
Capitalism Takes it on the Chin for a Night
By John Nichols

GENEVA -- The streets of this Swiss banking center were filled 
with anarchists, greens, animal rights activists, vegetarians and 
anti-corporate raiders the other night, as were the financial 
districts of cities across Europe. It was, the young and energetic 
protesters declared, "a day of international action, protest and 
carnival against capitalism.''

In a post-Cold War world when politicians, economists and media 
moguls are only too happy to declare that there is no alternative 
to unfettered free-market capitalism, reasonable people could be 
excused for wondering what this was all about.

But for the tens of thousands of activists who joined raucous 
demonstrations across Europe in conjunction with the Group of 
Eight summit of the world's great economic powers in Cologne, 
Germany, there was no question regarding the point of their 
protests.
In a world where billions of people live in poverty, where most 
developing nations are saddled with debt burdens so great that 
they cannot provide basic services, where corporate 
conglomeration has stifled genuine competition and undermined 
democracy, and where workers and farmers feel like little more 
than pawns in the global chess games of billionaire traders, there 
is plenty of inspiration for doubts about unfettered capitalism.

In the past, the failings of the free market were explained away 
with flip references to the flawed Soviet economic model, and the 
debate over how to develop sustainable economies was pretty 
much on hold. Despite the fact that Russia's embrace of wild-west
capitalism has made it an economic basket case, the dialogue 
regarding alternative economic models remains stilted. That is 
particularly so in the United States -- though even Bill Clinton 
used a stop here in Geneva on Thursday to acknowledge that 
some restraints on markets were necessary to protect workers 
and the environment.



In much of the rest of the world, however, there is a flourishing 
dialogue about the need to find alternatives to the all-or-nothing 
economic choices of the past.

In Geneva, as in other European cities, protesters made it clear 
that a critical characteristic of any alternative would have to be 
fun. The June 18 demonstrations featured costumes, drums, 
whistles and a pre-Solstice festival of music, dance and good 
humor.

Things got a little out of hand in London, where a crowd of 10,000
activists trashed a McDonald's and invaded the headquarters 
buildings of several of Britain's top banks for a rollicking protest 
that shook the city's financial establishment by its wallet for a few
hours. The protesters failed to stop trading on the floor of the 
international futures exchange -- though not for lack of noisy 
trying.

They did, however, manage to snarl traffic in central London to a 
standstill when 600 bicyclists wheeled along a major thoroughfare
in a "Reclaim the Streets'' protest against automobiles. Traffic 
came to a halt here in Geneva, as well, as the protesters blocked 
a busy intersection in the city's downtown for several hours Friday
night.

What was interesting was that, as the costumed protesters 
fanned out among the crowds on the streets around the 
intersection, the reaction was not one of horror or disdain. 
Indeed, many people cheered the protest on, suggesting that -- 
in the free market of ideas -- not everyone is sold on the 
swashbuckling vision of capitalism that so enraptures Wall Street 
and its political concubines in Washington.
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