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What people are saying about

Concepts for a Democratic and Ecological Society

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

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

Brian Tokar, author of Towards Climate Justice

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

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

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

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

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

Mark Mason, international commentator

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





Introduction


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

Eduardo Galeano3



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

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

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





Direct Democracy versus Capitalism


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

Noam Chomsky4



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

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

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


Capitalism as an engine of inequality

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

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

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

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


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



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


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



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





Democracy as a project of equality


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

Noam Chomsky underlines this stark difference:


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