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I come from a country, where the government is trying to build up hegemony in Europe both in economy and in politics. But I think, it is not only a problem of nations and governments but also one of classes. 

What is the situation in Germany? I would like to explain this on the basis of my personal experience. I am a psychologist and for 35 years I have tried to help children and families who needed support because they were living in poverty and thus were subject to considerable stress: stress affecting their everyday lives as well as their emotions, their relationships and their health. During these 35 years Germany became much richer: income, wealth, gross national product all increased. Did this mean that poverty vanished, or at least decreased? You know the answer: during these years, poverty in Germany increased massively; and is still increasing. 

According to the most up-to-date statistics, “Life in Europe”, around 20% of the population in Germany is affected by poverty or social exclusion. That means that in one of the richest countries in the world, every fifth person is living below the poverty line and is therefore dependent on state support in order to avoid starvation. Children are particularly affected: a public institute has calculated that one in four children lives in a family affected by poverty. There are however cities and regions where the percentage of poor people is considerably greater. In some parts of Berlin up to 60% of children and young people live in poverty. And of course their families too: since children are poor because their parents are poor.

Poverty does not just mean a lack of money. These children and their families are disadvantaged in every respect. Because of their social situation, the children have far fewer opportunities for a good school education and training. Their physical and also their emotional health depend clearly on their family circumstances: is the family wealthy or poor? It is just like the situation in feudal states, where the place of birth pre-determines your whole life. A baby who comes poor into the world is disadvantaged from the very beginning: their life expectancy is around ten years less than that of a baby in a wealthy family. 

That is the first main problem. We are talking about a rich country here. And poverty in a rich country is different from a country where the differences aren’t so great. In our country, inequality has grown massively over the last few years. As far as inequality is concerned, Germany tops the charts in Europe. The richest one percent of the people owns 45 % of the total wealth. The poorer 50 % of all people owns exactly one percent. And it is well-known that there is a close link between unfair distribution of wealth and social problems:  the greater the inequality, the greater the social and emotional problems of the population. Social cohesion and solidarity cease to exist in society. Germany is a broken, a devided country.

And so I come to the second problem. Poverty and inequality have not arisen because of some natural catastrophe, but rather because of political decision-making. Inequality has been deliberately created. In particular the SPD / Green Party coalition, through its Agenda 2010, pushed through the neoliberal reorganisation of the economy and of society. The most important building blocks of this agenda were: tax policies benefiting the rich and corporations; employment policies (Hartz IV) that doubled the level of poverty; and finance policies that contributed to the banking crisis. Policies, therefore, that were characterised by the neoliberal doctrine of privatisation and deregulation – away with everything that stands in the way of the rule of the market and the interests of banks, corporations and speculators.

Right now, our politicians boast about having successfully fought against unemployment. And it is true: according to the statistics, unemployment has fallen. But at what cost!  A lot of people is poor although they have a full time job. About 8 million people are low-paid workers. The cost can be seen in different forms of precarious employment, especially in low wages, sub-contracted work and fixed-term contracts. Only one in four people under the age of 30 has a full-time job. In their work and in their everyday lives, people are under constant stress and they can be forced to make concessions. Many become ill – that doesn’t matter. Pensions aren’t enough to live on – so what? Children grow up in the unhappy knowledge that they are only worth something when they can keep up with the competition. When they can’t, they are losers, and vanish quickly from the scene.

Furthermore, Germany profits from the poverty and unemployment in other countries that have been forced to adopt the Agenda policies. We kindly accept well-trained expert workers, let them work in our country, and save ourselves the expense of training them. And the countries of origin are bled dry, because they don’t have any more doctors or engineers. A cynic might say, they won’t be needed there any more anyway, as the health service and the social infrastructure have broken down.

Society’s elites think that people are to be judged according to how they can be used and valued. The significance of this aspect is under-estimated. One study, which spent ten years studying “Conditions in Germany”, came to the following conclusion: in recent years it is precisely the wealthy, well-placed citizens who are being “brutalised”.  Increasingly, they are tending towards cynicism. They value individuals according to their value to capitalism, according to their usefulness and efficiency. The social scientist Heitmayer sums it up thus: the elites are concentrating their rage into orchestrating brutal class warfare from above. A violent disintegration of German society is therefore not unlikely.

And so I come to my final point. The economic and political elite are engaging in class warfare against the weak people in society. They, the elite, are brutally increasing their power and their economic strength, at the expense of the majority of the population. The social state, anchored in our constitution, is seen as a hindrance to the market. In this way, particular basic laws apply only to the privileged. Political decisions that affect the whole population are negotiated in secret and are hugely influenced by lobbyists from the corporate world. And Germany wants once again to have its say in the world, to take on “greater responsibility”, for example through military operations throughout the world.

What does that have to do with democracy?  Not a lot: that is why Mrs Merkel only talks about a form of democracy which has to suit the markets (“marktkonform”). But flagrant inequality has no place in a “social state based on law and justice”. A system that values people according to their usefulness no longer has human dignity as its basis and human rights are ignored, especially economic, social and cultural human rights. In Germany, those who cannot or may not keep up in the pitiless world of competition, are excluded; they don’t count, their rights and their needs are ignored, and policies are limited merely to making sure they don’t starve to death.

I have never before quoted a pope, and certainly not approvingly. Now, however, I can do so with a good conscience: “Human beings are treated as consumer goods which are used and then thrown away. Such an economy kills.” He speaks of the dictatorship of economics with no human dimension, of the total autonomy of the free market and financial speculation. That applies in particular in Germany; the state protects interests of the rich and of the corporations, but not the interests of the individual and the common good.

Does an opposition exist in Germany, and is it effective? I am optimistic that we will succeed in stopping TTIP and the other trade agreements. But in Germany there is an amazing gulf: when asked, a huge majority expresses critical opinions about current policies. Political parties and politicians have lost their credibility. Most people do not believe that we can influence policies by voting. But they still give large majorities to political parties and the powerful vested interests that support them – vested interests that create the inequality and undemocratic conditions. Such a development is dangerous: a high level of dissatisfaction and disappointment in our politicians does not support fighting for rights and justice, but leads to anger which vents itself on minorities and which yearns for a strong leader. It is good to know, that very much people, also young people do not accept the logic of capitalism. They are engaged in different groups to realize a society with the values of solidarity, democracy and commons.
