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The Yellow Vests

Alejandro Teitelbaum

The mobilisation of the yellow vests raised expectations and rejections and also multiple interpretations. Among the

latter, some deem that it is a new way of expressing the conflict between those who have more and those who have less,
given the inability to assume it on the part of traditional organisations: unions, "left" parties, etc.
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The Yellow Vests

A part of the "left" even went so far as to say that with the yellow vests the "final struggle" was beginning to overthrow the
system.

The dominant classes with their centuries-old experience of exercising power made —with doubts and vacillations—
what they had to do: —they announced some negligible economic concessions (temporary suspension of the tax
increase on gasoline and the promise of increasing 100 euros to those who earn the minimum wage (the latter promise is
largely fallacious see https://www.marianne.net/economie/smic-100-euros-augmentation-prime-d-activite-pour-qui); —
repressed the demonstrators with unprecedented brutality, with methods inherited from the repression against the
popular revolts in the former French colonies; —discredited the movement with the help of the marginal groups and
anarchists who went to the demonstrations to break, set fire and some to steal, from provocateurs infiltrated by the
repressive apparatus of the State, and with the terrible image provided by the participation in the demonstrations of small
fascist and racist groups; which was fully exploited by the Government and the media. And, by the way, the excessive
violence of the police repression also played a provocative role that incited the reaction, sometimes violent, of the
peaceful demonstrators.
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The Yellow Vests

We think that a correct characterisation of this movement is lacking. And we believe that it is because the appropriate
method has not been used. What is consistent in analysing in detail the social classes and strata that participate in the

movement, their level of consciousness, their underlying spontaneous ideologies, etc.; framing this analysis in a solid
knowledge of the socioeconomic structures of the country and the relationship of forces actually existing.
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The Yellow Vests

And for this we must overcome the simplification that divides society "between those who have the most and those who
have least" or the one preferred by right and left populisms between "those above and those below" and based on the
basic observation that society is composed of classes objectively and irreducibly antagonistic: on the one hand the
owners of the means of production and change and on the other the producers of goods and services that generate with
their work the profit of the former. This results in the two fundamental contradictions of capitalism —impossible to solve
within the system: 1) the one existing between production which is social and appropriation which is private, thus
generating the increasing inequalities between social classes. 2) the contradiction between the growing development of
the productive forces (now it is said that we are in the fourth technological revolution: artificial intelligence) and the
existing relations of production. A contradiction that inevitably generates unemployment (higher productivity: less need
for human work time), that capitalism cannot solve because it cannot drastically reduce the working day and redistribute
income without calling into question the system itself.

T Most of the benefit resulting from the increase in productivity increases the capitalist income and a minimum part is incorporated into the salary, although not always. This is how a
constant of the capitalist system is the deepening of inequality in the distribution of the product.
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The Yellow Vests

Hegel already wrote about it more than 200 years ago: Man reduces work for the whole, not for individuals, for which,
on the contrary, it increases it, because the more work becomes mechanical, the less value it has and the more man must
work (...) The reduction of the value of work is proportional to the increase in the productivity of labour (...) factories
and manufactures base their existence on the misery of a class (GF Hegel, Realphilosophie, 1805-6).

In other words: the fundamental and permanent conflicts of the current system are what condition and determine in a
certain way other conflicts between the antagonistic classes as well as inside them.

Coming back to the yellow vests, its social composition is heterogeneous, but basically mostly low middle class:
artisans, small traders and farmers. There is little participation of workers and the population of the most disadvantaged
boroughs. That is, the sectors most systematically hit by social inequalities.?

This may explain why the main demand generated by the movement was the low tax on gasoline, for the revaluation of
wages and unemployment were absent from the claims at the beginning. Subsequently, during the course of the
movement, other claims were incorporated. Needless to say that the ideological arch of the yellow vests is very vast and
lacking in coherence. This is how different approaches emerge between the yellow vests and some have taken the path
of running for the elections.

In short: with the "help" of the Government the movement tends to be diluted and disappear due to the lack of a
sufficient social base in the subordinated classes and of ideological coherence. And now Macron is ready to give the
coup de grace calling to stop the demonstrations and speaking against what he calls "the democracy of the mutiny”. The
same has happened with the "Arab springs" and other "revolutions": ephemeral fires.

The fundamental and secondary conflicts cannot be solved without having as the objective to radically change the
current social order, which is a titanic and long-term task. First of all, because the dominant classes completely have at
their service the institutions of the State: Government, Parliament, Justice, Police, Armed Forces and international
organisations: the UN, the WTO, the IMF, the European Union, etc. and its armed arms: NATO, the so-called "special
forces" (paramilitary formations and others) and the fundamentalist and terrorist organisations and groups; the latter
actual pawns, occasionally or permanent, voluntary or involuntary, of these ruling classes. And they also have at their
disposal the so-called "civil society": the big capital, the media controlled by the former, the part of the intelligentsia and
the different social organisations at the service of the system, working together with the State but outside of it as
apparatuses of economic domination, ideological hegemony and social control.

This is how there are strategies that are designed to deal with specific real conflicts (relating to gender, environmental
pollution, the organisation of education and its contents, those referring to the practices and policies of pharmaceutical
monopolies and public health, conflicts between the right to information and its manipulation by media oligopolies,

2 Age, profession, opinions politiques...Qui sont les «gilets jaunes»? https://www.msn.com/fr-fr/actualite/france/%C3%A2ge-profession-opinions-politiquesqui-sont-les-%C2%ABgilets-
jaunes%C2%BB/ar-BBUl6tv

TJSGA/TLWNSI Brief/SD (B024) April 2019/Alejandro Teitelbaum 5



The Yellow Vests

conflicts between leaders and led ones in all types of organisations, those generated by representative democracy in
terminal crisis, etc.) that sometimes evolve into campaigns and demonstrations to vindicate the rights of groups that are
particularly stakeholders , but that, because they are not being articulated within the global questioning of the system
and the need to end it, they end up fading away or being digested by the system.

In other words, social and group conflicts are multiple and varied but to give them a path to a resolution that overcomes
their plight, it is necessary to be formulated within the struggles to resolve the main contradiction inherent to the
capitalist system.3

This task is all the more difficult because the so-called lefts, which supposedly would have to be the "organic
intellectuals" of the oppressed and exploited classes, are mostly contaminated by different variants —some of them with
a critical, rebellious or "transgressor" garb— of the dominant cultures and ideologies. The rigorous analysis of social facts
advocated by Marx, can help to open the way to a new society without exploiters or exploited, without oppressed or
oppressors as prefigured by Marx in the Grundrisse: "The free development of individualities, and hence not the
reduction of necessary labour time so as to posit surplus labour, but rather the general reduction of the necessary labour
of society to a minimum, which then corresponds to the artistic, scientific etc. development of the individuals in the time
set free, and with the means created, for all of them, and adds that the measure of the value in the communist society
happens to be not truly the quantity of work time, but the amount of free time: The measure of wealth is then not any
longer, in any way, labour time, but rather disposable time.
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Useful links:

® The Jus Semper Global Alliance

e Inside Capitalism

* The Role of the Working Class in the Struggle Against Transnational Corporations
e Capitalism Sucks Our Blood and Kills Us

* To Radically Change the Prevailing Social Order

More on the subject from the author:

® El papel desempenado por las ideas y culturas dominantes en la preservacién del orden vigente. Editorial Dunken, Buenos Aires, 2015. Publicado
en Colombia en 2017 (Editorial La Carreta) con el titulo El colapso del progresismo y el desvario de las izquierdas. Se encuentra también en internet
aqui.

o Explotacion capitalista: tiempos modernos y tiempos actuales: https://www.nodo50.org/ceprid/spip.php?article1796

o La armadura del capitalismo. Editorial Icaria, Espafna, 2010.

3 When we speak of "capitalist system" we do not refer only to its economic-financial aspects, but to the whole of a system of domination, with its economic-financial but also political,
military, social, ideological, cultural, communicational and "informational" components.
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https://www.jussemper.org
https://www.jussemper.org/Resources/Economic%20Data/Resources/ATeitelbaum_Inside_capitalism.pdf
https://www.jussemper.org/Resources/Resources/TeitelbaumWorkers-vs-TNLs.pdf
https://www.jussemper.org/Resources/Economic%20Data/Resources/TeitelbaumCapitalismSucksOurBlood.pdf
https://www.jussemper.org/Resources/Economic%20Data/Resources/RadicallyChangetheCurrentSocialOrder.pdf
https://fr.scribd.com/document/384769799/Libro-Teitelbaum-Varios-El-papel-desempenado-las-ideas-culturas-dominantes-El-Colapso-Progresismo-pdf
https://fr.scribd.com/document/384769799/Libro-Teitelbaum-Varios-El-papel-desempenado-las-ideas-culturas-dominantes-El-Colapso-Progresismo-pdf
https://www.nodo50.org/ceprid/spip.php?article1796

The Yellow Vests

% About Jus Semper: The Jus Semper Global Alliance aims to contribute to achieving a sustainable ethos of social justice in
the world, where all communities live in truly democratic environments that provide full enjoyment of human rights and
sustainable living standards in accordance with human dignity. To accomplish this, it contributes to the liberalisation of the
democratic institutions of society that have been captured by the owners of the market. With that purpose, it is devoted to
research and analysis to provoke the awareness and critical thinking to generate ideas for a transformative vision to
materialise the truly democratic and sustainable paradigm of People and Planet and NOT of the market.

% About the author: Algjandro Teiteloaum is a Lawyer, Universidad de Buenos Aires, and a Postgraduate in International
Economic Relations at the Institute of Social and Economic Development, Université Paris |. The author worked for many
years on the issue of human rights in the realm of global corporations and other business enterprises. As the former
Permanent Representative to the United Nations Office in Geneva, for the American Association of Jurists, he spent time
toiling with the bureaucracies of the UN and member States in pursuit of an international legal framework that would
harness business activity so that it would stop violating a wide array of human rights in its sphere of influence, as is
customarily the case today. As such, he witnessed how, time and time again, the bureaucracies succumbed to the will of
the leading economic powers, who were adamant at maintaining the preeminence of corporate interest over their
responsibility for their infringement on human rights.

“ Quote this paper as: Alejandro Teitelbaum: The Yellow Vests — The Jus Semper Global Alliance, April 2019.

“ The responsibility for opinions expressed in this work rests only with the author(s), and its publication does not necessarily
constitute an endorsement by The Jus Semper Global Alliance.

el

Under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

© 2019. The Jus Semper Global Alliance
Portal on the net: https://www.jussemper.org/
e-mail: informa@jussemper.org

e e e Y e TR P L LRV PP LR R P EETS VP EERSYPEERRYEPERI P TERTYPEERIFTLY 2

TJSGA/TLWNSI Brief/SD (B024) April 2019/Alejandro Teitelbaum 7


http://www.jussemper.org
mailto:informa@jussemper.org
http://www.jussemper.org
mailto:informa@jussemper.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

