizing the majority, which is exploited 
both by the state and private capital, and its members are forced to 
exploit themselves beyond their physical limits. We have to avoid 
this outcome.”

The document points out that both the capitalist and bureaucratic-
administrative organizations of economy are inefficient. Since they treat 
producers as the mere means of material objectives, they leave no space 
for the realization of two fundamental managing possibilities: 1. the social 
liberation of spontaneous human activity, the creative power of human 
beings. 2. the possibility of producing according to necessities, consumer 
needs, and therefore, to reduce waste.

“It is important to underline” – as the text formulates – “that both 
private capital and bureaucratic controls manage social resources 
lavishly and inefficiently. Both of them blocks production according 
to real needs, and they paralyze talent and spontaneous initiative 
by means of property relations and administrative-political obstacles. 
Political bureaucracy and capital have a common social root: they are 
both characteristics of a state where producers cannot rule their own 
conditions of existence but the latter are appropriated by a minority, 
and thus, this state renders people actors of an unequal exchange. 
That’s why it is important to introduce a social and economic mode 
(mode of production), which is more economical and human at the 
same time than the present modes of production. This is possible 
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3only if the producers themselves create their own conditions of ex-
istence and organize their activity (from production to consumption, 
from learning to leisure and entertainment).”

A production, which is cheaper and better, more economical and more 
human at the same time than the current conditions, requires the devel-
opment of a philanthropic world view and a relevant social organization. 
Such a change presupposes the creation of a new social mechanism, 
which encompasses social life as a whole.

The document characterizes the mistakes of the recent past and 
the suggested solution as the following: “The past decades proved 
that the internal reforms of certain social fields (economy, politics, 
culture, etc.) mean no way out for the country, and these attempts 
only lead to repeated crises. Such reform objectives – independently 
of their intentions – have a conservative effect: they help to maintain 
the existing social structure and social mechanism, and prolong their 
vegetation. The economic, political, cultural and moral recovery of 
the nation cannot be achieved through economic or political reforms, 
the introduction of new economic or political mechanisms. This 
goal can only be achieved through a universal social reform (which 
encompasses all social fields), the democratization of the whole 
functioning of society: the creation of a responsible, self-managing 
and self-governing social system. Such a change would mean the 
socialization of every economic and political power, and it would put 
an end to the economic, political and cultural monopolies and privi-
leges. It would mean the creation of a new social mechanism, which 
is centered on the working and socially active human beings, who 
produce and consume according to their needs. It would mean the 
creation of a new system, which builds on the co-operation of self-
governing communities. In this case the producers could determine 
the utilization of social resources at the level of society as a whole. 
Members of the producing communities are no longer wage work-
ers but they are the real owners of the social means of production: 
they can decide the employment (reward and maintenance) of the 
bureaucracy necessary for their work at local and national levels, 
and they can introduce the socially most economical producing-
managing methods. During this process they will learn responsibility: 
to enjoy the benefits of the decisions that they have made and to 
bear the possible disadvantages. Thus, the self-governing (universal 
social) democracy does not only imply economic, social and politi-
cal self-management and spontaneous human activity but also an 
educational and cultural process: it enables people to change their 
everyday behavior, life style and morality, to develop their personality 
and to ensure the safety of the individual.”
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4 According to the formulation of the “Fundamental Principles” the “most 
general aim of the Left Alternative is the search for the theoretical and 
practical possibilities of a self-organizing society, which builds on the 
co-operation of the producing and self-governing communities. The 
realization of such a society presupposes the following:

– Production satisfies the real needs of the population.
– The requirement of production according to the real needs can be 

realized only if there is no property in society, which can be monopo-
lized and if we eliminate the possibility of acquiring goods on the 
basis of economic or political power.

– Every member of society will have equal opportunity in two basic 
matters. 1. unlimited access to every trade and profession (the elimi-
nation of the monopoly of knowledge). 2. skills (and not the privilege 
of ownership) should determine every position in production (the 
most suitable person should utilize property).

Such a system will upgrade expertise and it exerts its effect under the 
continuous control of the community.

– The self-governing communities have to provide for those who can-
not support themselves (children, the elderly, the disabled and the 
sick). In order to fulfill this task we should change the distribution of 
the national income to the advantage of the population. We need 
to decrease the power of the state and increase the power of the 
population. The citizens should decide what kind of tasks they want 
to centralize.

– The social organization that we outlined above means a different 
power structure than the present system. The direct communities 
of the individuals should possess all economic and political power. 
If the individuals (or their communities) manage their affairs directly 
(or, if they agree, they can transfer part of the tasks to trusted em-
ployees), there is no danger that an opposing power or office will be 
established.

– The system of self-governing communities unites the execution of 
economic, political, cultural etc. tasks. It regulates all life conditions. 
Its size depends on the self-organizing potential of the population. It 
can be formed on the basis of territorial, professional or other orga-
nizing principles.”

What follows from the intention to achieve the long-term goal outlined 
above?

1. We consider the protection of the quality of our natural and social 
environment to be of fundamental importance.
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52. “We support the development of a system of social movements 
against the power of the elite and the bureaucracies of the corpora-
tion- and party systems. This presupposes the gradual transfer of 
the functions of the apparatuses to the self-organizing collectives at 
the workplace or in the living place.” 

3. Because of the existing international power relations Hungary has a 
mixed economy with more than one sector. We need to experiment 
with the creation of a direct social sector. This is the field of the direct 
co-operation of consumers and producers, which is organized from 
below.

4. We think in terms of a political institutional system, which pushes 
the present practice towards the direction of direct participatory de-
mocracy and not that of the liberal way of exercising power. Namely, 
constitutionality, civil liberties and parliamentarism do not mean the 
radical democratization of society: they do not give a guarantee 
against economic inequalities and their conversion into political 
inequalities.

The “Deed of Foundation”, which was accepted in February 1989, when 
the Left Alternative Association was officially established, partly repeats 
and partly elaborates the ideas, which were discussed previously. It states 
that the common aim of both the political and economic bureaucracies 
– apart from the internal position fights – is to conserve the rule of the 
competing elite groups, thus, to sustain the existing ruling regime, or the 
system of state and capitalist exploitation. Therefore the change of elite 
means no real solution; this can be only achieved through the socializa-
tion of the economic and political power, and the establishment of a social 
self-government organized from below, where the producers can directly 
possess the social resources, determine the goals of production, and 
realize their will independently.

The “Deed of Foundation” repeatedly states that the most general task 
of the “Left Alternative” is the search for the theoretical and practical pos-
sibilities of a self-organizing society, which builds on the co-operation of 
producing and self-governing communities. 

In the autumn of 1990 the general assembly approved of the “Principal 
Program”, which aimed to determine the activity of BAL for the following 
decades.

The “Principal Program” follows the ideology laid down in the “Deed 
of Foundation”. Within this framework it details and specifies the aims 
and fundamental principles, which should determine the activity of BAL. 
At the same time, given that BAL is conceived as a movement, the pro-
gram only outlines a framework for its future activity. “We consider social 
self-organizations for the improvement of human life conditions to be of 
utmost importance” – the document states. – “Given their diversity, it is 
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6 not possible to include all of them in one program. Therefore we consider 
every manifestation and action, which the individuals and social groups 
initiate in accordance with the ideology of BAL to be the concrete and 
organic continuation of our program. The task of BAL is to support these 
initiatives, theorize their orientation and if necessary, unite them.”

The “Principal Program” values human beings, human freedom and the 
development of the personality above all. (“The Left Alternative organizes 
people on the basis of universal human values and interests, which en-
able the free development of the personality without the constraints of 
need nor poverty.”) One of its fundamental purposes is to establish and 
strengthen human contacts among the members of society. Its forum is 
civil society; its means are: 1. personal co-operation, 2. self-organization, 
3. production according to needs, 4. direct democracy.

The following excerpt shows the upgrading of civil society: “In our view 
the currently most progressive and modern forces of Western Europe 
are the movements, which seek to establish a balance, or a ‘human’ 
relation between humanity and industrial civilization. These movements 
reject the economic exploitation of human beings and nature, the use of 
environmentally harmful technologies and the subordination of individuals 
to political powers, and they aim to create a balance, on the one hand, 
between human beings and their natural environment, and on the other 
hand, between individuals and their social environment. Their main 
means against the constraints of the bureaucratic state and economic 
powers is to increase the authority of civil society and to facilitate the 
social-communal self-organization of the citizens (grassroots democracy). 
We want to replace the Europe of capital and bureaucracy with a Europe 
of producers.”

1. Personal co-operation

The program points to the mode of the conquest of civil society and its 
possibilities. It stresses that the hierarchical systems should be replaced 
with the so called co-operative systems, which are based on the direct 
co-operation of individuals. 

Personal co-operation, or the co-operation organized by individuals 
should not be limited to the economic, political, cultural or other issues 
but it should encompass every field of social life.

“Civil society should experiment with the liberation from the rule of the 
state and capitalist relations in every possible field. People have an 
interest in co-operating with each other because such co-operation 
renders the satisfaction of needs more reliable, cheaper and more 
human…It is an attainable goal to control our own life and influence 
our future. The dictatorship of capital is not the only answer to the 
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7failure of state socialism. We can think in terms of co-operative 
systems, which are capable of complex, multi-level regulations and 
they can eliminate the harmful effects of the social forms that we 
want to surpass.” 

2. Self-organization

The “Principal Program” is “not the program of the acquisition of power 
but the organization of life, which is worthy of humanity. Therefore we 
hold that it is of secondary importance – although not ignorable – what 
kind of groups or organizations join to the program.”

The most suitable framework for the organization of life, which is 
worthy of humanity is the development towards social self-organization 
through the various grades of self-management and self-governance. 
Self-management, self-governance and self-organization indicate the 
grades of the decrease of social defenselessness.

“In our definition self-organization is a community, which determines 
its objectives and the internal division of labor by itself, and it does not 
depend on its social environment but it can establish free contacts with 
it. Self-organization is open because it enables free association and 
withdrawal, and therefore, it cannot put any restraint on the individual. 
Moreover, the association with the self-organizing communities provides 
the conditions of the perfection of individual freedom and it multiplies the 
possibilities of the personality.”  Self-organization can also help individu-
als improve their self-esteem.

The “Principal Program” of BAL is “neither a political or economic, 
nor a governmental or oppositionist program in the narrow sense of the 
word but it is the program of social self-organization.” (The structure and 
functioning of BAL is also modeled on this self-organization).

The kind of society, which BAL considers to be desirable in the long run, 
is based on the free associations of self-organizing communities. “The 
most fortunate would be a self-governing system, which is organized from 
below and builds on the gradual federation of settlements. Thus, it is not 
an alienated state power that designates the administrative borders but 
they are the products of natural co-operation.” “During the whole process 
of unification the size of the ‘country’ should correspond to the area that 
the population can organize democratically. Every ‘artificial’ border can 
trigger autocracy and hatred.”

The various civil self-motivated (spontaneous) activities fit in with the 
idea of a self-organizing society.

“BAL supports and encourages any self-managing, self-governing 
and self-organizing initiative at the workplace and in the living area. 
It facilitates their formation and the development of their functioning. 
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8 It likewise supports any interest groups or interest communities orga-
nized along different lines given that they have philanthropic goals, 
namely that they are pro-human and environment-friendly. We en-
courage everybody to initiate the formation of such self-governments 
(e. g. street committees, workers’ councils, legal advice services, pro-
ducer and consumer co-operatives, clubs, etc.). Such organizations 
can operate at lower costs and more humanly than the profit-seeking 
capitalist or state organizations. Social self-management also means 
the socialization of decision-making.”

3. Production according to needs

One basic condition of social self-organization is the provision of the 
material needs of life, or production. The program discusses the issues 
of production in accordance with this statement.

“The long-term aim of BAL is to facilitate an economic-social system, 
which is based on production according to direct human needs in-
stead of the profit-oriented logic of capital or the redistributive logic 
of state bureaucracy. Such kind of production presupposes radical 
institutional changes and the development of new behavioral patterns 
and norms of the people. All these can only be attained through a 
long, natural (not forced) trial-and error   social learning and practic-
ing process. These forms cannot be just invented; rather, we can 
observe the efficient forms of modern communal property when 
the most developed forces of production are operated – albeit first 
under the disguise of state bureaucracy or capital. Nevertheless, we 
can find here the technical, organizational and social psychological 
preconditions, which enable and necessitate a productive system, 
which is more human and efficient than the present system.”

The program promotes the mid-term solutions, which can take us closer 
to the social system based on the principle of production according to 
needs. It states: we prefer communal property to private property for 
economic and moral reasons in each case when it is possible and practi-
cal (employee share ownership). In our view the bulk of state property 
should be managed by the local workers’ councils.

It is also an economical and cost-saving solution if “we promote the 
direct exchange of products and services among the various groups of 
the population. This experiment would not require the presence of the 
state and capital, and it would show the advantages of an alternative 
productive system. At the same time it would call the attention to the 
disadvantages of a capital- or state-led redistribution.” 
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94. Direct democracy

The “Principal Program” underlines that parliamentary democracy is less 
favorable than direct democratic social self-organization. The call for 
direct democracy also aims to surpass the party forms. Personal con-
nections, bonds of common conscience and conviction could also be as 
strong and efficient as the more closed organizational forms.

Thus, every formerly centralized function, which can be executed by 
the local communities, should be transformed according to the principle 
of self-government, in the spirit of what we said above. One of the 
major measures of direct democracy is the extent how far the group of 
decision-makers corresponds to the group of those whom their decisions 
concern.

“The road to social self-organization based on direct needs leads 
through the democratic-decentralization of power and property. This is 
the precondition of every real social democracy. In the past two hundred 
years capital and state bureaucracy – pursuing their common economic 
and political goals – marginalized or destroyed all social movements, 
which had different organizing principles and sought to carve out a space 
for themselves free from capital or state bureaucracy.” Only the united 
force of the people is capable of replacing the dictatorship of state or 
capital with direct democracy based on the principle of needs.  

The “Principal Program” designates the social undertakings of BAL:
1. It mediates between groups, which have different world-views but 

they are oriented towards social self-organization. (“In Hungary BAL 
– given its special position – seeks to be the mediator, facilitator, and 
if necessary, one of the coordinators of these diverse movements. 
The mediating, facilitating and coordinating role is in line with our aim 
to promote wide-scale social self-organization but since we believe 
in civil self-organization, we neither can nor want to ‘organize’ these 
movements.”)

2. It helps the development of the potential of social cooperation. (“BAL 
seeks to civilize social conflicts and strengthen the human potential 
of social cooperation. We are, nevertheless, well aware of the fact 
that the privileged and disadvantaged groups rarely have common in-
terests. It follows from our theoretical and moral-political position that 
we support the economically, politically and culturally subordinated 
groups, the exploited and the defenseless. We are acting primarily 
in the interest of their social advance.”)

3. It forms, popularizes and makes people conscious of a world view 
and a set of values. (“The groups, which can be considered to be 
leftist in the above sense, are today deprived of a significant part 
of their credible linguistic means of self-expression because of the 
frequent and wide-scale misuse of their ideas and values. Further, 
these means were appropriated by unworthy power groups, which 
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0 used them for only ideological purposes. Therefore one of the tasks 
of BAL is to contribute to the formation of a modern leftist set of 
values and world-view, which will be relevant in the 21. century.”

4. It helps any experimentation with an alternative economic sector, 
which the program outlined.

The review of the answers to the question, which we put to the mem-
bers of the Left Alternative Association (“Is there a leftist alternative to 
parliamentary politics in Hungary?”) re-thinks the tasks formulated in 
the fundamental documents from a wider historical perspective. Basi-
cally it attempts to apply the original program to the solidified capitalist 
relations.   

It declares the following as a historical experience:

“In no society can the management of public issues (politics in the 
wide sense of the word) be organized in only one (totalitarian) way. 
Not even the most tyrannical state is able to extend its authority, 
control and rule to the whole of the public sphere and to every detail 
of its dynamics. Thus, next to the central ‘rationality’ of the political 
state (or in opposition to it if we see the latter as a totality) there 
will be necessarily spontaneous movements and relations, which 
concern public issues and hence, gain a political function. State and 
‘spontaneous’ politics essentially co-exist (since they complement 
each other) and at the same time they are also opposites of each 
other since ‘spontaneous’ politics displays the fragmentary, incom-
plete, non-universal nature of state politics. Therefore it is not sur-
prising that their complementary co-existence frequently appeared 
as hostile co-existence in the course of history. The organization, 
which complemented the official power (or the latter had to toler-
ate it) developed into a counter-power, which intended to replace 
the official power or this was the trend of its development (e.g. the 
Soviets and the Polish Solidarność). Economic, social and political 
systemic changes usually take place through and with the help of 
such double power.”

This gives us the following lessons to the present:

– “Parliamentary politics” is a non-ideal, all-comprehensive form of 
managing public issues;

– The spontaneous or conscious alternative organizations, which 
coexist with parliamentary politics, can compete with the latter and 
conquer tasks (and hence power) from it only if they can operate 
cheaper or better than the sphere of official politics;

– If they operate cheaper and/or better, in principle they can create a 
counter-power to parliamentary politics (which denies or overshadows 
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1the latter), moreover – if the conditions are favorable – could form 
the basis of a future systemic change. 

The document discusses a defensive and an offensive form of search-
ing for an alternative.

1. The defensive form aims to protect human personality and alternative 
forms of living against external constraints or violent interventions 
(parliament, market mechanisms, uniformization, etc.). Since certain 
individuals and personalities have a chance to be free individuals 
only in opposition to official powers, they are forced to establish 
various associations and self-organizing communities. These self-
organizations are the spontaneous forms of social self-defense, 
which are established without ideological consciousness. According 
to this interpretation any form of anti-capitalism, any weakening of 
the capitalist system (passive resistance, refusal of co-operation in 
various fields, the weakening of central authority, etc.) – directly or 
indirectly – can be a potential ally for creating a leftist alternative.  

2. The offensive, ideologically conscious forms of social self-
organizations do not content themselves with passive self-defense 
but they see themselves as cells, constituting elements of a future 
alternative power, a counter-power.

The document, which BAL published on 1 May 1998 (titled “Com-
munist Manifesto for the 21. Century”) reinforces the prevailing idea of 
the answers that we got to the question “Is there a leftist alternative to 
parliamentary politics in Hungary?”: “Given the economic and military 
superiority of the capitalism of the core countries and the divided inter-
ests of its working class, there is no direct opportunity for the overthrow 
of the political system of capitalist exploitation. This, however, does not 
exclude the chance to surpass the capitalist system socially and culturally. 
This can be achieved through the revolutionization of civil society and 
everyday life: a gradual replacement of the capitalist form of civil society 
with a human form of civil society, namely an association of producing 
individuals. The real aim of world history is the revolution of civil society, 
and a political revolution is nothing else but a means of the realization of 
this goal. It is, however, the transformation of civil society that paves the 
way for a political revolution…

On the one hand, it is possible to create forms of living (production 
forms, voluntary associations, leisure-time forms), which increase indi-
vidual freedom and multiply communal networks. On the other hand, it 
is possible to imagine and facilitate that the leftist alternative of human 
civilization develop into a cultural, economic and social counter-power in 
civil society. This means a conscious creation of a parallel power, which 
is engaged in a ‘covert civil war’ both with the political state and with the 
centrally manipulated mechanisms of civil society.”     
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2 III. On the activity of BAL 

According to the concept developed in the documents of BAL the orga-
nization keeps a distance from the official politics and the parties, and it 
aims to support the establishment and operation of local and functional 
self-organizations in opposition to official politics (and its organs). It es-
sentially seeks to facilitate the creation of a parallel network of civil society 
(conceived as a pluralistic network of self-organizing communities), which 
is independent of big politics, party politics and political power, and ap-
plies the methods of direct democracy. Apart from territorial groups there 
were also functional groups established (e.g. groups of “Environment 
protection”, “Teachers”, “Miners”, “Human rights” and the department of 
“Facilitating social self-governance”) as well as functional committees 
(e.g. committees of “Economic policy”, “Educational policy”, “Worker” and 
“Political theory”), which operated and published statements and stand-
points in their own fields. The 12. point of the “Statutes” nicely illustrates 
the practice of the decentralized pluralistic ideal in the internal function-
ing of the organization: “Each community can make a declaration in its 
name, and after the rule of the Board of Arbitration each community can 
represent its own opinion as minority opinion.” We can count well-known 
people among the founders such as László Andor, György Bizám, Tibor 
Görög, Ferenc Havas, József Juhász, Ágnes Kapitány, Gábor Kapitány, 
László Karvalics, Tamás Krausz, Károly Lóránt, Győző Lugosi, Mária 
Makai, Péter Márkus, József Mocsáry, Zoltán Murányi, András György 
Szabó, Pál Szalai, Gábor Szász, Péter Szigeti, Katalin Szűcs, Péter 
Tálas, László Thoma, László Trencsényi and László Tütő. 

BAL has sought and found contact to several organizations and people 
with similar aims not only in Hungary and in Central and Western Europe 
but also worldwide from the United States and Russia to Australia. Its 
call for direct democracy attracted also some members of the democratic 
opposition to the organization (e.g. Pál Szalai and Tamás Mikes). Its 
members founded a journal “Eszmélet” (Consciousness) in 1989, which 
was one of the many initiatives of the intellectual workshop, which had 
been operating since the beginning of the 1980s.

BAL made several attempts to facilitate social self-organization. Nev-
ertheless, these experiments were not successful – if we judge their 
success from the outcome. One of the main reasons of the ultimate 
failure lies in the nature of contemporary politics: the idea of civil self-
organization (and that of communal self-defense) could not compete 
with the illusions about multi-party parliamentarism. The majority of the 
population had higher hopes for political parties and politicians than for 
self-initiative, independent decision-making and personal responsibility.

Another reason for the ultimate failure lies in the history and activity of 
the organization. The majority of the programs and declarations of BAL 
did not correspond directly to the general aim formulated above, nor 
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3were they subordinated to this goal. Concentration on practical issues 
was hindered by theoretical, ideological and even political debates. This 
presumably played a role in the aging of the membership and the reduc-
tion of active members.

In spite of this unfavorable situation (or precisely because of it) it is 
worth recalling some experiments from the past two decades, which were 
targeted – directly or indirectly – to our main goal.

1. Popularizing the idea and the theoretical and practical possibilities of 
social self-organization and self-government; making people conscious 
of its historical legacy

– Conference on “Experiments of self-government in the 20. century” 
(1989).

– Conference on “Self-government – today” (1989).
– Roundtable on self-governance (1989).
– Dialogue on the possibilities of worker self-government and worker 

self-management (1989).
– Program on “Workers’ councils today and tomorrow” (1990).
– Debate about the possibilities of workers’ councils (1990).
– Forum for workers’ and territorial self-government (1990).
– Program on “The history of the Hungarian workers’ councils” 

(1990).
– Lectures, programs, etc. on “The alternative program of the social-

economic systemic change” (1993).
– Forum for direct democracy (1993).
– Publication of a book titled “Self-governance – or the rule of elite 

groups” (1995).
– Publication of a document titled “The alternative leftist program of 

the social-economic systemic change (A humanist chance for the 21. 
century)” (1996).

– Program on “The political institutions of direct democracy” (1998).
– Publication of a book titled “Global anti-capitalism – humanist left – 

direct democracy” by Péter Márkus (2000).
– Publication of a book titled “Taming the dragons (Fairy-tale about 

solidarity both for school-children and for adults)” by Róbert József 
(2001).

– Debate about the book of András Varjas titled “Self-motivated activi-
ties, society, science” (2004).

– Conference on workers’ councils (2006). 
– Publication of a book titled “Workers’ councils: The positive legacy 

of 1956” (2007). 
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4 2. Analyzing and criticizing the national institutions and processes that 
hinder social self-organization (political state, political parties, represen-
tational democracy, privatization, bureaucratic market economy, etc.); a 
search for alternatives 

A. Organizing activity:
– Launching the “Movement for social self-governance” (1989).
– Participating at the discussions of the National Round Table on behalf 

of the social organizations, where BAL insisted that the new Constitu-
tion should recognize the right of producers’ communities to collective 
property (1989). This right was abolished by the MDF-SZDSZ2 pact 
in 1990.

– Facilitating the establishment of the National Union of Workers’ 
Council for the promotion of workers’ property (1990). 

– Launching the movement “Union for social democracy” (1990).
– Co-organizing the Forum of Citizens’ Initiatives (1990).
– Participating in the formation of the Council of the Social Reconcili-

ation of Interests (TÉT) (1991).
– Attempt to establish a data bank for labor exchange (1992).
– Participating in the formation of Civil Parliament (1993).
– Participating in the establishment of the Humanist Social University 

(1998).

B. Declarations, forums:
– Call for the social use of party property (1989).
– Open letter to MPs about the decrees of transformation (1989).
– Protest against the advantages given to foreign capitalists (1989).
– Declaration of the necessity of workers’ property (1989).
– Anti-privatization forums, critical forums (1993, 1995).
– Declaration of the process of privatization (1994).
– Question to the members and a review of the answers “Is there a 

leftist alternative to parliamentary politics in Hungary?” (1994).
– Question to the members and a review of the answers “What kind 

of smaller and bigger actions are possible against the expansion of 
capitalism and the anti-human rule of capital in contemporary Hun-
gary?” (1995).

– Workshop-debate about workers’ property (1996).
– Discussing the book titled “The global rule of capitalist companies” 

(1997).
– Forum on “Money-saving exchange circles” (2000).

2 MDF (Hungarian Democratic Forum) and SZDSZ (Alliance of Free Demo-
crats) were the two most successful parties at the Hungarian 1990 parliamentary 
elections.  
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5– Program on “An alternative to market economy: ‘rainbow economy’” 
(2001).

– Program on “The Argentine crisis and the organization of economic 
self-defense” (2002).

– Forum on “Alternative economic forms” (2004).
– Film and debate about the substitution of money (2008). 
 
3. Analyzing the supra-national institutions that hinder social self-

organization (World Bank, IMF (Monetary Fund), NATO, European Union, 
ICC, WTO, etc.) and criticizing any association with them:

– Program on “The IMF and the Hungarian debt crisis” (1995).
– Programs, declarations, leaflets and demonstrations against joining 

NATO in 1995-1996.
– Program and conference against the NATO-intervention in yugosla-

via in 1998. Participation in launching the “Movement for the Peace 
of Balkan”.

– Critical programs on the World Bank, the European Union and NATO 
(1998).

– Supporting the demonstration against the policies of the Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank at the Budapest office of the World Bank 
(2000).

– Publishing a series on NATO (1999-2001):
1. Behind our back NATO, above our head EU.
2. Infringements of the law in the propaganda of the Ministry of For-

eign Affairs, the Ministry of Defense, the radio and TV. 
3. Ramsey Clark: An indictment against Clinton, the governments of 

the NATO-member states and others for crimes against humanity 
and the violation of the international and national law.

4. The sentence of the international court on the war crimes of the 
leaders of the NATO-member states.

– Co-organizing the demonstration against ICC on the occasion of its 
Budapest conference (2000).

– Supporting the Prague demonstration against IMF and the World 
Bank on the occasion of their general assembly (2000).

– A series of lectures on “Global capitalism – global anti-capitalism” 
(2000-2001):
1. The institutions of global capitalism.
2. Seattle, Davos, Budapest (Civil initiatives against global capital-

ism).
3. The social program of survival.
4. The report of the group of “Mobilization for the Prague Demos” 

about the demonstration in Prague.
5. Report about the impacts of World Bank-loans (SAPRI-re-

search).
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6 6. International conference titled “One year after Seattle” in Paris.
7. New anti-capitalism – active humanism (The experiences of the 

movements of last year from Seattle to Prague).
– Supporting the demonstration against the NATO-summit in Budapest 

(2001).
– Supporting and reporting about the annual programs of the European 

Social Forum (2002, 2003, 2004, 2006, 2008).
– Participating in the formation of ATTAC Hungary (2002).
– Reporting about the international ATTAC movement (2002).
– Participating in the formation of the Hungarian Social Forum move-

ment (2002).
– Publishing “The world can be different (The documents of the Social 

World Forum)” (2002).
– Co-organizing the first conference of the Hungarian Social Forum in 

Miskolc (2003).
– Discussions about the French publication titled “Social forum or class 

struggle” (2006).
– Reporting about the conference on “Struggle against entangled 

hegemonies” (2006).

4. Critical research on and protest against the destruction of the natural 
environment

– Program on “Eco-social market economy” (1995).
– Preparing a “Principal program for environment protection” (2001).
– Supporting the demonstration at the embassy of the United States 

when its government refused to sign the Kyoto Treaty (2001). 
– Environment protection in Hungary. The introduction of green orga-

nizations (2001, 2002).
– Programs addressing ecological issues (Water pollution, soil pollu-

tion, genetically modified plants, etc. (2001, 2002, 2005, 2007).
– Reporting about the Hungarian activity of Greenpeace (2003).
– Supporting and reporting about the National Meetings of the Social 

Organizations for Environment and Nature Protection (2003, 2004, 
2005, 2006, 2007, 2008).

– Supporting the demonstration for the protection of Nagyerdő in De-
brecen (2004).

– Declaration on Tubes (2007).
 

IV. Conclusion

One of the main lessons of the history of BAL is that there is a realistic 
chance to achieve measurable results only if we succeed to concentrate 
the efforts on one clear objective. (Of course it also counts as a measur-
able result if we get closer to the realization of the goal.)
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7The fundamental and comprehensive goal of BAL is to imagine and 
work for a world beyond the capitalist system. The main task is: to find 
the realistic means for this goal under the concrete living conditions, 
situations and power relations.

It follows from the clear and unambiguous wording of the goal that 
every action, every concrete step can be interpreted either as part of the 
road that takes us closer to the goal (thus, as a means of achieving the 
goal) or, on the contrary, as a missed chance. An action is either a part – 
and a means – of the totality of the process of the realization of the goal 
or it hinders its development.

It is important to distinguish and separate the long-term strategy from 
the short-term, political actions. Every step of a strategic policy is targeted 
at the long-term goal, and hence every element of the strategy carries 
or entails this goal. In this case the goal and the means cannot be sepa-
rated; thus, they are homogenous.

Given the limited means available to us and the fact that they will only 
bear fruit in a distant future, we might be tempted to participate in ac-
tions related to contemporary politics, which have an immediate effect. 
But the psychological advantage is paralleled with a serious loss: these 
actions overshadow the strategic goal, divert the attention from it, and the 
ultimate result could be the practical abandonment of the original goal. 
Therefore – however important current political struggles can be – the 
advocates of the strategic policy have to make a conscious choice and 
withdraw from the participation in these struggles in favor of those, who 
specialize in everyday politics. From the viewpoint that we have chosen 
and undertaken, we cannot consider the tasks of the latter to be the 
tasks of BAL (and that of those, who stand for a strategic perspective). 
Their short-term successes are not successes from the viewpoint of BAL 
(because they are not long-term successes).

The rapid attainability of a goal should not overshadow the strategic, 
long-term thinking and judgment. The optimal solution to eliminate the 
risk of merging the two types of goals is a clear and unambiguous divi-
sion of labor between the long-term, strategic policy on the one hand and 
everyday politics on the other hand.

Practical political sense and strategic foresight requires the develop-
ment of different abilities and potentials. Therefore, the division of labor 
between the two different types of making politics requires the division of 
the individuals according to their ability: some should concentrate on the 
long-term goals and others should be involved in everyday politics.

Those involved in strategic policy-making have a different perspective 
on the present, and they necessarily see it differently from those who 
are fully absorbed in it. A wider perspective enables a more abstract 
relation to the concrete temporary power positions, which thus have a 
less influence on their choices and decisions. At the same time practical 
politicians have to disregard much of the processes and trends of which 
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8 the present is only one episode, one of the temporary moments of his-
tory. Their decisions – in the interest of the rapid success, which seems 
to be directly attainable – are based on conscious abstractions. They 
necessarily remain imprisoned in the context of the power relations of 
their age, or – with a metaphor – they get stuck in the direct possibilities 
of the present.

It is clear that for people who struggle for their everyday livelihood it 
is by no means indifferent which parties get to the Parliament and form 
a government. Even those who do not believe in the party-system and 
the bureaucratic power mechanisms of representational democracy are 
inclined to support the lesser evil. They are inclined to make conces-
sions to their convictions and make compromises in order to avoid an 
even worse outcome. The consistent political decision is: the short-term 
survival, a decision, which is always driven by the considerations of 
today and tomorrow because for today’s politicians there is no day after 
tomorrow. Nor can it, indeed, be because for them the future is puzzling 
and incalculable. The “Flood”, which comes the day after tomorrow, is 
beyond their concerns and horizon.

The horizon of strategic politicians is, indeed, quite the contrary. For 
them there is no independent today and tomorrow, which can be analyzed 
per se because they can only perceive them as the elements of longer 
processes. 

From the viewpoint of the long-term goal of BAL, which is outlined in its 
fundamental documents (the creation of a society without rule, hierarchies 
and parties) and by the criterion of the realization of this goal every party 
seems to possess an equally negative value. If we compare them from 
a wider perspective, the various shades of color seem to disappear and 
merge together: we find no essential differences among the parties.

(Translated by Eszter Bartha)
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9MÁTyÁS BINDER

Roma Nation-Building – A Historical and 
Cultural Anthropological Cross-section

”Individuals belonging to the Roma Nation call 
for a representation of their Nation, which does 
not want to become a State.(…) We are a Na-
tion, we share the same tradition, the same 
culture, the same origin, the same language; 
we are a Nation.” 1 (Declaration of A Roma 
Nation)

I. Introduction

According to Nicolae Gheorghe, Romanian sociologist: ”(…) the Roma 
have in recent years become both the subject and object of the process 
of ethno-genesis: a conscious attempt toward achieving the accepted 
status of a non-territorial, ethnic-national group.”2 

It is apparent, that the empowering ”national thought” of the past 
centuries appeared among the Roma/Gypsies also3. In the second half 
of the 20th century it has elevated to a level of international-political 
organization, proving the worth of a deeper knowledge of this phenom-
enon. In the present text I will attempt this exploration with the help of 
literature from the fields of History and Cultural Anthropology and my 
own experiences.4

According to one of Eric Hobsbawm’s statements: “nations are dual 
phenomenon, because basically they are created up-down, but cannot 
be understood without examining them bottom-up”5 The fact, that the 
cultural anthropological approach lets us view, ’bottom-up’, the world of 
Gypsy communities wanting to integrate into a Roma Nation, further justi-
fies its use. Csaba Prónai writes of anthropological Gypsy studies: ”The 
Gypsy point of view was put forward in anthropological studies, because 
anthropologists had lived with Gypsy communities for a long while. They 
interpreted culture in wider categories than in the everyday sense and 
during their analysis, along with comparativism they followed the holistic 
view – and through this they enriched our knowledge of Gypsy cultures 
with basic realizations.”6
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0 When we talk about the Roma Nation, basic questions arise: What is 
nation and what do we mean by nationalism? Since it is not a task of 
this study to take a stand in this matter, I will extract only a few basic 
approaches – significant in the present context – from the rich collection 
of approaches to Nation and Nationalism.

Nation is, without a doubt a modern phenomenon, for the creation 
of which the ’modern’ conditions for national bureaucracy, capitalism, 
secularization and democracy are needed. Whether “the core of the Na-
tion lies in the particularly new relations of society, politics, culture and 
intellect or in ancient, traditional, historical context”7 is another question. 
This dilemma, essentially, is as old as the modern Nation itself. 

We call the entity, based on the commuting force of a shared politi-
cal past and state implementations State or Political Nation, whereas a 
Cultural Nation is built up of a heritage of common cultural experiences 
(language, religion, ethnicity, etc.). 

Even though we are incapable of speaking clearly about the forms 
of Nation State of Cultural State, these models will help us during the 
extrapolation of the chains of ideas concerning the Nation-Building of 
the Roma. The notion of nationalism, in this study, stands for the effort 
towards the creation of a nation. 

II. Roma Nation – Roma Nationalism?

According to David Mayall, to recognize their ethnicity would be to ac-
cept their demands for same fundamental human rights as those called 
for by, or on behalf of, the world’s other (persecuted) minorities. The 
controversies and debates about Gypsy identity, and particularly around 
the notion of ethnicity, are therefore highly politicized, sensitively charged 
and bitterly contested.8 Without getting involved in such debates, here 
and now I only want to relate to the motivation behind the concept of the 
Roma Nation. 

Despite the tendencies of globalization and European integration, in my 
opinion, the modern societies are still organized on the basis of Nation; 
nationality is in fact a modern phenomenon. With the words of Benedict 
Anderson: “nation-ness is the most universal, legitimate value of the 
political life of our era.”9 In relation to this, Craig Colhun states, that the 
difference between the nation and the ordinary ethnical group is, that in 
the case of the former one acknowledges the right to an autonomic state 
or at least a kind of autonomy within a state.10

In this context it may become clear, that in the “Gadzsó nation states”11 
the elite Gypsy leaders the nation, as social formation, seems a viable so-
lution on the one hand to fight against stigmatization and marginalization 
of their people and on the other hand a way to handle social and cultural 
problems they face, both on national international levels.12 According to 
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1this concept, ”the existence as a nation” would mean the highest level of 
interest enforcement for the Gypsies. 

The integration of the Roma Nation, however, has to face special dif-
ficulties, as writes Acton and Gheorge: “The manyfold history of Gypsy 
communities makes it hard to formalize and code Romani culture, what 
is essential in order for this culture to be taught, spread and put on 
similar basis as other communities’ ethnical minorities, even national 
cultures.”13

How and of what is (or may be) the Roma Nation built up of? This ques-
tion rightfully arises, since in the formation of nations, along with objective 
factors – both in the case of a political and cultural nation – a concrete 
territory also has played a definite role. The Gypsy people, however, are 
widely dispersed over five continents; it embodies citizens of numerous 
states, while not having its own territory. The different Gypsy communities 
speak different dialects of Romani or the languages of people surrounding 
them and they belong to numerous religions and churches. In addition, 
many times their culture not just separates them from the environment 
of the majority, but also from the other Roma groups.

III. Becoming a Nation – Nation Building

III.1. The Model

Péter Szuhay verified in relation to the Hungarian Gypsies: “In the 
process of creating a national culture the most important role is of the 
integrating intellectuals, mainly Gypsy intellectuals or Gypsy theoreticians 
taking on an intellectual function. The creation of a national culture is 
done on many parallel planes: political – human rights, fine arts, literary 
and ethnographic-historical. (…) According to the recipe of the process 
of becoming a nation, the Gypsies will create their mythological system, 
document their genealogies, signify the time and place of their origin…”14 
But what is the recipe for turning this into a nation?

According to Benedict Anderson, the european nationalisms learned 
a lot from the visible models of their predecessors, the imitation and 
copying of these are factors we may not neglect, during the examina-
tion of the present questions.15 As a cause of the dispersed nature of 
the Roma population, the model of the political (state) nation – bonded 
to territory and state – cannot serve as a model for Roma nationalism. 
The cultural nation, mainly characteristic of Eastern Europe, may in turn 
serve as such.   

What is then the recipe for becoming an East European nation? Emil 
Niederhauser differentiates two phases of the nation formation of the 
19th Century. In the cultural phase, the most important tasks of creating 
a national language and a history, falls on the elite wanting to awaken the 
sleeping nation. Literature, articulated in the nation’s language became 
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2 the bearer of the national ideal, which joins the often dilettante, incompe-
tent historians who also shaped the common historical consciousness. 
The national revival also appeared in the different art forms – national 
epics, hymns came into being, national music and theater were born.

Generally the cultural phase was followed by the political phase, when 
in the interest of the nation different political needs (mother tongue educa-
tion, state sovereignty) were articulated by the elite, representing, ideal-
ising and leading the nation.16 I would like to illustrate the Roma nation 
building process with the East European model drafted above.

III.2. Political Phase – Roma self-organization Process

III. 2. 1. The Roma/Gypsy Ethnical-National self-organization – The 
Beginnings  

The Gypsy communities living in dispersion started to show, for the first 
time, the signs of an ethnicity based self-organization at the beginning of 
the 20th Century, when most East European peoples could call a nation 
state their own.

Industrialization and bourgeoisation appearing in the 19th Century had 
manifold effects on the Gypsies. First, mass production, caused  then 
by industrial development decreased the demand for products providing 
the main livelihood of the Gypsies, second the demand for the ‘classi-
cal’ Gypsy services (copper-smithing, repairing kettles, wiring) also had 
decreased. 17

This started a European, intercontinental migration, as the effect of 
the general impoverishment and the Romanian abolitionist movement18, 
causing the appearance of nomadic Gypsy communities Europe wide. 
The context of the Gypsy question changed with the parallel appearance 
of the nomadic groups. The majority of the societies in general, “saw the 
root of the problem in the particular lifestyle and deviance – derived from 
a marginal state – of Gypsies, and not primarily in the wandering lifestyles 
of nomadic Gypsies.”19

The educational systems nurtured by bourgeoisation made it possible 
for some segments of Gypsies to take part in education. Since most 
(settled down) Gypsies lived in Eastern Europe, in a world-wide per-
spective it is mostly in these parts where a Gypsy intellectual layer – a 
very thin one – came into being, generating and orienting the process of 
ethnicity based self-organization.

The organization of the Bulgarian Gypsies at the beginning of the 
20th Century is one of the most cited events. In 1901 the electoral rights 
of Muslims and nomadic people were revoked, to which the Gypsies 
answered by handing over a petition to the national assembly demand-
ing equal rights. The petition received no known reply. So, in 1906 the 
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3First Sofian Gypsy Congress was summoned, attracting a great deal of 
international press attention.20  

The Treaty of Versailles, ending WWI, redrew the borders of Eastern 
Europe, creating small-medium size nation states replacing the former 
multinational empires. Despite the international minority protection trea-
ties, in the states thriving for national homogeneity, the minorities were 
placed into a worse situation than the one they were in during the times 
of the empires. Despite this, or as a cause of this, the elite of some re-
gions started to effectively organize into an interest group; they published 
periodicals and organized conferences. Since it is not my objective to 
introduce all of the organizations cited in the literature, I will only highlight 
some of the most significant ones.

The organization named Egypt was formed in 1919 in Bulgaria; be-
tween 1923-25, until its prohibition, it published the periodical Istikbal 
(Future), with Sakir Mahmud Pasov as its editor in chief. In 1929 a new 
organization, led by Pasov was created with the same name Istikbal. In 
Marushiakova’s and Popov’s opinion, we can rightly call Mahmud Pasov 
the first Gypsy Rights activist in history. 21

In Romania, during the 20’s and 30’s, individuals living in big Gypsy 
communities, sharing the same occupation created their own social-
professional organization. In 1933, in Bucharest, the General Association 
of Romanian Gypsies was founded with the will to unite the Gypsies of 
the country. In the same year the General Association of Romanian Roma 
was also established; its president was Gheorge Niculescu, who in 1934 
promoted himself “the active president and ‘voivode’ of the Romanian 
Gypsies” and succeeded in having the organization acknowledged as a 
legal body. Their objective was to “awaken and emancipate the Roma 
nation”. In order for this, they held several county meetings and a national 
congress, and in addition, published periodicals. The O Róm in Craiova 
(two numbers were published in 1934) and the Glasul Romilort in Bucha-
rest (between 1934 and ’41).22

In the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes – multinational not only 
in name – despite the stormy conditions, an active Gypsy intellectual 
layer tried to build up a “Gypsy identity” by emphasizing the positive as-
pects of their culture. In 1930 the Društvo Rom (Gypsy Association) was 
founded in Beograd as the organization for Serbian Gypsies. Five years 
later, with Serbian help, they created the periodical Romano Lil (Gypsy 
Newspaper). It printed writings dealing with Gypsy children’s education, 
the community’s positive traits, Gypsy folk tales and local news. Despite 
the beginning support of the government, three months after its first 
publication the periodical was banned.23

The situation was different in Hungary, because a nationwide alliance 
was only present among the highest social layer of Gypsies, namely the 
musicians tied to ‘noble’ Hungary, the world of the gentry. In 1935 the 
National Association for Hungarian Gypsy Musicians was founded, and 
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4 from its statutes it becomes evident, that its formation was mainly due 
to economic reasons and the drive to be accepted by the majority: “To 
crowd together the Gypsy musicians living in Hungary, to protect their 
intellectual, artistic and economic interests, to better working conditions, 
to win wider support for the tourist interests tied to the fame of Hungar-
ian Gypsy musicians, the nurturing of the Hungarian song, the unified, 
nationalist and Christian leadership of its members – with the exclusion 
of political and religious questions.”24

There are two instances, aside the cultural, political or professional 
organizations, which if even just symbolically reached over borders: 1. 
the First International Gypsy Conference in Bucharest, 2. the activities of 
the Polish ‘Gypsy Kings’. These initiatives can be perceived as a kind of 
pressure force for functioning international Gypsy organizations. 

The participants of the conference organized in 1933 – named by Ni-
culescu United European Gypsies – made recommendations for creating 
a Gypsy Library, Hospital and University. The representatives accepted 
the Gypsy National Flag which is of two horizontal lines – green under 
blue.25 According to questionable reports of the event, many delegates 
from Eastern Europe and other countries were present and their main 
objective was to set the basis for an international organization devoted 
to bettering the social situation of the Gypsies. Of the plan, however 
nothing was realized.26

In Poland, the Kwiek family27 cooperated with the authorities to achieve 
authority over poorer Gypsy groups. The institution of the “Gypsy King” 
most probably arose from this cooperation in the 17th century.28

The “kings” took their role very seriously, Michal in 1934, for example 
testified his will to create a nation of his own on the bank of the Ganges. 
Matejasz, the one making Michal step down, also had several plans to bet-
ter the social and political situation of Gypsies and thought about creating a 
Gypsy State in South-Africa. Janus Kwiek, his heir was crowned in Warsaw 
on 4th July 1937, in marvelous formality.29 King Janus pledged in romani 
language: “I will send delegates to Mussolini, to give us a piece of land 
in Abessina, where the Roma can settle down. Our people have become 
tired of wandering through the centuries. The time has come to give up our 
nomadic lifestyle. If the Polish allow for our children to go to their schools, 
we will soon have our representatives in the League of Nations.”30

The reasons why Janus Kwiek’s plans were not realized need no ex-
planation. In the nations where fascism quickly gained ground all Gypsy 
organizations were banned, and the darkest era of Roma history, the 
‘baro Porrajmos’ came with the Second World War.   

III. 2. 2. History of The International Roma Movement – An Outline

After the Second World War, in the East European state socialist systems, 
all the political, cultural organizations/groupings differing from the ruling 
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5ideologies were banned. The Soviet Communist Party viewed the Gyp-
sies not as an independent nation or nationality, but as an undeveloped 
group of the population.31 In accordance to this, they did not for a long 
while, or seldom got recognition of their national rights.32

The international Romany movement, then, must have started in the 
Western-European countries. The first signs of organization appeared in 
Germany in the 1950’s.33 In 1959 in France, Ionel Rotaru, a Romanian 
Gypsy crowned himself the ‘first leader of the Gypsy people’, created 
the Gypsy World Union and planned the establishment of Romanistan 
in Somalia. Inevitably he could not achieve his goals, but with the help 
of mass communication, his utopian ideas reached many people and 
elevated the Gypsies’ problem into the public opinion and the world’s 
attention.34

De Gaulle dissolved Rotaru’s organization in 1965, after which under 
the leadership of Vanko Roude the International Gypsy Commission was 
created and they devised more pragmatic aims35, for example to attain 
compensation from Germany after WWII, and ran a campaign highlight-
ing the crimes against the Gypsy people had suffered. The Commission 
started serious communication with organizations such as the European 
Commission and  UNESCO, so soon it took the form a truly international 
organization.

In April of 1971 they organized the First Gypsy World Congress in 
London, where delegates from fourteen countries were present. The 
participants of the congress rejected the use of the words Cigány, Gypsy, 
Gitan for the signifying of both the people and the language, instead ac-
cepted the word Romani for both. In accordance the International Romani 
Commission replaced The International Gypsy Commission. They also 
accepted a Romani national anthem and flag and in addition created 
five boards in the areas of social matters, education, examination of war 
crimes, Roma linguistics and culture. Essentially the congress took care 
of the structures – language and symbols – needed to nurture the collec-
tive ethnical (national) identity and set the ‘target group’ as well.36  

The second congress was held in Geneva in 1978, where the Interna-
tional Romani Commission was replaced by a new international organiza-
tion, the International Romani Union (IRU). The acknowledgement and 
developing of the Romani cultural traits, the fight against discrimination 
and assimilation, the continuity of the works for a unified language were 
among the goals of the congress. In March 1979, the IRU gained the right 
to consultation in the UN as a non-governmental organization.37

Further congresses were held in 1981 and 1990, where more and more 
Roma intellectuals of East European origin were present, who started 
to plan an active part in the leadership of IRU. In Liégeois’ opinion, IRU 
grew into an international influence exerting body, especially as a cause 
of the works done during the talks of the European Commission, the Co-
operational Conference and the European Counsel.38
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6 The political, social and economic transformation known as the East Eu-
ropean ‘regime change’ lead to a very new situation. In the 90’s the waves 
of East European Roma immigration reached the western countries, caus-
ing the orientation of the international opinion to the social-cultural status 
of the ‘sending’ countries and the situation of Romanies. The symbolical-
cultural nationalism supported by IRU appeared to be weak against the 
newly arising problems, boosting the inner conflicts of the Union.39 

The problematic nation building of IRU could not answer the new social 
and political demands, aiding the appearance of alternative movements. 
The Roma National Congress (RNC), led by Rudko Kawczynski, ap-
peared in Germany and thrived to create a kind of transnational identity 
model through pragmatic and civil rights efforts.40

By the turn of the millennium, the IRU, RNC and several new organiza-
tions continue their works in a kind of renaissance. The declaration of the 
Roma Nation was accepted by the delegates of the Fifth International 
Congress in July 2001. This document rejects the formation of a country 
and expresses the thought of a transnational human rights community 
based on common origin, tradition, language and culture.41 (The ex-
cerpted quote at the beginning of this study is from this declaration.)

At the end of this section I will shortly refer to the Hungarian self-
organizational processes, which until the regime change were mainly 
successful in the cultural sense. 

The already mentioned Cultural Association of Hungarian Gypsies 
operated for four years starting from 1957. Initially it resembled a national 
organization, until it was banned by the ‘notorious’ ’61 party decision. This 
decision expresses: “the Gypsy population (…) despite certain ethno-
graphical characteristics does not form a national community,”42 and the 
views urging the development of the Gypsy language and culture are “not 
only wrong, but also dangerous, because they preserve the alienation of 
Gypsies and slow their assimilation to society.43

During the 70’s, the manifestation of Roma identity in the different fields 
of culture was helped by the new cientific interest and a de-emphasizing 
of the assimilation policy towards the Gypsies.44 Changes in the political 
organization only came about in the 80’s. In the frames of the Patriotic 
Popular Front, in the spring of 1985, the National Gypsy Council was set 
up followed by the Cultural Alliance of Hungarian Gypsies in 1986. The 
Independent Phralipe Gypsy Organization, as an independent initiative, 
urged the discontinuation of manipulative Gypsy policies and demanded 
the realization of real Gypsy interest-representation. 

After the regime change, the number of Roma organizations took a 
high-jump – in 1990 there were 18 and by 1996, 240 were registered)45. 
Following the Hungarian Government’s ‘dialogue policy’46 in the solving 
of the problems of Gypsies living in worst and worst conditions, a totally 
new chapter started in the Roma self-organization through the arising of 
the minority municipality system.
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7The Gypsy minority municipalities did not realize the hopes set against 
them. Presumably this was caused by the structure of the system, where 
‘winner takes all’ and becomes the sole legitimate representative of the 
Roma minority.47 On the other hand, the Gypsy minority municipalities 
most often address the expectations of the local Gypsy population not 
the aims set forth by the minority laws.48 Since it is not in my intention to 
further examine the system of the minority municipality, I will turn back to 
Roma nation building. In the following section I will present the cultural 
phase of this process in thematic chapters.   

III.3. Cultural Phase – the creation of the unified national culture

III.3.1. History

The following lines are from a speech of Gorgy Rostás-Farkas, Hungarian 
Gypsy writer and poet: “There is no difference between Gypsy and Gypsy 
on the Earth, we all spring from the same stem, we are union, even if 
we live spread out in the World, if our fate and lifestyles are different, we 
re still one: heirs of the Gypsy history and culture! (…) In our country of 
origin, India we lived as a unified nation, we spoke a unified language. 
It’s still our duty today, to preserve our culture, language, practices and 
laws brought form India, since this is what unifies us.”49 

György Rostás-Farkas is, naturally not the only Gypsy theoretician 
who sees the modern Gypsies’ common origin and ancient roots, as 
quoted above. Ian Hancock, American Roma scientist has similar views, 
where the awareness of the ancient unity is the most important factor. 
“A sentiment common among many Roma nationalists is that ”we were 
one people when we came into Europe, and that we must be one people 
again.”50, writes Hancock in one of his studies on Roma Nationalism. In 
accordance, in his notional system, reunification takes the central role, 
not ”national revival”, nor ”becoming a nation”.

The Indian origin, nowadays is accepted by the majority of both the 
lay and researchers, as a cause of the proofs presented in the past two 
centuries by several sciences – linguistics, history. 

I would like to note here, that there are theoreticians who in part reject 
the Indian origin hypothesis. Judith Okely, British anthropologist, based 
on his research among the Gypsies of England, suggests that the ances-
tors of the Gypsy were presumably Gadzsó, who during the Renaissance 
were thrust out of the English society.51 With this, Okely does not reject 
the notion, that the British or European Gypsies are rooted in India, only 
refers to the fact, that the Indian culture cannot serve as an explanatory 
force for the present Gypsy culture because they have been in constant 
mixing with the settled down people.52

A number of writers project several ‘cultural traits’ back to the ancient 
home of Indian along with the awareness of the Indian origin – accord-
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8 ing to the need for a mythical national history. Some Roma and Indian 
researchers are trying to prove, that the Gypsies in fact were the second 
cast, the fighters (ksatrija) of the Hindi society. 53

According to Hancock, “this new status moved them from the sudra 
(low) unto the ksattriya (high) caste, and they were awarded certificates 
of descent from the sun and the moon, symbolic associations which con-
tinue to exist among the Vlach Gypsies today. (…) The traditional Rajput 
”facility for assimilating foreigners” has continued to be a characteristic 
of the Roma population, which absorbed numbers of gadžikané (non-
Gypsies) peoples during its migration west.”54 

The emphasis of the Indian origin and traits of the Gypsies is shown, 
for example in the documentary “Late Birth”, in which Menyhért Lakatos 
and József Choli Daróczi give account of their experiences in India, the 
linguistic likeness, etc.55 According to the rhetoric of nation building, the 
Indian origin of the Gypsy are upgraded, because with this, they become 
a community with a rich cultural heritage, a real home of origin instead of 
being a ‘vagrant population with questionable origin’.

The myth of the traditional nomadic lifestyle, along with the home of 
origin, has an important role in the formation of the Roma historical con-
science. The processes perceived as undeveloped, archaic, deviant and 
in need of discontinuation, by the European historians, are interpreted 
as values by the Gypsy. Szuhay rightly writes: “In the Gypsy historiogra-
phy, the survival of the nomadic tribes is equivalent to an independence 
movement.”56

Many people, one-sidedly interpret Gypsy history as a “glorified his-
tory of suffering”.57 On the other hand, the ‘state of siege mentality’ in 
the interaction of Gadzsó and Gypsy had a definite effect on the survival 
of the Gypsy identity. Luc de Heusch, Belgian anthropologist coined the 
phrase, ‘state of siege mentality’, according to whom, Gypsies constantly 
thrive to keep the integrity of a ‘culture under siege’.58

Ever since Gypsy groups found their way to practically all European 
countries in the first half of the 15th century, they faced, more and more 
often, decrees urging their banishment, aggressive assimilation or even 
their physical destruction.59 After all, it is no wonder, that the experiences 
of persecution play an important part in forming the national identity and 
appears in IRU’s declaration as well: “We, a Nation of which over half a 
million persons were exterminated in a forgotten Holocaust, a Nation of 
individuals too often discriminated, marginalized, victim of intolerance 
and persecutions, we have a dream,…”60

The citation above brings us to a most distressing event, the Holocaust. 
The Roma Holocaust’s exploration and implantation into the collective 
conscious is an important phase of the Roma identity building,61 since 
it was the highpoint of the persecutions running through Roma history. 
Hancock writes of the Romani phrase for the Holocaust: “The name of 
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9the Holocaust in the Romani Language is Baro Porrajmos, meaning ‘The 
Great Devouring’ (of human lives). The ugly word porrajmos is worthy for 
the most horrible event of our history.”62

The phrase “baro Porrajmos” has become acceptable in the West; 
its recognition in Hungary was preceded by intense social debate, but 
finally, to the suggestion of József Choli Daróczi, a former critique, the 
Pharrajimos form was accepted.63

The memory of the Pharrajimos in the Hungarian Roma art, was 
brought to surface by the life interview research of Kemény in 1971 and 
appeared at the beginning of the 80’s, mainly in the writings of József 
Hontalan Kovács and Menyhért Lakatos. Tamás Péli painter, in 1983, 
immortalized the Holocaust in one of the episodes of his ‘Panno’ entitled 
“Birth”. As Szuhay writes: “In the art of artists preoccupied with Gypsy 
history, the parallel between the Gypsy unity, ancientness, once was, but 
lost, has been created. The distress, deportation and genocide, effecting 
all Gypsies/Roma has created a unity among the fallen apart descen-
dants of the once unified people.”64

The growing number of Roma groups visiting Auschwitz, the former 
concentration camp, properly illustrates the symbolic significance of the 
destiny the Roma faced during WWII. The fact, that the memory of the 
era, the Pharrajimos, when the complete demolition of Gypsies was an 
aim, has become a truly integrating force among the heterogenic Roma 
population, is an interesting paradox.65

The main constituents of the historical conscious, as a most important 
factor in the formation of the national identity, are, as we saw before: the 
Indian home of origin, the wanderings (as a symbol for freedom), and 
the communally suffered persecutions, especially the Pharrajimos. The 
common strength of these elements is that they provide an adequate 
legitimizing base for nation building, by integrating all, or almost all Gypsy 
communities in some way.

There is another question I would like to address at the end of this 
section, namely: “Who ‘do’ Roma history?” This question is important, 
because the historians forming the national history are themselves signifi-
cant actors in the process of becoming a nation, in “the mass production 
of traditions”. 66

Until recently, it were ‘Gadzsó’ who were scientifically interested in 
the Gypsies, and they worked and today still work in the areas of music, 
linguistics, ethnography, sociology and cultural anthropology. It was only 
after the Second World War that qualified researchers of Roma origin 
(sociologists, historians, linguists, etc.) started examining their own his-
tory and culture. These researchers, aside from their scientific work, often 
got involved in the political activities of Roma nationalism.

Next to the qualified scientists, we can find Roma intellectuals, self-
appointed historians who view history from a “national angle”67, who we 
can categorize as the performers of the ‘naïve science’. As Réger and 
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0 Kovalcsik wrote: “The autodidactic science appeared, the practicers of 
which wished to prove, that the Gypsies have stepped on the road to 
becoming a nation: the time has come to create their own ‘high culture’. 
(…) The only problem posed, the scarcity of qualification was not seen 
by many writers.”68 I, in opposition to the writer of the piece on naïve 
science, joining in view with Szuhay, do not perceive this as dangerous 
as long as they do not push out real science.69 (For example, I treat 
the writings, serving Roma nation building, of the ‘naïve scientists’ as 
legitimate sources.)

In my opinion, it is not out of line to draw a parallel between the Roma 
representatives of ‘naïve science’ and some 19th century, East European 
‘historians’ in want of qualifications, dilettantes with a great deal of good 
intention and even more naivety.70 

III.3.2. Language

Language has a key role in the process of becoming a nation, whether 
we talk about a political or a cultural nation. As Niederhauser wrote in 
connection to the East European processes: “The establishment of 
nations would have been impossible without working out the national 
communication tool”71

The well known thesis: in its language lives the nation, naturally has 
a great presence in the Roma national thinking as well. Hancock wrote: 
“Our language is a strong factor in our ‘sameness’. (…) There is a saying: 
‘Amari čhib s’amari zor’ – our strength lies in our language.”72

The Romani language is one of the most important instruments of le-
gitimization for the Roma ideology. The language has numerous dialects, 
from which follows the need to unify it. According to Andrzej Lewkowicz: 
“We have to widen the Gypsy dialects, so they can become good means 
of communication, and we have to create a common – helping, literary 
or standard – language, which can function as a unifying force for all 
Gypsies living in the world.”73 

The work of a Macedonian Roma, Jusuf Saip, Romani Grammatika 
(1980) was intended to help the formation of the Roma literary language; 
it has been shown, that he applied the strategies used earlier for the 
creation of the Macedonian literary language.74

It is a well known fact, that aside from the Roma speaking some dialect 
of Romani, there are many people defined (either by themselves or oth-
ers) as Gypsy or Roma, who do not speak the language. The Gypsies 
speaking the Vlach dialect of Romani arrived to Europe and other parts 
of the world from Eastern-Europe through the migration starting in the 
second half of the 19th century.75 On the other hand, the Gypsies, who’s 
majority settled down in Eastern-Europe centuries ago, linguistically as-
similated to their surroundings.76 



S
E

LF
-O

R
G

A
N

IS
IN

G
 IN

 P
R

A
C

TI
C

E
14

1“(…) it is known, that the Hungarian Gypsies dispersed into lifestyle-
groups, and in the development and separation of these groups linguistic 
factors play an important role.”77 – writes István Kemény. The distribution 
of a mother tongue among the Hungarian Gypsies (based on a represen-
tative sociological survey) in 2003 is as follows: 86.9% Hungarian, 4.6% 
Romanian/Boyash, 7.7% Gypsy/ Vlach/ Romani.78

An interesting addition to the lines of question György Rostás-Farkas 
‘a naïve scientist’s’ method for placing the Gypsies speaking old Roma-
nian, Boyash, into the unified national sphere. In his book, The History of 
Gypsies, he originates the Boyash from the mythical Indian home, making 
the linguistic differences insignificant.79

The examples of the above support my hypothesis: the creation of a 
standard Romani language is not as much an operative tool – national 
communicational tool – rather a symbolic function in the process of na-
tion building.80

Despite this, the ambition to unify the Romani language brings about 
serious results, as writes Marcel Courthiade, French linguist in his article, 
“A Language Without Borders”. He summarizes the events of the Interna-
tional Conference on Romani Language, held in Stockholm in January, 
2007. The delegates, among others, supported the acceptance of the 
‘unified’ Romani alphabet, the co-operational drafts between states, and 
encouraged the best practices. The Bible translation to Romani, and the 
improvement of the accessibility to texts of folklore and other sources 
was dealt with in great emphasis.81

III.3.3 Romani Literature

At the beginning of the present section, I have mentioned the importance 
of literature and other art forms on the side of a common language and 
historical consciousness, in the formation of nations among the East 
European people. We can recognize similar phenomenon in Romani 
literature, fine arts or authentic Roma music.

“The national and cultural revival of the Roma, of course, has its posi-
tive effects on literature as well, causing its visible improvement. At the 
same time, this process is also true in an inverse ratio: literature essen-
tially contributed to this revival. Thanks to this, literature has become an 
important tool for self-identity and self-definition for the Roma nation. Just 
like the literature of other nations, Romani literature also started to form 
an important part of the communal memory and the cultural conscious.”82 
– writes Rajko Djurič, Serbian Roma writer in the preface of his book, 
Romani Literature.

We learn from the piece, that the earliest we may talk about Romani 
literature is the end of the 19th century, and a real boom came only after 
the East European regime changes. The Roma writers are at home in 
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2 the genres of epic, drama and lyrics, one of their greatest inspirations is: 
“the tragic social experience of the Roma: homelessness and the wander-
ing life, persecutions and social injustice, the controversial relationship 
between the Roma and the non-Roma (Gadzsó), the Holocaust and the 
inner conflicts of the Roma community.”83 

Generally the works of the Roma artists were written in the language of 
the country they lived in, a smaller portion were published in the Romani 
dialect used by the writer. In want of a unified literary language, the inte-
grating factor was rather in the themes of the works, the above mentioned 
social experiences, and the pictures of Gypsy life. 

In the work of József Choli Daroczi, Gypsy poet, on Romani Literature, 
he signifies the works of Ferenc Nagyidai Sztojka and Jancsi Balogh as 
the beginning of the Hungarian, Gypsy language literature (the end of 
19th century). A whole century had to pass, after a weak start, until we 
could “really talk about Gypsy literature.” Choli views, in opposition to, for 
example, Djuric that the non-Romani Gypsy literature will dissolve into 
the given nation’s literature, so the Literature written in Gypsy is a basic 
criterion to national existence.84

According to Zoltán Beck, a researcher of the subject, the Hungarian 
Gypsy literature, “is a program literature with a social function, it has 
to focus society’s attention to the widely interpreted social problems.”85 
László Szegő considered the emphasis of the Gypsy ethnical collective-
self-conscious as a special trait of Hungarian Gypsy literature. In his 
piece published in 1983, he suggested that we may not talk about – as a 
cause of objective conditions – a Gypsy national literature at the begin-
ning of the 80’s.86

We can trace the national aims of Romani literature in one of the 
statements of the International Union of Roma Writers: “We would like 
to emphasis here that all nations have their intellectual leaders, whom 
they can trust and lean on and that, just like peoples, the Roma nation 
wishes to find these also.”87

After all, we can agree with Beck’s statement: “we have to count with 
the fact, that Gypsy literature (Hungarian Gypsy literature) is a significant 
institution in itself. It appears to have fundamental importance in the 
identity formation of the Roma community taking shape.”88 

Another important activity of the Roma intellectuals is the collec-
tion, writing and publishing of Gypsy folk tales, folk songs and myths. 
Hungarian folklore collectors and tale writers such as Károly Bari, 
Menyhért Lakatos or Magda Szécsi perceive tales as the proof for 
the Gypsy origin. Szuhay says: “in this thought process, according to 
sense, they take a leap from the dry science of the folkloristic and put 
the collected tales and their transcripts into the service of building the 
national culture.”89 
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3III.3.4. Other Forms of Art

From a national point of view, aside from literature, music, dance and the 
fine arts, we also see an integrating function. In the Hungarian Gypsy 
Music scene, it is not the traditional ‘Gypsy music’, tied to the Hungarian 
song, but the more and more popular authentic Gypsy music is what may 
help in creating the national culture.90

The first collective exhibition of Hungarian Gypsy fine art was opened in 
1979. The I. World Exhibition of Gypsy Fine Artists was in Paris in 1985, 
the patron of which was the French Cultural Minister.91 The Gypsy/Roma 
fine arts, especially painting, generate a common cultural language, and 
present the past and present of Gypsies in an ‘acceptable’ form. It is 
not only Gypsy art, because it’s creators are of Gypsy origin, but mainly 
because it represents the world of Gypsies.92

The exhibition entitled Paradise Lost, organized in the 52. Venice Bien-
nal, was to represent that the Roma Fine Arts are beyond nations and at 
the same time are equal to ‘other nations’. On the exhibition, which had 
as a central aim to refute the romantic stereotypes about Gypsies, 14 
contemporary artists from eight countries exhibited their works.93

The researcher interested in the Roma National Culture, National 
Conscience, may find many more constituents of these (museums, the-
aters, collections, creation, spreading of mythology, the emphasizing of 
the importance of the ancient Gypsy trades), but undoubtedly the most 
important are the ‘individual’ and ‘common’ history, the common language 
and the arts.   

IV. Some Possibilities for Interpretation and Approach 

There are two basic correlations through which we can approach the 
Roma Nation Building processes drawn up above. One, within the 
heterogenetic Gypsy community, in ‘Gypsy-Gypsy relations’; two, in 
the correspondence between the Gypsies and the non-Gypsies, in a 
minority-majority relationship. Before I get on to these, I will take a detour 
to look at the ‘peculiar relationship’ between the Roma Nation and the 
anthropologists studying Gypsy communities; this look will let us see 
some basic thoughts about the ‘Gypsy category’.

IV.1. The Roma Nation and the Anthropologists

Cultural anthropologists studying the Gypsy culture seek to get to know 
the life of Gypsy communities, and to refute the stereotypes active among 
the Gadzsó.94 They have empirically proved, that the term ‘Gypsy’ is a poli-
ethnical enumeration, from which follows, that the category in question is 
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4 not a homogenic one. This poli-ethnical category encompasses different, 
historically developed, dispersed communities.

The so-called Gypsy communities live in the frames, both in time and 
space, ruled by some kind of ‘alien majority’. (This frame is the nation 
state, which is practically everywhere by now.) From the relationship 
to this majority arises the fact that: “the conscious Gypsy identity lies, 
in part, on the cultural traits borrowed from the settled-down peoples, 
even though Gypsies unanimously and sharply denote themselves from 
these.”95 So looking from the inside or the bottom, we can talk about dif-
ferent Gypsy identities. The ‘lifestyle’ or ‘cultural style’, which is based on 
the demarcation from the non-Gypsy culture is a common and significant 
element of the all the identities.96

The group is exposed by definition, because the non-gypsies created 
a homogenic ‘gypsy category’.97 The Roma nation builders appear in this 
process of definition, who coming from inside, want to homogenize the 
old Gypsy category in the light of the national thought. This new category, 
Roma or romani, was of course named by the ‘insiders’. 

In this context it becomes clear why many think anthropologists are 
opposed to the Roma nation. We can read the following in on of Leonardo 
Piasere’s anthropological writings from 1989: ”Rajko Djurič, after having 
listened to my presentation “The Gypsies of Italy”, reproached me for 
ruining the Gypsies by crumbling them into millions of groups, and that I 
put too much emphasis of the individual traits. It is certainly untreatable 
to receive such criticism from one striving to unite the Gypsies (…)”98

The already cited Ian Hancock writes the following about the subject 
in the Roma in 1981: “It is hard to decide which group is more malicious: 
the Gadzsó, who insist on the golden earring stereotype, or those, who 
know enough to recognize the falsity of this but neglect or belittle what 
falls outside their self-closing academic circles. Most probably the latter, 
because they keep contact with the scientific world, and the Gadzsó often 
turn to them for information about the Roma.”99

The first systematic definition of the Roma national conscious was of 
Hancock, who in 1991 published his study, The Eastern European Roots 
of Roma Nationalism in the Nationalities Papers. A dynamic debate fol-
lowed, on the column of the paper, between the scientists, linguistic, 
sociologists and anthropologists concerned for the question. I will shortly 
present the debate, hoping to shed more light on the problem. (I will do 
this based on a study by László Fosztó)100

Jirí Lipa, Czech linguist rejected the justification for a standardized 
language, emphasizing the differences between the Romani dialects. 
In his letter answering Hancock’s criticism, “the endangered Romani 
dialects” and the “disappearing of the true Gypsy culture” appear to him 
as great values. For their preservation, he is skeptical towards these 
homogenizing nationalist plans.
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5The most marginal reaction was of an American sociologist, Werner 
Cohn: “The myth of the ‘Gypsy nationalism’ is just the newest fiction 
spread about the Gypsies. (…) Hancock states the existence of the 
Gypsy flag. Could he show me just one of his Roma informants, who in 
return for a payment or not, would give a description of this flag, identical 
to that of Hancock?”

Cohn’s opinion was straight forwardly opposed by Rena Gropper, 
American anthropologist: “you say (rf. Cohn) that for us to perceive the 
existence Gypsy nationalism, the Gypsies should know the congresses, 
flags etc. This suggestion is similar to an expectation from all adult 
Americans, whoever we ask, to know the thesis of the Democratic plat-
form before acknowledging the existence of a Democratic Party in the 
United States.” 

Reflecting on the debate, Kennet Lee, Australian Roma sociologist 
wrote the following: “We cannot question the existence of the International 
Romani Union (IRU)… (…) It is still uncertain, whether it will develop into 
a bigger and stronger body, whether the Gypsies will become a ‘traditional 
ethnical minority’ and whether a ‘real Gypsy national movement’ is pos-
sible. What is certain is that the statements of Dr. Lipa and Cohn, about 
the impossibility of Gypsy nationalism and the impossibility of its birth, 
must be questioned, their mistakes have to be proved, and so have to 
be rejected through refutation.” 

It might become clear, from these extractions of the debate, that the 
number of standpoints we take to the problem, we are faced with the 
same number of opinions, arguments for and against the existence of a 
Roma nation. It is not in my intention to enter into this debate, so in the 
following I will get back to the correlations defining the development of 
the Romani (national) identity. 

IV.2. Majority-Minority relation – a few thoughts on the nature of Gypsy 
Identities

Identity is a very complex, socio-psychological phenomenon. Its develop-
ment is defined by both the social circumstances and the individual apti-
tudes. In the case of the Gypsies, these ‘social circumstances’ generally 
mean the dominant majority population of a nation, in the perception of 
whom the Gypsies are a marginal and homogenic crowd, a ‘category’. 
This ‘given’ state of affairs has a great effect on the Gypsy identity, identi-
ties because “in a given state of affairs categorization may contribute to 
the identity formation of a group – at the same time the self identity of a 
group partly depends on the categorizations ( either positive or negative) 
of others.”101 

The cultural elements, which have border shaping functions, in this 
situation are revalued.102 Michael Stewart recognized the under siege 
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6 mental state and its affects among Hungarian Gypsies. As he writes: “as 
a defense against the surrounding offensive world, the Gypsies formed 
their own collection of communication tools, which are summarized by 
the word “Roma”, in which the Romani language and things done the 
‘Gypsy’ way are both included.103 Judith Okely reached similar conclu-
sions regarding British Gypsies. The Gypsy culture is never isolated it 
always comes into existence, and is transformed against the dominant 
communities surrounding Gypsies.104

Hancock, the Roma nation builder also attributes a very important func-
tion to ‘borders’: “… the factor connecting us, is not the knowledge of what 
we are, but what we are not: Roma not Gadzsó, not non-Gypsies.”105

We can get to know more and more complex identity repertoire, thanks 
to the anthropologists working with the method of participant observa-
tion. Gypsies always show the identity, of the numerous possibilities, 
most apt for the adaptation to the social and economic conditions of 
their surroundings. A few examples will help in understanding the state-
ments above.

Okely came to the conclusion, in her book on Gypsy fortunetellers that 
as long as the majority population stays ‘dumb’ and keep their idiosyn-
cratic ideas, fortunetelling can be a good way of living for the Gypsies. 
The ‘Gypsy fortunetellers’ use the prejudices of the majority for the benefit 
of their community.106 

The ethnical identity conscious of the ‘Kalderari’ Gypsies living in the 
outskirts of Paris only manifests periodically – in accordance to their 
economic strategy. Patrick Williams uses the term ‘invisibility’ for this 
phenomenon. As he writes: “Actually we are talking about the art of 
exploiting the favorable occasions here, one of the main strengths of the 
‘Kalderari’ community.”107

The common characteristic of the cases above is that the Gypsies’ 
identity is defined in the adaptation to the majority and the categorization 
and stereotypes of this majority. Aside from these identity forming forces, 
national socialization is also active, which work with the help of nationally 
organized society specific socialization agents (school, mass communica-
tion, the Curches, army).108 This factor brings about a “multiple identity”, a 
“multy part” identity for the ethnical communities living in minority without 
having achieved the ‘national level’.109 

The 19th century Hungarian researcher, Henrik Wislocki, stated that 
the musician Gypsies of the time did not close themselves off from the 
“inspiration of the proud, generous and free (Hungarian) national genius, 
which inspired the also with the breath of ‘love for home’”110 In our times, 
national socialization perhaps works more effectively, but obviously in a 
less romantic manner.111

According to Stewart, “the Hungarian Roma confess themselves to be 
Hungarian as well.112 In certain contexts they think of themselves as be-
ing a kind among Hungarians. They do emphasize their differences, the 
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7different life they lead…”113 (My own experiences support observations 
such as Stewart’s, I will get back to these in following chapter.)

In this short survey I would have liked to bring attention to the manner 
in which the correlation of majority-minority (Gypsy-non-Gypsy) affect 
Gypsy identity. This is twofold: on the hand the adaptation processes 
to the majority and their stereotypes, on the other in the relation to the 
majority nation itself, since during national socialization (education, the 
army, work places etc.) the Gypsies generally feel – to different degrees 
– the adoptive state’s national relations their own.

IV.3. Gypsy-Gypsy relation – based on a field research among Boyash 
Gypsies

I have referred to the heterogenic nature of the “Gypsy category”, in rela-
tion to which the question may arise: How the concept of the Roma Nation 
surfaces in the relations between the Gypsy groups, and what significance 
it bears among them? The conclusions of a concrete cultural anthropologi-
cal survey may offer further hints in answering this question.  

I was on field research in Hungary between December 2005 and No-
vember 2006 in a Boyash114 Gypsy community in Zala county. From the 
very beginning I aimed at talking to people with different social status, 
(minority leader, musician, intellectuals of blue-collar workers) because I 
accepted to find that people occupying different positions in ethnical and 
social mobilization will have very different views on the possibilities for 
a Roma national unity, on their identity and in general on ‘Gypsy-ness’ 
itself. I will summarize the main conclusions of the study.115

During my conversations I tried to get to know the thoughts, impres-
sions, opinions of the Boyash about the Roma national symbols (hymn, 
flag), about the significant joining points of the historical conscious of the 
Boyash Gypsy and the ‘collective-Gypsy’ and about the unified Roma 
nation in general.   

During my examinantions I came to the conclusion that the ethnical/
national identity of the Boyash is defined by three factors: “Gypsy”, “Boy-
ash” and “Hungarian”. In relation to the problem of the Roma Nation two 
breaking lines were drawn up: a vertical one within the community, and 
a horizontal one bordering the community. 

In connection to the “Gypsy” factor of Boyash identity, the Roma na-
tional history, national symbols, a vertical breaking line emerged within 
the community. For the Boyash active in ethnical mobilization (president 
CKÖ116, leader of a civil organization) the Indian home of origin, the an-
them and flag play an important role in the Gypsy identity, whereas for the 
rest these attributes of the Roma Nation do not bear significance. (One 
of my acquaintances said in relation to this: “When I was the President 
of the organization, I became part of an organ where the language was 
a must, where I got to know ‘Gypsiness’ and where we came from.”)
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8 During the identity analysis of all the members of the Boyash com-
munity a vertical line drew up between the Boyash and the ‘Kolompár’117 
Gypsies. The particular Boyash historical conscious and the Boyash 
mentality springing from it, the “not so warm-blooded”, “calm”, “hardwork-
ing” is always contrasted with the “warm-blooded”, “aggressive”, “stealing 
and cheating” Kolompár Gypsies. The auto- and hetero-stereotypes of the 
above play an important role in the formation and preservation of borders 
between the Boyash and the Kolompár Gypsies and other ethnical forms 
as well. This border can be clearly seen in the Boyash marriage strate-
gies: they are endogamous towards the Kolompár Gypsies. The contras-
tive nature of the collective identity118 surfaces here very strongly, since 
in the Boyash stereotypes towards the Kolompár (aggressive, steals, 
cheats, lies) we can recognize the stereotypes of the majority society 
towards the Gypsies in general. 

The “Hungarian” element of Boyash ethnical/national identity, as I got 
know this phenomenon, is present not just in the identity forming stereo-
types and discrimination without distinction of the majority (Hungarian) 
population. This other presence is found in the lasting living-together and 
in the national socialization; this can best be represented by the words 
of one of my informants: “The Gypsies have a Hungarian identity, for ex-
ample during a football game or a festivity when the Hungarian National 
Anthem is sung, we feel it our own just as well.” 

From the short introduction of my anthropological field-research, we 
can see that in the formation of the collective ethnical and national identity 
of a given Roma community, the effects of the relations to the majority 
society and the ones among the Gypsies themselves manifest differently 
creating a “multiple identity”.

V. Conclusions – The Objective and Subjective Approach  
to Roma Nation Building 

Until now we have been looking at the cultural and political dimensions 
of Roma nationalism, with the addition of a possible anthropological 
aspect. In this concluging part I will try to place the development, effect 
and possibility of the modern thought of the Gypsy nation within the 
“world of nations”.

The problems, for example, of the state of the unified Romani language 
or the knowledge of the common historical conscious may arise in many 
in connection to the Roma Nation. These problems may come to a dif-
ferent light if we know the history of other nation building processes and 
if we try to place the processes of the Gypsy national concept in a wider 
context. I have already shown in section III.1. that from certain angles, 
the Roma nation can be paralleled with the mostly East European cul-
tural nation.   
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9Miroslav Hroch Czech historian, worked out a three phase typology 
– accepted by many – for the nation building processes of the East 
European people. He differentiates three structural phases, based on 
the identity and role of the participants and the general nation concept 
of the ethnical group, within the history of the East European national 
movements. In the initial Phase A the active characters oriented their 
energies towards the scientific studies on their community’s linguistic, 
cultural, social, and historical characteristics, but in all, urging national 
demands did not surface. New characters entered in phase B, who 
tried to awaken with patriotic agility, the national conscious in as many 
of their group as possible and to win them in their fight for their Nation. 
They also demanded certain political rights for this forming nation. When 
the national identity of the majority of the population created a special 
value system, a mass movement started and a complete social structure 
evolved. (Phase C).119

I will apply this three phase model in trying to understand Roma Na-
tion Building, only as a basis for the extrapolation, without any empirical 
force.

Gypsy history, culture, language has been studied for centuries. The 
researchers were all Gadzsó, up until the second half of the 20th Century, 
consequently their activities could only aid the measures taken for the 
Roma Nation in a roundabout way. In the 19th Century the Gypsy com-
munities, living in the lowest social layer of the European societies, did 
not have an intellectual elite, who could have been the scientists “pre-
paring the national awakening”. Hence, in the Case of the Roma Phase 
A will not consist of the national culture’s scientific “discovery”, but the 
appearance of the first Roma intellectual elite and the (ethnicity based) 
self-organizations they started.  

Phase B. definitely started after WWII. I propose it started with the First 
Gypsy World Conference in 1971, this event inevitably was a ground 
stone in the history of the Roma National Movement. Roma activists 
fought for more pragmatic aims, than they did during Phase A., when 
their plans were not based on realities. The Roma Nation, above na-
tions (transnational) was thought up, later conflicting national concepts 
also arose. On the ’71 congress the Nation was attributed its essential 
symbolism: the Roma National Flag and Anthem. Definite steps were 
taken for creating the standard national language, Roma literature and 
fine art was evolving, and aside the scientific works on Roma history, 
culture etc., the writings of the ‘naïve scientists’ were also starting to be 
published. 

The most important characteristic of Phase C. is: mass support of the 
national ideal, its wide spread among the ones to be within the borders of 
the nation. “To see how a group perceives itself in reality, it is not enough 
to look at writers or personalities of political organizations who demand 
a “national” status for this group.120
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0 The writers, poets, scientists, politicians, activists, agents in the Roma 
Nation building are inevitably a part of the nation they represent they 
have a Roma national identity. To what extent is the Roma National Ideal 
known among the non-intellectual Roma, Gypsies? This is a question 
that cannot be given a concrete answer without offending someone. I 
will say from my part, that a process started from within, with a national 
rhetoric about social, economic, political issues important for Gypsies, 
and that we will only be able to ‘grab’ its possibilities and effects in the 
future.

Let us take a little turn back to the East European model. Even if we 
suppose that a national ideal, national culture similar to that of Choli 
Daróczi121, does come to be and it can integrate the culturally differ-
ent, basically endogamous Gypsy groups, one question still arises: how 
does the national ideology reach its ‘target group’? In the 19th Century 
Eastern Europe basic – usually mother language – education took this 
role, reaching a wider and wider layer of society.

Laji, a person I know from the edge of a Hungarian town in Transylva-
nia, characterized himself: “I am a mother tongue Hungarian, with Gypsy 
origin and Romanian citizenship”. He is a minority in the Ethnic Hungarian 
minority of Romania, a Gypsy according to him and the majority popula-
tion as well. His children in school do not learn about Gypsy culture or 
language. And even if they could, which culture, which language would 
they learn about? Naturally about the unified Roma culture and on the 
(standardized) Roma language which as we have seen, still has a lot to 
tackle. yet Laji’s children hardly speak Romanian, and their knowledge 
of Romani offers no perspectives.

I do not wish to question the existence and possibilities of the unified 
Roma nation with my perhaps extreme example. I only wish to refer to 
the fact that the ‘Gypsy people’ have to overcome many hard to fight 
obstacles and completely “unknown” on their quest to become a nation, 
because of their special dispersed nature and marginalised social and 
economic status.       

We could go on playing with the questions of when will the Roma Na-
tional Movement reach Phase C. in the Hroch model, or when it reached 
it, or we could try to present different nation definitions into which the 
Roma Nation can “fit”. According to Hancock for example the nation 
is “not a political, autonomic ethnical group” (independent of size and 
whether it has its own territory), and nationalism is “the conscious same-
ness with a type of people, and the urge to strengthen this sameness, 
which lead to an acceptance by the majority population as independent 
people, based on the unity of historical, cultural, linguistic, political, reli-
gious etc. sameness.”122 Based on Hancock’s definitions the Roma nation 
most probably exists, only it is still in a state of development, if you like, 
in the difficult transition from Phase B. to C. 
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1Nicolae Gheorghe and Thomas Acton propose that the cosmopolitan 
“aim forming to be set in Gypsy politics, is not less, but to eliminate na-
tion state as such.123 

I will not form hypothesis about the legitimacy, form or content of the 
Roma Nation, reaching “Phase C.” I only hope, that the thoughts drafted 
above will aid a process, directly or indirectly, “where it is not individual 
assimilation anymore, but the valuable alternative of social inclusion as 
equals, with the preservation of their own culture.”124

I would like to thank László Fosztó, Richárd Papp, Dóra Pálos, Csaba 
Prónai, Péter Szuhay and my Gypsy conversation partners for their help 
in writing this piece. 
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This issue of Eszmélet marks the special occasion of the presentation of 
the journal at the Self-organising Utopias conference held in Budapest. 
We would like to maintain the tradition of systemic social critique, not 
only by addressing actual developments but also going right to the roots 
of contemporary society, and criticising the capitalist system. Our journal 
was founded in the tumultuous year of 1989, engaging in the fight against 
both state socialism and the restoration of the capitalist system, as can 
be seen in the documents in the first pages of this issue. As critique is 
always strong in refusing actual practice, we also focus on presenting 
ideas and suggestions on alternatives based on “best practice”, even if 
they may sound Utopian at this point in time.
We hope that it can be inspiring to read of alternatives to neoliberalism, 
particularly in the middle of the present global financial crisis, which we 
believe also offers new opportunities. In this sense, looking at a viable 
model on direct democracy developed for a country like Hungary also 
promotes thinking as regards the possible future. Nevertheless we should 
not forget the preconditions of self-management and its distinction from 
self-organisation, learning from the lesson of Yugoslavia. For positive 
signs, read about the flourishing social fora in the world, although peek-
ing into the actual history of an intellectual group in Hungary fighting for 
a left alternative, after the fall of state socialism, might be less promising. 
In Eastern Europe – euphemistically Central and Eastern Europe – we 
should not forget about the Roma: does nation building as a type of self-
organisation offer them a way forward?

Please read and keep this special edition, we hope as a start to future 
contact and, perhaps, co-operation.

This document has been produced with the financial assistance of the European 
Union. The content of this document is the sole responsibility of Eszmélet and can 
under no circumstances be regarded as reflecting the position of the European 
Union.
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