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What are micro-initiatives for you?

S:

When we think of micro-initiatives we are really thinking of an enormous diversity of interventions: the Worldbank does micro-initiatives, financial firms do micro-initiatives. So what I think of with a lot of these terms is of a variable, multi-valent: at one end it could be a horror, at the other end extremely attractive. Who is doing the micro-initiative is very important. Let's recall that now we have so called micro-lenders who are simple finding in 2 billion very modest income people a great market. To make money, not to help them. So I love the term. I love anything with micro in front of it, but we must specify. 

00:04:26

N

when we speak of micro-initiatives we mean small scale, self-initiated projects

S

When we/ At the good end of the variable are micro-initiatives that are people-generated, neighbourhood-generated, place- generated. They do not depend on some over-arching coordinator for a city, for a country, for an economic sector, for a location. Then we are talking about something that is very interesting, very difficult. I think most of the world for most of its history has been dominated in the good sense by micro-initiatives. What begins to happen with empires and with capabilities, with cities is concentration of wealth. The idea, one could say, at the good end of that variable of micro-initiative, is the distributed process. Something that is multi-sited  and that is generated from the location itself rather than the consequence of a centralised design that used the micro-initiative to concentrate at some higher level the advantages.
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N

In which way would you say they are important for cities?

S

When you put the notion of micro-initiatives in the space of the city, in the space of a neighbourhood, or the space inside the zone of a city,  you are dealing then with a space that is at its best when all parts are active, are making, are working, rather than the vast stretches of land that we have lets say in the ghettos of big American cities which have been abandoned. In that sense when you think of micro-initiatives in cities, it could be an enormously powerful dynamic to activate households, activate neighbourhoods, activate small initiatives. Because there is a sense that we are part of a distributed system. You see that now with global civil society activism world-wide, thanks to the new technologies. So you can be 3 people fighting for the protection of a little bit of rain forest, but you know your micro-initiative is part of a distributed global system that is aware of itself as such. In the past this may also have happened but now there is an awareness; I think this whole interesting process of micro-initiatives in cities has that same quality. But we do have to really be precise. Maybe we need an adjective in front of the good micro-initiatives. Urban-based. Because really the Worldbank is also doing micro-initiatives.

08:56

N

How do you think they relate to political parties, social enterprises and then public space and public good.

S

The good notion, let's call it the urbanising of micro-initiatives, although urbanising immediately refers to a messy space that cannot be controlled by any central planner, by any central powerful actor. So when you think of the urbanising of micro-initiatives, or urban micro-initiatives, you get at something that has to do with making every node in the city, again it could be places, neighbourhoods, poor neighbourhoods, it could be organisations, the local credit union, the local union, labour union, workers union, the local cultural arts centre, making every little node of this urbanised space part of a self-aware network. Because I do think that this notion of urban micro-initiatives can fly, if there is an awareness that this is a collective, that this is a process, that this is happening, that you're not doing it alone. If you are not actively subjectively aware that this is part of many many other initiatives, of this multi-sited network, whatever the language we want to use, than you are losing the advantage of urban space. Because urban space allows you to do that.

This is for instance something that is happening -it is a totally different notion of micro-initiatives- the 90 plus revolts that are happening every day in Shanghai. At the edges, the frontier between rebuilt Shanghai and rural land, farm land. They can happen, because they are aware that it is happening all around. It is this notion that we are all powerless, compared to whatever the central power but we're doing it regularly; every day and we are all over the place. That is one of the things that city space enables. And I am absolutely persuaded that no central planner can control a city, no matter how powerful. If you're really dealing with the city.

00:11:43

N

How would micro-initiatives relate to social enterprises?

S

Micro-initiative is a very generic word, that is good, but it can also be a problem. Because as I said, it is multi valent.  But that also means that if it is generic, if it is a generic part of sociability, if it is a generic part of existence in a social space like a city, then it can entail an enormous diversity of points, what I am calling nodes. It could be households, neighbourhoods, cultural spaces, squatted spaces, spaces for temporary architecture, transgressive architecture, all of that. And it will vary, different cities will offer different opportunities. And different cities will have different barriers. So in that sense micro-initiative is also like throwing the canary inside the mine, to see if the gas is going to kill the canary or not. 

I don't know if you would say cAnary or canAry, in English. That caught me there. A canary is to make cans I think, so I mean the canary, that is going to be safe in a mine, no matter the gasses.

So the notion of micro-initiatives or the making of micro-initiatives is what we academics would call a heuristic moment: it will produce knowledge about that larger context, so that is also very interesting. You see how far you can go. I know that a lot of micro-initiatives, certainly in the cities we're all aware of like Brussels, Barcelona, London, they are experimental interventions. And some of them will work, and some of them don't.  But it is really pushing the edge of the system. Pushing the envelop.

00:13:50

N

Do these initiatives have a role to play in this post economic-crisis?

S

Absolutely. These kinds of micro-initiatives become necessary, also for survival when we have such high unemployment. Some cities have much stronger cultures of collective actions. I don't  mean against an employer, when there is no employer, what is the point of that. But I mean collective actions in terms of survival. We see that in different cities of the world in places and countries hit by  the economic crisis of today. In some you have the capabilities to have barter economies. In others you don't. The suburb is not such a great space very often to do that. A concentrated dense neighbourhood in the city is much easier to do that and it can also mean that you can extent to others. You know, you will have people who will know people in other neighbourhoods. So even at the level of survival it becomes very important, I think. We must, because we have been robbed, you know. This kind of capitalism, which is not really a market economy mostly. What controls is not markets; what controls is very powerful actors. Not even the so called stock markts are real markets. For a while they were  real markets, now they are enterprises. The own. The NYSE owns the stock exchange in Paris, the stock exchange in Brussels, the stock exchange in Lisbon and the stock exchange in Amsterdam. But, you know, it is a market that is open to take your money, but then the market function stops because of the shareholders. This is really serious stuff and not enough citizens know this. Now this is the rarified domain of finance, but clearly, we have to recover the capability to make economies, and these micro-initiatives have a lot of making. And I don't say creating, I don't like the word creating, it is not creating whatever, no, making. That is the word I think is the really important word.

00:16:14

N

In what sense do these projects influence post-oil peak world?

S     

When you bring in a word like oil or the oil economy you bring in an enormously complex and multi-scalar, multiple different economic geographies. It is very difficult to situate but, I mean, I would say that  barter, I don't even know where to start to answer this question of how do we think of micro-initiatives because it happens at all levels, it is as distributed as the post oil or even the oil but the more you barter, the more you are saving on transport that is coming all the way from Asia. The more you localise, you regionalise, the whole move towards getting our food from close wherever there is land, the rise of urban agriculture is very significant. In New York now you can have a permit to raise chickens. These incredible chickens they lay eggs every day, I don't know how they do that, and I don't even know if that is true that they lay an egg every day, but this is a whole thing that is happening and that is also a micro-initiative of sorts. So I think all of that is extremely important and again it makes us not simply consumers but also producers. One of my research projects is unnecessary mobilities. The fact that let's say a country like the UK imports from Germany  thousands of tonnes of potatoes, and then Germany imports from the UK  thousands of tonnes of potatoes. There is only one set of winners, and that is everybody linked to those mobilities: the accountants, the financiers, the lawyers. But do the people at either side gain from that? No. And you can repeat that, there is an enormously long list, so we have produced a kind of intermediate economy that can never loose; Even if the ends between which it intermediates go under, they win. And finance is the most extreme part in fact. So Micro-initaitive can also be a  sense of returning.

00:19:19

right, so there is an incredibly long list of unnecessary mobilities where the winners are the lawyers, the accountants, the financiers, the people at either end, the communities at either end they don't necessarily win. And now we have to withdraw from that kind of model and so we have to regionalise we have to urbanise as much as we can in terms of the production of the goods and services that we need. And in that sense micro-initiatives are a great idea. A lot of urban agriculture is micro-initiative. A little plot of land here. No small plot is too small to plant a few vegetables. That is beautiful. And the whole notion of then to regionalise that, but don't globalise it; Don't go way beyond the boundaries of some sort of 

00:21:18

N

How do these stories fit with job titles, economic growth, industry?

S                                          

Well in some ways they make, and that's why I was saying that this is another example of what I was saying earlier, that micro-initiatives are heuristic. You can discover a larger reality. So, doing urban agriculture is one element that indicates to you the unnecessary mobilities that we have. This long distance trading. If you can produce some of your clothing through associations of workers in the neighbourhood, then why import them from Asia and use all that oil. It is many little ways in which the contrast between localised micro-initiatives and that larger economic system which has so many unnecessary features becomes visible, becomes legible. In that sense a micro-initiative becomes more than just a replacement function; it is a knowledge function. It gives you knowledge. It makes you understand something. And that matters, it activates alternative explanations, because micro-initiative per se does not fit comfortably into the established categories. For a lot of people it is going to be unregulated economic activity in violation of the law, other see it as ridiculous and inefficient because it is just a little when you could be producing millions of entities, why produce seven plants of cabbage if you can import millions from some plantation in germany? Can you imagine a cabbage plantation in Germany? That probably doesn't exist. Cabbage and plantation doesn't work together. Let me dwell on cabbage now. Cabbage is actually the perfect vegetable to grow through micro-initiative, corn is much more difficult. But you could. So anyhow, it is more than just making whatever the product or the service, it is also about understanding something. It is knowledge and it activates everybody. That is what I like.

00:25:06

(that is fantastic)

N

We need each other

S

What often happens with micro-initiative, is that it avoids the notion of charity. Because that is a real danger. Americans for instance always say that they really are very generous because they are very charitable. But I think charity is a truly problematic fall-back position, I don't like it at all. Micro-initiative is a possibility of activating the usefulness if we wanted to speak that language of actors, grandmothers, paralysed veterans, in ways that they don't need charity because they are an active member who's making the community.
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N

how to feel our other than monetary value

S     

There is a work situation or a making situation – art making, music making, goods making, making bicycles, reassembling bicycles out of pieces – that are situations which give enormous satisfaction, which gives meaning, and which may involve no money. At one end I would say it meets a need, what we would call in that other vocabulary, this is real economy, the real oikos, the actual making something that needs to be made because there is a need for it; on the other end the necessity, the need has to do I would say with the social. I think one of the great tragedies of this kind of economy that we have had in this kind of society is that we have lost the collective capacity to make the social. So we become more and more isolated, we go crazy,  we have nervous breakdowns, all of these things, we feel alone, we need to go to shrinks. To me this is not necessarily just psychology, for me this is also the fact that we are no longer making the social. And I think our survival originally depended on us knowing how to make the social. We were a collective entity, we humans. We had to. We're not strong enough to survive. Even if you want to take it back. And I think that today ironically it's maybe the poorer sectors in many different situations around the world who still out of necessity know how to make the social. The immigrant communities in our rich cities are much better at making the social than the average middle class that lives in beautiful suburbs. So the micro-enterprise becomes an occasion, a device, an imperative -different possibilities -  to make the social. And that is a need. Not the kind of need that is at this end, an economic need, you need that bicycle to get to work, you need the vegetables to cook dinner, whatever. It is a need of a higher order something that finance is not giving us.

