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Network4Debate

	 

	Network 4 Debate is a collaborative project of four newsrooms from the Visegrad countries. Between January and June 2017, A2larm, in cooperation with its partners Krytyka Polityczna (Poland), Pole Blog (Slovakia) and Kettős Mérce (Hungary), produced a series of thematic texts and videos in English revolving around three core topics that we feel resonate within the V4 neighbourhood: work and labour; education and educational policy; and engaged art and artivism. 

	Our aim was to invite the Visegrad countries to debate and discuss these topics through engaged citizen journalism. Our aim is to amplify and promote a common voice against social injustice and radical nationalism, a voice of a progressive and tolerant Visegrad region. 

	In this ebook, we present one third of our project's outputs. The following texts all deal with the issue of labour. 

	This ebook is complemented by two further collections of texts revolving around our other core topics. 

	We invite readers to read the products of our collaboration and join the debate! 

	[image: http://old.visegradfund.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/logo/visegrad_fund_logo_web_black_150.jpg]

	This project is kindly supported by the International Visegrad Fund.

	 

	 

	 


Czech work is not rewarding. The income gap is swiftly rising.

	Vojtěch Ondráček, A2larm
January 30, 2017

	[image: Statistics graph] Photo by A2larm      

	Almost one fifth of employees in the Czech Republic lives in poverty, while business managers possess especially high incomes. But everyone comes cheap compared to the rest of the EU.

	Next time someone once gain has a breakdown about the Czech Republic still being stuck in the socialist past, they can calm themselves down by looking at the latest wage statistics for 2014, published at the end of last year by Eurostat. These show a massive gap between the earnings of people in different fields of work. Although the Czech Republic boasts the second lowest unemployment rate in the EU, the data clearly points to the fact that work by no means equates escaping poverty: almost a fifth of working Czechs (18,7 per cent) belongs into the category of the so-called “working poor” – those who earn less than 83 crowns (around 3 euro) per hour. This amount becomes especially dismal when compared to neighboring Austria, where the statistical threshold for the working poor means an hourly wage under 9,4 euro (259 crowns) – and the vast majority of all Czech workers falls under that.

	Women and labourers work cheap

	Working poverty as defined by statistical calculation is obviously a relative concept. But there are other signifiers disproving the idea of Czech Republic being a country where work pays off. For starters, data reveal structural sexism in the Czech workplace: it hardly comes as a surprise that women are massively represented among the working poor in a country where they earn only three quarters as much as men.

	Similarly, savings are being made on the less educated. While in the EU workers with elementary education average on half the pay a graduate would get, in Czech Republic this amount is only 40 per cent. Taking a look at the situation of the best-paid and worst-paid professions shows similarly abnormal gaps: the difference between a Czech business manager and a Czech manual worker is 65 000 crowns gross. Czech managers, in general, are paid a staggering 128 per cent more than the average.

	A bargain nation

	Despite the massive differences in earnings between Czechs, there is one thing we all share: we are among the poorer countries in the EU. Our average wages equate to 37 per cent of the average in the EU. Our biggest trading partner – Germany – is economically so far above us it might as well be on another planet: on average, we earn 31 per cent of their wages. At least we can find some small comfort in the fact we earn twice as much as the Bulgarians.

	What drives the final nail into the coffin of delusions about Czech economics being on par are purchasing power parity statistics. The data referring to how much goods and services we can purchase with our wages compared to the European average give a rather bleak picture for Czech workers: from this point of view, our wages average at 59 per cent of the Union’s. But our GDP purchasing power parity amounts to 86 per cent of the European average. What this means is that employers in the Czech Republic can congratulate themselves: Czechs obviously do much more valuable work than what they are paid for. The 2014 statistics are not good news. And the right-wing axiom about everyone being rewarded with accordance to their diligence and skill is simply not true in the Czech Republic.

	This text originally appeared on A2larm. Translation by Michal Chmela.

	



	


Hungary’s Last Chance to Say No to the Olympics

	András Jámbor, Kettős Mérce
February 1, 2017

	[image: http://politicalcritique.org/file/2017/02/Olympics-1024x684.jpg]

	Hungarians are finding their voice following the government's decision to host the 2024 Olympic Games. The people are calling for a referendum. Will 30 days be enough time to gather the support they need?

	Last week a new political party in Hungary, the Momentum movement, launched their career by starting a petition for Hungary to hold a referendum on whether or not Hungarians want their country to host the 2024 Olympics in Budapest. If in 30 days the petition will not have achieved the goal of at least 150 000 signatures required in order to call a referendum, the Hungarian people will have missed their possibly last chance to prevent the Budapest Olympics. Hosting the games, however, would do the country enormous harm, and if we will not be able to prevent it, we will lose yet another chance to take back control over the decisions made about our lives.

	One does not have to look far for the simplest and fundamental argument in favour of singing the petition: should  the people not have the right to decide whether we should host the Olympics or not? Should we not have the right to influence decisions that drastically impact the future of our country? In fact, there should indeed be no need for a petition concerning such a crucial decision - the government itself should have called a referendum.

	It is not my intention to mislead the reader by pretending my standpoint is objective: I do not want Hungary to host the Olympics, neither in 2024 nor in 2028, despite my love for sports. Since when I was 14 years old, the only newspaper we ever had a subscription to was the National Sport. I would passionately watch any sports event and all of the victories and defeats of Hungarian sportsmen and women are still engraved in my memory, since these events remain a part of my life. I remember how we saved the water polo final against Serbia in 2001. I was lying at home with a 39 degree fever, incredibly tired, but I still jumped up after the winning goal and bounced around the room. After the match I lay back down and fell back asleep. I cried when the Hungarian national hockey team made it into the A league for the first time, I furiously thumped on the table when the women's handball team gave away their lead in the last six minutes of the World Cup final in Belgrade. I could not think of anything better than watching the Olympics and the Hungarian athletes in person, live. But not now.

	During the preparations for the 2017 Swimming World Cup we have already witnessed how money has been carelssely wasted, and how public funds ended up in businesses close to Fidesz, the governing party. We have witnessed how the budget of 40 billion forint (around 130 million euros) stipulated in the original plan has steadily grown to over 100 billion (around 320 million euros), and how the Swimming World Cup's costs now include restorations of the headquarters of a TV station linked to Fidesz and the restoration of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s former college's football field. On top of that, tens of billions of forints went to the campaign for the Olympics – or straight away into the oligarchs' pockets.

	Besides, Hungary is not the only country to claim that that hosting the Olympics would cause immense damage. Brazil, for example, is heading towards bankruptcy after having hosted the Football World Cup and the Olympics. Before the games millions of people protested against corruption and social injustices, both amplified by the organization and the preparations for the sports events. Or take Greece, where the economy has also been harmed by the Olympics, or Sochi, where the winter Olympics left a destroyed city unfit for further use. These examples alone should be enough to convince us that we should not do this.

	If we further compare the costs of the games in relation to the GDP for some previous host countries, and then take a look at how much we are planning to spend on the Olympics, it becomes clear exactly how harmful this project would be to Hungary.

	[image: http://politicalcritique.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/xc.jpg]
Data from Wikipedia

	We also know that all the money that will go into the Olympics will be missing elsewhere. It will be missing from the health care system, from the welfare system and from the educational system, so that the already enormous gap between the rich and the poor will grow even further.

	Those arguing for the Olympics will of course maintain that the investments for the Olympics are necessary anyway, regardless of the games. However, these investments will all point to one direction only and will improve and create facilities which only the wealthy and those living in rather affluent areas will be able to benefit from. The billions invested in the Olympics will not create any new opportunities for the lower middle class while wealthy investors will have the opportunity to even increase their wealth by the tremendous amount of public funds poured into the event.

	Hosting this event and implementing these truly unnecessary investments would lead Hungary straight towards ruin. At the same time, there would be no money left for the investments that are necessary to improve the country, regarding, for example, education or the health care system . And even if there was a change of government, the Olympics would restrict any future government’s plans.

	Those Hungarians who do not want their country’s next few decades to be doomed need to go out on the streets and collect signatures, knock on their neighbours’ doors, write to their friends, and do everything in order to collect the necessary amount of signatures and convince others to collect them as well.

	We need 150 thousand signatures in order to call a referendum. It is a lot, but if we succeed, we will also gain a lot.

	We will win back our hope and the right to have a say in our own and our country’s destiny. We will win back hope that the undefeatable Fidesz can in fact be defeated, and we will win a chance to decide for ourselves, in defiance of the corrupt government’s oligarchs, which direction Hungary will take in the future!

	 


Will Poland Grow as Fast as China?

	Michał Sutowski, Krytyka Polityczna 
February 17, 2017

	[image: http://politicalcritique.org/file/2017/02/Morawiecki-1024x682.jpg] Photo courtesy of Kancelaria Premiera, Flickr.

	Or is it Just Morawiecki's Imagination? Michał Sutowski gives an insight into Polish economics and its development plans.

	Józef Piłsudski was not an expert in economics, but he at least could rely on his advisors. Admittedly, they were not infallible. Their initiatives would often smash on the cliffs of bureaucratic resistance, but their vision and tangible achievements (such as the port in Gdynia or the then-nascent Central Industrial Region) are indisputable. Today’s ‘state leader’ of Poland has one thing in common with Marshal Piłsudski: his ignorance of economic affairs. Unfortunately, he has no-one to make up for it. The short report recently published by Fundacja Kaleckiego, tellingly entitled Morawiecki’s Plan – a Fiasco from the Start?, sadly bears witness to this fact.

	“Morawiecki’s Plan” (aka Strategy for Responsible Development) was first criticised for being a PowerPoint slideshow instead of a development plan, let alone a responsible one. It took the officials in the super ministry 200 pages to lay it all out, and the few readers who lasted until the end indicated, among other things, the incoherence of the ‘activist’ rhetoric with anachronistic premises (such as: increased savings as a precondition for investment), the methodological hodgepodge (particular voivodship-level investments in local infrastructure named right next to the 270 billion złoty in “European funds,” so carelessly thrown around), or finally the inconsistencies between means and ends (better working conditions without mention of trade unions’ role). The report published by Fundacja Kaleckiego adds another brick to this wall – the key ‘indicator’ assumptions of the Strategy for Responsible Development have as much to do with reality as the Strategy’s goals with the governmental budget for 2017. Which – in both cases – is nothing.

	The SRD’s authors have selected as their key indicator – as a basis for future evaluation – disposable income per capita, which is what on average we as earners are left to spend or save after transfers and taxes. Rightly so, because this describes the Polish standard of living more accurately than the fairly abstract GDP per capita. However, this is where the advantages of this choice end. The assumed values of this indicator, promised to us for the future when the strategy succeeds, are completely made up. By 2030, Poland will supposedly have caught up with EU average gross household disposable income. Is this possible? The author of Fundacja’s report, Dariusz Standerski, predicts: “in order for Poland to meet SRD objectives, European Union member states would have to experience a 14-year stagnation period or a crisis serious enough to bring down disposable income in EU to its 2015 level, and the income of Poles would have to increase by 2.51 percent yearly. In the recent decade, disposable income growth in EU member states has not fallen below 1 percent, except in 2008 and 2013. Average growth in this period reached 2.1 percent yearly. At this rate, the Ministry of Development would have to throw into our pockets an additional 4.6 percent yearly for the next 14 years.”

	Considering the significance of exports to EU countries for the Polish economy, stagnation in our neighboring countries would only theoretically help us “catch up to them and outrun them”, because their decreased demand would result in our decreased sales. And what if they do well? We need to remember that the disposable income with which we are so preoccupied is not GDP. Experience shows that in times of economic revival, DI grows more slowly than GDP (and in crisis: drops more slowly).

	Conclusion? “In order to reach the disposable income level assumed by the SRD in 2030, Poland would have to achieve economic growth compared to that of India and China”. Any comment seems redundant here.

	Along with general prosperity, the SRD predicts that poverty will be significantly reduced already in the first years after the implementation of the strategy. Certain steps in this direction have, in fact, been taken. Data shows that the Family 500+ programme has led to a meaningful decrease in relative and absolute poverty among families with children. However, reaching indicators, as predicted by the SRD, would entail the employment of many more tools for wealth redistribution, which the budget will, most likely, not be able to afford in the context of this programme and its inadequate balancing by tax revenue.

	The rich imagination of SDP’s authors and the inconsistencies between the government’s real policy and its principles – noticed even by Mateusz Morawiecki – are not its only problems. The biggest issue for the strategists in the Ministry of Development is not even the divide between theory and practice, dream and reality, but rather the discrepancies in the Strategy’s objectives in relation to the declared goals of the budget legislation prepared by the government for 2017. The governmental bill expects “the stabilisation of the real GDP growth rate at the level of 3.8-3.9 percent”, which – although being an optimistic expectation anyway – is far below the level which would allow us to reach the medium-term objectives set by the SRD. Of course, one could say that this is how the government reveals its fairly realist viewpoint, appearing much more down-to-earth in a legal document, like a budget bill, than in a propagandist one, like the Strategy.

	According to the SRD, the supposed additional growth would result from an increase in investment, while the budget bill states that “economic consumption will continue to be the main source of additional growth”. Moreover, the Strategy declares that “further growth in productivity accompanied by a higher wage level without significant loss in competitiveness is the essence of the challenge which we need to accept”, whereas in the explanatory statement of the budget bill “a gradual increase in the contribution of capital to GDP” is named as an acceleratory factor for growth. The author of Fundacja’s report, lucidly noticing that the former entails “a decrease in the contribution of wages”, points out that “in two governmental documents on short-term and medium-term economic development, we find prognoses of an increase and a decrease of the gap between labor wages and capital returns”. Is this another inconsistency? Not necessarily. Extremely rapid growth in our economy’s productivity could result in “a significant increase in wage level” as well as…an even larger increase in capital returns. Is this a fantasy? Well, it is not the only one in Law and Justice’s economic programme. See: two paragraphs above.

	Besides the government’s praxis and the budget bill, we can also consider the declarations of ministers. There are some vague plans for tax reforms announced, but the current lack of details and contradictory announcements (i.e. on the intended, and then withdrawn, gigantic tax reform, that was supposed to unify income tax and contributions to the retirement system) only add uncertainty to a generally troublesome investment climate, likely not without its consequences to the already noticeable fall in private investment in Poland today. Which is obviously contrary to the Strategy’s declared objectives.

	The education reform that the government has promised – and is apparently implementing – is only adding to the problem. The reform decidedly does not take into account the SRD’s declarations on “increasing skills and human capital”. Which does not make it neutral in relation to the objectives of “Morawiecki’s plan”, but rather has a negative impact – as Fundacja Kaleckiego’s report reads: “the cost of reorganizing the education system will be entered in municipal budgets, and budgetary grants do not cover such expenses. This means that the reform will be conducted at the expense of the investments in municipal budgets”. This is the same category of investments whose value has fallen dramatically after a year of Law and Justice’s rule.

	***
In his Leap into Modernity, Adam Leszczyński recalled the 40-year-old tale: “for a moment one could have believed that Poland is gaining strength, and its people are indeed more prosperous. Our rulers let themselves be carried away by their own propagandist optimism. Edward Gierek’s [1st Secretary of the Central Committee of Polish United Workers’ Party] economic advisor, assumed a growth rate of 10 percent yearly and a 40-percent share of accumulation in the GDP for two or three decades (!). At the Party’s conference in October 1973, the gross national income planned for the five-year period (1970-1975) was increased from the already impressive 39 percent to 55 percent, to the sound of applause.”

	Creative accounting and statistical jugglery are much harder to do in the European Union than in Comecon; financial markets also discipline the peripheries much faster than the Soviet Union. I suspect that for Morawiecki, the former president of the third-ranking bank in Poland and a natural-born anticommunist, the comparison to Gierek is highly offensive.

	Thus, I am not comparing, but reminding: paper bleeds little, and so does PowerPoint, but aroused aspirations always grow faster than the GDP.

	 

	Abolish Work, The Robots Are Coming!

	Jaroslav Fiala, A2larm
February 24, 2017 

	[image: http://politicalcritique.org/file/2017/02/jimmy-fallon-robot-1024x576-1024x576.jpg] Photo courtesy of NBC.com

	The Czech Republic is among those countries most vulnerable to the effects of the automation of work. Robots are going to replace laborers and journalists alike – is there a way out?

	We Czechs enjoy judging whether someone has worked ‘enough’ and relegating those who have not to the unenviable position of despicable filth. It is ridiculous. In actual fact, we are running an absurd race to the bottom, competing with one another to be ripped off. Our wages are already laughably low. Now the threat of widespread job loss due to the automation of work looms on the horizon. The Czech Republic will be one of the countries which will suffer most from the replacement of human labour with robots. This should be reason enough to start exploring the idea of a completely different society, one in which our income would not depend on paid employment. But can we?

	Alien Invasion

	As a recent OECD study shows, among developed countries, the Czech Republic and Slovakia are the most vulnerable to widespread unemployment caused by the introduction of automation in the workplace. People will not only lose their jobs, they will also lose access to the resources and stability necessary to live in our society.

	Think of it this way: the Czech Republic has been invaded by aliens. As soon as they shrug off their spacesuits, it becomes abundantly clear that they have not come to steal, plunder, rape or take over the government – in fact, they have just come to work. There are thousands of them. They are highly intelligent, capable of learning and work is, literally, their reason for existence. They don’t need rest, free time, accommodation, privacy or sleep. They don’t have to eat because they don’t feel hunger. They don’t have emotions, desires or sexual needs.

	These aliens start participating in our economy. They want to work and they do not require pay; the work being their only reward. They start in routine jobs, in factories and production, but in time, the aliens show the capacity to perform more complex tasks and start replacing humans in highly skilled jobs. Even employers who want no part in this will eventually have no choice but to start employing aliens in order to remain competitive in the market. Unemployment will rise, the wages of those still working will stagnate or drop. Czechs, fearing the future, will stop buying and spending. An economic crisis will follow, revealing that the alien invasion has never been quite as innocent as it first appeared.

	Robots as assemblymen, robots as journalists

	The aliens of whom we speak are not the ‘Muslim invaders’ who have become such a popular (and utterly absurd) media focus in the Czech Republic. We are talking about automation. The threat we face is due to the fact that, of the countries in the EU, we rely most heavily on industry. Almost fifty per cent of our economy is based on industry, making us more dependent on it than neighbouring Germany. About 1.45 million people – that is a third of Czech employees – work in industry, predominantly the in automobile manufacturing. These workers will be the first to be displaced by the metal aliens.

	There are plenty of examples from other countries. In the USA, the financial crisis was followed by an eighteen per cent increase in industrial production, but no boom in employment. Instead, the factories were operated by robots.  According to a 2013 study, 47 per cent of American jobs are at risk of disappearing because of automation. And the technology keeps getting smarter: alongside factories and supermarkets, robots are now used in food manufacturing, transport, medicine and education. And it doesn’t stop here.

	In 2009, a group of scientists at the Northwestern University in Chicago developed technology capable of doing a journalist’s job. The system, known as StatsMonkey, originally wrote articles about sports: after the input of a set basic data set the computer managed to create a text indistinguishable from one penned by a sports commentator. The group then proceeded to found a company called Narrative Science and to introduce a further improvement in this technology, Quill, a computer capable of writing pieces from multiple fields of interest, including politics and economics. Quill has since been used by many large media outlets, including  Forbes, journals and news portals (although many prefer to keep it secret so one can only guess whether the article you are reading was actually written by a human being). Nevertheless, the folks at Narrative Science claim that, within fifteen years, robots will have become the authors of more than ninety percent of news articles written.

	The path towards a new form of totalitarianism?

	But here in the Czech Republic, we are not concerned with such issues. Instead, our largest political parties are focused on out-doing each other in working out a means of efficiently disposing of ‘slackers’ and ‘parasites’. Which is simply absurd. One cannot help feeling that repression and a frantic enforcement of work (in a time where work itself is threatened by widespread job loss) can only pave the way towards a new fascism. Why have Czech politicians chosen this moment to combat unemployment? Why do our ‘leftist’ parties (in reality, often functionally indistinguishable from the ultra-Right) want to punish the unemployed, or even ‘lock up the parasites’, as the Communist party would have it? Why does President Miloš Zeman so ardently advocate abolishing social benefits? Are they all merely fanatical idiots, or is there something more behind it?

	The American blogger, Noah Smith, has warned against a future in which the ‘mass of lumpen humanity teeters on the edge of starvation’. The automatization of work could result in the majority of the human race becoming ‘redundant’. We will return to feudalism – only this time we will have modern technology and humanity will be superfluous to labour. The richest will seclude themselves in fortified communities protected by drones and armed robots, while the rest will have their basic human rights taken from them. A situation, in fact, similar to the one depicted by the science fiction film Elysium, where the plutocracy lives on a comfy orbital station while most people suffer unbearable conditions on Earth. Today, this may sound overblown and conspiratorial; but where are the guarantees our ‘elites’ are not laying the groundwork for a similar system?

	To free ourselves from work

	In order to avoid such stark visions of the future, we need to re-evaluate the role of work in Czech society. After the revolution in 1989, the ideal to strive for was supposed to be freedom – but we have ended up in a totalitarian system of work instead. Work has become a new religion which has devoured our lives; in exchange, it fills us with anxiety and erases the difference between free time and working hours. No one is willing to ask why we toil for hours on end in exchange for meagre alms. Why should we listen to officially-sanctioned morons who preach the need for austerity while our lives have become nothing more than the means for the rich to earn money?

	The next step will be to establish an unconditional basic income. It is not the ultimate solution to everything and we need to fight for a basic income greater than the current minimum wage. This base income will offer benefits other than guaranteeing a standard quality of life. One of the dangers of automated work is that society will produce goods that no one can buy. An unconditional income would provide the unemployed with the money needed to continue purchasing and, in so doing, supporting the economy. It would also motivate people to look for work they actually want to do – or even to start a business of their own. It would be a solution for the people who need to work less or not at all and would prefer to focus on more useful things.

	Such an unconditional basic income would be a temporary solution – one that sets our hands and minds free to build a different, better society, one not dependent on slave labour and exploitation. Job loss has been identified as a serious threat by the OECD, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the UN and countless scientific studies. The robots are coming, regardless of what we think of base income. The solution to the changes automation will effect in society is not a restoration of the feudal establishment, led by treacherous Czech politicians hell-bent on punishing the ‘parasites’. We are facing what may turn out to be the greatest challenge humans have faced in history: we need to free ourselves from work.

	Translation by Michal Chmela.

	 


Solidarity Overthrows Starbucks Wage Exploitation [Interview]

	Natalia Sawka, Krytyka Politycza 
March 1, 2017

	[image: http://politicalcritique.org/file/2017/02/starbucks-1024x768.jpg] Photo courtesy of Farls, found on flickr.com. cc

	The coffee chain Starbucks in Germany extended an offer to Polish workers to come to Germany to work for minimum wage in case German workers went on strike to protest low-paying wages. Following demonstrations held by union members and political leftist activists, Starbucks withdrew the offer.

	Over 100,000 German foodservice employees are demanding raises. The trade union Gewerkschaft Nahrung-Genuss-Gaststätten (NGG) has threatened to go on strike unless McDonald’s, Burger King, Starbucks, Nordsee, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Pizza Hut, and Autogrill agree to raise their wages by 6 percent. The coffee chain Starbucks was planning to recruit Polish employees to work in Germany in case of the strike. It sent an offer to its Polish locations, stating that it was looking for Polish employees to substitute in place of German strikers. They would have been paid the equivalent of Germany’s minimum hourly wage (8.84 euros), in addition to the cost of transport and accommodation having been covered by the employer.

	Union members from Inicjatywa Pracownicza (Workers’ Initiative) and activists of the leftist political party Razem joined forces to protest against Starbucks’ actions. Following numerous demonstrations, the Starbucks operator in Central and Eastern Europe and Germany decided to withdraw the offer presented to Polish employees. Mateusz Trzeciak from Razem spoke to Political Critique about the events that have unfolded behind the scenes of the protest.

	Natalia Sawka: Starbucks employees in Germany are demanding a raise and planning a strike. For the length of the strike, the chain wanted to employ Polish workers. You opposed it firmly. After the protests, Starbucks withdrew, and you succeeded.

	Mateusz Trzeciak: We are celebrating a small victory. All the more, because for a few days, the mainstream media have picked up on the subject of unethical strike-breaking and of international worker solidarity.
We are in touch with German and American corporate trade unions. Starbucks’ management did not expect anyone in Poland to care about worker solidarity.

	You focused on company image, but at times one could have gotten the impression that your mobilization was directed against the strikebreakers rather than Starbucks itself.

	It was Starbucks’ management, not its employees, who wanted to break the strike. What we were stigmatizing was that scandalous idea.

	Nevertheless, the word “strikebreakers” was often continuously applied to employees. Justyna Samolińska, member of Razem’s National Executive Board, wrote on strajk.eu that “Polish employees are expected to play the disgraceful role of strikebreakers,” and that “this is one of the most abominable roles one can play in the struggle for worker rights.” Many Polish workers whose decisions are determined by economic pressure may not understand your point of view.

	In the short term, for an individual, accepting the offer entails a particular sum of money in their pocket. In the long term, such a person is scoring their own goal. By agreeing to such a role, we weaken the striking co-workers and contribute to dropping wages as well as to deteriorating working conditions. We harm others, but in the end, we also harm ourselves.

	All of our statements were only aimed against the corporation. By saying that Polish workers will not become Europe’s strikebreakers, we were referring to the idea of worker solidarity.

	What would you tell someone who accepts any job they can in order to support themselves and their family?

	Solidarity is the only weapon available to workers in conflict with entrepreneurs. But it is not easy. We have to repeat loudly that such battles are won by consistency, principles and sacrifice. Starbucks’ actions are a nineteenth century capitalist’s trick: Economic blackmail and turning one group against another.

	Our great-grandmothers and great-grandfathers undoubtedly had it harder (they won’t send mounted police with live ammunition against us), and despite the very real threat of prison and death, they won the eight-hour working day, free weekends and paid vacations.

	Starbucks retreated from recruiting Polish employees because it minds its image. With others, it may not be so easy. Are you collaborating on equalizing working conditions in the EU with other European parties?

	What we are doing may not be spectacular, but it gives us an opportunity to build a European network of collaboration. We train with Podemos or Barcelona en Commú; we collaborate with DiEM25; and we exchange experiences with the left in Scandinavian and Slovenia. Our assemblies abroad, including Berlin and London, maintain steady contact with local trade unions and left-wing parties. They participate in demonstrations and other activities. Thanks to this, we are able to react quickly and efficiently.

	Economic pressure always serves employers. Workers start gaining power if they organize within trade unions, and if their interest is represented in the parliament by a trustworthy party.

	In the context of the Starbucks scandal, we stated our position on reforming the current situation of workers delegated to EU countries. Working abroad, we have the right to equal pay for equal work. Razem collaborates on this matter with European and Polish social activist circles. The reform is supported by Polish trade unions, including the All-Poland Alliance of Trade Unions (OPZZ) and the Independent Self-governing Trade Union “Solidarity” (NSZZ “Solidarność”), so we may form some unexpected alliances.

	 


Posting Abroad: Same Pay, Same Work, Same Place

	Michael Augustín, Poleblog.sk 
March 17, 2017[image: http://politicalcritique.org/file/2017/03/iStock-505668106-1024x682.jpg] Photo courtesy of illustration image on istockphoto.com cc

	The discussion over revisions of the European directive on posting workers abroad continues in 2017. Most of the “new” members of the EU, Slovakia included, disagreed with the directive, raising the so-called yellow card to call for a review.

	More and more Slovakian companies continue to be established in European markets, procuring commissions, signing contracts, and sending their employees abroad to work. In 2014, more than two million employees within the EU were posted abroad – 0.7 percent of the total labor capacity of the Union. This number keeps steadily increasing and is especially apparent in Slovakia, where more than 80,000 citizens work outside the country, while employees from other countries posted in Slovakia number less than 8,000.

	Evidently, Slovakia is a country that sends out far more workers than it receives. Foreign postings are being used in the construction of businesses, services, and industries, sectors mainly occupied in the (dis)assembly work, laying foundations, renovating and construction, installation works, and in repair and maintenance fields. The most common destination for Slovakian companies’ employees who are posted abroad are the Czech Republic, Germany, Austria, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France. On the flip side, Slovakia mostly receives workers from Romania, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Germany.

	Posting or a business trip?

	Posting employees abroad was ratified by Slovakian law upon its entrance into the EU in 2004, and thus it can hardly be considered to be a new issue. What is an issue, however, is that employers often mistake abroad postings as business trips. But there is a large difference between posts abroad and business trips, namely in the case of a business trip, employees work for the benefit of his employer, whereas an abroad posting means an employer provides a service to a recipient using his employees.

	When it comes to a posting abroad, the employer has to fulfill considerably more conditions.

	Thus while we can safely consider a meeting or a lecture a business trip, in the case of posting abroad it is obvious that the employee works for the benefit of a foreign employer. And it should be noted that it was much simpler and more advantageous for the employer to send his employee on a business trip: It was quite enough to pay for meals, work expenses, and overtime (and so on) according to the already existing contract. But when it comes to a posting abroad, the employer has to fulfill considerably more conditions.

	New rights for employees

	According to the current legislature, the employer is obligated to sign a written agreement with the employee and inform them about work conditions in the destination country, including the salary. They are also obligated to fulfill the conditions of the so-called “hard core” – working hours, vacation, minimum wages, overtime, etc. These conditions are managed by law or through a collective contract in the destination country.

	What this means in practice is that a Slovakian employer has to pay an employee posted in France the standard French minimum wage for their field of work, as well as further benefits according to French labor laws. In case of sending an employee to a country where the payment and work standards are lower than in Slovakia, the employer is obliged to provide better conditions. Apart from forcing the employer to dig deeper in their pockets, this directive is often viewed negatively by the employee’s colleagues – those who could not travel abroad to receive a more advantageous position.

	For the employee, though, the legislature means a more comfortable stay, something that should be treasured especially during long-term assignments. Currently, the maximum length of a posting is two years and two months, after which a passing time is needed in order for the employee to accept another posting abroad. While abroad, the employee still pays into the Slovakian social security system so as to avoid any possible future problems regarding foreign retirement systems when they retire.

	In the case of violating the ban on illegal employment, Slovakian law enforces absolute objective responsibility without the option of exculpation.

	A foreign employer planning to send their employees into Slovakia now has to send information regarding themselves, the nature of their work, and details about employees to the National Labor Inspectorate (NIP), which can now enforce stricter rules. They also have to retain all documents regarding the contract, wages, and time spent working in the abroad location. This is meant to hinder Slovakian companies from stealthily employing people who come from a different European country.

	In the case of violating the ban on illegal employment, Slovakian law enforces absolute objective responsibility without the option of exculpation. A Slovakian business must not accept work or a service provided on a contractual basis by a foreign business if the service is provided by an illegally employed person. Should that become the case, a severe sanction would fall on both the foreign business and the Slovak entrepreneur.

	Adopting the directive into Slovakian law has resulted in the establishment of more accurate definitions and defense mechanisms for employees. The directive strengthened the system of checks, competence, and information requirements between employers in Slovakia and abroad, as well as strengthening the inspection of institutions and/or job placement agencies. Should a foreign employee posted in Slovakia believe that his interests were affected and the conditions of their posting unfulfilled, they can voice a complaint to the inspection institution or turn directly to the courts. And if a job placement agency’s services are utilized, and should a foreign employer fail to pay an employee in Slovakia on time, the agency is then obligated to provide payment in order to protect the interests of foreign employees posted in Slovakia.

	Stop the social dumping

	An employee posted from a V4 country in any Western EU member state currently makes more than he would at home due to minimum wage in Western and Northern Europe (which his employer is obligated to pay) being higher in those European regions. This results in a considerably higher monthly income than would be received at home, since actual wages approach more towards the average rather than the minimum.

	Should Slovakia continue in this direction, it would only result in precarization of the work of employees and citizens.

	This is important for employees in abroad postings who may find themselves in a situation where they were paid the exact minimum amount for the country and field of work in which they were posted. But this is only a reflection of the rule of law, nothing more; whereas some employees are comfortable with this – after all, they still earn more than they would working back home – it is still less than the amount a “regular” employee from the host country would receive for performing the same job.

	The European Commission proposes to make changes that will force employers to pay the same amount to a foreign employee as they would to a “regular” one. In short, same pay for the same work. This bill, however, was introduced before the transposition of the 2014 directive regarding the enforcement of the directive 96/71/ES – which is specifically about posting workers abroad – and thus introduced before any sort of revision could be made.

	Eleven parliaments of EU member states sent the Commission their responses, in which they stated that the proposal to review the directive for posting workers abroad violated subsidiarity principles. This kicked off the yellow card process. But today, Slovakia, under the pressure of unions and many other institutions, is considering changing its stance and withdrawing the yellow card.

	The new member states that came up with the yellow card did so due to concerns about the free movement of services eliminating advantaged countries with lower wages from the labor market. Slovakia, as well as the rest of the V4, has based its market strategy on its lowest wages for years. Today, however, it is next to impossible for a European country to remain competitive due to Asian countries using the same strategy, as is especially the case with the economic giant, China. Should Slovakia continue in this direction, it would only result in precarization of the work of employees and citizens.

	Just how much of a company’s income goes into wages?

	While developed countries like France, Britain or Germany boast an above average participation in wages as concerns GDP – currently at 52 to 55 percent – and company income is at around 39 percent, these numbers are reversed in Slovakia: The wages part of the GDP has dropped since 1997 from 43 to 37.5 percent, and company income went up from 48 percent to 54. Thus, the profitability of Slovakian companies grows far faster than the wages they pay.

	When will the representatives of countries that entered the EU in 2004 and later realize that it is absolutely necessary to change the way our economic development is moving?

	All of the V4 countries are now skirting around the edges of this so-called middle-income trap. The combination of gradual increase in productivity and the low-expense labor model keeps forcing the living standards of citizens to continually lower towards the ground, taking the people’s physical and mental health down simultaneously.
The clash between the rhetoric of protecting our companies and our economy by keeping labor cheap, and the rhetoric of international protection of laborers against social dumping, is a conflict of nation versus class. When will the representatives of countries that entered the EU in 2004 and later realize that it is absolutely necessary to change the way our economic development is moving?

	This text originally appeared on Poleblog.sk. Translation by Michal Chmela

	 


Does Your Work Make Sense? Sorry, But it Doesn’t

	Jaroslav Fiala, A2larm 
March 22, 2017
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	“He who does not work should not eat” is a popular Czech expression. It appears that after several centuries of being imprisoned in the iron cage of production, work has become our main means of measuring our worth. Should we not work, we would feel like trash – in addition to the people around us looking down on us. But is it not the time to change that? What if we simply refused to work?

	I, Work

	The difficulties connected to maintaining a position in a (well) paid job are ever-present. Just listen to the conversations of people at any pub. Who has the boss screwed over now? Howcome I will not have enough money to pay my rent even after several weeks of slaving? Where can I get a better job? What can I do when a friend or colleague stabs me in the back? According to statistics, we receive eight thousand e-mails a year on average. Just answering them takes roughly 900 hours, which begs the question of whether there is any meaning whatsoever in all this toil.

	A world-wide survey performed by the Gallup Institute divided employees into three categories: The engaged (13 per cent), the not engaged (63 per cent), and the actively disengaged (23 per cent). The engaged employer is a regular worker hero in the Soviet sense: He slaves away so the company he works in is successful, because he considers the good of the organization inseparable from his personal life. Most workers, however, fall into the second category – they brave the depths of working hell just to not end up on the street. Work has lost any sense of meaning for them, and they often suffer from so-called “presentism”: While they are physically present at the workplace, they burnout they are experiencing is so intense that they (often) ignore their work performance, and suffer through their working hours.

	Additionally, there is a third group that not only hates their job but also actively sabotages it. An example could be the lawyer who took a dump into the liquid soap bottle, mixed it with the bottle’s contents, and let other employees in the company use it to wash their hands. While this is certainly bizarre, it is far from uncommon: Employee-saboteurs keep thinking up various means to hurt the company, a company where they are doomed to toil. They steal things from offices, intentionally damage the organization and the work of their more ambitious colleagues, and upon realizing this attitude gets them nowhere, they fall back on self-harm, drugs and even suicide. All in all, work has affected our lives to an extreme extent, even if we happen to hate it; these days, instead of “I, human,” we might as well think of ourselves in terms of “I, work.”

	You Must Work!

	The British professor Peter Fleming, who studies workplace conditions, claims that our jobs have become the center of our lives: “We face an omnipresent ideology of work constantly telling us the only thing that matters is whether we have a paid job. We literally live by our jobs. This, naturally, destroys the social status of people connected to non-profit activities, art, religion or raising children.”

	Why has work overtaken our lives? And how are all the currently fashionable hate-speeches about “slackers” and “social security parasites” connected to work? Maybe it is the fact that for many of us, work has simply become senseless.; we lost our faith in providing security, professional pride, and/or the feeling of stability. All it took for us to see the light was low salaries, arrogant bosses or the loss of faith in a better future. But more importantly, we also must not be allowed to think that it is possible to get by without working. “You must work!” is the message repetitiously conveyed by the ever-present work ideology. Even if we are badly paid, even if we hate our job, even if the job ruins our health, the goal is for us to set our doubts aside and discipline ourselves in time for the next shift.

	Escaping the trap

	Is there a way out? One possible answer is suggested in the book The Refusal of Work: the Theory and Practice of Resistance to Work (2015). In the book, stories of people who decided to intentionally lower their workload or leave the job process completely are told. These brave souls realized that there is no point in slaving away as a bank clerk, a copywriter,  or as a call center slave. They tried something different. One of them states the following about work culture: “We all know that the so-called good life is the primary cause of our stress and bad health… People start their day in a traffic jam or stuffed in a bus and spend the rest of it glued to a computer screen, performing tasks that could just as easily be handled by a trained monkey.”

	These people who decided to resist work are refuting the idea of toiling away from dawn till dusk as the norm. But they do not have it easy; they often face scorn and ridicule,  and in order to avoid resorting to engaging in theft to survive, they are forced to be creative when it comes to securing a means of living. Some of them were lucky enough to have earned enough as IT men or managers to kiss their jobs goodbye and retire to the country. Others, however, have plenty to keep them busy and combine various ways of earning, like occasional jobs, subsistence, and participating in various mutual help and solidarity groups. One thing, however, is a commonality amongst all of them: With a lower workload their needs have decreased, because they no longer have to compensate for workplace frustration with consumerism. In addition, they know how to make and grow plenty of resources on their own. They view time differently; many of them spend it making art and regard the life of “normal people” as absurd: “You slave away five or six days a week, then you are burned out and have to rest or take a vacation just because you need to recuperate in order to work again. And again and again and again.” But even these adventurous souls know that without broad social changes, their efforts will remain as mere isolated acts of resistance.

	Away With Asceticism!

	In which form should such change take? One of the options is fighting for shorter working hours and simply sharing some jobs, an approach that is being experimented with in Canada, where employers of a company that needs to save money can switch to a shorter working week, with the state compensating for part of their salaries. It also seems that European countries with shorter working hours are – paradoxically – more productive since the workers there are not as tired and burned out.

	Another option is a universal basic income that would – on a sufficient level – take away the necessity of working. While there is still plenty of questions surrounding the idea of a guaranteed basic income, it has a large advantage, for it would make work voluntary. We would no longer have to slave away in order to survive, and could instead spend our time on activities that satisfy us. People would be given the means to live or develop their own businesses. And work would have a meaning again because plenty of degrading, redundant and life-wrecking jobs would cease to exist.

	If there are people that still believe that without paid work and the constant pressure to eke out one’s living the human race would degenerate, they are horribly wrong. This idea was refuted by the famous British mathematician Bertrand Russell in his now legendary text In Praise of Idleness. According to him, should we find ourselves with nothing to do with our time after a four-hour workday, it would mean “a condemnation of our entire civilization”; our capacity for play and joy, then, would be irretrievably destroyed by the cult of performance. But things might not be all that bad, as Russell puts it: “Without a considerable amount of leisure a man is cut off from many of the best things. There is no longer any reason why the bulk of the population should suffer this deprivation; only a foolish asceticism, usually vicarious, makes us continue to insist on work in excessive quantities now that the need no longer exists.“

	Translation by Michal Chmela.

	 


A Country of Confused Millenials

	Lukáš Likavčan, A2larm 
January 3, 2017
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	The massive support for Slovak fascists (ĽSNS) is a response to the country’s socio-economic division.

	A few weeks ago, the Slovakian NGO Institute for Public Questions (IVO) released the results of a comprehensive quantitative survey focusing on the online behaviour of young Slovaks. It came to quite a few important and staggering conclusions: the media immediately jumped on the revelation that the party with the most support from voters aged between 18 and 39 (although it remains somewhat questionable whether middle-aged people should be considered “young Slovaks”) was the People’s Party of Our Slovakia (Ľudová strana Naše Slovensko – ĽSNS) led by the infamous fascist leader Marián Kotleba. Nevertheless, the survey tells us that around a quarter of young Slovaks would vote for ĽSNS and ninety per cent of them have no qualms about their style, political program and plans. Furthermore, a third of Slovakia’s youth openly sympathizes with the values and activities of the party. During the last parliamentary elections, when ĽSNS gained over 8% of the vote, it had the support of 22% of first-time voters – and their electorate consisted of 70% of people under the age of 39.

	Knots and causes

	What is even more striking is the amount of support for concrete measures proposed by ĽSNS. For example, over 66 per cent of all respondents agree with lowering the social benefits for the Romani – meaning that an explicitly racist policy is in fact part of young Slovaks’ political mainstream. Another surprising popular consensus was reached on the question of downsizing the one hundred and fifty-member Parliament by fifty, which is supported by more than 70% of Slovak youth.

	Perhaps the most interesting, however, is the critical stance they take towards the current democratic regime, expressed by more than half of the respondents.

	This phenomenon is less surprising if we look at the other parties mentioned in the survey: it turns out young Slovaks favour obscure parliamentary entities such as “Sme Rodina” (We Are Family – an anti-immigration party led by controversial businessman and tabloid celebrity Boris Kollár), the nationalist SNS resurrected by popular nationalist Andrej Danko or the movement OĽANO-NOVA headed by Igor Matovič – a man whose political program remains in a perpetual state of quantum superposition.

	The obvious question would be: which was the first? Did ĽSNS invent its eclectic critique of democracy or did it just become a channel for the anger of the young generation, a reflection of deeper socio-economic inequality that cuts through the entirety of Slovak society? All the governments to this date practiced the art of ostracizing the poor to perfection: either by enforcing austerity policies, as was the case with right-wing cabinets, or by fanning the flames of ethnic hatred during the monochromatic rule of Robert Fico.

	The employment policies of Slovak governments have displayed signs of labour precarization for a long time, and together with their investment policy, this resulted in a situation where we can find the sixth richest region in EU, Bratislava, in the same country as the extremely poor areas of central and eastern Slovakia, such as Rimavská Sobota, Revúca, Velký Krtíš, Kežmarok, Gelnica, Trebišov or Sabinov. It is no coincidence that some of these places lie in the Banská Bystrica region, for the last three years led by the fascist Kotleba. These areas suffer from high unemployment as well as the lowest education level and room space per person in the country. Households without fresh running water are a fairly common sight. The poverty line in Slovakia is set to 347 euro and 640 000 people are directly threatened by poverty, many of whom are families with children.

	Demographically and geographically, Slovakia is a textbook example of a semi-peripheral late neoliberal country.

	Its geographical distribution consists of the centre (Bratislava and part of the Trnava region), semi-periphery (the cities of Trenčín, Žilina, Banská Bystrica, Košice, Nitra and Poprad plus their satellite towns and villages), and periphery (most of the rest of Slovakia, apart from regional centers). The economic and educated elite is concentrated exclusively in Bratislava, which functions as a regional accelerator of sorts – by catapulting individuals and companies into cosmopolitan networks reminiscent of a giant electric socket that leads into the currents of global capital. Even the location of Slovakia’s capital on the Western edge of the country is self-explanatory.

	But as is often the case with capitalism, most of the money is concentrated in very few places and trickles outwards only in incremental amounts. You can easily see the real face of Slovakian structural poverty that afflicts entire communities – less than a hundred kilometers from Bratislava. This is the reality hundreds of thousands of Slovaks have to live in: its fundamental phenomenological qualities are boredom, futility, loss of any perspective for personal or communal life and the ever-present feeling of deep uncertainty. This poverty is ethnographically documented for example in the tracks of the rapper Čavalenky from the Slovak-Czech border.

	Parallel universes

	Material-wise, it would seem obvious that the strong support for ĽSNS is the latest expression of long-term socio-economic deprivation of a large part of Slovak society. The critical attitude towards liberal democracy is the direct result of the soul-destroying everyday reality experienced by Slovaks – not just the poor, but also the wide spectrum of precarized employees in both the state and private sector. A high school teacher, a nurse, an assembly line worker in Detva and a store clerk in Nové Zámky earn the same pittance. The hope for better working conditions is a privilege reserved for the people in the economically strongest regions and the best jobs are – and will be for another decade or two – taken by the generation that was economically active during the late eighties.

	Young people lose hopes and options.

	Unless you live in Bratislava or nearby, your life will most likely consist of the tempting combination of thankless senseless work, boredom, slacking, idiotic TV culture, unsatisfactory relationships and, eventually, unplanned children.

	If you happen to be in luck – that is, if you graduated from a solid high school, if your parents managed to pay for your student lifestyle in Bratislava (or, even better, abroad) and if you managed to actually graduate in an at least slightly interesting field as opposed to just getting dead drunk (networking, it’s called today), then you might become a part of a liberal social bubble consisting of roughly 25% of Slovakia’s youth. If this happens to be the case, you are living in a parallel universe that runs on rules, cartography and temporality completely unrelated to the regional reality of Slovakia. You are more likely to defend the status quo and prefer slow, gradual changes for the better over the radical turn desired by those betrayed and repressed by the unholy union of neo-liberal capitalism and liberal democracy. According to the IVO survey, this segment overlaps with the electorate of the Sloboda a Solidarita party (SaS), which currently represents a rather contradictory hybrid of every liberal political school of thought imaginable, diluted by the “pragmatic” racism of its chairman Richard Sulík.

	The public in death throes 

	The general political orientation of young Slovaks indicates an oft-repeated variation on a theme well-known outside Slovakia: the exclusion of the Left s from the wider public debate. Given the media dimension and political climate unnaturally steered towards the Right for the entirety of the first two decades of independent Slovakia’s existence, the results described in the IVO’s survey are only logical. Youths brought up in this atmosphere will inevitably incline towards rebellion against the established order by converting to the extreme Right – because progressive left-wing alternatives are simply unconceivable for today’s university students. Without a strong parliamentary and non-parliamentary Left (especially in local government) it is all too natural for the primary anti-system forces to be fascists and maniacs. And it is only logical that instead of a wide array of realistically electable parties ranging from the left to the center, there are only one or two opposition parties in the vein of SaS – eclectic by definition since they have to accommodate for all the contradictions brought by appealing to voters from all over this unrepresented spectrum.

	What is also worth our attention amongst the survey results is the lack of an easily defined relationship between political orientation and digital literacy. It turns out the young voters of the fascist ĽSNS are the most active when it comes to looking up information online (right above the voter base of SaS) – although they often resort to sources typologically similar to Breitbart News. Anti-systemic thinking is fueled by false alarms, hoaxes or conspiracy theories; these can entertain and articulate one’s political views in exactly the same way as criticism based on working with mainstream media sources. From the point of view of search engine algorithms and social networks segmenting content for end-users, there are no real differences between these two kinds of infotainment. And it is digital platforms that are becoming the meta-media of today, generating social realities and creating mutually impermeable bubbles. The public, as the nexus of communicative activity in Slovakia, is slowly ebbing out – as society takes a downward spiral towards becoming a constellation of parallel universes that can apparently only be helped by mutual collision.

	Translated by Michal Chmela.

	 


Gender as symbolic glue: how ‘gender’ became an umbrella term for the rejection of the (neo)liberal order
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	The demonization of ‘gender ideology’ has become a key rhetorical tool in the construction of a new conception of ‘common sense’ for a wide audience.

	‘Nevertheless one may say of it that it fiddles while Rome burns. It is excused by two facts: it does not know that it fiddles, and it does not know that Rome burns.’ (Leo Strauss)

	In his contemplations on political science in Liberalism Ancient and Modern (1968), Leo Strauss described the condition of political science through scathing references to the Emperor Nero, supposed to have been playing a fiddle as Rome burned. This analogy metaphor is an accurate reflection of the progressive elites of the post-Brexit, post-Trump era; they maintain a business-as-usual attitude while the foundations of liberal democracy are challenged. Amongst this elite are mainstream politicians, mobilizing public sentiment in order to sustain the status quo hidden behind the slogan, ‘defence of democracy’, human rights activists, proclaiming the righteousness of their approach, policy experts, prescribing  technocratic solutions such as gender mainstreaming, and feminist scholars, defending themselves against the intrusion of the new and unknown by declaring a the need to ‘reject calls to compromise, to understand’, becoming entrenched in rigid categories and values. These reactions stem from the conviction that, by their nature, progressives are on the right side of history and, therefore, business-as-usual is not vain ‘fiddling’. At the same time, the progressive elite ignore the fact that Rome is already burning. To paraphrase Gramsci, the globalized (neo)liberal democratic order is in crisis, and as a new paradigm is struggling to be born, various morbidities are allowed to rise to the surface.

	One such morbid symptom of this period of transition is illiberalism; a system which rests on the rejection of civic liberalism (checks and balances, civil liberties), but undermines democracy itself in the process.

	It is simplistic to believe that Kaczynski, Orbán and Trump have risen to power simply by tapping into a ubiquitous and deeply engrained hatred of women and homosexuals. Rather, for many voters, equality politics, both in the narrow sense of policies aimed at eradicating various forms of inequality, and as a symbol of a positive, progressive vision of the future, have come to signify everything that is wrong with the current state of politics.

	The emergence of ‘gender ideology’ as an enemy figure

	In recent years numerous countries across the globe have witnessed the emergence of powerful, transnational social movements mobilizing against an enemy known as ‘gender ideology’, and ‘cultural Marxism’, in much of the Western world, ‘Gayropa’ in post-Soviet countries or ‘political correctness’ in the American context. These movements have successfully mobilized people against various human rights and equality issues such as women’s reproductive rights, LGBT issues, gender equality policies and gender mainstreaming, sexual education, gender studies as an academic field and political correctness. At the peak of those campaigns it was not uncommon for ‘gender ideology’ or political correctness to be portrayed as the new incarnation of Nazism and Leninism (Polish MP Beata Kempa), bemoaned for enslaving the people (Ukrainian Archbishop Sviatoslav Shevchuk), presented as a threat to children comparable to paedophilia (Slovak MP Pavol Gorisak), or blamed for turning American campuses into ‘ivy-covered North Koreas’ (American public intellectual William Lind).

	The visibility of ‘gender talk’ in political discourse has created a novel situation for the gender studies scholars and activists who have, for decades, complained about ghettoization. Perceived as marginal, their critical perspective was not present in other disciplines, their departments or programs were relegated to campus cellars or attics, and their policy goals were underfinanced and pushed to the back of party manifestos. With the current illiberal populist offensive pushing for a paradigm shift this situation has changed fundamentally. The term ‘gender’ is now often used by the Right to mobilize supporters against (neo)liberal democracy. Because of the centrality of the concepts of gender and equality to these illiberal movements, many political commentators treated them as a problem in itself; understanding such rhetoric as a backlash against emancipatory politics, a mobilization of fundamentalists against the achievements of feminism and sexual minority rights, and an outbreak of hidden hatred towards women. However, we believe that this is not quite the case.

	Gender as ‘symbolic glue’

	In order to understand this phenomenon, and to highlight the crucial role played by gender politics in the current paradigm change, we have introduced the notion of gender as ‘symbolic glue’.

	This metaphor has enabled them to tap into people’s feelings about the world around them, and direct them towards equality issues. This has been done in a number of ways.

	Firstly, in constructing a dynamic within which the notion of ‘gender’ is perceived as a threatening concept the right has united separate contested issues attributed to the progressive agenda under one umbrella term. ‘Gender ideology’ has come to signify the failure of democratic representation, and opposition to this ideology has become a means of rejecting different facets of the current socioeconomic order, from the prioritization of identity politics over material issues, and the weakening of people’s social, cultural and political security, to the detachment of social and political elites and the influence of transnational institutions and the global economy on nation states.

	Secondly, the demonization of ‘gender ideology’ has become a key rhetorical tool in the construction of a new conception of ‘common sense’ for a wide audience; a form of consensus about what is normal and legitimate. It is important to note that social mobilization which is based on an opposition to ‘gender ideology’ and political correctness does not just demonize the worldview of their adversaries, and reject the human rights paradigm which has long been the object of relative consensus in Europe and North America. Instead, they offer a liveable and viable alternative centred on family, nation, religious values and freedom of speech, one which is attractive because it rests on a positive identification of an individual’s own choice, and one that promises a safe and secure community as a remedy to individualism and atomization.

	Thirdly, opposition to ‘gender politics’ and ‘cultural Marxism’ has also allowed the Right to create broad alliances and unite various actors that have not, necessarily, been eager to cooperate in the past: different Christian Churches, orthodox Jews, fundamentalist Muslims, mainstream conservatives, far right parties, fundamentalist groups and in some countries even football hooligans.

	Taking critique seriously

	It is clear that the success of the illiberal populist revolution, which uses the rhetoric of gender equality as ‘symbolic glue’, cannot be understood purely as the effect of an influential discourse and clever political mobilization strategy. It has a long history and it is a re-emergence of the ‘dark legacy’ of exclusionary and marginalizing ideologies and practices in Europe which the post-1945 liberal world order had hoped to tame forever. Yet while Rome is burning, progressive politics needs to recognize that there is, indeed, a fire.

	One way to break out of the business-as-usual deadlock is to take the criticism of the new populist Right seriously and to acknowledge that, while these actors often offer the wrong solutions, they also, in exposing undelivered promises of equality and representation, uncover pertinent issues which resonate with the public.

	However, self-criticism on the Left has been possible only within the limited framework of commonly shared dogmas, such as the established narratives of linear progress and raising public consciousness, and, as such, many progressive thinkers have not dared to pose these questions. Rita Felski argued already in 1995 that in seeing itself as the vanguard of modernity, rising above the as-yet-unawakened masses, the women’s movement has itself become a prisoner of progress. The extent to which liberal ideas have become entrenched in the value-laden notion of linear progress is especially problematic today, when the lived experience of precariousness and insecurity continue to contradict this promise. This entrenched position also carries the risk of false consciousness and the binary classification of people as being on the right or wrong side of history, creating false, value-based dichotomies (either for or against equality). And not only this dichotomy is false but it has been exploited by the Right more successfully than by so-called progressive actors.

	One of the issues critically addressed by anti-‘gender ideology’, or anti-PC, forces, and closely connected to this legacy of the Enlightenment, is the technocratic and depoliticized character of equality politics. This is the price this politics of emancipation has paid for its academic institutionalisation. When equality is addressed in the language of policy, it is presented as a depoliticized issue, requiring expert knowledge and evidence-based solutions, rather than as values worth fighting for, or a political matter susceptible to debate. To some extent, this depoliticization also takes place when issues of equality are formulated in a rights-based language or identity politics framework. Here, too, issues are often rendered apolitical, presented as a matter of inherent right or personal identity that cannot be disputed outside the given framework.

	This labelling is a reaction which stems from the conviction that opposition could be halted if only people better understood ‘what gender is really about’, or were more accepting of the complexities of human sexuality. Illiberal populist mobilization can thus be understood as an attack on the ‘enlightened’ attitude and a disenchantment with mainstream politics in a Weberian sense, a reaction to the assumed authority of experts, and to the decontextualized language of politics which increasingly fails to measure up to the people’s experience addressing their concerns in an appealing language, and with the promise of substantive change.

	Another contested issue has often been framed as ‘elitism’ by its critics and concerns the perception that certain social groups benefitted from equality politics more than others. Many authors have noted that the way in which struggles for social justice have shifted their focus from a more materialist paradigm to recognition and representation (including fighting the glass ceiling or improving the depiction of women in the media) have turned some feminists into the ‘handmaidens of neoliberalism’ and, at the same time, the voice of a privileged minority. This shift has largely rendered these movements blind to their own entanglement in neoliberal logic. In this framework, the representation and recognition of oppressed minorities, the simplistic creation of more categories seemingly liberating us from the ‘gender cage’, has become a focus. At the same time, it has become ever more difficult to question the ways in which oppression operates in the current socio-economic order and how the structural sources of inequality can be eradicated.

	The need for self-critical imagination

	This saturation of public discussions with distorted visions of equality politics by right wing populists, and the exploitation of misconceptions of the term ‘gender’ in illiberal political mobilizations, demands a new, self-critical strategy on the part of gender scholars and activists, as well as left-leaning political parties. The progressive agenda must extend beyond narratives of identity and representation and into structural critique as well as reflect on the extent to which it is embedded in the neoliberal order. There is a pressing need to address issues such as economic inequalities, shrinkage of the state, precarity of work or privatization of care, all of which have their gendered consequences which cannot be addressed effectively within the framework of recognition and representation alone. If progressives do not take them seriously, these structural issues which were on the agenda of previous feminist movements will come to be addressed by the illiberal populist Right in the form of exclusionary and fear-mongering policies in order to attract wider support. It is time to revive the structural critique because Rome really is burning and the time for fiddling is over.

	 


Ideology and professionalism in SME

	Vojtěch Ondráček, A2larm 
January 19, 2017
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	The third most-read newspaper in Slovakia seems to suffer from a bad case of ideological bias.

	"What if every single news item, every report and every opinion were available only in an anonymous form, without citing an author or source? You would receive all the news in one scrambled package of scientific journals, charlatans’ websites, foreign news agencies and tiny blogs. Thankfully, there are filters that can clarify the world of information. Each newsroom, each media brand, each press agency is such a filter: ideally, they sort out the nonsense, lies and irrational ballast before they manage to contaminate the media space.”

	These words were written by the artist and journalist Matúš Ritomský in SME, the third most-read newspaper in Slovakia. Apparently, he considers the paper he is writing for one of the filters designed to weigh information and bring what it finds serious – whatever that means – to its readers.

	Does SME do that, though? Or is it part of what Ritomský calls “alternative media” in another one of his commentaries: media willing to publish anything as long as it fits their ideology? He seems to think that “the so-called mainstream media often sacrifices objectivity to a certain worldview” and we can only agree. What, then, is the contradiction between what Matúš Ritomský writes and what SME publishes?

	The newspaper regularly publishes statements by members of the criticized Czech think-tank Evropské hodnoty (European Values), the antithesis of “systematic, critical, transparent and honest” when it comes to using data. Quite the opposite: their expert studies suffer from “interpretation based strictly on neo-conservative ideology” and often “fail to meet fundamental ethical standards.” They were also accused of “subjecting data from renowned organizations to ideological interpretation.”

	The representatives from the foremost Czech scientific institutions – the Charles University in Prague, the Metropolitan University, the Institute for International Relations and Association for International Issues – that signed the critique above are right to point out the impossibility of distancing oneself completely from ideology, but the claim of expertise in public debate “has to be supported by serious research or practical experience.”

	More criticism was voiced by Eva Holá, the laywer of the Czech Organization for Helping Refugees: according to her, one of the think tank’s propositions was “lacking professional analysis and knowledge of the relevant terms and legislature.” Content-wise, European Values were criticized for its statements regarding migration, Russian foreign policy, security, extremism and terrorism.

	SME, however, gave the floor to the think tank’s director, Radko Hokovský, to speak about migration quotas (13.10.2016) or to speak about security matters during the coverage of the Bratislava summit (15.9.2016). The deputy director, Jakub Janda, expressed his opinion on the relations between Russia and Ukraine (9.11.2016).

	It seems that when it comes to being the sort of filter that “ideally sorts out the nonsense, lies and informational ballast before they manage to contaminate the media space,” as Matúš Ritomský would hope, SME has failed. Indeed, it is publishing the authors of nonsense, lies and propositions that “go against the most basic democratic principles” from the Czech Republic.

	My position is rather different from that of Mr Ritomský. I do not believe that ideologists, like the representatives of European Values, should be given no space in the media – although I admit I do not understand why we need to invite them from abroad and so lend them the authority of ‘foreign experts’.

	Discussion is important, and even non-expert authors need to be engaged with; besides, we would be hard-pressed to find a better place for critique than honest dialogue. Last week’s interview with Jakub Janda in SME, however, didn’t present a single question based on the Czech discussion quoted above. This is where the famous, opinion-making journal failed, by once again “sacrificing objectivity to a certain world-view.”

	As Matúš Ritomský puts it, “not even traditional media can avoid manipulation and disinformation.” He proceeds to add that the consequence of that is the loss of readers’ trust – many critics would certainly wish for the readership of SME to be able to recognize their lack of professionalism and critical discussion, even in spite of its ideological one-sidedness. I am, however, afraid that the relationship between the readers and media does not operate on those kind of market principles: if it were the case, an entire pillar of democracy would have to collapse following the war in Iraq. What would help, on the other hand, would be a critical approach to information sources that produce ideology and try to share it with journalists.

	***
An edited version of this article originally appeared in the journal SME. Translation by Michal Chmela.

	 


Housing is not yet a human right in Slovakia

	Kristína Karabová 
January 24, 2017
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	The crisis surrounding three blocks of council housing on Knemocnici street, in Bánovce nad Bebravou, a small town in Slovakia, may appear to be just a local issue. While this issue may seem to concern only a population casually referred to as “maladapted”, upon closer inspection the problem takes on a more universal character.

	On November 1st, the short-hold lease on three council housing blocks in Bánovce nad Bebravou, predominantly inhabited by Roma people, expired. The city council decided not to extend the contract which had, previously, been renewed several times without issue. Instead, the inhabitants were asked to vacate the premises until December 1st.

	In response to on-going problems with the state of these buildings Michal Schlesinger, a representative of the council, has offered a ‘solution’ that has resulted in the eviction of 400 people onto the street in winter, during the advent season. ‘One solution is for these tenants to find new accommodation, or to stay, temporarily, with relatives, after which they can start afresh.’ It is, however, unrealistic to expect approximately 400 people, including families with small children, the elderly, invalids, or otherwise disadvantaged tenants, to find alternative accommodation for just a month in a town the size of Bánovce nad Bebravou (population: 18,000).

	Due to the dilapidated state of the council housing estate, in 2010, the town of Bánovce suggested inviting bids for investment in its reconstruction. The council, as the proprietor, however, has failed to fulfil its duty to provide tenants with alternative accommodation during the period of the reconstruction of these buildings. In fact, this planned reconstruction exists only on paper and has, since then, been seemingly forgotten. Upon visiting the building, it has become clear that no substantial reconstruction has taken place since 2010. Nevertheless, this has not prevented this reconstruction from disrupting the buildings’ function. This disruption is the basis upon which the tenants have been asked to vacate the blocks of flats. This situation was still unresolved at the end of November. The tenants could remain in their flats, at their own risk, without water, gas or electricity. From December 1st, however, the tenants would be living illegally on the premises, with further, severe limitations of utilities.  The head of the city administration office, Alexandra Gieciová, revealed that the council is ready to turn their threat of eviction into action: ‘It is our duty and our desire to protect the lives and health of the people living there. This also means that, should they refuse to vacate the premises voluntarily, we will, of course, take legal action.’

	Springing up out of nowhere, ĽS NS local representative and businessman, Anton Grňo, became involved in the situation. Grňo regularly riles up local inhabitants, not only setting them against the aforementioned tenants, but also against local authorities, claiming that the city’s intention is to secretly build a new blocks of flats, despite its refutation of such claims.

	It is clear, upon visiting K nemocnici Street and these blocks of flats, that this is a particularly tense situation. Proti Prúdu, an NGO focusing on the problem of homelessness in Slovakia, and Michal Zálešák, a lawyer from the European Centre, have pointed to the fact that the council’s decision violates the UN’s International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. They claim that the city is responsible for the welfare of their most vulnerable inhabitants, as well as for maintaining the state of property in the city’s possession.

	Another marginalized site, Luník IX, in Košice, home, once again, to a largely Roma community, is likely to experience similar problems. Two blocks of flats are to be torn down and the city has called for the immediate vacation of the premises. Six blocks of council housing have already been torn down in this area, resulting in the inhabitants ending up in the nearby settlement.

	In such cases, it is clear that the improper administration of cities creates a vulnerable population, resulting in homelessness and the rise of informal settlements. It is shameful that there is no law in Slovakia that would force local authorities to provide alternative accommodation, and protect tenants from eviction in winter. However, the underlying issue is that accommodation is unaffordable and this problem is compounded by the absence of a social housing act which protects a fundamental right to housing.

	 


The homeless woman who froze to death: an environmental issue

	Lukáš Likavčan, A2larm 
January 25, 2017
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	Despite it not being immediately obvious, the terrible social conditions of the people living on the streets are interconnected with environmental injustice.

	During January, a wave of harsh frost has struck the Czech Republic, resulting in the death of several homeless people. At first glance, the cause is obvious; the blame lies with the non-functioning, partially privatized and underfinanced social support system which is unable to respond adequately to the apparently utterly unexpected shifts of weather that happen with alarming regularity at the same time of the year, i.e. winter. The best possible solution – dignified and reachable social housing – is the victim of a campaign of trench warfare waged by our politicians, leaving us only with a repertoire of improvised, provisional measures. A possible hope for change lies in the building of new, not immediately obvious coalitions; that is why I will not be talking as much about social housing as about the vocabulary we can use to re-frame social politics and relate it to a somewhat unexpected field: the issues of environmental justice.

	Environmental (in)justice

	In the Czech Republic, one usually imagines “environmental justice” to have something to do with native tribes fighting against the cutting down of Amazonian rainforests or the resistance of small farmers in India against giant agro-industrial corporations. This tells us one important thing: we consider environmental justice to be someone else’s problem, be it in third world countries or tribal communities.

	Upon closer examination of the meaning of the term, however, we have to admit that the Czech Republic is teeming with environmental injustice.

	What exactly does it mean, then? At the heart of it lies a very simple reasoning: our chances of being able to handle risk or disaster are dependent on one’s class, ethnicity and gender. The risk distribution in society is uneven and affected by the social background – it is no coincidence that the lines of inequality overlap with the distribution of capital. And it is capital that allows us to defuse risk and overcome disaster. This capital does not necessarily have to be purely economic: social and cultural capital are relevant as well.

	The matter of risk distribution being an important characteristic of our time was pointed out as early as the 1980s by Ulrich Beck. A similar approach is formulated by the Cameroonian post-colonial theorist Achille Mbembe when he speaks of “necropolitics” – the systemic control of the risk (and safety) economy that perpetuates primarily racial inequalities. Marina Gržinić goes as far as considering necropolitics to be the political paradigm of regions where global capitalism is concentrated. The socially excluded and economically marginalized in the richest countries of the world suffer the externalities of contemporary economic production in much the same way as the people who live in peripheral and semi-peripheral countries.

	The right to keep living

	The question that immediately comes to mind is obvious: what does that have to do with the homeless? Winter is natural, freeze is natural, you cannot blame capitalism for the fact it rains or snows or shines somewhere in Brno. While this is certainly true, consider the following example: in the summer of 2003, France was hit by a heatwave of exceptional proportions. The extreme heat took more than fifteen thousand lives – and most of those casualties were among the elderly. Why? They are less mobile, they suffer from frail health and they have to depend on other people for help. In other words, protecting them from the heat requires the society to mobilize considerably more resources than taking care of the young and healthy. However, the really interesting data – as the sociologist Razmig Keucheyan points out – is revealed when we combine the age with the class and social standing of the individual; according to the French State Health Institute (INVS) laborers are more vulnerable to fluctuating weather simply due to their profession, which often involves prolonged exposure to stressful situations and a health-damaging environment.

	Let us apply this principle to the homeless freezing to death on the streets of Czech Republic. What resources would they have to spend in order to be adequately protected? Just how big is the difference between their factual situation and a state in which they could afford not to die an undignified death? The right to live also means the right to live in a proper environment – and equal access to commonly shared natural resources. As we can see, the source of the problem is not what the weather is; it is a matter of what resources one possesses in order to protect themselves against it.

	Social housing and the ecology of the poor

	There is nothing new about the Czech Green movement’s reluctance to tackle social matters – after all, it is still at least partially ruled by the slowly dying out generation that considers social policy beneath them. If we, however, take a look at the history of green movements beyond our borders, we will discover this is a fairly common situation. In the eighties, when the Afro-American and Hispanic community based in the South Central suburb of Los Angeles attempted to ally with the influential American ecological organizations, such as the Environmental Defence Fund and the Sierra Club, in order to stop the construction of a waste incineration plant, they were met with a wall of misunderstanding; the Sierra Club called the conflict “just” a public health issue and refused to have anything to do with it by claiming that it was no business of theirs. But time has moved on and so did the global environmental initiative – surely today there is no shame in openly relating ecological conflicts to social or gender inequalities.

	The existence of socially excluded districts, devastated environmental peripheral areas (like the north of Czech Republic and the area around Ostrava) and ghettos is an environmental issue. Migration is an environmental issue. Wars are an environmental issue. Barrier-free access for the handicapped is an environmental issue. The work conditions of the poor and precarized workers (like in the Czech Post or the Albert supermarket chain) are an environmental issue. Gender inequalities are an environmental issue. And so on and so on.

	The example tragically provided by the frosts and the homeless shows the connections between environmental and social struggles in a completely new light. In this light, the Czech green movement – be it on a political party level or outside it – appears to be constantly in shock from new issues, that turn out to be political-ecological, popping up all the time. But ecologists should not just stay safely away from all harm; they need to be at the front of the fight for housing accessible to everyone.

	The reason for this is simple: when we stop to think about the causes and consequences of today’s environmental injustices, we will realize that there is nothing new about them, they do not form some kind of a special, hitherto undiscovered sphere of injustice. Quite the opposite, in fact: it is the same old issues over and over, issues of injustice throughout our society based on race, gender or class.

	This text originally appeared on A2larm. Translation by Michal Chmela.

	 


Sexcamming in Poland: One Worker’s Story

	Dawid Krawczyk, Krytyka Polityczna  
March 27, 2017
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	You want to know what really pisses me off? All those people who would go to a feminist rally to shout “my body my choice” and afterwards preach hate against us sex workers. I do with my body what I want and no one but me can control it.

	 

	Dawid Krawczyk: Are you working today?

	Patrycja (KittyTease): Yes, I am. Saturday is a working day for me.

	How many hours?

	It depends on what counts as work. Usually, I need two or three hours to spruce myself up – to take a shower, do my hair. I spend quite a bit of time on my makeup. Then I have to prepare my work space and throw a few pillows and soft toys onto my bed. I have to bring the computer from the living room into the bedroom. I even bought this desk on wheels, so that I won’t have to carry it around. It’s quite heavy.

	And that’s not all. There are emails that need to be replied to and social media that needs updating, mainly Twitter. If you’re counting this as well, I can say that I spend my whole day working.

	How long does your webcam sex show take?

	A few hours, maybe about five. It mainly depends on how much I manage to earn. If I reach my goal for the day, I finish earlier. But sometimes I sit there for longer than five hours.

	I’ve looked at job offers for cam girls. It seems that you just need a laptop and a camera to start earning a lot of money.

	It’s actually nothing like that. I wish it was that easy; I’d be a millionaire by now. You have to invest in a few things. First of all, a computer built specifically for video chats with a high-quality camera. The regular internet connection you have at your place won’t do the job. The upload speed must be really fast. What else? Oh, lighting. I have regular lamps, nothing fancy, but I’m saving to buy something more professional, like the lamps they use on film sets.

	And this is the equipment for so-called “amateur” porn?

	It’s just supposed to look “amateur” and “authentic,” but as you can see there is nothing amateur about it; it is pure professionalism. If I were working on a cheap laptop no one would enter my chat, because there would be only glitches and lags.

	Can anyone can access your chat and watch your performances?

	I hardly ever work for tips [where clients pay for specific acts described in the menu, e.g. showing breasts] on the open channel. I prefer private chats much more – it’s just better money. So, if you have cash and you’re not rude you’re welcome (I ban rude assholes immediately. Fortunately it occurs really rarely). I also film videos, which you can buy online. For a few bucks you can watch me, and for a few dozen more you can order a custom made film. My clients send me emails detailing what they would like me to do, and if I’m alright with it, they pay and get the movie.

	Have you always worked from home?

	No, I got into the business through a sex cam studio. These places are popping up everywhere, especially here in Szczecin [Poland’s seventh largest city located near the Baltic Sea and the German border]. The one I worked for was located in an office building, where various companies rented the space. It was basically a few rooms with five cams in each, a kitchen, and a bathroom. Altogether, all shifts combined, about 50-60 girls worked there.

	Did you have a contract?

	I could if I wanted to. There were girls who signed contracts. But it wasn’t a good move, I can tell you that.

	Why is that?

	Because the contract comes with a promissory note for 10 thousand PLN. Later, when a girl wanted to leave the studio to work on her own, they threatened to sue her. I received such a letter myself, right after I left. They gave me an ultimatum: either you pay us 10 thousand PLN or you stop working as a cam girl because that’s what the contract states. I just didn’t care about it, because I never signed anything. They must have thought that I’m just a silly girl, who will be scared of their threats.

	Before you left, you spent a fair amount of time working there, right?

	Almost a year.

	And prior to that did you have any experience in the industry?

	No, not at all. I remember my first day quite clearly. The operator of the chat told me to move a bit, stand up and sit down on a chair. Well, I did what he told me to do, and then I saw other girls, how they stood up, etc., and I could tell that these movements were something else. But I learned all the skills. I watched what they were doing, and what the operator wrote on the chat because it wasn’t us who spoke with the clients, but the operator, who knew German and English perfectly. Every client was convinced that he was flirting with the girl on the other side of the screen.

	So, why did you decide to finally leave?

	I simply knew I could make more money on my own. Girls were resigning all the time but when someone stopped coming to work, it wasn’t hard to find a new one who wanted to start. At the beginning I overheard that they were earning about 5000 PLN and planned to leave. I couldn’t understand why. Then I started to earn a similar amount of money, and I understood: in the studio, the owners took 50% of our income. Now, since I started working from home, the platform I’m using gets only 30% of the money I earn. And the atmosphere in the studio was toxic, you can’t trust anyone in such a place.

	When I made up my mind about resigning, I planned every detail of it. In case they figured out I wanted to leave and tried to manipulate my monthly payment, I always had my recorder turned on in the pocket. I’ve heard stories about girls who resigned and after that, they had to fight trolls on their private chats. Payment – always in cash – was paid out in the middle of every month. The money I worked for in January was supposed to be paid on 15 February. So I told myself, “all right, I’ll spend two last weeks working basically for free, just to get my money from the previous month.” Obviously, I didn’t try to be the employee of the month in February – I played Angry Birds anytime the operator wasn’t keeping an eye on me.

	Patrycja, I haven’t asked you yet if you like porn.

	Doing porn, or watching it?

	Both.

	OK, I see you want to ask me if I like my job. Well, sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. It’s a part of my everyday life, so there are these days when I don’t even want to wake up, let alone reply to emails or perform. Because, you know, it’s not like that I get incredibly turned on by my work and just can’t wait to sit in front of the camera.

	Anyway, even when I watch porn, I rarely pick the alternative stuff; it doesn’t excite me so much. I mean, I like it, it’s appealing, it’s different, but for my own use, I would definitely choose mainstream porn. Ageplay turns me on, for instance, the scenes in which an adult actress plays a teen girl, and a guy is a mature man.

	Mainstream? Aren’t mainstream tropes representative of sexist, misogynistic, and violent behaviours against women?

	All right, but who says that? You’re trying to provoke me, right?

	Just a bit, but I don’t take these ideas from some conservative crusaders fighting porn. A lot of feminists criticise porn from such a perspective.

	Ok, but what do these feminists have to do with porn? Where does their knowledge come from? I’m a feminist myself and I prefer to listen to voices of feminists who know the industry first hand. My time is precious, so I don’t waste time on reading such bullshit. When I have some free time, though, I spend it reading articles on sex worker rights. If sexual services will remain criminalised, a lot of us won’t get a chance to work in a safe environment- that’s what feminists should care about. But if you want me to address the critical voices coming from the feminist side, I’d be happy to do it. Where should I start?

	The crucial issue being raised is that mainstream porn is done by males for other males.

	Have you even seen the payroll of a porn movie? I guarantee you that you’ll find both men and women there, so it’s always puzzled me as to where this stereotype comes from. I hate this looking down on mainstream porn and elevating the alternative. Why is the latter one supposed to be better?

	Maybe because the mainstream allegedly reproduces patriarchal patterns – women have big breasts and guys’ penises are always hard. On the other hand, you have the alternative porn casting performers in natural shapes and acting in less brutal scenes.

	Let’s break it down, bit by bit. It’s not uncommon that the same actress would act in both the mainstream and the alternative. Just google a random stage name and you’ll see that it’s true. In porn, you have breasts of all sizes, from cup sized ones to really big ones, both natural and silicone. Anyways, what’s so bad about boob jobs, I don’t get it.

	This whole narrative that the mainstream is hell, unlike the alternative, because the latter shows real women, always seemed suspicious to me. So, who is playing in mainstream porn, then? Robots? They are living, real women as well. And they come in all sizes and ages. It’s probably different with men – you won’t have many guys with fat bellies, maybe that’s true.

	What about this issue that narratives in porn are brutal, especially for women?

	I think that some people think that women like to fuck in a vanilla way, on perfumed duvets with rose petals lying around.

	On porn sites, there are these “female friendly” or “for women” tags that show basically the fantasy you’ve just described.

	Of course, because it sells. You have yogurt for women, and you have yogurt for men. So why not have different porn for women and different porn for men. In my opinion, it’s not really a good thing. Why can’t women masturbate to mainstream porn, like Brazzers, for example, if that’s what turns them on?

	Everything we’re talking about boils down to the fact that some people have this overwhelming need to control female bodies and fantasies. And, what’s worse, there are women who can’t help controlling other women. I genuinely don’t understand how a person can go to a feminist rally to shout “my body, my choice” and then despise sex workers for doing what they want with their own bodies.

	Or these women who are outraged because only men are asked to discuss feminist issues on TV shows. I’m outraged by that, by the way. But how can they see there’s something wrong with that, when they don’t have a problem with discussing sex worker rights without a single sex worker in the room? We should have a voice in the first place. But we don’t. I forgot that we are all enslaved victims. I can’t stand that. When you read stories about farmers, the question about forced labour is not a first one that comes to your mind, even though there are a lot of modern-day slaves working on tomato farms.

	So, you want to say that the porn industry is problem free?

	No, of course not. The biggest problem is PornHub, no doubt about that.

	PornHub? What’s wrong with that?

	Let me think. Basically everything? It’s like a cancer that preys on the whole industry. Some of these huge companies have their own contracts signed with PornHub, RedTube, YouPorn (it doesn’t matter which one because they’re all one big company). The actual traffic on these websites is created through amateur-made, pirated porn. At the end of the day, companies like Brazzers, who publish teasers of their movies on these websites, earn profits from those who subscribe to their paid membership, but also from all of these ads surrounding pirated porn. The biggest players always win in that business.

	I’d really like people to know that when they upload pirated amateur porn on one of these tube websites, they’re basically taking the profit from hands of hardworking people like me. My ultimate fantasy is probably getting rid of PornHub, once and for all, but for now, if people understand that they should pay for porn, as they do for music, books and movies, it would be a huge step forward.

	 


G.M. Tamás: “We Must Return to Politics”

	Lukáš Likavčan, A2larm 
March 28, 2017
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	G.M. Tamás, a leading Eastern European thinker, recently paid a visit to Bratislava during a demonstration against the march of Slovakian neo-fascists. On the eve before the protest, Lukáš Likavčan held a conversation with him about the Momentum Movement in Hungary, populism, solidarity, the betrayal of the left, and the possibility of left-wing movements in contemporary Eastern Europe being unique, historical developments.

	 

	Lukáš Likavčan: In Hungary, a young anti-Orbán grassroots movement, the Momentum Movement, recently claimed a major success in its campaign for a referendum on the country’s Olympic bid. Do you believe that this movement can be a game-changer for Hungarian politics?

	G.M. Tamás: They [the Momentum Movement] are not likely to win the next elections, but they represent a new brand of politics. These people are taking from the right most of its prejudices without accepting all its policies, and taking some of the policies of the moderate left and of the liberals, without confessing that they are either on the moderate left or that they are liberals. There are similar movements emerging all across Europe, such as the USR movement in Romania – already quite successful and in Parliament – and the movement of Emmanuel Macron, who seems to be the most successful candidate for the French presidency.

	Take this for an example. The leader of the Momentum Movement says in all his interviews that in the last elections he voted for Mr Orbán’s party, to show that he was not some sort of “foreign agent,” Judeo-liberal or Commie. Many people in Hungarian civil society (e.g. the teacher's movement) did the same. It gives them a clean bill of health in the eyes of the majority, as it were. They would also curse all the parties that since 1989 have played a role on either the left or in the liberal middle, therefore conforming to the common prejudice that there are indeed some anti-nationalist forces operating, destroying the backbone of our nation, and selling us off to Europe, liberals, feminists, egalitarians, vegetarians or some other diabolical things of this kind.

	People from the Momentum Movement conform to this common prejudice and at the same time, they go against the anti-democratic, anti-liberal, anti-egalitarian measures of the government. But they do it very carefully. They would say: “We don’t have any ideology. We’re neither right nor left, but we’ll go to every single town and village in Hungary and ask people’s opinions. Problems shouldn’t be approached by any theory,” and so forth. This is their Neanderthal theory of politics – namely that there are no political concepts at all, only experiences and interests and prejudices. These movements have also a very strong generational and class bias. Everywhere the young are told to be young, untainted by the curses of the past, either by communism or by the democratic system of the last quarter of a century. They speak of the past with a tone of voice that suggests some mysterium tremendum of evil. The past is a crime, but our national traditions must be venerated. Also, they are cool.

	So you would say there is not even a tiny piece of populist strategy involved in such a political movement?

	If you consider populists as being those who are courting public opinion, then yes, they're very good at it. But I don’t want to paste any label on them. What is tragic is that these people think that political theories are invalid by the virtue of being theories, and that all what we need is an efficient public administration and a healthy national consciousness. It's very interesting that the campaign against the Olympic games didn’t address problems linked to professional sports (corruption, chauvinism, the spreading of the worst spirit of competition: a metaphor for both capitalism and war) or to mass tourism. It was all about the Olympics being too expensive. No other aspect of this was touched upon, because that would have been controversial – and they don’t court controversy, they want just consensus and, hence, popularity and, hence, electoral success. Momentum appeared in the name of the smallest common denominator, devoid of any ideas.

	In your recent article, you have argued against the widespread discourse that claims the politics of Orbán, Fico or Szydło/Kaczyński are populistic. Could you clarify your position on this?

	Historically, there is no kind of populism that wasn’t based on the popular majority feeling resentment towards the elite, whether imagined or real. Hungary and Poland are authoritarian regimes, and as elitist as any, they want the support of the voters – which is nothing new – just as does anyone who wants to win an election. But to simply want to win an election is not populism. Even Charles de Gaulle wanted to win the elections. So? If someone considers populism a system excluding popular participation in favour of the most extreme versions of inequality, that’s silly. As an example, consider that Mr. Trump has been accused of being a populist. Well, he’s a demagogue – and not all demagogues are populist. Certainly, he wanted a majority and he’s got it. But it turns out his voters were, on average, wealthier than the voters of his opponent; most of the policies he has proposed are not advantageous to the popular majority; and he and his milieu are composed of some of the richest people in the world. But the latter wouldn’t be so important if their appointment wouldn’t be consonant with the anti-popular measures he’s proposing. He does not, in any sense, represent the interests of the popular majority.

	It’s very paradoxical that now it is egalitarians who are accused of being the elite in virtue of the simple fact that they happen to be a minority at the moment. But were utopian socialists in the 1830s the elite? I think the Paris bankers and Saint-Simonists and Orléanists were the elite, and the fact that utopian socialists were a small minority didn’t make them elitist. So it is totally ridiculous to consider, for example, liberal and leftist university people in America as being the elite. The elite is on Wall Street, in the secret services, in the military, in Washington DC. Those are the people who have the prestige and power of traditional elites. Putting everything upside down – and not in fact, only rhetorically – is not a very valuable method of political analysis or social theory.

	But we can conversely ask whether there is a necessary connection between populism and emancipatory politics?

	This link is contingent, but there is a greater chance for an egalitarian movement to have some emancipatory content than for an anti-egalitarian movement.

	Does the contingency of this link between populism and emancipatory politics allow a sort of “betrayal of the left,” as you have recently discussed?

	It might. The fact is that most social democratic parties have gone over to the neoliberal camp, for various reasons, mostly due to various social fears. But there’s nothing necessary for the white working class to become racist; it can be prevented, and it can be prevented by something that used to be called politics. This was the way in which you prevented such disasters from happening. But this way has been forgotten – and that’s a betrayal not necessarily by evil intentions, but it is nevertheless a betrayal caused by a loss of nerves or by a too narrow horizon.

	How would you respond to the argument that to move forward, for example, in emancipatory politics, we must go beyond the left-right distinction?

	I think it’s crap (laughs). The left has a long history, but there are still a few very simple criteria by which you can judge whether or not someone is on the left. One is social, material and cultural equality, beyond equality of opportunity and beyond equal rights. The second is popular participation and sharing of power. If these two things are – especially concomitantly – present, you can speak of a left. No right-wing party or movement can satisfy these two criteria. The fact that now everybody is pretending to go beyond class is of course an important phenomenon that is not to be denied. The left liberal camp judges equality by certainly very important stratifying factors of ethnicity, race, gender, age, and state of health, but while doing so, it neglects class – though this has been changed somewhat by the appearance of people like Bernie Sanders and by the successes and defeats of the Greek, Spanish, and Portuguese left.

	Meanwhile, the right tells the white working class: “You are poorer not because of automation, robotization, digitalization, and not because of growing exploitation, but because of all those leftish young women in universities clamouring for equal rights for women and gays.” This is a propagandistic lie, but it has been taken, unnaturally, seriously. What did Caesar say to the Roman mob? “You are in a bad position because the decadent senate aristocracy is serving Greek and Asian interests and they don’t love Rome any longer because they have indulged in “unnatural” foreign habits and customs, are immoral and oversexed.” This is the oldest lie in history! No caste or class society can survive without trying to cheat the majority and convince it that it has a vested interest in the continued maintenance of inequality. But today, even the progressives indirectly blame the working class for the reactionary authoritarian and inegalitarian developments. That’s tragic (while being ridiculous at the same time), because this is giving in to the opinion of the ruling class. The ruling class thinks that proletarians are yahoos and as such, undeserving of respect – unworthy of education, for example – and condemned to the consumption of physical, biological and intellectual rubbish. This is the conservative view the left is supposed to despise and fight.

	But don’t you hold in your argument an unnecessary distinction between class and other categories of identity? It can be greatly misunderstood as if the essence of the left was to exclusively focus on class conflict.

	No, I wouldn’t deny that middle class feminists and gay liberationists are on the left. They are genuine and important aspects of any leftist politics. And if even old social democrats have been clever enough to realise that pensions for all and voting rights for women were part of the liberation struggle 120 years ago, why should we be more stupid than them? These are all our own struggles. In some of these struggles we have liberal allies, as in gender equality issues or the struggles of LGBTQ+ communities. But there are things for which socialists will never have any allies. When they say that political rule should not be based on the privileged position of a class, of wealthy and well-connected individuals, political groups, professional elites, aristocratic, ecclesiastical or military elites, or even ethnic or denominational majorities, they are alone.

	Take these new movements we mentioned before. All the leaders of Momentum have been working in Brussels and the EU as assistants and interns. They belong to the managerial middle class that is now supposed to have all the intellectual excellence you can muster. Those are the people “in the know.” In the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, it was always said that you needed the rule of an educated upper class (“quality,” as the British used to say), not to give in to the brutish instincts of the rabble. In the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, “quality” would mean people with a degree, people who would be officers in the army or at the upper echelons of the civil service and who were “satisfaktionsfähig,” those who could provoke or be provoked to duel. Only they were supposed to possess “honour.” The educational advantage was always masquerading as the sole basis of superiority.

	Look what's happening in countries as modern as Germany. You know what some people say against Martin Schulz? That he doesn’t have a high school diploma. They pretend to have nothing against his simple policeman father, but still say he should have gone to university – as if the sons of poor people would have the same chances as others. Here socialists will remain socialists and others won’t be socialists. Society must be changed if indeed we want to escape these social and cultural inequalities from which we are suffering.

	Speaking about capitalism and social change: Can we detach the critique of capitalism from the practice of solidarity?

	No, and we shouldn’t. This is the old, old story of the indifference of radicals towards gradual social reform. In this respect, I am quite an admirer of Lenin – though in other ways I’m not – because at the beginning of the 20th century, he understood very well that in combination of being active in parliament and local government (if possible), doing conspiratorial, underground work (in any case) and organizing trade unions, one should never lose from sight where we stand and what our different goals are. Let’s look today at making elderly people’s lives more tolerable: I am enthusiastically on the side of those who want to increase pensions. Life is being prolonged without good life being prolonged, and this may be resolved by gradual reform. I would push for such reforms, although I don’t think that this will emancipate humankind and end alienation. But if it mitigates suffering, I am for it.

	Concerning solidarity, I always wonder what should be our strategy. Are we supposed to tackle the state, appropriate the state, or build autonomous networks of solidarity which can bypass the malfunctioning public sector?

	Many people after ’89 put their faith in civil society, the Occupy movement, anti-globalisation… Let’s face it: these tactics have been defeated. We cannot circumvent power, because power is too powerful. I want, if you wish, an old kind of politics. The old oppressive capitalist state has new allies: social media and various other platforms of civil society. And for this to be changed, the left ought to try again to influence, modify, change power. Starting from “speaking truth to power,” to ending with conquering power. Such methods must be invented and the methods of the past inventoried and checked.

	However, one can argue that parliamentary systems might become irrelevant. It is true that their role and rationale is seriously in question. Even if I were a liberal, I would hesitate as to whether or not parliamentary nation-states will survive. So, I am agnostic about methods, but I believe that by relinquishing real politics that entail power and control over state violence, we won’t get anywhere. Escaping the power struggle to keep our theoretical purity and our good conscience is not an option. Of course, I wish the reverse would be true. Who wants to go to the smallest little village and discuss with old clericalist peasants the virtues of direct democracy? I used to be a professional politician for a very short time, and I remember that it’s very tiring. But it cannot be circumvented. Primitively, if you are on the side of the people, you should first try to talk to the people, and second to do something for the people.

	One last question. After Brexit and the election of Donald Trump, it seems as if it is the West that is catching up with the East, not vice versa. Do you believe that the experience of the autocratic regimes of Putin, Orbán, Kaczyński or Fico give the Eastern European left some potential to become a sort of avant-garde of anti-establishment politics?

	This would be exactly what Lenin and Trotsky believed in 1905: that because of the extreme nature of the Tsarist autocracy, Russia was the weakest link. Indeed, I think that we are, in a way, more modern than the West; there is no genuine aristocracy or nobility anymore and tradition is extremely weak (this is why East European intellectuals are talking about it so much). But there is one difference between Russia in 1905 and where we are today: in Russia, there was this self-sacrificing heroism of the underground revolution, the Narodnaya Volya. We may have autocracy, but we certainly don’t have the nice old nihilists, since we are not even disappointed by Christianity anymore. Can you imagine leftist movements today saying they are the dead on furlough, as Eugen Leviné said, the great revolutionary in Bavaria? (“Wir Kommunisten sind alle Tote auf Urlaub.”) Or that they are the future martyrs of the communist movement? This is not the age for such people.

	However, for a short while, we have been directly exposed to the illusions of liberal capitalism, which has been a very harsh lesson. And there is also another lesson, because the events of 1989 show how easy it is to change a social system. There weren’t millions dead, and the nationalised economy was suddenly privatised, and the Red Army melted into the air. We are living witnesses to the fact that sudden changes are possible. Thus, we shouldn’t despair, although our forces are negligible at the moment. There are many people who say they are on the “left,” including even some reactionary, nationalist clowns such as Mr. Fico, but the serious left is not so much weak as it is small. There is determination, there is seriousness, but the true left is very small and very often is buried in theory and in history. I wouldn’t call that weakness, for weakness would entail being unserious about this business. But this is not true.

	So of course, we must return to politics, and in a serious way. Not by putting up micro-parties and getting a few thousand votes. It’s very respectable, but it’s very exhausting and it’s not worth it. But sometimes you can make a gesture and show your true colours. That’s a tactical consideration. For this reason, I think parties like the Polish Razem are useful attempts, although they are too streamlined for my taste. But that’s a question of detail. Overall, the old problems of the reformist and revolutionary ways should be re-discussed under the new circumstances we are currently facing. Let’s not forget that the enemy is enormously powerful. European socialism was defeated everywhere by fascism in the 1920s and the 1930s – everywhere, without exception – even where the fascist counter-revolution was pre-emptive, which is very well understood by Ernst Nolte. What we’re facing is not fascism, although there are striking similarities – especially the racist mobilization of the popular masses against their own best interests. The class enemy has not changed much and it is not going to forgive us if we prove that we mean what we say.

	 


The Economic Interests in Slovak Media

	Ján Schmid 
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	The Slovakian think tank of INESS (Institute on Education and Social Studies) makes many claims about its independence when discussing the job market, but yet is sponsored and funded by organizations directly interested in regulating the job market. Perhaps INESS should disclose their financing and publicly admit there is a conflict of interest to resolve the issue?

	Only very rarely does an economic topic pop up in Slovak media without analysts from the INESS' (Institute of Economic and Social Studies) think tank having their say about it. According to their annual report, in 2015 this non-profit appeared in the media 828 times alone, on average more than twice a day.

	This is quite an achievement for a single non-profit consisting of analysts, who lack methodology and argumentation, and often clearly contradict one another. One of the analysts, Robert Chovanculiak, for example, claims that there is just no room for increasing salaries in Slovakia – while his colleague, Vlachynský, praises the subject of raises and even expects wages to go up.

	Apart from other topics, INESS holds onto two primary paradigms: abolishing the minimum wage and lowering labor costs. The think tank’s work and media output make these two topics a priority – but they do not do this in a professional manner; quite the opposite. Their statements are ideological, lacking any numerical basis, and if they actually get around to quoting scientific articles they do it selectively, out of context, and often resort to dubious sources like the Heritage Foundation.

	One example of this is how the analyst Chovanculiak supported his claims using a study that asserts that after a country raises its minimum wage, young, unqualified workers will move to a different country with a lower minimum wage. INESS’ pet analyst happily assimilated the study results into his paradigm, taking this as a confirmation that minimum wages are indeed the essence of evil and young people are willing to work for less.

	What he missed was that since the research took place in the U.S. – where there is no language barrier between regions and where the large differences in minimum wages are caused by their level being set at federal, state and communal levels. Thus the explanation for this phenomenon is not the willingness of people to work for less, but the ongoing effort of companies reliant on wage dumping to escape larger minimum wages in “cheaper” parts of the U.S., and the result of forced relocation of employees that accompanies it. The scenario in which a company based in town A – which has just raised its minimum wage – moves to neighbouring town B and takes all its employees with it is a common occurrence in America.

	If the results of this study were universally applicable – which is what Chovanculiak alleges – all unqualified Slovak laborers would have flooded Ukraine long ago; laborers from Hungary would have taken Romania, Bulgaria and Serbia by storm and Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Hungary would be chock-full of young Austrians.

	The mysterious financing of the INESS

	One could write entire books on the think tank’s peculiar brand of logic, but let us take a look at INESS from a different angle. An old saying states that he who pays the piper calls the tune;  so then who pays this particular bard? INESS claims to be an “independent, non-state and apolitical organization,” and one could almost believe that if INESS saw fit to publicly disclose their financing – a thing commonly done by think tanks and civic initiatives that need the financial support of the public and have nothing to hide. But INESS does no such thing, only revealing the identities of donors who participated in their various projects. According to their own documents, in the past they accepted money from – amongst others – the Republic’s Union of Employers (RÚZ) and the controversial Penta foundation. According to one of our sources, the connection between INESS and RÚZ lies in RÚZ’s vice-President, Jozef Špirko, also being a member of Penta.

	Another indirect proof of INESS not exactly suffering from a lack of finances is that the former and current headquarters of the institute are both located in some of the most expensive parts of Bratislava. The number of employees and interns – extremely high for an NGO – is also telling. Multiple independent sources that wish to remain nameless also confirm salaries way beyond the level of other non-government organizations.

	Then there is the story of the former head of INESS, Martin Štefunko, who apart from directing the think tank also happened to be an investment director in Penta without this fact ever being admitted  by the think tank. The long-term financing of INESS by (among others) Penta is an open secret in the economic community, yet the institute refuses to refute or even comment on the rumors. From an ethical viewpoint, this is more than a bit suspicious, especially considering the think tank’s claims of independence and their refusal to disclose their financing – a truly independent institution would have no qualms about transparency.

	This is where we should mention the issue of the so-called front organizations. In the U.S., during the eighties, several “scientific” institutes that claimed smoking was not detrimental to health appeared, one of them going as far as “proving” that smoking was healthy. Eventually it came to light that these so-called “independent” institutions consisted of lobbyists paid for by the tobacco industry and the “studies” they produced were intended as evidence in lawsuits filed against tobacco companies.

	The analogy is obvious: how can INESS possibly claim independence when discussing, for example, the job market, while being sponsored by organizations directly interested in regulating it? To take money from a part of the “problem” and at the same time pretend to make independent statements on the issue? All the public wants to resolve the issue is for INESS to have the integrity to disclose their financing and publicly admit that there is a conflict of interest.

	INESS in the media

	In this context, the media attention INESS gets and the topics it deals with finally make sense. For Penta – as a media owner and advertiser –  it is only too easy to put the analysts of INESS into the spotlight and not present any other opinions. But INESS is not supported just by Penta and RÚZ – it has also been flirting with the largest opposition political party Sloboda a solidarita (SaS), whose economic program INESS labeled as “the best,” despite their tax program containing errors as well as outright lies.

	The mainstream media has gone to war against so-called “alternative opinions,” but are they themselves contributing towards a balanced discussion on economic topics?

	Does the preferential treatment of anarcho-capitalist analysts of INESS benefit public debate and society in any way? If the media gave the same amount of space that they give to INESS for other opinions, then yes. But do the media even try to achieve some balance here? Even the journalists in Denník N – who “escaped” the clutches of Penta by leaving SME –  keep giving space to the opaque think-tank without taking dissenting opinions into account.

	The mainstream (and opinion-making) media lately has gone to war against so-called “alternative opinions,” but one must question whether in which manner they themselves contributes towards a balanced discussion on economic topics? If they keep exclusively pushing the opinions of the non-transparent and lobbying INESS, is it any wonder why the public reaches out to alternative sources, when the media that is supposed to stimulate expert discussion only gives voice to one side? Maybe the media and journalists can make do with just the clear and simple claims of anarcho-capitalists; but these claims fall apart upon closer examination, when they are confronted by raw data and the pressure of real discussion.

	The media is overridden with articles that quote company spokespersons who lament over the lack of qualified labor, the laziness of Slovakian workers, the unwillingness to relocate for their jobs, and so on. But articles that deal with the flip side of our economic reality, reasons why people refuse to work for Slovakian wages, the reality of workplace environments or the way Slovak companies share their produce with their employees – those can be counted on the fingers of a retired lumberjack’s one hand.

	Translation by Michal Chmela.

	 


How Many Doctors are Missing from the Hungarian Health Care System?
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	There is a shortage of medical professionals in Hungary. What are the reasons for why doctors are leaving the country? Is the country doing anything to fight against these visible problems? Solutions have to be found.

	Some worrying information has been published recently: in lieu of 600 emergency physicians needed in the Hungarian health system, only 140 are practicing. The study done by the Hungarian Medical Chamber was frightening not only because it spoke of a life-threatening shortage of medical professionals, but also because it made us realize: we do not have the faintest idea exactly how many doctors are missing from the entire system.

	Why do we claim that? The president of the Hungarian Association of Emergency Medicine, Tamás Berényi raised serious questions about the validity of the study, asserting that his colleagues did not want to participate in the survey of the medical chamber, “for they do not support any collection of data behind the back of the owner and the management.” Thus they do not want to declare anything about their own headcount, do not want to provide any information about the work overload, and they do not want to support surveys on the shortage of doctors. Can we imagine what kind of environment is current within hospitals if the people working there are trying so hard to avoid public scrutiny?

	But the frightened, resigned, and overworked doctors are not the only obstacle to stand in the way of transparency, nor are they the biggest; the only data we have is partial.

	In 2012 the government, through its National Healthcare Service Center, proposed to set up a comprehensive human resources monitoring system. So far it has cost half a billion HUF (approx. €1.6 million) of EU funds and theoretically should have been operational since 2015. However, until the summer of 2016 there was no information published, and data remains scarce and partial.

	Nevertheless, we can at least expect to find out how many doctors have left Hungary (or to be more precise, how many doctors applied for documents supporting the validity of their diploma abroad). In this respect we can be a bit optimistic: while in 2015, 941 individuals applied for these documents, one year later this number diminished (slightly) to 823. This means that fewer doctors were planning to take a job abroad.

	This decrease is not soothing because in previous years a huge number of medical professionals left. It is enough to just look at the list of the specializations in which there is a shortage of professionals. Throughout the entire country, there is a shortage in vascular surgery, child and youth psychiatry, otorhinolaryngology, forensic medicine, nephrology, medical microbiology, orthopedic surgery, traumatology, psychiatry, and transfusion medicine. And the list goes on: outside of Budapest, infectology, emergency medicine, pathology, radiology, and surgery are lacking professionals. Further, there has been no improvement in these areas in recent years; decision-makers have not managed to find a solution to alleviate problems with the shortage.

	The only specialization that was taken off the list is anesthesiology, although last year there was a 30 percent shortage in this profession as well. The lack of anesthetists is a detrimental threat to the entire medical system, because it might have an impact on scheduling surgeries, and hence, the functioning of hospitals. In the last five years, however, anesthetists were offered special wages, highlighting a reason for more and more students choosing this specialization every year. Their enrollment might explain why the profession was taken off the shortage list.

	What we know for sure is this: although its intensity fell, the emigration of doctors did not stop, while many medical positions cannot be filled. For example, many family doctor positions have also been vacant for years. According to recent estimates, as many as 300 thousand people have no access to family doctors, and this number is likely to skyrocket in the future, due to those who are currently practicing retiring soon: in a study published last autumn, half of family doctors are over 50 years old, while one in four pediatricians is over 65.

	What is most worrisome about the situation of aging doctors is that young professionals are more prone to leave than older colleagues. The data of the human resources monitoring system are indicative of this process. In 2015, out of the 941 doctors applying for documents to work abroad, 684 were between 25 and 39 years old.

	What is to be done?

	The first solution for this life-threatening situation lies obviously in wages. We have to point out that higher wages are not the only factor to determine the decision of medical professionals to move abroad. The overall state of the health care system and that of the medical profession are also important dimensions – and both are seen as worse at home than in the West.

	Thus, the first step would be to increase wages, not just for doctors, but for nurses and auxiliary personnel as well. In addition, most hospitals are struggling with huge debts, which cause daily shortages of materials and equipment. The resolution of this problem would make doctors’ jobs much easier. More money for the development of the entire system would also be needed, to reverse the current tendencies of permanent deterioration.

	At this point one more important question arises: is the government doing anything to fight against these visible problems? It seems not; according to the government, the problem does not even exist. When they were faced with the information on shortages of emergency physicians, the responsible ministerial department had only one reaction: no such problems were signalled by the management of hospitals.

	Instead of waiting for signals, the people responsible for the system should just enter a randomly chosen hospital and find out that barely anyone is left to do the work of healing, let alone to send signals.
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	The government in Slovakia approved a law that extends more holiday time off from work for workers. Surprisingly, only dogmatic neoliberals seem to oppose the new law.

	The Slovakian government approved to extend the list of holidays and when shops have to be closed. This regulation – which one could consider progressive from the social democratic perspective – is, in general, not being opposed by employers. The arguments in favour were mostly related to the welfare of the people who work during holidays and do not get enough time to rest.

	The most militant response came from the former Minister of Education and current member of the Slovakian Parliament, Eugen Jurzyca, who is from the neoliberal Freedom and Solidarity party. He has stated that he “perceive[s] the extension of the ban to every holiday as an attack on a symbol of the market economy: the shops.” What others may perceive as a compromise between the government, employers, and employees, others – market freedom lovers – deem this regulation an attack on their identity. Therefore, despite the turn of the ideological tide – at least since the economic crisis that began in 2008 – neoliberal dogma is not yet dead, and its fundamentalism seems to rise with the declining influence of its ideologues.

	Work needs to be divided from free time in order for the ideology of labor to function properly.

	But it is not neoliberals who offer an interesting insight into our culture and economy. The argument harnessed by proponents of the ban is based on the basic modern division of work and free time. If preventing people from working on a holiday is an attack on the market economy, at the same time it saves the very same economy. Not only is there not enough people to actually work (according to retail employers), more importantly, people need to take a rest in order to be efficient when they return to work.

	Work needs to be divided from free time in order for the ideology of labour to function properly. Capitalism may strive to merge occupation with vocation, but this is really hard to achieve in retail. Here the perspective that one earns his or her free time is crucial for the acceptance of the working arrangement. Alienating work from free time is in direct contradiction to the perception of work as part of an autonomous human being: work can no longer be distinguished from free time, instead only merely taking different forms. In such a case, living is not divided along capitalist lines but becomes one goal in itself.

	The neoliberal defence of the sacred heart of the economy may be a matter of ridicule, but the tragedy lies in the progress that Slovakia just achieved. The means of production remain in the hands of a few, and even though people will now have few more days to rest, the logic that structures human lives into forced labour and forced rest remain untouched; rather, it is strengthened. In fact, it demonstrates that exploitation actually just became a tad obscurer than previously.
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	“We have reports regarding the use of violence by service forces, using teargas against those in the Guarded Centre for Foreigners in Biała Podlaska, Poland,” says Ocalenie Foundation.

	Reports from people staying in the Guarded Centre for Foreigners in Biala Podlaska, who contacted the Ocalenie Foundation, show that inhabitants of the centre organized a two-day hunger strike in response to the centre’s decision to force one of the families there to remain for an additional three months. The hunger strike was followed by a demonstration to show the inhabitants’ solidarity with the family as concerned with the decision.

	On the evening of 5 April, 2017, all the keyed rooms in the facility were locked. According to the people who contacted Ocalenie Foundation, during this time there was an attempt to deport one of the inhabiting families, which was met with resistance. Authorities then used tear gas on the family, deploying the tear gas directly into the room where the family was accused of initiating protest (husband, wife, two sons and daughter). Physical violence was also reported to have been used against the family. We have recordings that were sent to us by some of the inhabitants of the Centre discussing this. From the reports sent to Ocelenie Foundation, it is clear that people staying at the Guarded Centre for Foreigners in Biała Podlaska have been treated with violence and inhumane acts by authorities. For example, on one of the recordings one person reports that: "Suddenly someone opened the door, they started to spray gas. Everyone fell to the floor because of the gas, because they started to choke, plus they were holding us and beating us with sticks. Everyone was shocked. They damaged my husband's spine, my daughter was screaming and crying out of fear, shaking, and I was shocked and did not know what to do. […] An ambulance arrived and said that everything is fine, and the security stood there laughing at us. They mock us like we are not human."

	The entire incident took place at the amusement and mockery of the security guards, with the husband and son of the attacked family being imprisoned overnight in the basement (each in solitary confinement).

	This is not the first time we have received information about such atrocities, how people who are staying in guarded centres for foreigners are treated by guards and security personnel. We appeal for publicity on this situation and spreading the word regarding these tragic happenings. We firmly insist that both the administration of the Guarded Center for Foreigners in Biała Podlaska and central authorities clarify the situation.

	*** Currently Ocalenie Foundation is trying to contact border guards and provide this family with psychological support and any kind of assistance they need.
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	What can we expect from Andrej Babiš, should he become PM? Unlike Orbán and Kaczyński, he still seems to be liberal. But that can change very easily.

	Shortly after being elected, Donald Trump phoned three Eastern European politicians: the leader of the Polish PiS Jarosław Kaczyński, the Prime Minister of Hungary Viktor Orbán and the Czech President Miloš Zeman. The new American President has (correctly) realized that the Eastern edge of the European Union is a fertile ground for regimes that share his rhetoric, so he invited their representatives to Washington in mutual delight: these three leaders look up to Trump and finally they could boast international recognition, as until now, their anti-liberal views have not been exactly popular in the West.

	Eastern European regimes became the focus of interest for American journalists trying to answer the question, “What the hell is going to happen now?”  The Atlantic’s David Frum considers Hungary an example of a new kind of authoritarian regime, one not based on ideology but simply on the greed of elites. It is in Orbán’s Hungary, Kaczyński’s Poland, and in similar regimes that Frum is looking for patterns that could predict Donald Trump’s behavior in the near future.

	While the situation in the Czech Republic is not comparable to Hungary or Poland just yet, it has joined the Visegrad resistance to refugee quotas happily enough. And it is far from clear what the most popular Czech political leader and Minister of Finance Andrej Babiš will do if – or more likely when – he becomes the next Prime Minister.

	A Post-Fascist Region

	Ten years ago, the Hungarian philosopher Gáspár Miklós Tamás called the Central European mix of authoritarianism, hard asocial capitalism, and a formal take on democracy “post-fascism.” “Fascism is defined by denying the civic laws of certain groups of people, which is already happening,” said Tamás on Czech radio, supplying the example of criminalization of the homeless in Budapest. He stresses that the term post-fascism concerns the heading of society as a whole – individual politicians or parties need not be fascist or post-fascist in order to shift their society towards what Tamás considers post-fascism. After all, there is no perfectly satisfactory way to label the current wave of politics veering away from liberal values: the ultra-right tendencies (extreme nationalism, cultural conservatism and social darwinism) is just one of the many facets of this trend. And it is one of the least visible with Babiš.

	Andrej Babiš’s nationalism, if we can talk about it as such, is rather reserved and places importance on the pride of Czech skill and of being right-winged. When it comes to anti-immigrant rhetoric, Babiš fits somewhere in the middle of Czech politicians: when media interest peaked, he did not hesitate to repeat the conspiracy theory about the artificial import of left-wing voters into Europe, but he never called for closing the Czech borders or exiting the EU (he shares this view with Orbán and Kaczyński, both of whom recognize the value of the EU as a source of money for the poorer East). The same thing can be said about his antiziganism – while his statements about the concentration camp in Lety were as dumb as they were frightening, he did not turn the fight against the Romani into his own political agenda. The verbal (and other) attacks against LGBTQ+ issues that we hear from Poland are missing completely. Babiš’s saying, “it is all about whether politicians can make decisions,” does not sound like something a fascist (or anti-fascist) would say; Babiš is not a part of the “conservative revolution.” In the French elections he is rooting for the moderate, former banker Macron, not the ultra-right wing Le Pen, whom Orbán and Kaczyński support.

	Widening the Media Field

	What does make Babiš similar to his authoritarian neighbors (or Trump) are his methods that require a center of power – primarily owning media or at least being able to influence it. In Poland, Kaczyński can lean on the Catholic Church and its influence, including sympathetic, conservative media like Radio Maryja or his own schools for future journalists. Kaczyński had access to this PiS-friendly support structure even before he won the elections and started subjugating state television. In Hungary, Orbán’s Fidész has created a structure of clientele networks of interconnecting state, party and business subjects. These shift the balance of power towards Orbán and decisively influence his media image. Babiš can rely on one of the biggest companies in the Czech Republic, which has – right before elections – also happened to eat up the biggest publishing house in the country. Babiš placed his people as the heads of the two biggest newspapers in the country – the professional loyalist Jaroslav Plesl at MF Dnes and his friend István Léko at People’s News. The first openly sympathizes with Trump, the second with Orbán.

	Babiš started his Trump-style war against state television when he stated that the popular TV anchor Moravec was conspiring against him along with the opposition politician Petr Gazdík. Before that, he filed complaints against the supposedly “corrupt investigative journalists” who “keep doing pieces on him.” Czech TV – as a public medium, i.e. at least to the extent politically and economically independent – is a logical target if Babiš intends to keep building up his hegemony.  Analogical TV stations were among the first targets in Poland and Hungary, and while Babiš’s media attacks are on a rather different scale from Trump’s crusade against liberal media elites or from attacking the independence of public television, it shows that he is not above this strategy.

	Unlike Trump and Polish right-wingers, Babiš does not stoop to using ultra-right conspiracy website propaganda, although the existence of these sites may have an indirect effect on him given the way their agenda seeps into Czech mainstream politics from other parties, and politicians all-too-happy to share fake photos and praise authoritarianism. Babiš’s media power is based on more serious journalism.

	Babiš the Proponent

	The common personification of Andrej Babiš as “the threat to democracy” creates the impression that if not for him, our democracy would be perfectly fine and maybe even burgeoning. But it would not burgeon. The exhaustion of the post-communist narrative about returning to Europe and its effects on politics can be seen in all Central European countries. Hungary, Slovakia, Poland and the Czech Republic are all headed towards new forms of authoritarianism and share many tendencies. And yet, the other three countries of the V4 can do this even without eccentric millionaires and with no better results. Understanding Babiš as an embodied (only) threat to democracy even corresponds to what he says himself. Babiš often refers to himself as an error in the established political system, a system where two parties of incorrigible corruption have been serving one big gang of thieves and have kept the power passed between one another. It has taken Babiš to disrupt the system.

	Babiš is coming into power in a country headed towards what Tamás calls post-fascism. He does not intend to change anything about that course; he probably does not even care. He is not a friend of democracy, but he is not its (ideological) enemy either. This is reflected in the paradox of him connecting the liberal and anti-liberal values of today’s society. In 2013, he considered it important to surround himself with intellectuals, journalists and artists, he talked about corruption, and he compared his party ANO to the revolutionary Civic Forum of 1989. In 2014, he even visited the squatters at the Klinika community center. And two years later, he fantasized about conspiracy theories, admitted he was an admirer of Orbán and replaced Obama as his campaign role model – with Trump.

	The most important difference between Babiš and the other V4 leaders – Fico, Orbán, Kaczyński – lies in the fact Babiš is not part of the political class that formed in the 1990s. This is the source of a large part of his legitimacy and support, and is also why he does not need so much nationalism and resistance against the “liberal elite.”

	The story of Trump’s and Babiš’s success is not a fairytale about paupers who made it to the top of their own ideas and diligence; these are tales about hard pragmatists who “know how to do it” and were able to exploit the times. Drawing attention to this fact is not a thing that can threaten them in any way: Babiš’s electorate does not need to idealize how he got rich. The classic opinion of “he does not need to steal” does not ask where the money came from in the first place; it just concerns itself with the current state. And there is a lesser-known motto about Babiš: “He is a bastard, but he is ours.” It is better to have a single,  somewhat polite thief and shifty character than the rule of dozens of little godfathers – that is the justification of hundreds of thousands of people who, pragmatically, voted. But while Babiš was not a politician until 2013, he was part of the most exclusive elite in the country. His miraculously getting rich in the 1990s is directly connected to his position in the structures of the pre-revolutionary regime.

	Uncertain Prospects

	While Hungary has a hard nationalist, Poland boasts an ultra-conservative Catholic and Slovakia possesses a socialist-nationalist. When compared to Babiš, he might not seem as bad. But the new asymmetry of power will fully manifest itself only when Babiš becomes Prime Minister – especially given his friendly relations with President Zeman.

	The Czech Republic has not had a PM this powerful yet. His position in his party is unshakeable; even though the Czech media were essentially right-wing for years, it was always due to the ideological accord of politicians with journalists. But if we talk about MF Dnes as the party paper today, it is being optimistic – the journal does not belong to ANO, it belongs to Babiš. In the case of any – however unlikely – dissent within the party, the papers will take Babiš’s side. And as far as public television is concerned, Babiš shares aversion towards it with Zeman. There is thus no telling how long it will manage to keep even the small degree of independence it possesses now.

	Babiš’s image of a non-politician fighting against corruption will effectively be exhausted upon reaching the post of Prime Minister. His media outbursts will lose their most common target. Babiš has repeatedly declared his ambition to “run the state like a company” and not to bother with trifles like media and parliamentary criticism; the efficiency rhetoric can harmonize with the offensive against “neo-Marxists” and “going too far with human rights.” The ultra-right agenda – as long as it does not exceed the tastes of the rather passive ANO electorate – will serve Babiš as well as any other he has used so far, provided the further rise of ultra-right populism in Europe will keep the demand for a militant approach to minorities and immigrants high. Yet, ANO itself has not taken any steps in that direction. So far it still focuses on improving the technocratic functioning of the state and has yet to mobilize in any national or typically political way. So far.

	Translation by Michal Chmela.

	 


Poles in the UK After Brexit – Keep Calm and Carry On

	Sam Bennett 
May 9, 2017
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	Poles in the UK currently find themselves in an uneasy limbo, unsure of their role, permanence or desirability where they’ve made their home. Whereas previously the decision to leave or stay and settle in the UK was largely theirs alone, that choice has, for the moment, been taken out of their hands and will not be fully resolved until agreements are in place between the British government and Brussels.

	If there was one group in the UK that woke up on 24th July with a bigger headache than the joyous ‘Vote Leave’ campaigners – albeit for very different reasons – it was probably the million-plus Poles who (for now at least) count Britain as their home. “I wasn’t worried about it before the referendum, I thought: ‘I’m an EU citizen I’ll be fine,’ says Ania Brogowicz, an executive assistant for a financial services firm in London, but the day after was a cruel wake-up call. “My first thought was ‘do the Brits hate us just for being from another country and ‘taking’ their jobs?’”

	Much like nationals from the other 26 EU member-states, Poles in the UK currently find themselves in an uneasy limbo, unsure of their role, permanence or desirability in the place where they’ve made their home. Whereas previously the decision to leave or stay and settle in the UK was largely theirs and theirs alone, that choice has, for the moment, been taken out of their hands and will not be fully resolved until agreements are in place between the British government and Brussels.

	‘They won’t chuck us out’

	Despite the potential for upheaval though, there seems to be little worry about being forced to leave the UK. “I don’t believe I’ll get a letter one day from the Home Office saying I’ve got to pack up and leave,” says Ania, “I’m not afraid of that, but because nobody, not even Theresa May, knows what’s going to happen, no one can guarantee anything at this stage. There is a little worry in terms of is there going to be a policy or set of rules that might make my life and other EU citizens’ lives difficult for one reason or another.” As a safety net though, she is applying for British citizenship, Something, that anecdotal evidence shows is increasingly common.

	After her initial disbelief at the result Joanna Kopaczyk, a research assistant at Edinburgh University, says that because no one knew what the future would be, she decided to go ahead and get on with her own thing. “If I started worrying, it was going to totally disrupt my life and this is something I couldn’t allow to happen.” Instead, she says, she adopted a watchful waiting approach, “I’m observing what’s going on but don’t feel too affected by it.”

	Karol Gos, who runs his own motor parts company in Wales, says that after the Brexit his friends reassured him that “#nothing sinister would happen” and he wouldn’t be deported, but then points to the frequent newspaper articles about EU nationals living in the UK for a long time have been denied permanent residency.

	As Joanna explains though, her experiences and feelings are probably not the same as others.  Firstly, she had the support of her university, which was pro-active in providing access to legal advice about the right to remain in the UK and applying for permanent residence. Secondly she’s quick to point out that her experiences in Scotland have been positive, noting that politicians of all hues north of the border have made a concerted effort to make EU citizens feel welcome. “They were saying: ‘this is your home, and Scotland will do everything to make you feel at home,’ and that really struck a chord with me.” This is in contrast to some of the reactions to Brexit from English politicians and public alike. According to Barbara Mirowska, editor of the Polish Express, a Polish language newspaper in Britain, “They are not afraid of losing their jobs, as the majority of Poles are hardworking and skilled,” she says. “They are more frightened of a situation in which they are stigmatised and perceived as unwanted.”

	…and yet…

	So, though there is little fear of having to leave the UK, there is concern over other issues. For those already there, there is possibility of problems with family reunification, visits from family and those ties to business back in Poland and other parts of the EU, who might be hit with import taxes. “Thirty percent of my business is with the EU, so it’s important for me to be in a single market and I am a worried about how the UK leaving the EU will affect me,” says Karol. “At the moment I can import from the EU with no VAT and this allows me to offer competitive and attractive prices to my US and Canadian customers. If I can’t do that any longer, I’m obviously going to lose that part of my business, so yeah from that perspective it is a worry.”

	For Poles thinking of migrating to UK in the near future, there is the very real prospect of work permits and questions over rights and regulations. This potential for instability, and the lack of clarity on the future of EU nationals, is reflected in the fact that worker registrations from Poland are down sixteen percent since this time in 2016. The Polish government has predicted, perhaps wishfully, that 100,000 – 200,000 will return to due to a combination of the Brexit and improving economic conditions in Poland.  This might be an over-estimation though, and as Anne White, professor of Polish Studies at UCL, has pointed out,  in many cases Poles who live  in the UK have “consciously decided not to return to Poland, despite the 2008 crisis and the subsequent hardening of attitudes towards UK-based Poles.” They have toughed it out and settled, and so a mass exodus seems unlikely.

	‘They need us’

	As Bill Clinton, the architect of NAFTA, once famously said, ‘it’s the economy, stupid,” and the fact of the matter is, that a number of UK industries rely on EU labour. One of these is the hospitality industry, which could not function without ready flows of EU workers. According to Ufi Ibrahim of the British Hospitality Association, hotels and restaurants will go under, unless the government allows EU citizens to work in low-skilled jobs. As she says, “People don’t want to pack up their lives and move to the UK if they could end up having to go back again very soon.”

	To tackle this, Amber Rudd, the Home Secretary, is considering introducing short term work permits, dubbed ‘barista visas’ which would allow EU nationals to work for two years but would disbar them from access to benefits. According to Lord Green, the chairman of the think tank Migration Watch UK, who proposed the idea, “We can kill two birds with one stone here. We can meet the needs of pubs and restaurants and maintain our links with young Europeans by allowing them to come for a strictly limited period of two years to work…They could work at any level but would not become long-term immigrants who would add to the pressure on public services. Nor should they qualify for benefits or housing.” However, the prospect of only a two-year stay without the possibility of settling is unlikely to be attractive to many young Poles and will look elsewhere in Europe for better, more stable, opportunities.

	Looking for reassurance

	The key complaint from many Poles seems to be a lack of clarity on the future. “It’s a toxic topic at the moment” says Karol, “Poles and all the EU nationals, have been called a bargaining chip” in the Brexit negotiations between the UK and Brussels. He is surprised and disappointed that there has been no move by the British government to guarantee EU citizens working in the EU the right to stay permanently. “It’s very vague at the moment and it would just clarify all the worries for us, I just don’t like the approach of the government.”

	There is a feeling that this guarantee is nothing more than what is owed to them for being part of the British economy. Karol argues that “we do contribute, we pay taxes and we’re happy to be here. If they’re going to treat us this way and want us to leave, then we’d like the taxes we’ve paid back.” Ania too is just trying to live her life in London “I pay my taxes and don’t live on benefits, this is my home and want to continue my career here.”

	 

	 


Czechs and Brexit: For Now, We Just Joke About It

	Veronika Pehe, A2larm 
May 9, 2017,
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	What are Czech workers in the UK thinking, now that they are faced with the certainty of Britain leaving the EU and a “hard Brexit” scenario, with strict immigration and labour rules ever more likely, if Theresa May confirms her role as Prime Minister in the June general election?

	"No one knows anything, because not even the politicians know a thing, let alone employers.” This succinct characterisation from a Czech who had until very recently been working in the UK pretty much sums up the situation workers not only from the Czech Republic face in post-Brexit Britain. If one of the ideas behind Brexit was to reduce the excessive amount of bureaucracy piled on Britain from Brussels, now residents of the British Isles can either rejoice or despair over the seeming lack of clear rules and regulations governing post-Brexit realities. This of course doesn’t concern just British citizens who voted to leave the European Union last June, but also those who didn’t get a chance to take part in the decision, for whom it affects most: European workers. Amongst them are a number of Czechs. So what are they thinking, now that they are faced with the certainty of Britain leaving the EU and a “hard Brexit” scenario, with strict immigration and labour rules ever more likely, if Theresa May confirms her role as Prime Minister in the June general election?

	Czechs have been a somewhat overlooked group in discussions of migration to the UK. In the hysteria surrounding Eastern Europeans allegedly taking both British jobs and benefits during the referendum campaign, the spotlight was on Poles, Romanians, and Bulgarians. This is largely due to the fact we are not talking about particularly large numbers: according to the UK Office for National Statistics, there are about 50,000 Czechs living in the United Kingdom – though the Czech Embassy estimates this to be up to 100,000. We spoke with a number of them, from diverse backgrounds and in a variety of qualified and unqualified jobs. Their experiences are not necessarily unique, but speak to wider issues faced by workers from all over the EU these days.

	Uncertainty rules the day

	One of the main issues of concern is a lack of clear information. In the absence of any official guarantees for EU workers already residing in the UK, Czechs can turn to their (often equally uncertain) employers, or can seek information from official channels. The Czech Embassy in London has compiled a regularly updated Q&A page, where it encourages those eligible to apply for a residence permit in the UK. Until the two-year negotiation process is up, they reassure that the status of Czechs will not change.

	In the meantime, employers mostly remain unclear on what will happen to their EU workers, though their approach also largely differs case by case. For Czechs residing in Scotland, reassurance seemed to be more forthcoming from their employers than for those in England, probably due to Scotland’s generally more pro-EU stance. These reassurances happened either informally, or in the case of one company (with ownership within the EU) even in writing: “When the results of the referendum were announced last June, within a week our main manager sent us a letter saying that if we are from Europe, we should not be afraid, that nothing will change for us and we will continue to be employees.”

	Such a gesture is, however, not entirely common, and the responses of employers also differ widely according to the level of qualification of their workers. Not surprisingly, managers insisted to highly specialized and qualified employees that they are personally valuable to their company. One worker in the financial sector reported that his firm had called together an informational meeting for European employees and offered legal advice. For workers in less specialized fields, the situation remains less reassuring: they mostly only discussed Brexit with their colleagues, but heard nothing from their bosses. On the job, several respondents mentioned, they approach the future with humour, and the status of EU workers has mainly become something to joke about – in good British tradition, as one respondent added.

	Too early to leave

	Yet not many are panicking about leaving. Rather, Czechs in the UK seem to have internalized the notorious British maxim Keep calm and carry on. “I basically don’t know anyone who would be going back home,” one man told us. Rather, they are considering different strategies for staying. Already well before the Brexit referendum, according to research conducted in 2014 and 2015 amongst Czechs working in the UK to which we gained access, many of them were thinking about applying for British citizenship or permanent residency in order to secure their position should the UK leave the EU. A couple of post-Brexit respondents also mentioned that they filed a permanent residency application as a direct result of the UK’s decision to leave. But some are mulling over a return to the Czech Republic. Not just because of their unclear working status, but because “the mood has changed.” One university employee spoke of increased open racism amongst students after Brexit. Others mentioned any threat to the possibility of transferring their pension as a potential decisive factor to leave. Re-emigration statistics to the Czech Republic are not available with labour migration to the UK not being as salient of a social phenomenon as in other Eastern European countries. But with Brexit, the Czech Statistical Office might want to begin keeping track, even if it doesn’t look like a large wave of returning workers is about to hit the Czech Republic.

	Most Czechs remain fairly confident that migrants are indispensable: “Everybody knows that, for instance, London couldn’t really work without migrants like myself,” one respondent working for a large coffee chain said. But does the government know? The situation in the NHS is already worrying, with a very real threat of lack of staff. If the government doesn’t issue some reassurances on what a potential “hard Brexit” deal will look like for EU workers, it might soon find key industries missing key personnel. As one respondent summed up the attitude of her employer, the less the employer panics, the better both for them and their employees. It remains unclear if those negotiating Brexit will also follow this advice.

	



	


Slovaks in the UK Don’t Perceive Brexit as a Threat to Their Jobs

	Michael Augustín,
May 10, 2017
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	MPs rejected an amendment to protect EU citizens in the UK after Britain leaves the EU. The British government is going to limit mobility, residency, and employment of foreigners, including Slovaks. It is still not clear whether the new rules will only be applied to new or even existing immigrants. The situation of EU citizens living in Britain is gradually becoming difficult.

	About 65,000 Slovak citizens live in the UK. However, unofficial statistics point to higher numbers (90,000 Slovak emigrants in Britain). Currently, according to official sources, 45% of Slovaks living in the UK work in administration, business, and management. The second largest group of Slovaks (20%) work in the hotel business; the third (6%) in agriculture; 6% in industry; 4% in the food industry; 4% of Slovaks in trade, the same in health service; 2.5% in construction; 1.3% in transport; and 1.6% in tourism.

	“It is possible that the profession will be crucial. I don’t think the UK would expel all migrants, for example, someone has to work in homes for the elderly,” said Vladimír Baláž from the Prognostic Institute of Slovak Academy of Sciences. It is also possible that people will get a work permit for a certain position or only when it is clear that no one from the UK is not interested in this job.

	Slovaks living in the UK do not yet have major concerns regarding their jobs. Although one might expect that people performing a manual labor or hard labor job will be still be in demand, foreigners in more lucrative jobs don’t feel threatened, either. I managed to get the answers of two young Slovaks working in analytic capacities in the services and financial sector in the UK. Their responses below highlight that the opinion of employees of large corporations on Brexit in connection with their job doesn’t differ significantly.

	 “I have been living in London for the past 2.5 years now. I work for a global company with offices in over 80 countries. Brexit has so far impacted only my purchasing power when traveling around Europe as my salary is denominated in pound sterling. The company invested a lot in the new building located in the heart of the City of London and this will remain our European headquarters. Brexit will not impact my current job position and I have no doubts about my professional future because the company would be my visa sponsor if necessary. Leaving the UK in the future, which is my mid-term plan, will be solely motivated by personal or career-related factors.” – Peter, Analyst at Bloomberg.

	“I have been living in London for just over 1.5 years now. I am working for a multinational company with employees from all over the world including many EU countries. The area of business I specialize in is closely connected to the move of an international workforce to and from the UK. I am currently working towards the next level of tax professional qualifications in the UK with a plan to continue my career in the UK. Brexit and the related fall in pound sterling has so far only affected my purchasing power when travelling to Europe. The uncertainty related to the future of immigration policy has not impacted my current plans to live in the UK in the immediate future and my choice to remain or leave the UK in the future will be driven by personal or career-related factors.” – Lenka, Tax Analyst at Deloitte.

	For the record, about two thousand citizens of Slovakia receive social benefits for their children who stayed at home in their native country. The monthly child allowance in Slovakia varies around 23.52 euros. In Britain, workers or even those who are looking for work, receive £20.70 per week for one child. They can receive £13.70 for each additional child. Thus, the sum of allowances which they received a month in Slovakia, they get in the UK for a week. People should take into consideration that after Brexit, obtaining social benefits without UK citizenship will be close to impossible. In addition, Slovak workers may have to start paying for health insurance, in contrast to today, when it is sufficient to have only European insurance. In short, it is clear that foreigners will not have a similar range of social rights as citizens of the UK.

	The British Minister for Brexit David Davis said that the UK’s attitude towards Slovaks during the two-year transitional period will be generous. Slovak Prime Minister Robert Fico noted, however, that he will monitor what the word ‘generous’ should mean in practice, and how it will be implemented because “the national interest of Slovakia makes us interested in the fate of Slovak citizens who live in the UK.” At the same time, he argues that we have to take into account that when it comes to other people coming to Britain, it will be raised certain limits.

	Only time will tell whether the departure of the UK from the EU will hit Slovak citizens suddenly and unexpectedly. Although Brexit doesn’t mean for many that they will be forced to leave Britain, they don’t realize yet how their employment status may be disadvantaged in the near future – in a country that has always defied a stronger and socially inclusive European social model.

	 


Uncertainty Seems to Be the Main Feeling for Hungarians after Brexit

	Orsi Posfai 
May 18, 2017
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	When asked about whether anything had changed in their lives since the vote, Hungarians living in the UK mostly replied that nothing had really changed, but the uncertainty of their future was troublesome for most.

	There is a saying in Hungary that the second largest Hungarian city is London. Although this is probably not true (the second largest city in Hungary has 207 000 residents), the fact is that there are at least 200,000 Hungarians – probably more – who are living in the British capital. Their situation, as with other EU residents’ situations living in the UK, became precarious after the Brexit vote, despite Hungarian PM, Viktor Orbán, and foreign policy minister, Péter Szijjártó, repeatedly saying that they would defend Hungarian workers’ rights. Statements such as these are obviously inconsequential, as any decisions made about migrant workers depends entirely on how the negotiations between the UK and the EU go.

	When asked about whether anything had changed in their lives since the vote, Hungarians living in the UK mostly replied that nothing had really changed, but the uncertainty of their future was troublesome for most. And yet, all of the respondents maintained that they had no desire to return home, even after Brexit.

	András (34), a banking and IT consultant, says that he hasn’t experienced any changes in his situation yet, but feels that there is no guarantee that things will stay this way. „I’m sure that there will be changes due to Brexit in my life, and I’m sure they won’t be good. Not because we are ’European scum’ but because it will mean additional administrative burdens. What’s more worrying is that leaving the EU probably means economic instability for the country in the short term, and this will affect us directly, as it influences decisions such as starting a family here or putting down roots. But I think that if for some reason we are really not wanted here, we can always find someplace else where we can be useful members of society.”

	Sándor (36), a support worker at a supported living facility, has already noticed some changes, although not in his work. „I’ve heard from people working in other sectors that employers have started to realize that the British worker can be more important if the government starts to pass legislation against European workers after Brexit. I had to start planning to move to another country. I don’t think I could stay here if everything continues to go in the same direction as it’s going now. I don’t want to become a second grade citizen without rights, but now there is a real chance for this.”

	Judit (31), a dental technician, says that, „It’s very difficult to say anything for sure right now, because there’s very little information, and I don’t really see the point of guessing. I’ll try to assess how the whole thing will affect me when the negotiations start and we’ll have access to actual information. I still have two years of school, that’s as far ahead as I can see. I’m sure that I’ll be able to finish my education here, I don’t think Brexit will affect that.”

	When asked about how they think the upcoming elections will affect their lives, uncertainty also seemed to be the main factor for respondents, but many of them saw the probable Tory victory negatively.

	Éva (42), who works as a freelance author and translator states, „If the Torys win an absolute majority in the elections, I’m not expecting anything good. A Tory government would only see the situation of EU citizens living in the UK as a bargaining chip to win favorable conditions for the millions of British citizens living in Europe. I don’t think that our interests will play a role in these negotiations.”

	Sándor feels that the elections will certainly have a negative impact on his work: „The social sector is in terrible shape, and the continuing cuts with the probable tory victory will be catastrophic, especially in deprived places. The ambulance, the police, the mental health sector are all on edge. At the same time, Labour’s radical renationalising and socialist policies in this sensitive environment could cause a full scale economic crisis even worse than the Conservative policies can. I am not very optimistic.”

	Most of the respondents’ employers aren’t really worried about labour shortages due to less migrant workers arriving in the country. Judit (28), a UX designer said that her employer reassured her that they would find a solution to keep non-UK resident employees on if there were any problems in the future. She says that all of her acquaintances had similar experiences with their employers.

	András says that his employers „aren’t really worried, in our line of work the effects will be more indirect. The hiring process might slow down and they might think twice about hiring someone who isn’t a UK resident. But anyone whose work is needed will always get a visa, regardless of whether they are from India or Scotland.”

	When asked about whether they had any negative experiences as immigrants in the UK, the responses were varied. Aliz, a 27 year old waiter, says that „I haven’t had any negative experiences as a foreigner since Brexit, but I live in London, which I know is very different from the rest of the UK, especially the neighbourhood where I live and work. My experience has been that I can discuss Brexit and politics in a very open and civilized manner, even with people who aren’t my friends. (Although I haven’t really talked to anyone who voted for Leave.)”

	Judit also had positive experiences: „I haven’t had any negative experiences, but I did have positive ones. There were people who felt it was necessary to show that they didn’t agree with the result of the vote. A few days after Brexit, this sign greeted me on one of the doctor’s offices’ message boards in Brighton:”

	However, another Judit had a few negative experiences since living in the UK: „I had negative experiences before Brexit as well, but these were rare and usually random. They were never personal attacks, rather angry reactions in response to something. It’s possible that people feel more free to make comments now than before. One time someone, after hearing my accent, said that they were glad that Brexit meant that they would get the UK back. It was hurtful, but this is not the norm. You could say that being Hungarian here was never „cool”, usually people are just indifferent to us.”

	Sándor says that since he moved to London, he hasn’t experienced discrimination. But „in Nottingham where I previously lived, I had some bad experiences. The worst was the naive racism of some English people. The most enraging thing almost all of them said was, “don’t be afraid, you won’t be deported.” Fuck you, I don’t want to be someone who thanks you for not being deported. I still can’t think about it without rage.”

	Ágnes (29) works as a psychologist in the UK. She explains that she has „had negative experiences here, but I’m not sure if I’m projecting in these situations, or if xenophobia has really grown since Brexit. This is exactly one of the most damaging aspects of Brexit: that as a foreigner you feel like you’re not wanted in the place where you live, where you work, where you pay your taxes. Sometimes you see rejection in innocent situations, which is crazy and incredibly dangerous and damaging in a country where so many different people are supposed to live together in peace and acceptance.”

	The question that recieved the most similar answers, was whether they were contemplating moving back to Hungary.

	Judit replied: „I definitely won’t move back home. I moved away because I couldn’t stomach Hungarian politics and the public atmosphere anymore, and I don’t think that the situation will really change in my lifetime – I think it’s more likely that it will get even worse. Even if they started to repair the damages tomorrow, it would still take decades at the very least.

	But if Brexit will cause a lot of inconveniences for foreigners living here, or even for the country itself, then it’s entirely possible that I’ll decide to move to a different country instead. But I’m not thinking about this yet, as I don’t have enough information to make a decision like this.”

	Sándor feels that „if I want to live in a delusional country, I will stay in Britain. I am looking around in Europe, countryshopping, so far I didn’t find a good alternative, but I will not give up just yet.”

	Most of the respondents said that even if they did move away from the UK, it would probably not be because of Brexit, and that they would probably move somewhere else, and not to Hungary.

	 


Our Own Personal Labor Camps

	Jaroslav Fiala, A2larm 
May 22, 2017[image: http://politicalcritique.org/file/2017/05/smartphone-1445448_1280-1-1024x456.jpg]Photo courtesy of geralt on pixabay.com. cc      

	Very little remains of the celebrated ideal of personal freedom. Enslaved by work and facing the burnout syndrome – that is the fate of our society.

	Do you feel pressured at work? Do you feel the need to perform at maximum and prove something to yourself all the time? Or do you not ask such questions at all? No matter. We are all in the same sinking boat, living in the age of general exhaustion caused by the constant pressure for growth and work efficiency. The famous Korean-German philosopher Byung-Chul Han writes of this in his excellent book The Burnout Society, giving a positively acerbic diagnosis of our own modern enslavement

	Being one’s own slave driver

	“These people look awfully tired and stressed, they must be under enormous pressure” noted two Frenchmen while looking at their co-passengers in a tram in Prague. There is something about that statement: the Czechs are traditionally focused on work and spend more time at work than required despite the utterly laughable income. While we love to bask in dreams of limitless possibilities, in reality we have become just the tools of an endless chase for profit and economic growth. Is this what the freedom we so desired is supposed to look like? Hardly.

	So why do we stay on this beaten track? Why do not we revolt against the enslaving cult of work? The philosopher Byung-Chul Han offers a remarkable answer: we find the power that keeps the system going just a bit too tempting. We bask in illusions so strong we simply cannot resist them: the belief that we can “make a difference”, “have a career and become someone”, or even just “get rich”. But why?

	These illusions stem from the fact our society is so obsessed with individual performance. We are in a different situation from the factory workers during the era of industrial capitalism, who were collectively exploited by the factory owners – then, it was obvious who the common enemy is, which led to resistance, strikes and riots. But today’s situation is more complicated; modern capitalism disposed of the clear border between exploited and exploiters. Often the centers of power and the enemies we should be fighting are not obvious – some even see them in “Brussels” or “refugees”.

	Han claims the heart of the issue is elsewhere: the worst enemy each one of us possesses is in fact ourselves. Our society is heavily individualized – everyone is competing against everyone else for resources while trying for maximum performance. People have become enterpreneurs in the business of themselves – and do not even stick to exploiting themselves. We have become slaves of the digital age, slaves that do not even need the whip of their superiors: the slogans about individual effort, growth and motivation proved to be more than sufficient to keep us driving ourselves to burnout.

	The illusory feeling of freedom

	Han writes that the performance-based society means we inflict violence on ourselves on a daily basis. We have become exploiters and slaves at the same time – victims and perpetrators at once. Often we simply cannot handle the amount of activity lie forces on us and end up at war against ourselves, chasing the impossible ideal: we want to be good at work, achieve something, be great parents and partners, be happy… All at once. And the more we try, the more pressure we exert on ourselves. Instead of the ideal, we get fear and hysteria.

	Instead of taking life slow and in ponderous idleness, we keep accelerating. And there is always the exploiter within us, the inner voice always telling us: of course you can do this, and then that, and then that… The pressure exerted by us on ourselves is much more efficient than one coming from someone else. After all, we do not resist ourselves and we still get to keep that treasured – illusory – feeling of freedom. An individualized human being is a hamster in his wheel: in the belief he will get “somewhere”, he just keeps moving from project to project until the inevitable collapse.

	Freedom has turned into coercion, every single one of us is both prisoner and warden in the omnipresent personal labor camp. So what if our wages are absurdly low? No matter: everything is our own fault anyway so there is only one thing to do, lower our costs of living. So what if we never got anywhere in our lives? Stop whining – it is all your fault. Capitalism, unlike religion, offers no absolution. Just debt.

	The lost trust

	We often hear the phrase “those who want, can”. It makes us lose our inhibitions, it teaches us to be as promiscuous as possible and it makes us wish “a nice day” to people we wouldn’t normally spit on if they were on fire just because we could turn it into an advantage at work. And the culture of Internet and social networks emphasizes this further by making us risk it all: everyone is judging everyone else all the time, there are no more secrets or sacred hideouts. What remains is obscenity – our faces have become a commodity exhibited on Facebook, everything necessitates an immediate reaction and everyone wants to keep tabs on everyone else.

	 “Transparency” has become a notoriously overused word. Everyone requires it but it is just a thin layer of gilt covering another massive problem: requiring total transparency marks the disappearance of trust from society. We refuse to trust anything and anyone and that is why we have to keep ourselves in the loop all the time – everything needs to be predictable and under close watch. “A society of transparency is a society of distrust and suspicion that substitutes trust with control. The loud calling for transparency shows that the moral fundaments of society are collapsing, that the ethical values of honor and sincerity are losing their meaning,” Han writes.

	What (not) to do?

	Byung-Chul Han has caught the modern society with its trousers down. And his diagnosis leads him to a radical conclusion: the project of individual freedom, which the Western society was based on, has simply failed. While we may think that we are free, we are really just exploiting and destroying ourselves. If anyone is still wondering about the reason for the successes of Donald Trump and the other ultra-right wingers, they are missing the point: these politicians are just – in their own ways –  laying bare the real basis of our system, in all its cruelty and violence.

	The obvious question is how to get out. Individual personality coaches will tell you to better divide your workload and light an incense stick for relaxation. But that will not be enough. Maybe a good start would be simply doing less. It is quite likely that the growing automatization of work will only serve to increase the pressure for efficiency so there is no point in trying to match the working speed of computers and robots. We could use the time gained in a much better way – for relaxation, soul-searching, things that we enjoy. And maybe for creating a wholly different society, free of slavery and burnout.

	Translation by Michal Chmela

	 


I must be happy at work. There is no way to get a job anywhere else.

	Jana Sivičeková, POLE 
May 30, 2017,
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	In Slovakia's Banská Bystrica region, 24.65% of economically active people in the Rimavská Sobota district are without a job. Two inhabitants of the district who work for a meat distribution company share their stories.

	The region of Banská Bystrica is the largest part of Slovakia. It bears many scars caused by the economic transformation after 1989, the following privatization and bankruptcy of many companies that provided jobs in the region for decades. Ignoring the socio-economic situation of people has caused widespread despair reflected, among other things, in the fact this region has the highest rate of suicide in the country.

	The district of Rimavská Sobota is a part of this region that boasts the highest unemployment rate in Slovakia. 24.65% of the economically active people who live here are without a job. We asked the inhabitants of this region about the situation there for our very first social report: our first two interviewees work for a company that makes and distributes meat products.  

	The first interviewee is 45 years old. She has been working at the same position for five years, packing meat. The regular shift length is supposed to be seven and a half hours a day – but since Christmas, she has been working twelve-hour shifts without a break. According to her, the job is not difficult, and she is determined to work for as long as it is needed.

	Are you content with your job? 

	I am content with the job – but not the financial rewards. We make too little, the minimum wage. And I have got the feeling that there are double standards when it comes to deciding pay grades.

	What does your job mean for you? Are you happy in it?

	I must be happy in it. There is no way to get a job anywhere else.

	Are there trade unions at your workplace?

	I have got the feeling people are afraid to say what they have issues with out loud. People talk in the changing rooms, but all is quiet at meetings. Meetings are pointless: it is all promises, but nothing ever happens. I am not in the union, a colleague of mine is and she is supposed to speak for us there but she never informs us about what happens at the meetings. The little we find out is always via second-hand information, not coming directly from her. The unionists do not communicate with us at all.

	What do you think about the communication between your superiors and you as employees?

	I will give you an example: once, I was unable to work for health reasons. My shift leader called me before Christmas, asked whether she could count on me for the longer shifts. I said yes, I am feeling better now. And when I came to work, I was told that if I did not agree and come to work immediately, the shift leader would have sent me to the HR department right away – and I would have been fired. What kind of communication is this? They are using termination notices as a threat, they are using the fact there are very few jobs around here.

	Is there anything you think would make you happier at your job? What would your ideal job be?

	I would be happy if they appreciated my work, if they could reward it financially. And an ideal job would be one that is not shift work – because working three shifts when you have children is not easy. I also think the people who work in one factory should stand together, that if we all stood up to the employers, they would be forced to give us a pay raise.

	What kind of social life does your job allow for? Can you make do with your wages or do you have to resort to a second job? How do you spend your leisure time, does your social situation allow you to live culturally?

	I would not be able to get by without having another source of income; I receive social security for being a widow. I cannot imagine how the people who are getting only these minimum wages manage. And now I am afraid of what will happen when my daughter goes to college.

	No, the money does not allow me to have a cultural or social life – even though I would like to. And there is no time; I work on the weekends and all my remaining time is taken up by house work.

	What social class do you identify with?

	Low (laborer) class.

	Are you afraid of losing your job?

	Yes. That is why everyone is afraid to speak out, we are afraid for our jobs.

	What do you think was the best part of your life? Was the work any easier, were you  happier?

	Seventeen years ago, after my maternity leave, I had a job at the state forestry department. I liked it there, it was hard work but properly rewarded – I worked one shift, I made 9500 Sk (around 315 euro) a month. Now I am working three shifts for minimum wage.

	Do politics interest you at all? Do you vote, and if so, what are your decisions based on?

	I do not concern myself with politics, it is just maddening. But I vote in the elections regularly. I would say I cast my vote more or less randomly – because there are so many candidates that one has no chance of even recognizing them all. And I have seen through the ones that are in politics for years a long time ago. We keep receiving the lists of candidates with their profiles with information on what they do and what they care about, so I decide mainly based on that.

	How do you see your future?

	I think I will be happy if I manage to retire after this job.

	***

	The interviewee’s fear for her job is understandable, given her prior negative experience with nearly losing her job for being unable to work for health-related reasons. As a mother and the breadwinner of her family, she cannot risk losing her job. This is demonstrated in the manner in which she speaks about her job: she never complains about the difficulty of her job or  workplace conditions. She appears to lack any perspective of career growth or future due to her discontent with her wages being based on her focus to provide for her family and spend time with her children. However, for many women, their family is their future and their career, which is reflected in the fact that she clearly demonstrates having perspective of future growth for her daughter.

	Our second interviewee is a 58 year old man who worked at the same company since 1977. Over the years, he has gone through several jobs, as a laborer, a shift master, a technologist, manufacturing supervisor, and a head procurer. His experience working abroad consists of two years spent deboning meat in Belgium and the Netherlands. Currently, he is working in expedition, seven and half hours a day in three shifts. He is responsible for marking the meat products. According to him, the primary difficulty of his job is the fact he has to work in low temperatures; the workplace is built for temperatures between 0-4 degrees Celsius.

	Are you content with your job? Are you happy doing it?

	I am a butcher by trade so I enjoy it, but it could pay better.

	What do you think would make you happier with the job? What would be your ideal job?

	My happiness naturally has to do with better financial rewards. I make around 600 euros in net pay, but I would be happier if I made, say, a hundred more, around 700 euros. My ideal job would be a bit quieter, calmer. And having good people to work with is important as well.

	I find that it is for the best to shut up, do your work and go home.

	Are there trade unions at your work place?

	Yes, our company has unions – but I think they are not needed. I was in the union for a year, but I find that it is for the best to shut up, do your work and go home. Every shift has a leader and a master, if there is a problem, we can go to them.

	What kind of social life does your job allow for? Can you make do with your wages, or do you have to rely on a second job?

	In one word: good. I make 600 euros, my better half gets 350, you can get by with that.

	What social class do you identify with?

	Standard middle.

	Are you afraid of losing your job?

	No. People are usually afraid to say what they think at work; I am not, I will tell the shift leader what I think. I am aware of my experience. One has to be more confident – everyone has to realize that if they screw up, they will be fired, but if they do their job well there is nothing to be afraid of. Laying people off is another thing, the company has to be desperate to do that.

	Do politics interest you at all? Do you vote, and if so, where do you get your information from?

	I used to care about politics, I even was a member of the City Council for the Communist Party, but I lost interest. After the revolution, they came to me from the HZDS (the most powerful party in post-revolutionary Slovakia) but I refused. I vote in the elections, though, and consider myself more of a right-winger. I get my information from colleagues, friends and the Internet. I do not read the news and rarely watch TV.

	What do you think was the best part of your working life? Was the work any easier, were you  happier?

	After 1986. I started to work as a shift leader and in 1992 managed to get into management. The best part of my working life was until 2011 – not just because I made more money for the family, but I was also able to save more.

	How do you see your future?

	I would like to go into premature retirement. You know, many people work even when retired, off the books. There is nothing for it: if you want to live, you have to live even if it is like that.

	***

	Our second interviewee has been positively affected by his experience with working abroad, compared to the first respondent he is considerably more confident and aware of his value as an employee; as such, he is not afraid for his job. His job allows for a decent living, although he admits his economic situation is being made more bearable by the income of his partner. He is aware of his skills, knowledge and experience from working in the same field for his entire life. While he makes it clear that he would like to receive better financial compensation, it is also the only issue he has with his job. While he says he is a right-winger, the interview showed on multiple occasions that he confuses the terms of political left and right and cannot define who should be on the side of workers – he thinks it is the right. The interviewee admits the possibility of making money illegally on the side, stressing that this is a common occurrence around him, which indicates a way in which some people stuck in an unsatisfying economic situation and unable to fulfill their basic needs get by.

	The goal of the project, “Unionized, Organized, and Unorganized Working Poor,” is to bring the issues of life and work of manual laborers in large companies into the public discourse. The reports based on interviews in four specifically chosen regions of Slovakia (Banskobystrický, Bratislavský, Trnavský a Žilinský) articulate the topic of work from the position of poor workers. The respondents were chosen at random, with regards for gender parity and the age over 40 years. The financial and temporal framework of this project did not allow for a complex and exhaustive coverage of the topic and all the questions related to it; neither could we build a representative sample out of the respondents. As such, the reports consist of individual experience and original stories of individuals. This is why we do not claim this is a generally applicable interpretation and analysis of the issues covered by the reports. Respondents and the companies they work for will remain anonymous.

	 


Uber Versus Taxi Drivers? Not the Whole Story. 

	Kateřina Smejkalová
June 1, 2017
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	The biggest detractor of Uber is said to be a taxi drivers’ lobby afraid of the competition. But there are more substantial reasons to be wary of Uber.

	In April, the courts in Brno banned Uber from operating in the city. Uber is one of the biggest examples of the so-called gig economy or, in more general terms, platform capitalism (often mistakenly confused with sharing economy). In this kind of business, digital portals handle the supply and demand for small services – in this case, driving someone where they need to be. Plenty of critics point out that Uber is trying cultivate the image of a mere technological platform in order to avoid any responsibility for the workers that use it to offer their services in spite of being their de facto employer, i.e. a taxi business. For example, last year the courts in Great Britain officially decided that Uber indeed does employ its drivers and as such is subject to all the duties this entails.

	In the Czech Republic, the topic of labor law has been connected to Uber but it was as an aside at best; the actual reason for the Uber ban in Brno (and for the as of now yet unsuccessful attempt to ban it in Prague) was an accusation of unfair competition based on the fact the drivers lack the licenses, and proper markings and equipment on their cars as opposed to taxi drivers: Uber was taking advantage of the fact it does not need to fulfill the same requirements as a standard taxi service.

	Taking rules for a ride

	But there is more than one issue with Uber. Just this year, a former employee accused them of systematic sexism and discrimination, followed almost immediately by a leaked video of the cynical response of the head of Uber, Travis Kalanick, to a driver’s complaints about the company constantly increasing demands and lowering rewards. Another, fundamental, issue is the way Uber abuses the data gained by running its application – the company uses it to improve its digital functioning without any regard for the interest of its customers, drivers, and the public.

	The shocking revelation The New York Times made at the beginning of March did not raise any outcry here either. It turned out Uber made systematic use of the Greyball software to deceive authorities investigating the company violating the laws in multiple cities and countries. The program analyses data regarding a person’s location, connects them to, say, information about their credit card and transactions or their social network accounts and isolates the people with high probability of being officials intending to check the requested Uber car. It would then tell them that there were no available cars in the vicinity, effectively making official inspection impossible without the investigators ever knowing they have been prevented from doing their job.

	Driver manipulation

	A month later, NY Times delivered again, this time with an article describing the systematic manipulation Uber inflicts on its drivers. Because the company formally lacks the employer’s privilege to dictate where and when employees work (something drivers usually consider the biggest advantage of working for Uber – and also something that Uber keeps using as an argument for not being a regular employer in court), it resorts to tricks from behavioral economics, subtly applied by its software. Uber lives or dies by its ability to operatively cover the demand for cars wherever they are necessary at the moment – and this simply cannot be done without some degree of control and coordination over drivers. To achieve this, Uber sends the next job to a driver while the driver is still doing the previous one – so the driver cannot just turn off the app after being done and has to actively refuse the next job, which is more difficult. Uber also uses gamification (game simulation making use of the weaknesses of human psyche that – among other things – lead to gambling addiction): it incentivizes drivers to break their personal records in order to motivate them to further work or moving into a different area where the company needs drivers at the moment. In order to develop these techniques, Uber supposedly employs more than a hundred social scientists and psychologists.

	Non-ethical and illegal tricks intended to exploit labor have always existed. But both of Uber’s scandals are illustrative of the process of avoiding and attacking established business principles through digital platforms that operate upon data, algorithms, and personalized interfaces. These methods are a qualitative change for the worse, merely means (or behaviors) by which Uber evades business checks and balances. Personalized data manipulation – as with the use of Greyball software – makes its operative functions difficult to assess for an inspector or manipulated customer – in fact, difficult for anyone without access to the whole system.

	We need to find proper political solutions for the challenges platform capitalism poses. For starters, the courts should consider the systematic manipulation of drivers as the final piece of the puzzle proving Uber to be an employer. By means of this fact, then, all the requirements and duties demanded of employers would apply to Uber. We need to create methods to hold Uber accountable via demanding its platforms be transparent regarding the principles of their function in order to prevent (even more of) invisible manipulation, exploitation, and law avoidance.

	 


Volkswagen Slovakia Paralysed By Great Strike For Higher Wages

	Michael Augustín 
June 21, 2017
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	Volkswagen employees in Devínska Nová Ves, Stupava and Martin are striking with no end in sight. They demand a 16 per cent salary increase or longer breaks, in what is the first ever strike in the history of Volkswagen Slovakia (VW SK). With 12,300 employees, it’s the largest private employer in the country.

	On Tuesday, four thousand people protested in front of the company offices in Devínska Nová Ves (10 km from Bratislava). Most employees with fixed-term contracts went to work in the morning and did not join the strike. Nevertheless, the production of cars ground to a halt. "The demands made by the trade unionists are still as high as they were at the start, and we do not see any space to meet them," said Chief of Volkswagen Slovakia Ralf Sacht on Monday.

	Although the Slovak Hydrometeorological Institute issued a warning of an extreme heatwave that day, it didn’t deter people from striking. The area in front of the company’s gates was teeming with people that morning. The trade union has rejected an offer to increase salaries by 4.5 per cent this year and another 4.2 per cent next year.

	The several months of collective bargaining which preceded the strike were marked by divisions and conflicts between trade unions in the company. Last October, the KOVO Trade Union dissolved its organisation within VW SK, due to a conflict between the chairman of the union Emil Machyna and the head of a grassroots organisation Zoroslav Smolinský, who founded Modern Unions Volkswagen (MU VW). In February 2017, the trade unions MUV had 7,556 full members and the grassroots organisation OZ KOVO VW SK had only 564 members.

	After eleven rounds of collective bargaining, the negotiations came to naught.

	After a two-month interruption, collective bargaining was resumed in March, and MU VW officially became the trade union organisation empowered to represent employees in disputes. After eleven rounds of the collective bargaining, of which three were attended by an intermediary from the Ministry of Labour, the collective bargaining came to naught.

	http://politicalcritique.org/cee/slovakia/2017/i-must-be-happy-at-work/

	Delegates of MU VW subsequently began collecting signatures of employees with approval to strike if VW does not accept the conditions demanded by the unions. Between 80 and 90 per cent of workers signed. Meanwhile, VW started to circulate its own its account of the impact of the strike on workers with various intimidating messages. Young brigade-workers at the entrance gates to the company handed out leaflets with company-approved content. During a meeting of senior management with employees, which is very rare, the heads of the production halls castigated employees for going on strike. Supervisors and team leaders also threatened workers with deterioration in their working conditions or even dismissal.

	Prime Minister Robert Fico (SMER-SD) sees the demands made by the company‘s employees as justifiable. However, last week his social-democratic Minister of Economy Peter Žiga dismissed the demand for a 16 per cent wage increase as irrational, stating that the current salary was sufficient.

	Employees have complained about unequal treatment and the impossibility of mobility for several years.

	Yet if we compare the wages of workers at the German and Slovak Volkswagen branches, we see that the highest tariff class in VW Slovakia does not even approach the lowest pay check in VW Germany. Although the performance and productivity in both countries are comparable, a German VW employee earns about three times as much as their Slovak counterpart. Furthermore, the employment system in VW does not allow a regular worker on a production line to be in a higher than sixth or seventh tariff class. Higher tariff classes can be only reached by an employee with a different position, making career advancement without friends in high places virtually impossible. Once you’re in one tariff class, you’re stuck. This isn’t new; employees have complained about unequal treatment and the impossibility of shifting between tariff classes for several years.

	http://politicalcritique.org/cee/slovakia/2017/slovakia-labour-free-time/

	A demonstration is also scheduled for Wednesday. Chairman of the VW Board of Directors Ralf Sacht and Boris Michalík from middle management have arrived to talk with the trade unionists, who still haven’t received an official invitation from the company management to commence negotiations. The agreement occurred during the Tuesday afternoon. The leadership of Bratislava's Volkswagen will again be discussing with the unionists and at the wishes of trade unions the next, 12th round of collective bargaining, begins on Wednesday afternoon.

	 


Pussy Politics I: Gratuity, or the regulation of the trade in good will

	Réka Kinga Papp 
June 27, 2017
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	According to popular knowledge, giving a money envelope to the doctors is compulsory, and it’s only a matter of sheer luck how you’ll be treated at the hospital. At the same time, Ágnes Geréb, the pioneer of extra-institutional deliveries is hailed both as a patron saint and a charlatan. Titled Pussy Politics, our five-part series examines the horrific state of Hungarian obstetric care. In this first part, we examine the omnipresent institution of gratuity.

	"The Carpathian basin will belong to those who can fill it with their offspring,” once said Nicolae Ceausescu [Secretary General of the Romanian Communist Party between 1965-1989], the previous “Genius of the Carpathians.” More recently, Szilárd Németh [an MP from the ruling party Fidesz] made a similar statement, adding that he is willing to do anything for 300,000 new children to be born by 2030. I have previously written for Kettős Mérce about why this attitude is indefensible nonsense, and what should be done instead to increase fertility rates. Next to the scarcity of kindergarten places, lack of proper state financial aid for families, and income inequality, the state of Hungarian obstetric care is of equal significance: the highly hierarchical character of obstetrics is a strong deterrent for mothers to have children. As we will see, this is often not only the fault of the doctors.

	Girls, what are you paying for?

	Gratuity is the alpha and omega of Hungarian obstetrics, its basic principle of power: a system within the system. Despite its innocent name, we don’t give it out of gratefulness. Patients have a very reasonable motivation to pay: the universally acknowledged poor conditions of Hungarian obstetric care. These can be measured quantitatively, and the statistics are tragic.

	Hungary has one of the highest rates of C-sections among OECD states: compared to the 5-15% recommended by the WHO, in 2014 we had 35,7%, which is more than double the recommended number – and the rate has been rising ever since.

	The rate of episiotomies is equally bad. This procedure is normally done to avoid perineal rupture – which, in fact, is most commonly caused by the lithotomic, horizontally lying position. This position is difficult to defend, as in most cases it makes labour harder, increases pain, disturbs circulation, and puts more pressure on all of the organs involved in birth, most of all the perineum, which separates the vagina from the rectum. The WHO considers a rate of up to 10% acceptable – in Hungary however, the latest available figures show it applies to 61,96% of all births, and more than 80% among first births.

	Even more important than the statistics, are the multitude of bitter experiences felt by a whole generation of parents. Internet fora on childrearing have developed a whole separate genre of delivery horror stories, which leave the readers in no doubt that if you don’t prepare for your birth very carefully, you will be treated badly.

	Women know this. Young adults have already learned how many tens or hundreds of thousands of forints [10 thousand HUF is around €30] they should pay for a birth, and that for prenatal care they should go to a private doctor.

	Gratuity payments are such an integral part of the system, that many hospitals and clinics sell small envelopes in their cafes.

	At the core of gratuity is the patients’ complete defencelessness. It’s a grey zone, where the paying party has no rights, cannot hold the doctor accountable for their promises and promises are often left unsaid: by handing over the envelope we offer ourselves into the graces of the authority. The exchange is unbalanced, because the patient’s only option is to pay or not. That is, if they even have the option, since many can't afford it to begin with. The provider – in this case, the doctor who maintains exclusive control and full authority – on the other hand, can decide for themselves what services they will offer in return.

	The hierarchical system of such ‘envelope-medicine’ is well illustrated by the vastly different sums other doctors connected to the delivery receive, regardless of their expertise and involvement. According to current legislation, if asked for or prescribed, gratuity is illegal – but if offered voluntarily, although taxable, it is legal. This differentiation, however, is problematic and even unrealistic, considering the months-long waiting lists, borrowed doctors [doctors from other hospitals or clinics who are hired by the parents to conduct the delivery in another hospital], and that entire departments of doctors and nurses are emigrating abroad. Not to mention that the practice is deeply culturally embedded.

	Compulsory social insurance as we know it now first emerged in 1891, but its legal harmonisation only occurred 40 years later. In 1950, insurance companies were nationalised, and healthcare became a civil right in 1952 – however, since the state had no funds to maintain it, upon party decree, it became a “tipped profession.” Since 1989, the medical profession can't keep up with other prestigious professions and although many promises to raise wages have been made, few have been realised – and the hierarchical order is restored.

	Although it is customary to justify gratuity due to the severe lack of funds in Hungarian healthcare, the actual paid sums are in relation to the employees’ means or to their involvement with the patient – quite the opposite. Employees with a lower income, such as the midwives, surgical assistants, physiotherapists, nurses, and doctors in training, get little to nothing from the envelope.

	Naturally, even less is said about the patients’ financial means, as if we were talking about a folk tradition based on benevolence and kindness. In this argument, gratuity is referred to as some sort of voluntary contribution for a charity campaign to alleviate the problems of the healthcare system.

	Following this line of thought, however, it would make more sense to collect money in a transparent manner, and for the workers to be paid from the funds collectively and proportionally. The money should be taxed and accounted for. Instead of paying gratuity to low earning doctors, we could be campaigning for progressive taxes – especially because the ability to pay is closely linked to one’s social status: the more money a patient has, the more gratuity they will pay to higher earning doctors in better equipped hospitals for better treatment. The same or even a smaller amount of money could be collected and systematically redistributed if taxation was progressive and if the more wealthy contributed more proportionally to fund a more stable healthcare system.

	Peacock dance: the ritual of choosing a doctor

	The practice itself is not illegal, even though its legal justification is very hypocritical, since nobody takes taxes seriously. It is a classic grey area: in a highly publicised case in 2015, the Curia [the name of the Supreme Court since 2012] reinforced the gratuity system. In several instances, employees of the Military Hospital in Budapest instructed mothers in labour to give money to all medical personnel involved in the delivery and sometimes declared the sum to be paid upfront. The rather harsh first degree sentence was considerably softened at the second degree, and finally the Supreme Court decided that accepting gratuity was not an undue advantage, and explained that it was a widespread custom, and thus it could not be sanctioned.

	Choosing and hiring a doctor is a subtle and complex ritual, which has to be executed precisely in order to avoid the resistance or even wrath of medical personnel. The peacock dance begins with going to a private doctor for prenatal care. This happens either with a direct referral from the gynaecologist, or because the patient had already been going there before; and it is also common for women to find doctors based on friends’ recommendations. If you try to find a doctor after half-time (i.e. the 20th week of pregnancy), things can get complicated, as the doctors with good reputations are already busy, and if they aren’t, they can take offence at being contacted so late, as for them, this amounts to a considerable financial loss.

	According to popular maths, the doctor receives ten times the fee of an individual prenatal appointment for the delivery. In exchange, they don't have to promise anything, or if they accidentally do, nobody can hold them accountable. The expectation is that the chosen doctor will be present at the client’s delivery, as requested by the client, because they don’t trust public obstetric care. Since the agreements are vague and unaccountable – not actually legal, but so widespread that everyone considers them to be – it is completely unpredictable what treatment the patient will receive, regardless of any attempts to ensure it and their efforts to purchase good will. Whether the doctor will be present or not, whether they will rush the labour because their shift is over or because they want to get it over with, or how other personnel working at the hospital will treat the patient, is a matter of sheer luck.

	In several hospitals it is also customary to hire a midwife – my chosen doctor, for example, claimed they will not do it otherwise. In this case, the midwife also receives an envelope.

	The practice of choosing your own doctor, however, is bad for both the doctor and the midwife: the expectation to be available and to leave their desks and beds even after finishing their shift in the middle of the night if they have a birth to attend is especially demanding considering the average salaries in healthcare. To keep this practice up, merely on basic salaries, is not only emotionally and logistically unsustainable, but also physically and psychologically highly taxing. The main reason for this state of affairs is the permanent and severe under capacity of medical institutions, which keeps the employees under constant strain and pressure, robs them of numerous possibilities, and crams midwifes’ schedules, all of which is detrimental to the quality of obstetric care and to the relationships between all involved.

	At the same time, it is worth considering why there are no coordinated political responses to this practice, which works against everyone’s interests. Gratuity is normalised and maintained by customers. Beyond the tradition, paying bribes to public servants instead of working on a systematic solution cannot be justified in economic or ethical terms, nor from the point of view of public health – an issue which, in fact, concerns all citizens.

	Class traitor

	Refusing gratuity was one of Ágnes Geréb's original sins even during her clinical practice, which created very strong competition with other obstetricians [Geréb is a prominent proponent of extra-institutional deliveries in Hungary. Due to complications at an unplanned home birth, she was arrested in 2011, when these were still illegal. She is disbarred from practicing to this day]. The mere thought that practicing medicine was possible without accepting gratuity shook the structure to the core. Furthermore, by refusing to deprive them of their ability to advocate for their interests, Geréb gave women agency – even though this is a fundamental principle of contemporary medicine based on modern science, even more so during Geréb's active years than now. Her entire practice foreshadowed a paradigm shift in obstetric care, whereby the regime created to control obedient bodies and to guard their fertility, should transform into a philanthropic endeavour. This meant a radical attack on the hierarchical practice of medicine. Furthermore, Geréb also paid attention to class differences and created the possibility of allowing the poor to also have good births.

	Home deliveries have become to be considered a whim of the wealthy. This is not at all surprising, as the stigma was present throughout the women's movement. Contrary to popular belief, however, Geréb's team worked for very little money. At the time of her arrest in 2010, they only took on home deliveries when the customer completed a week-long intensive childbirth training scheme. The price for the training was a voluntary payment of between 0–50 thousand forints [around €160], emphasising that the customer pays as much as they seem fit. In other words, some participants paid nothing or only a couple thousand forints, thereby declaring their wish to give birth with Geréb. The participants received a receipt of this payment, and could decide whether they want to support Geréb's foundation with a voluntary additional amount, either anonymously or not. According to Geréb, some of her former clients regularly support her team to this day.

	Geréb's practice meant a huge market advantage compared to the "chosen doctors" working in private practice and for gratuity, but all the while the team's wages, tools and insurance was not covered by social security. With way less money they practiced significantly more woman-friendly obstetric care.
Not that the money was enough. According to Geréb, they never earned enough to have proper contracts with their team members. They tried in vain to supplement their budget with grants or through the work of volunteers. It is likely that it was precisely their lack of funds which isolated them, drawing the criticism of many experts and activists of extra-institutional delivery.

	Class differences set in law

	There had been several attempts to regulate extra-institutional obstetric care, but the Hungarian Medical Chamber was rather intractable on the issue, and some say even Geréb herself was stubborn. According to a representative of the Chamber, it was in fact Geréb's PR which obstructed the process, and called her a "martyrly persona."

	Although even the European Court of Human Rights had reprimanded Hungary for the lack of regulation, the regulating process stagnated for 20 years before Geréb’s arrest in 2010 – which, being an encouragement for the proponents of conventional obstetrics, gave the process another kick.

	With great efforts, the new law came into effect in 2011, even though Geréb's supporters' critique of the preliminary draft pointed out the very high standards of technological requirements and insurance, into which the majority of independent midwifes do not have sufficient capital to invest; while exempting them from social security coverage. In other words, extra-institutional births were allowed, but without state insurance, and with high production costs.

	Now only those who can afford it are able to give birth at home. Thus the order has been restored: the legalisation of extra-institutional deliveries reinstituted them as the whim for the wealthy that their opponents had always considered them to be, by only allowing affluent women to indulge in it. For everyone else, there are the rigid hospital deliveries, and thus the upholding of the gratuity system.

	***
Translation by Anna Azarova.

	 


No work, no bread. I know what that means.

	Michael Augustín and Jana Sivičeková
June 30, 2017
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	In what some may consider a surprising turn, our next social report covers the wealthiest part of Slovakia – the Bratislava region. It is widely known that the capital offers the most variety in jobs and so many people from all over Slovakia come here looking work; the unemployment level is 3,72% (April 2017). Naturally, we were interested in how happy the workers in Bratislava were with their jobs, so we interviewed employees at a car manufacturing plant.

	The first interviewee is 60 years old and originally from eastern Slovakia. She works as a handler, unloading parts onto a trolley, which then brings them to the assembly line. She works seven and half hours a day in four-day shifts with no breaks.

	Are you content with your job? How long have you been working at this position?

	Yes, I am content. I have been working here for five years and I like the work, I enjoy it. Before, I worked as a seamstress, but after 35 years of sewing I got bored with just sitting and stitching. Here I actually get to move.

	Could you describe your workplace? The conditions, the atmosphere, the way your superiors monitor you, the communication with them?

	I do not feel we are especially monitored; of course there is the occasional audit. I have to say the work is good, I am content with my supervisor – I do not think he is overbearing or anything like that.

	Are there trade unions at your workplace?

	Yes, there are unions. Until a short while ago, I worked through an employment agency – I have only been a regular employee for three months, so this is still my probation period.

	Are there any differences between being an external, agency-provided worker and a regular employee?

	It is better to be an employee, especially if you are young. For example, the workers provided by the agency will not receive an indefinite duration contract, which is a disadvantage if you want to take out a loan for a house. There is also a difference in wages – employees receive the 13th and 14th payments.

	What about the potential for professional growth at your workplace?

	I never advanced anywhere because I worked through the agency and I never asked because I liked (and still like) the job. Employees advance through pay grades after having worked for a certain time – for example I will advance after I have been an employee for three months. Career growth is definitely possible: my nephew has been working here for thirteen years and has been made a supervisor.

	What does your job mean for you? Are you happy in it?

	No work, no bread. I know what that means: when the financial crisis started, the factory I worked in for 35 years closed down. And at my age, I could not find a job anywhere, so I received social security, which was 118 euros. I am lucky that I own the flat I live in so my housing expenses were lower, and I also did not need any money for medication. Look, I worked for my entire life and when one loses their job, it is horrible. Before I started working here, I lived on 118 euros a month for half a year and that is a big difference from what I am earning now. On one hand I am glad to have a job and I like my work but on the other hand, I am not with my family and I live in a company-provided lodging – but at the end of the day one can get used to anything.

	What kind of social life does your job allow for? Can you make do with your wages or do you have to resort to a second job? How do you spend your leisure time, does your social situation allow you to live culturally?

	I spend my leisure time strolling and shopping, usually in a mall and running the errands I need to do. I do not visit theatre or cinema; as I’m not from Bratislava, I don’t have any friends to go with. I do not need a second job – you know, when I worked as a seamstress, I earned minimum wage, but the money I make now is much better, twice as much. And even though I live in a hostel, ever since I became an employee, the company pays for some of it in housing allowance.

	You said you were content with your job. Is there anything that would improve your situation?

	Yes, I am content with it. But of course, the ideal thing would be to have a job nearer to home.

	What do you think was the best period of your life? Was the work any easier, were you happier?

	Life was better when I was younger as now I am away from my family. I do not want to say that things were better under communism, but we made enough to survive and families were together; now young people have to leave to find work. Even I had to leave my grandchildren. I always say that young people should be with their families – it is not good when only one parent or a grandparent has to bring up the children. I remember it was different when I was young: I would see families going on trips together, visiting cultural sites. Even my family – with my two daughters – was together, we all worked and lived in one city. I also see the difference in prices – back then, the rent on a three-room flat with central heating cost 600 crowns, now it is 200 euros. One can get used to not having much but the way the prices keep on rising is getting out of hand. People can’t just pack their things and go work in Bratislava: home is home. Another difference is that women used to retire from their jobs when they were 53-54 years old, I have to wait until 61. These are all big differences.

	***

	This interviewee is an example of someone who has worked for their entire life and who lost their job shortly before retirement. She found herself in material poverty and was forced to leave her home and family and to move to the other end of the country. Throughout the whole interview, she radiated modesty; she is content in her job, she did not complain about anything, just remarked that it would be ideal if she could work nearer to home. She attaches great importance to having an orderly familial background, having experienced the current reality of a family’s breadwinners having to travel long distance to work; a trend she considers as negative.

	The interviewee’s modesty is understandable when we acknowledge that she spent 35 years working for minimal wages and currently makes twice as much in an age where it becomes even more difficult to find a job; given this situation, it is hard to imagine why she would complain. The respondent has clearly defined the differences she sees in the way life between 1989 and now: the increasing retirement age, the growth of costs of living and  the problem that moving in order to find a job presents for family life. She revealed that she uses her spare time to obtain the necessities for living and that she is not interested in politics.

	The second interviewee is also 60 years old and born in Vojvodina (an autonomous province of Serbia). He works as a forklift driver, usually for eight hours a day and with overtime that can stretch to sixteen hours a day in three-day shifts. He does not consider his job to be difficult.

	Are you content with your job? How long have you been working at this position?

	I have been working at this position for six years. I am content with the job, but it could pay better –I can make around 1000 euros when working overtime, but normally I earn 650-700 and that is too little for a job like this.

	Are there trade unions at your workplace?

	Yes, we have unions and I am a member. Currently we have two factions competing over who will be the union’s head; in my opinion, the union does not do its job properly. For example, I have been stuck on the same pay grade for six years, so I went and complained to the head of the union but nothing has been done about it so far. I think it is because I come from another country.

	What part of your job would you like to see improved?

	It is alright. I think one can make do. The most annoying part is the double standards.

	What do you think was the best part of your life? Was the work any easier, were you happier?

	You know, I come from Vojvodina. I studied there and the former regime, Yugoslavia, had its best times under Tito. Then, after the bombings, there was no work so we moved here, to Slovakia. I bought a flat and my wife and son work here whilst my daughter goes to university. We got used to living here.

	What kind of social life does your job allow for? Can you get by with your wages or do you have to resort to a second job? How do you spend your leisure time, does your social situation allow you to live culturally?

	I consider myself part of the middle class. We naturally took a lease on the flat and since we both work, we can make ends meet. I spend my free time with my grandchildren or out in nature.

	***

	The second respondent identifies himself as middle class. The primary issue he deals with is a slight discontent with the financial side of his job: he claims that without working overtime, his wages would not be sufficient. He even considers the fact he has not advanced his pay grade for six years is due to discrimination for being a Slovak born abroad and takes this as a sign of double standards.

	Apart from age, the two respondents share the story of having travelled in order to get a job, be it from the other end of Slovakia, or from another country. They both showed modesty and the ability to be content with less, which is typical for someone who has come  “from rags to riches”. Neither of them has any interest in politics; they keep up to date with events more or less sporadically via the Internet or TV, as opposed to anything systematic or purposeful.

	 

	***

	The goal of the project, “Unionized, Organized, and Unorganized Working Poor” is to bring the issues of life and work of manual laborers in large companies into the public discourse. The reports based on interviews in four specifically chosen regions of Slovakia (Banskobystrický, Bratislavský, Trnavský a Žilinský) articulate the topic of work from the position of poor workers. The respondents were chosen at random, with regards for gender parity and the age over 40 years. The financial and temporal framework of this project did not allow for a complex and exhaustive coverage of the topic and all the questions related to it; neither could we build a representative sample out of the respondents. As such, the reports consist of individual experience and original stories of individuals. This is why we do not claim this is a generally applicable interpretation and analysis of the issues covered by the reports. Respondents and the companies they work for will remain anonymous.

	***
Translation by Michal Chmela.

	



	


A Hungarian Grassroots Organization, The Momentum Movement, Triumphs in Victory

	András Jámbor, Kettős Mérce 
March 7, 2017
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	Hungary was considering to act as a host city for the 2024 Olympics. This caused a stir at the social and political level, as hosting such an event would likely have put Hungary into further debt, while reinforcing the power of the current ruling party. A new grassroots organization, the Momentum Movement, managed to effectively raise so much public and media support against hosting the Olympics that the application was withdrawn.

	Next time someone once gain has a breakdown about the Czech Republic still being stuck in the socialist past, they can calm themselves down by looking at the latest wage statistics for 2014, published at the end of last year by Eurostat. These show a massive gap between the earnings of people in different fields of work. Although the Czech Republic boasts the second lowest unemployment rate in the EU, the data clearly points to the fact that work by no means equates escaping poverty: almost a fifth of working Czechs (18,7 per cent) belongs into the category of the so-called “working poor” – those who earn less than 83 crowns (around 3 euro) per hour. This amount becomes especially dismal when compared to neighboring Austria, where the statistical threshold for the working poor means an hourly wage under 9,4 euro (259 crowns) – and the vast majority of all Czech workers falls under that.

	Women and labourers work cheap

	Working poverty as defined by statistical calculation is obviously a relative concept. But there are other signifiers disproving the idea of Czech Republic being a country where work pays off. For starters, data reveal structural sexism in the Czech workplace: it hardly comes as a surprise that women are massively represented among the working poor in a country where they earn only three quarters as much as men.

	Similarly, savings are being made on the less educated. While in the EU workers with elementary education average on half the pay a graduate would get, in Czech Republic this amount is only 40 per cent. Taking a look at the situation of the best-paid and worst-paid professions shows similarly abnormal gaps: the difference between a Czech business manager and a Czech manual worker is 65 000 crowns gross. Czech managers, in general, are paid a staggering 128 per cent more than the average.

	A bargain nation

	Despite the massive differences in earnings between Czechs, there is one thing we all share: we are among the poorer countries in the EU. Our average wages equate to 37 per cent of the average in the EU. Our biggest trading partner – Germany – is economically so far above us it might as well be on another planet: on average, we earn 31 per cent of their wages. At least we can find some small comfort in the fact we earn twice as much as the Bulgarians.

	What drives the final nail into the coffin of delusions about Czech economics being on par are purchasing power parity statistics. The data referring to how much goods and services we can purchase with our wages compared to the European average give a rather bleak picture for Czech workers: from this point of view, our wages average at 59 per cent of the Union’s. But our GDP purchasing power parity amounts to 86 per cent of the European average. What this means is that employers in the Czech Republic can congratulate themselves: Czechs obviously do much more valuable work than what they are paid for. The 2014 statistics are not good news. And the right-wing axiom about everyone being rewarded with accordance to their diligence and skill is simply not true in the Czech Republic.
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