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Our ralers have a pat response to these rebellions, Troop  The Origins of Democracy: Rule of the Poor
and' riot police are called out to crack heads, hundreds of pro
testers are arrested, a state of emergency is declared, and basic:
civil rights are shelved. Then, as if reading from the same script,
our governors declare they do it all to defend democracy. In the:
midst of the mass struggles of 2005 in Bolivia that brought down:
President Mesa, for instance, Canada’s foreign minister called:
on protesters to end their rebellions and resofve things through -
“demecratic means.”? Of course, the protesters refuse this self
serving notion of “democracy.” After all, Carlos Mesa was toppled
by the largest mass protests in Bolivia’s history; on a single day at'.
least half a million people demonstrated through the streets of:
the capital city, La Paz —in a country of nine million, In fact, by.
imposing their will, the will of the people, the Bolivian insurgent
were reclaiming the very meaning of democracy.

In Global Showdown, Barlow and Clarke remind us that i
ancient Greece the term democracy was derived from the word,
“demos,” meaning people and “kratos” meaning power. In its
classical definition, they point out, democracy thus meant people
power.* Even this formulation may not be radical enough. For in |
ancient Greece, the concept of democracy had a deeper meaning:
it referred to the power of a specific social class, that is, to the rule :

Early in the sixth century B.C. the struggle for democracy
‘erupted in ancient Greece with rebellions by the poor against
intensified social and economic inequalities, Suffering under
~crushing debt loads which often forced them to relinquish their
= lands, the poor resisted, agitated and mobilized. In an effort to
estore stability, the ruling class decided in 594 B.C.. to implement
a sweeping set of reforms: debts were abolished; debt hondage was
liminated along with all use of people as security on a debt; new,
democratically elected courts were created in opposition to the
Id courts run by the aristocracy. Alongside these reforms was
ne that gave all male citizens the right to attend and vote in the
Assembly (the law-making body), thus breaking the control of the
-rich over political life.” For the first time in recorded history, poor
men {but not Wornen) were empowered to malke the laws by which
“they were governed.

: Until this moment, rulers and law-makers had always been
rivileged non-labourers, those who enjoyed a life of leisure by
iving off the labour of others. So unequal were social relations
-between aristocracy and poor that one poem of the age urged
that the best way to treat the demos was “to kick them hard.”” The
emocratic revolution in ancient Athens turned this world upside
own. Now, the poor — the demos — having done some kicking of
their own, acquired the power to make the laws by which they
“were governed, The idea of the self-governing people had entered
-the human vocabulary, albeit with gender limitations. Arguably
he most radical and unprecedented thing about this development,
-as Ellen Meiksins Wood suggests, is that it represented a “union
-of labour and citizenship,” the idea of the labourer as citizen.®
For the first time since class society emerged, men who worked
-with their hands — farmers, carpenters, ship-builders and others
claimed equal rights with the rich. And given that the labouring
‘poor were the overwhelming majority, this meant proclaiming

of the poor. .
This meaning is clearly laid out in one of the great text
of ancient political thought, Aristotle’s Politics. At various poinis
throughout that work, Aristotle claims that democracy means:
more than rule of the majority; more precisely, it refers to “a con--
stitution under which the poor rule™ Aristotle’s definition was
anything but peculiar at the time. In fact, it corresponded to what;
everybody knew: having emerged as the product of rebellions by .
the poor, democracy was a movement of the oppreas;sed majority |
to impress its collective will on political kfe. Coe
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the sovereignty of the men of their class — as Aristotle knew when : Athenian boy had better than a gambler’s chance to

he designated democracy as rule of the poor. : be president of the Assembly, a rotating post held for
: : a single day and, as always, filled by the drawing of

lots. He might be a market commissioner for a year or
two (though not in succession}, a juryman repeatedly,
1 a voting member of the Assembly as frequently as he
such a palpable impact on their lives (particularly for having - liked.®

abolished debts and debt bondage), they were vigilant both in de-
fending and exercising it. Indeed, the system of direct democracy
they practiced made it exceptionally difficult for the wealthy to
manipulate political life. One historian describes how it worked!

Over the next 130 years, the poor continued to push for re
forms that reduced the powers of the aristocrats. Because democs
racy was something they had struggled for, and because it made

© In addition to being immensely more direct and participa-
ory, ancient democracy was also more extensive in scope. No
phere of public policy was off limits to it. Particularly offensive
o the rich was the fact that the Assembly could interfere with

Direct participation was the key to Athenian democ- ' roperty rights — by abolishing debts or redistributing land — and
racy: there was neither representation nor a civil ser-

. . - mpose limits on their ability to exploit peasants. Rule of the demos
vice or bureaucracy in any significant sense. In the :

sovereign Assembly, whose authority was total, every I:IE?.I:E the. sovereignty of the citize.ns over E?,}]. a.spcct? of social and
citizen was not only entitled to attend as often as he phtacal life. Because they found it exceptionally difficult to ma-
pleased but he also had the right to enter the debate, ipulate, the Weal_].g}}_}i“ engaged in an enduring conspiracy against
offer amendments and vote on the proposals on war _ reek democracy, toppling it several times — frequently with the
and peace, taxation, cult regulation, army levies, war sistance of foreign invasions — and occasionally massacring its
finance, public works, treaties and diplomatic nego- . caders. When, after more than two hundred years, Athenian de-

tiati d anything else, major or minor, which re- : i
c;jiizgszgz:emrgenta]g decis,ionJ Much of the prepara- ocracy was finally defeated for good the most dramatic effect,

tory work for these meeting was done by the boule, a writes one noted scholar, “was the removal from the poor ... of
Council of 500 chosen by lot for one year — and again |l protection against exploitation and oppression by the power-
everyone was eligible, save that no man could be a
member more than twice in his lifetime ... There was

’

no hierarchy among the offices; regardless of the sig- apitalism and the Dilution of Democracy

nificance or insignificance of any post, every holder '

was responsible directly and solely to the demos it- = Although we use the term “democracy” to describe western
self...?

olitical systems today, what we are in fact doing, as Wood paoints

Ancient democracy, for all its limits, was thus much more jut, is conflating democracy with liberalism. In modern society,
active, meaningful and participatory than what goes by the name he rights of the individual — particularly rights to the private
of representative democracy today. As the same scholar points ou ‘ownership of the means of producing social wealth — have become

in another work: ) e ultimate touchstone of a “democratic society.” In practice, this
A considerable portion of the male citizens of Ath. : nvolves the protection of wealthy individuals against the major-
ens ... had some direct experience in government be- g iy, Rather than resting on the power of the people, therefore,
yond anything we know, almost beyond anything we : liberal democracy is founded on a radical attempt to curtail the

can imagine. It was literally true that at birth every ' rights of the demas.
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The liberal transformation in the meaning of democ.racy
began with the rise of capitalism, when private property rights
became the new religion. Prior to capitalism, as we have seen,
individuals did not have ahsolute rights to property. The feudal
lord held land and the right to exploit peasants onty asa trust ac-
quired in exchange for a pledge of military, economic and pol{n-
cal services to the monarch. Property rights were enmeshed with
political office and its duties — and could be revokecji. .

The rise of capitalism changed all this. As capitalists battled -
to protect their wealth from incursions by IHOJIIIEIChS and govern- |
ments, they sought to turn private property into sometlr}mg. ab.— :
solute and inviolable, guaranteed and protected by COHStltuthT’lS,
and defined as sacred, kike life itself.** This historical prom‘iss in-.
volved a dramatic privatization of the elements of economic hfe?
rather than part of the public realm, land-holdings in particular
(including the former common lands) now became private goods. .
The economy was thus detached from politics and commmunal .-
rights and obligations, redefined as a private sphere that_oug.hj:.
to be protected from the public.” Enormous areas of social 11fe__.
— relating to land, production, prices, profits, incomes and .so on ._
—were enclosed, fenced off from the public, demarcated by v1rtua:1 :
“No Trespassing” signs known as property lav\fs. . o

Still, wherever possible, capitalist elites resisted granting evetl
the universal right to vote. Two hundred years after the English
Revolution of the 1640s, for instance, British working men we‘re_ :
still denied the vote — a denial which in part spurred the Ghart{st
mavement of that period. As late as 1860, for instance, of 27.5 mil:
lion inhabitants of the United Kingdom, only one million had the
vote. In the 1866 debates that led to the formation of Gan'ada, the
soon-to-be first prime minister of the country bluntly ﬁ)!}thnﬁd the
view of Canada’s ruling class. Summarizing the pogitions taken
in a conference on creating a Canadian state, he repof.ted, “not
single one of the representatives ... was in favloulj of umversai'sTJf-
frage. Everyone felt that in this respect the principle of the British
constitution should be carried out, and that classes and proper.ty_

should be represented as well as numbers.™™ As in Britain, owner-
ship of an “appropriate” amount of property was made a require-
ment of possessing the vote and a non-elected upper house based
on wealth was created — all in order that “classes and property
should be represented” as a buttress against the demos.
After hundreds of years of conflict, capitalist classes finally
relented (in most cases somewhere between about 1890 and 1940)
and allowed the vote to be extended to the poor —first men, then
- women. But they did so secure in the knowledge that, however
- much they didn’t like the involvement of the rabble in politics, at
- least the demos couldn’t take their property from them, sheltered as
- itnow was behind a barricade of laws that declared it off limits to
- all but its private owners. The poor could be reluctantly admitted
- to political life, in other words, once democracy was prohibited
- from interfering with private economic power. This is the secret
of capitalist ‘Eaémocracy”; it involves a dramatic contraction in
- the public sphere and the range of public powers. Major questions
related to the distribution of property, the ownership of resources,
~and the allocation of wealth are now defined as issues of private
economic life, best left to the market (where private individuals
‘pursue their self-interest, free of public interference). With the
“expulsion of politics” from these spheres, the ambit of democracy
has been radically reduced. More than this, democracy has been
‘emptied of its original content — which referred to the absohite
sovereignty of the people — and refilled with liberal doctrines of
individual (property-based) rights.
"Iwo dramatic shifts in the meaning of democracy are associ-
‘ated with its dilution by capitalism. First, the notion of an actively
self-governing people (who make the laws according to which they
live) is replaced by the passive doctrine of representation. In the
representative system, which was largely an innovation of Ameri-
can elites after the Revolution of 1776, people are entitled merely
to vote occasionally for those who will make the laws — at the
same time surrendering all control over the representatives they
elect. Between elections, these representatives assume virtually
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“the World Bank), they are implicitly challenging the privatiza-
tion of economic power that lies at the heart of capitalism. These
-movements rightly suggest that it is anti-democratic for powerful
private interests to dictate what happens to the quality of life of
~millions of people. Often without realizing it, these critics mo-
‘bilize an older meaning of democracy as rule of the oppressed
‘majority against the capitalist reduction of democracy to liberal
:individualism (the right of each individual to vote, 1o participate
n the market economy and to have her property protected).
Implicitly, then, these struggles for radical democracy are
nti-capitalist. By calling for the people — which in modern soci-
ty ultimately means the working class, urban and rural — to have
ontrof over economic and social policy, they raise a challenge to
he sanctity of capitalist property; they suggest that the overall
direction of socio-economic life and the distribution of wealth and
sources ought fo'be freely determined by the people as a whole,
not monopolized by those who have property and power.
The ruling class recognizes this. That’s why, despite the lip
ervice they pay to it, they’ve always been squeamish about de-
ocracy. Toward the end of the last major period of social and
political upheaval — the mass strikes, civil rights struggles, anti-
ar mobilizations, feminist and gay liberation upsurges of the late
1960s and early 1970s — a ruling class consortium know as the
rilateral Comurnission argued that modern society suffered from
“an excess of dcmocracy”lG It meant two things by this. First,
people were mobilizing for themselves to change society {not
passively leaving things to elected representatives). And in the
urse of doing so they were challenging the capitalist monopaly
er economic decision-making. The claim that society suffers
m “too much democracy,” in other words, really means that
a’emas are starting to interfere with the business of controlling
operty and structures of power, and appropriating profit.
Recognizing that during the 19805 and 1990z they had rolled
ck many of the gains of the previous period of struggle, the rul-
g class now wants both to extend and lock in the gains it has

total power over the ostensibly sovereign people. chresentative
democracy is thus based upon the ideal of a de—mo‘blhzed and de-
politicized demos who, because they are not governing themselves,. |
become detached and alienated from the political process. In .t?m: :
with this arrangement, capitalists construct well-funded pol?tlca-l :
parties with enormous advertising budgets in order_to :flommate
and manipulate public discourse about politics {(which is greatly
assisted by the fact that the mass media are owned by a handful
of capitalist monopolies). ’
Secondly, the “expulsion of politics” from the economic:
sphere, as part of the privatization of economic power, means that:
some of the most important events in peoples’ lives —the cllosmg o
a factory, difficulties paying the rent, the decline of working clas
living standards, the lack of affordable housing and so on — ar,
treated as problems of the market and thus outside the purview of.
politics. This further contributes to the passivity and disengajze:
ment of large numbers of people who frequently refate to p('_.)htl(:
as an obscure and distasteful business utterly remote to their ev::
eryday lives. Detached from the issues of daily life, ‘democ?a'cf‘y
becomes something purely formal — occasional votes in election
dominated by money and influence - lacking any substancti as
means by which the people might govern themselves. Th‘? €O
traction of democracy to liberalism,” as Wood describes 1t, rep
resents its domestication, its containment by capitalist property
Tights that prevent the people from affecting the real sources o
power (and suffering) in society.”” Capitalism has thus de-clawe
democracy, reducing it to a largely formal process, 5O that th
powerful can get on with the real business of enriching themselve

at the expense of the majority. - .

Nevertheless, radical social movements — particularly anti
globalization movements in Latin America at the morent — regu
larly challenge these limits to democracy. When protesters refiis
to accept that issues like health care, jobs, pr0V151o‘n of water,
access to education and housing should be left to private actor
in the market {and their global representatives, like the IMF an
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made. This is why the WTO agreements create mechanisr.ns 3?y Civil Society or Revolt firom Below?
which private corporations can punish governments tITat give in |
to public pressure to reverse privatization, defend public services
and so on. It is also why more and more of the global commons
— seeds, water, life-forms, human DNA and so on — are being -
commodified: once they enter the private sphere, they are pro-
tected by a vast array of incredibly punitive laws against violators
At the heart of these “trade” agreements, in other words, are laws :
designed to prevent the people of any nation from democratically:
making inroads against the Immense and unaccountable powers
of capital. . ) R
In fact, the globalizers are trying to design an economic”
model that is immune to democratic politics. Neoliberz.a.l cheer-
leader Thomas Friedman puts this bluntly when he describes con-
temporary economic orthodoxy as invoivu.lg a “Gctlden Strril _
jacket.” Once a country cuts taxes and social spendmg and ‘s‘c.tts
out to privatize and deregulate business and finance, its p011t1c§

effectively die, he argues:

As we have seen, the global Justice movement is far from
-agreed about anti-capitalism. While there are critics who simply
want to give globalization “a human face,” there are also “those
-who champion the dispossessed,” aspiring “not to reform” capi-
dtalism “but to stop it.”® This has given rise to talk of there being
Stwo lefts” in the world at the moment - one responsible, prag-
imatic and parliamentarist; the other militant, radical and disrup-
tive. The first secks a place at the table of power alongside the
elites; the other seeks to overturn that table and to build new kinds
of popular power. As a recent article in Newszwesk observed, “there
are two different lefts” in Latin America today. While one ac-
cepts “an essentially orthodox macroeconomic framework” — i.e.
neofiberalism — the other challenges it." The difference between
hese perspectived was for many years apparent at global justice
protests, manifesting itself frequently as a clash between the cau-
ious approaches of NGOs and labour leaders in the North and
the more confrontational tactics of generally younger “direct ac-
don” militants and activists from the South, who organize street
rotests at trade meetings. In truth, the issue is much larger, tran-
nding what happens at trade meetings, and going to the heart
f how we achieve radical social change.

" Forbes magazine, a major US business publication, broached
uis divergence within the global Jjustice movement in several ar-
icles in its November 2000 issue. Criticizing the grassroots rebel-
ons in India that pressured the country’s Supreme Court to or-
r a halt to Monsanto’s field experiments with genetically-engi-
éjéred cotton, which the magazine blamed for having “wrecked”
Ionsanto, Forbes landed such NGOs ag Oxtam International
 their responsible and cooperative approach. In particular, the
_:a'gazine commended the group’s British campaign manager’s
aim that “Oxfam’s point of view isn’t that globalization is bad
it se. We don’t want to get rid of the World Bank or IMF, be-
use if you didn’t have them the situation would be a heck of a lot

Two things tend to happen: your economy grows and
your politics shrinks ... The Golden .SltraJtJacket nar-
rows the political and economic choices (Tf thosej in
power to relatively tight parameters. That is why itis
increasingly difficult these days to find any rez?l differ-
ence between ruling and opposition parties in those
countries that have put on the Golden Stra%tj:a,ckﬁt.
Once your country puts on the Go]dcr_l Straitjacket,
its political choices get reduced to Pepsi or Cokf: - to
slight nuances of policy ... but never any deviation
from the core golden rules.”

For all these reasons, contemporary anti-globalization strﬁ
gles raise the fundamental contradiction between (real) democr
cy and capitalism — and pose the need for anti—ca.plta],ls’;kpohtle

movements.
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worse.” Operating as a polite, respectable opposition that “would |
rather duke it out in the conference room than on the streets,” the And between the two strategies ~ elite accommodation or

writers pointed out, Oxfam was rewarded with an invitation to : Popula.r resistance. —lie funda.mental differences about how genu-

contribute to the World Bank’s report on international develop- - ine social change is to be achieved.

ment.2 ' ‘Take the term “civil society,” for instance. Many anti-global-
Rather than genuninely transforming policy, NGOs like Ox- ization critics embrace it as a category for describing their move-

fam “are in fact helping the WTO out of its crisis of legitimacy,” - ment.® Yet, the concept is fraught with difficulties. The idea of
says labour researcher Gerard Greenfield ? Having suffered huge “civil society” emerged during the rise of capitalism in order to
public relations disasters, the World Bank and WTO have both - - characterize the new spaces of bourgeois social life — the stock

undertaken major facelifts designed to give them friendly, more - exchange, trade _fair, coffeek_lou.se, a‘.nd university —that had devel-
humane images. They care, really care, about poverty, they insist. oped as alternat;vvcs to the msutut.}cznai space of the court, where
In fact, the Bank’s website now bears the slogan, "Our dream is- monarch a.nd aristocrats had traditionally mingled.” The sphere
a world free of poverty.” Another prominent box on the web page of civil society was constructed as a “polite” space of cultural re-

intones, “Globalization must work for the poor” Slogans come - ﬁnement,. com‘mercial eﬁ.cchange, pol.itica.l organizing and i.ntd_
cheap, however. What better way to change image than bring- lectual discussion.” While the meaning of the term has shifted
ing the critics inside and leiting them write policy papers and : over time, it is d1fﬁcuit not to see its use today as an attempt to
background documents? Sadly, many NGOs have been all too invite mainstream respectability, to avoid being seen as part of the

happy to help these agencies spruce up their appearance. Heavily rabble or mob.* Hoping to be admitted into the inner sanctums

reliant on donors, particularly governments, most NGOs crave of elite discussion and negotiation, many NGO and labour lead-
a basic level of respectability in elite circles. Frequently, they are ~erships have sought to prove their respectability by denouncing
prepared to offer the globalizers a hurnan face by entering a “dia- those who engage in less polite forms of protest. Oxfam’s global
logue” with them and taking some of their funds for Charltable advocacy director, for instance, condemned sireet protesters in

operations in the South. : Prague for their “brute force”? The use of the term “brute” is

To do so is to engage in a polite version of elite politics, meet- highly instructive, pz?.r.ticularly for its contrast with “civil.” A{.ier
ing as representatives of “civil society” with world officials behind all, brutes are uncivilized, uncultured — and usually non-white,
closed doors. The editors of the Globe and Mail captured the stra We, these reformers seem to suggest, are polite, educated, refined
tegic choices confronting movements against neoliberalism in the =1n a word, civil.

following terms: . ~ Others are less concerned about civility when it comes to
The social democrats of Europe and North Ameri- ﬁghtmg for human rights and livelihoods. These people — who

3 ) Sargue that globalization must be given a human eize land for the poor, wage general strikes against structural ad-
face...Outside in the streets of Seattle or Prague or ustment, loot supermarkets in order to feed their children, build

Montreal ... are those who champion the dispos-
sessed. They discern no benefit in capitalism’s march
across the continents. They seek not to reform it but
to stop .2

arricades to block giant dams, throw rocks at riot police trying
o break up their demonstrations — will never be invited behind
closed doors. Organizing movements of peasants, indigenous

coples, workers and the urban poor, their priority is the building
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. ceative laboratorics - -~ militancy,” while its chief minister pronounces, “We will not tol-

of militant mass orgamzauons. that serve as ¢ ' erate labour indiscipline or violence 29

for popular strategics and .tactICS. icanleft, and echoing Newsweek, Elsewhere in the same issue is 2 heart-breaking story about
Writing ab(?ut the Latin ArnerlcanI;lal ’olitical outlook, James the town of Tehri in the state of Uttaranchal. The two hundred-

but from a cordeera,blY more ;OIH‘%; talI;( about ‘the Left® s year-old town is slowly being drowned by rising river waters

Petras Percﬁftwc}y Otk;lsi:{?: in::"e tl'?an one, and the older sort caused by construction of one of the world’s highest dams. The

misleading because the

remains, like a Withffr.ing vine, bloCkH:if?;;ﬁ?;;i;;iiﬁiﬁ; at the time. Tt was also on itg last legs, as the last families were
of the new socio-political mov;mentsi: 2 sinele continent. Acgoss fleeing the rising waters. Gazing on the glistening water around
be cxtendec"l beyond the coilh;zsisoa globj parting of the WayS, him, the town’s crusading environmentalist remarks,
the i.nternatlc')nal Legt tOtd}ilYWheEre increasingly militant protests water, being used to k.ﬂl us, then bein
pardtl:i:;lliz;:l atgh;nsf ie(;iibgralism pursue a radically different Meerut and flush Delhi’s toilets 730

an

struggle against the Tehri dam was more than three decades old

“This is our
g looted to grow cane in

. P Throughout large parts of India similar battles are being

i by efforts of mainstream . : arg »

strategy from the refoz: E}iﬁiielz:e;m%he divisions that have fought, especially in villages and towns along the banks of the gi-
Tal " : + .

NGOE; jn? lzz:zzizng the protests at world trade meetings n fact ant River Narmada which slices acrosst

come into fo

he middle of the country,

i d more enduring strategic differences between an;’ Of the more than f&ur{g'housand large dams in India, thref:‘- quar-

e "’”djj Emd Ifarfl: :md ingsurgent socio-political movements. ; ters of them are found in the three large states across which the
insti ize

msml‘;t:ls:use these radical struggles are W?:lged from below,bby

masses of peasants, workers and marginalized peo{plei, and_ t:

cause they are largely fought out in the South, they rarely regzsf T

on the radar screens in the North. They ought to, however, for:

they embody the dream of a better world.

“development”
. isi in recent yeays, huge

Struggles over Land in India: Fighting the New Co

lonialismm

The December 31, 2001 issue of Outlolak India, a majo; news
magazine, presented an interesting stud)i in contrasts. At ea:;e
story under the heading “The New .Left documents .a,1 s '11‘1}111 ng
transformation in-the Left Front, which governs Benga}.1 f}:l au:
thor reports that under the Left Front, “illegal encroachers have
been cleared from the Tolly’s nullah {canal} area, while ;-;qgatteyd
have been evicted from at least four goxfernment hospitals anc
suburban railway tracks.” The Front’s chairman 'tells the reporter,
“Restraint and consolidation are as important, if not more so, a

Os, the NBA has orga-
sts and occupations in
T Sarovar, Mashewar,

case of the Mashewar
one villages face full or partial submersion,
ousands of local people have rallied in the face of baton-wield-
g riot police and the arrests of hundreds of activists, The women

ins, court challenges, marches, fa
efforts to halt dam construction at Sarda

aan and many other locations. In the
am, where sixty-
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of the area have been in the forefront of the re'sistance,‘ ta;;ini
shifts lying on the access roads for months. on end in order (;,3 _crc <
the arrival of construction materials. Against enormous (i : s.1 in
cluding the typical denunciations of the poor for using ;10 ei:;i
and subterfuge” in the face of the destrut.:tlve projects of cap

- a growing movement has been bui?t which has thlrown ul‘)/\;oi—l :
siderable obstacles to the mania for giar‘lt damé, ﬁ;n;(;mg the Wor .

i from at least one major project.
Banth;:’f\?];izts also played an importa.nt'role. in the develop-
ment of grassroots movements against.globahzatlc?n. Oé} N-(t):;m_
ber 30, 1999, the Global Day of Resistance a.tgamst alj; 1511; .
and the WTO, the Joint Action Forum of Indian Pcogle ga;lins, _
the WT'Q and Anti-Human Policies, and the All—Indz‘a Peol-) es
Resistance Forum organized a series of large protests in va_rlolzs
parts of India. Among these actions was the launch of. a 3,000- -
lometer march of indigenous peoples thro_ugh 1,500 villages ;og—
ganized as a wave of rolling land occupations to demand land re- :.
form. Also on the Global Day of Resistance, thousan::cls of' farrgfars
rallied in Bangalore to issue a notice to I\/I.OHSE%IltC.) 10 Qu.ﬂ: In :h
or face a campaign of direct action against its n"lcstall:?ons’: the
very campaign that Forbes magazine blames ‘for wie N{mgmb:

company. Some days earlier, as part ?f the build-up tof ove e
30, more than three hundred adavisis julfﬂpe-d over the ence o b
. World Bank building in Delhi, blockading it _and covermﬁ it wil
posters, graffiti, cow dung and mud. In 2 poignant open flztt.er to
the president of the World Bank, the'trlbal_ pfaoples.proc. aime
their unending opposition to the new imperialism. Fmgcrlzng o
Madhya Pradesh Forestry Project funded by the Bank, they d¢

clared,

: Notwithstanding the incredible courage and persistence it
© has displayed, the movement is up against extreme difficulties. In
eatly 2006, India’s Supreme Clourt edfectively approved plans to
 raise the height of the Sardar Sarovar dam in the Narmada Val-
* ley — plans which will see an additional 220 villages flooded and
- 35,000 farnilies forced to flee. As novelist Arundhat] Roy writes
- in The Greater Common Good, the majority of these people will be
“eventually absorbed into shums on the periphery of our great cit-
ies, where it coalesces into an immense pool of cheap construction
slabour.” This is the inevitable result, she continues, of a ruling
- class that uses the state to appropriate India’s resources, “its land
- its water, its forests, jts fish, its meat, its eggs, its air” for the benefit

_of “a favoured few.” Not surprisingly, the indigenous peoples of
he Narmada Valley see in this sort of posteolonial capitalism a

-continuity with colonialism. And they pledge to continue their

sstruggle against all'such forms of domination:

The Madhya Pradesh Forestry Project and other such
projects only intensify the colonial takeover of our for-
ests that began with British rule in our country. We
fought the British and we will fight the new form of co-
lonialism that you represent with afl our strength %

‘The Occupation is the Movement™s Revolt of the
Landless in Latin America

Halfway around the world from India, a struggle against a
glant dam played a major role in the emergence of the most pow-
erful and dyramic rural workers movement in the world: Brazil’s
Landless Workers Movement (MST). At the very end of the 1970s,
some 10,000 families were displaced from their land along the
rana River to make way for a giant hydroelectric dam. A few
axs later, the region became the site of a land occupation move-
ment that figured centrally in the emergence of the MST.

It has rightly been observed that one of the most significant
spects of the growth of radical movements in Latin America is

For the World Bank and the WTO, our forests are a
marketable commodity. But for us, the f01‘-ests are a
home, our source of livelihood, the dwelling qf our
gods, the burial grounds of our ancestors, the inspi-
ration of our culture ... We will not let you sell our

forests.
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hd [11 Id
the emergence of struggles in the countryside as a strongho. _
for the resurgence of the Left.”* And this is the case not only in
or .
Brazil, |

In Bolivia, for instance, rural movements took the foregrm?t
: ; ci-
after the tin miners’ union, long the vanguard 01? the left, \..:;aig go
mated by an IMF/World Bank restructuring in the rmd- ths?
during which 50,000 miners were fired. Having returr}e to the
J oW
land in order to survive, tens of thousands of these n{mﬁlrsln "
lay active roles in radical peasant movements, paricu arly
i niqu
chomlems (coca growers), imbuing these movements wit E'lt;.ll th(i 5
i itali i s. Their struggles converge wi
anti-capitalist consciousnes : hose
of highly organized indigenous peoples who constitute at .
i ivia’ ulation. '
two-thirds of Bolivia’s pop -
$o effective have these peasant and indigenous movemt;nts__

jor indi 5

become that, during the year 2000, two major 1nd1gcn0u; re '
el
lions shook the Bolivian government. In the second of these ;\{ ;
i eks;
volts, the Aymara people blocked seventy main roads for we ix;
i e in
para.jlyzing much of the economy, until the government gegrb i
thed ' ter, and bet-
1 trol over their land and water, :
to their demands for con ! =
ter pay for teachers,” The Aymara campaigns dxax.r;fl upondan .
i : i 1l the roads w1
4 tones:” native peoples fi :
myth of “war of the six s : . 4
th)(;usands of stones, making them impassable. After‘the -arm*{ has
leared them, the roads are refilled.®® These tactics, nvo ng
C , ing
coordinated action among thousands of people, ha.\lre opene u};
ili i hall see below, in recen
tant resistance. As we s £
new spaces of mili ) . I the “Water Wars®
j in Bolivia — particularly the
ears major struggles in ” :
: d the ‘J‘Gas Wars” — involving semi-insurrectionary upheaga
of in 1 labourers ha
indig: ban workers, and rura 1
of indigenous peoples, ur :
posed some of the world’s most powerful challenges to neoliberz
1sim. . e
But it is the Landless Workers’ Movement in B}ja211 which
. : o
has built the most powerful and mass orgamza?t%on (?f rural V\;O
ers, though one which has not yet had the poht-lcal impact cih
,ss upheavals in Bolivia. With a membership of one millio
ma
the MST is challenging the most unequal pattern of land own;

ship on the continent, where Just over 1 per cent of the country’s
landowners possess nearly half the land. In addition, struggles for
land have been met with extraordinary brutality from wealthy
landowners and the army: according to the Pastoral Land Clon-
mission of the Catholic Church, at least 1,684 rural workers were
assassinated between 1964 and 19915 MST activists have also
been regularly murdered by soldiers and military police.

~ Formed in 1984, the MST has spearheaded a massive chal-
enge to Brazil’s ruling class. The organization has initiated more
“than 1200 land occupations, expropriating more than 50,000
‘square kilometres of land and settling over 100,000 families on
hem.*® And from occupation, the movement moves to production
nd community building: “Occupy, Resist, Produce” is one of its
rominent slogans, Equally significant as its methods of struggle
-highway blodggips, land invasions and sit-ins at the Agrarian

individual proprietorship of the land, it fosters rural coop
of agricultural producers and has developed cooperatively owned
Actories for meat storage, milk packing and coffee roast

ng. Once
land is occupied, an MST encampment is set up and organized

democratically. Decisions are made collectively with a general
assembly constituting the highest decision-making bady. The

ovement also carries on important work o
s established 1,200 schools and operates
Finding that mainstream teachers are not a
ilding a culture of liberation, the MST
eacher training programs.

eratives

f public education: it
thirty radio stations.
dequate to the task of
has developed its own
“We have three fences to cut down,”
xplains one of the movement's organizers: “the fence of the big
ate, the fence of Ignorance and the fence of capital.” In short,
ather than Just win land, the Landless Wo
radical social transformation,

rkers Movement ajms

“Our struggle is not only to win

and,” explains another organizer. “We are building a new
ay of life.
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As part of this campaign for a new way of life, the movernent
has struggled to address gender inequalities and to promote wom-
en into activist leadership roles. It urges its communities to elect
equal numbers of women at all levels, and in 2000 half of the lead-
ers chosen for the national leadership were indeed female. And in
an effort to cultivate internationalism, the MST organizes across
national borders, linking with peasant movements in Paraguay,
Argentina and Uruguay. The movement has also built links with
radical labour in the urban centers, and it has begun to innovate,
in developing sustainable and organic agriculture.” :

Of course, like all real mass social movements, the MST
struggles with the pressures of the existing social order. As much’
as it positions itself against capitalism, its members are also forced
to operate within the framework of a market society. Yet, to.its
credit, MST practices, education and forms of organization ré-
main powerfully radical. In addition to promoting internation,
ism, cooperativism and democracy, the MST stresses direct action
as the key method for developing militancy and class conscio
ness. Not only are land occupations effective, they are uniquely
empowering and politicizing. “Rural workers learn more on th
day of the occupation than during a whole lifetime,” claims o
activist. Another movement coordinator elaborates:

; s .
-an]gy “iithm tmportant sections of the working class movement
n Brazil. In fact, the MST has insn;
as mspired a mov
o : ement of urban
) aﬁi:;s people that models itself on its direct action strategy.
ese ways, the MST has demonstrated the importance 015-~

14ances g p pp
aH amon t}lf: (8181 and thf: &) I'es, (:(i in I)()th I[llal a]:]d
€98

Building Solidarity
Chiapas

: Dilemmas of Resistance in

inks toge
gether the rural and urban working classes, These issues

were thrown into shar ; .
p relief for th .
iberation (EZLN) r the Zapatista Army of National

shortly after its Janu isi
ary 1994 uprisine. A
omimentators havc;-qgted, the EZLN offensive was arfythin%g’ bui

The occupation has a symbolic significance for the
landless. It is an action that opens a space for political
socialization, for struggle and resistance. This space,
built by the workers, is the place of experience and

training for the movement. The occupation is the
182

: As the army unleashed its terror in the immediate aftermath
January 1, 1994, more than seventy Zapatistas and up to 275 ci-

1ans were killed (along with thirteen government soldiers), The

overnmen i
t was thrown intg reverse, however, by the hundreds

of thousands of ordi i
nary Mexicans who took t
fo
port the Zapatistas’ I

IMOVEMET

This emphasis on direct action has had a galvanizing e
on labour and student radicals in the cities, helping to count
trends toward a passive, electoral approach, which hgs bec
dominant in the Workers Party (PT), whose leaders have,
shall see, abandoned radicalism for accommodation with: ca
talism. By stressing militancy, resistance, direct action and '
capitalism, the MST has played a crucial role in fostering ]

:.stobal in February 1994 for ne
s of thousands of cheering
don” to protect them. Th
Zapatistas themselves, A,
Tviewers

gotiations with the government
peaple turned out, forming a “pea.cej
e effect was electrifying, not least on
s BZLN Subcommandte Marcos told
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... that absurd and marvelous “cordon of peace” ...

took us completely by surprise. Remember, when we'd
left San Cristohal fafter seizing it on January 1] we
were going to our death; we were sure we were gomng
to get killed somewhere along the way. Then, see, we
care back to San Cristobal and people were waiting
for us, applauding us, jostling each other to sce us.
They'd even organized themselves to malke that cor-
don in the cold, under the rain, People of no party
or organization, who weren’t obcying. any orders, any
line, whe got no advantage from }Jemg there. They
were hungry, taking risks, getting p}}otographed
there, they could lose their job. All that Just becaunse
they believed in it. Tt was our first contact with them;
we didn’t expect this encounter.*®

As Marcos acknowledges, the Zapatista leadership was “im-
provising,” searching for a political strategy that could break their
isolation by building a national political front for “liberty, democ-
racy and justice.” Thus fax, for all of its inspiring militancy, the
Zapatistas have not succeeded in galvanizing a substantial orga-
nized movement, despite the massive sympathy in Mexican soci-
ety for their cause — manifest also in the hundreds of thousands of
cheering people who greeted them in Mexico City in September
1997% Given the absence of a powerful, unified movement, the
government has been able to launch repeated military attacks.
A brutal campaign beginning in December 1997 saw forty-five
native people slaughtered in Acteal, eight in El Bosque and eleven
in Bl Charco — all Zapatista communities.¥ Tens of thousands of
Mexican troops continue to operate In Chiapas, periodically ar-
resting, raping and killing suspected Zapatista rebels.

: Then, in a Blatant betrayal, the Mexican Congress voted in
. the spring of 2001 to gut the Indian Rights bill agreed to by the
- previous government in negotiations with the EZLN., By remov-
-~ ing key sections of the bill that would have granted autonomy to
- Mexicos fifty-seven distinct indigenous peoples, the Clongress
- proposed legislation that has been overwhelmingly rejected by
both the Zapatistas and the National Indigenous Congress.#

_ In 2006, the Zapatista leadership launched “The Other
- Campaign,” timed to coincide with Mexico’s presidential elec-
ions. The campaign involved a nationwide tour designed to unite
left-wing groups into an anti-capitalist alliance. Subcomman-
~dante Marcos declared of the campaign, “Together, we're going
‘to shake up this country from below, lift it up, and stand it on
‘its head.” However commendable these sentiments, The Other
: Ca.mpaign failed to generate a meaningful mass movement, un-
derlining the need for the EZLN to find ways to engage in long
term alliance building, rather than one-shot campaigns.

The Zapatista movement is thus at something of a cross-
' '_oads. "Twelve years of mobilization and periodic negotiations with
jovernment have yet to produce meaningful gains. In the face of

The tesponse of militant workers’ organizations in t}:}e'c.it-

ies was particularly inspiring: within twelve days of the initial
uprising, mass meetings of power workers, teachers, auto work-
ers, health care workers and others demanded an end to the gov-
erpment offensive. Over the course of several days, hum}'ireds.of
thousands of workers mobilized in the streets in solidarity w1‘Fh
the EZLN. So powerful were the expressions of support. that'ln
Pur;aran, Michoacan, sugar mill workers votedl to.umte with
the Zapatistas.** Sensing that its future hinged s1gn1ﬁcan.tl.y on;.
alliances with movements outside the indigenous con?mumtle.s of
Chiapas, the EZLN high command began developing a v.\flder

political strategy. In June 1994, it floated a proposal for a Natlongl
Democratic Convention. By January of the nextyear,. it was cal_l.:-
ing for the construction of a Movement for Na,txonal. Liberation as

a means of moving beyond the military struggle against the M?m-

can state. A year later, Marcos urged the formation ofa Zapat%sta

Front for National Liberation (FZLN) in addition to the Za.pa.tl‘sta

Army. At the same time, the EZLN also developed its fvorldw1d§

connections by sponsoring two International Encounters for Hu-

manity and Against Neoliberalism.
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. d its own uncertainties, the EZLN contin- surrounded the Congress, drawing out tens of thousands of sup-
military repression and its

litical strategy that might mobilize “Indians, porters who took to the stre'et.s acros's the country. F)njanue'ary 21,
ues to search for a politica 3 BY le in the shantytowns, union the leader of the CONAIE Jomed with radical soldiers to seize the
peasants, laborers, hOuSﬁWl\f;’Csa peopie i ommon struggle.?? Congress and proclaim a new governmment. Uncertain as to how
memmbers, students, teachers” and othersin a ¢ to proceed, however, and lacking sufficient support from urban

Ite and Gemeral Strikes: Ecuador, Iabour.movements, the insurrectionists were outmaneuvered by
Popular -Re\m R _ the ruling class.®
Puerto Rico and Bolivia ) Stll, the popular movement in Ecuador won important
The most significant anti—neoli]:?e.ral suceesses inh Latlri gain.s. Il:l Ff:bruary 2001, a new wave gf social mobilization in-
Armerica have come from popular uprisings involving tles I;]:d volving indigenous peoples, trade unionists and students blocked
bilization of common fronts of peasants, indigenous people

OrKC lgg g C I: 5 g : Creas b I C uI]lbeISltIeS a.rld coniro lﬁd
.

e .police.” As a result, the government has been forced to abandon
inel minent role as leaders of these movements and mdig:-_-. -plans for dollarization of the economy and to reject
A re ofien the principal spokespeople.” Frequently In Washington’s Plan Colombia, Then, i
erous activists & tionary proportions, these movements are” popular upheaval — in  which 30,000 people battled riot police
assuming near-insurrec ¥ prop i ch of the. W ;o
light years away from the tame and gradualist approa b throughout the nightand 1000,0.00 desce?dcd on the presidential
AR t left. A particularly dramatic example occurred in .E(.: palace the next day — ousted president Lucio Guiterrez from office
ZZEEI:;Z _];m:lary 2001, when i?clll;genous mo:;nents and radical over his neoliberal and anti-democratic policies. A year later, in-
. . : ol of the government, L
SOldlgs bﬂigg;cg:fai;it;as been sgtaggeriﬂg through a deepep . (coming at the same time as strikes and protests in the
. o ic a,r;d social crisis. Popular resistance blocked govern oil regions of the Amazon) threw Guiterrez’s successor into crisis.
O nts 1o lement a harsh neoliberal program: two suc But if urban labour movements have been passive and timid
e ef-forts tocirenffated in 1999 by massive social protest. As th n Ecuador, this is not everywhere the case. During the summer
attemﬁ(:w::sis worsened that year — with 150,000 people }0_3_ of 1998, for instance, hundreds of thousands of workers in Puerto
;z;]i;eir jobs and the price of water jumping 400 per cent — thi

mvolvernent
1 April 2005, another

a Free Trade agreement

(CONAIE) ani Mico struck against privatization of the US colony’s telephone ser-
. . : f Ecuador e. The struggle began with a walkout by phone workers or June
deration of Indigenous Nations o 1 | oz | . . ‘o l
glznféoz’; Zinatlon of Social Movements (GMS) demanded t_}_i When riot police were mobilized to beat the strikers — Images
s resignation. However, in January 2000, the gov:em f which filled TV news broadcasts — thousands of workers and
S dt gjani’ce most sections of big business behind it. I
ment managed o U

tudents poured out to holster picket lines, Electrical, water and

won bourgeois support for “dollarization” of the economy (tyln ansport workers quickly joined the strike,

the economy to the US dollar) and b(?g'an to repress t-:he iopu - Then on o 2{3, o e s B e

ents — occupying the niversities, arresting wor o tommunity organizations attended an assemnbly of the Great-
mcwemt leaders, sending the army into indigenous communitie Comumitice of Tt P bl ofthe Grea
peasrilt this poi:nt, an indigenous-led uprising shattered the gov

; g tudent, environmental and community groups, and voted in fa-
nment. Roads and highways were blocked and native peqple ur of a nationwide general strike. For two days in early July,
er -

nd
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i ivatizati 1 inter-
200,000 workers struck against privatization, closing the in .
' ; 118
atisonal airport, the banks, government offices and all camp t
o , i ivi ent
f the university - and dramatically reviving a labour movem:
o 3
dormant.”
at had for years been . - . |
. The mass strike in Puerto Rico provided a glimpse of a dnjew
. . n
form of radical labour organizing. Rather than operate accix; amf
ctor and occupation — as teachers, telephone workers, ortrz
o Si workers — the Greater Commiittee of Labour Orgamzatmr}l;
Or . -
; t the principle of working class solidarity to the fore. It b_roug.t_
o - 1 its
zctivists from women’s, student and environmental g;o?ps 11f*1to “
i i : idely referr
i hing an action that was wi
assemblies, thereby launc : _ red
to as La ﬁ.t;elga del prueblo — the people’s strike. This approach ;
y i v i ne o
been most successfully developed in Bolivia, w%uch 1;1-as seen one of
the most extraordinary uprisings against ne;hbera 1SHSLthe .
ivia i i i rtant case because, a -
Bolivia is an especially impo s g
ial Times notes, “the World Bank and the IMF saw [it] as i(;znl‘e/
E ‘ :
mkfi of a model.”®* The country’s government adopted the ™
t n ) . . - . - .t1€
Wor?d Bank mania for privatization, selling off elec‘;gl;;l -111:11 e
i i i it adde
irl: ional train service. Then, in R
the airline and the nation ,in 1999, 1 adde
i livia’s second largest city, 02,
the water system in Bo e
to its sell-off List. Soon it found a buyer, a newly formeg su Ct
. . e
iary of the San Francisco-based Bechtel Enterprises. So swl &
1 o
waz the Bechtel deal that the lease gave the company control ‘of
eel VET3:
Clochabamaba’s water for forty years, guaranteeing it an s: i
i 1 tract w
t, and ensuring that its con il
rate of return of 16 per cent, en contrac wort
i to Bolivian law, Immediately
override all future changes . . -
contract was signed in January, residents of Gochabamba were
55
with water rate hikes of 100 per cent or more. _
So overwhelming was the public uproar that a mid-J :
. i 58 €O
general strike paralyzed the city for four days. A new tl;la > o
tion known as La Coordinadora emerged to coordinate the sd. gg
i some dis
i ivatization. Oun February 4, an awes
against water privatizal : ;
?people’s power erupted in strikes and sireet protests. Two Bo
O .

. . .
ian journalists recount the event
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olivia’s national labour movement (t
orkplace-
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The first cordons of Ppolice who fry to block the bridges
leading to the town center are broken through around
10 a.m. The multitude who reach the main square
don’t let the forces of order stop them, despite the gas
and the bullets, the blows and truncheons.

The resolute pressure of the crowd, fired by the justice
of its demands, throws back the police ... The entire
rest of the town is now in the hands of the peaple, A
great spirit of solidarity arises, fear conquered, hesita-
tions swept away ...

‘The people of Cochabamba haye recovered their dig-
nity, unleashed their anger, constructed

a new soli-
darity, bearer of hope, victory and clation

On February 5% Cochabamba woke in total uncer-
tainty ... Again the streets fl] up, the crossroads are
blocked and the crowd returns to occupy the central
square, "_S"olida.rity is organized. The doors open to
welcome the wounded; fires are lit at the crossroads;
People talk, organize, share vinegar to counter the
effects of the gas: entire families fill the street; par-
ents want their children to learn how to defend a just

demand; canteens are improvised to feed the demon-
strators.

The entire population Joins the mobilization 56

Cochabamba, led by
g which has typically eluded
he COB}: that the old style of
centered organization is inadequate to the tasks of the
oment. So, the workers’ movement of Cochabamba spearheads

Coordinadora, building a movement “where the peasant is as
elcome as the worker trades unionist, the inhabitant of 4 popular
tghbourhood, the organizer of an association of cultivators, the
ung activist’ or again the citizen who feels concerned.’
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The “water war” becomes a radical po‘pula‘r movemen;;,
mobilizing all the exploited and oppressed. F}ve ‘;lmes SaOVgget(;
citywide assemblies are held with crox.ﬂwzls ranging from C, o
100,000, Ancient democracy —a }?artlmpatoryldemf)ciz; ystreets
on rule of the poor — is reborn without exc}.usmns 1.11 ; preet
of Cochabamba. Here, in the mass assemb’hes, all the ;?151 o
are made, decisions to which the movement’s IC‘B‘.d(?I‘S are fu ys >
countable. “These people,” note two observers, “wish to rgprc ct :
and rule themselves. They block the str(?ets, bar the 1(”;3i ds, gode(i
the square with their children, armed with ba‘.tf)ns anak 5 11"15gﬂs,
bate in assemblies and then carry out thel decisions taken. -

Having set April 4 as the date by which th(? governmt;ri e
cancel the Bechtel contract, the workers orgamize a giegel; " s e :
and the people again fill the city square. On Apri d, eiﬂ
ernment hits back, declaring a state of emergency an au*rtz€l i
Olivera and other leaders of the movement (all of whom m: (S-V\{n..
to a remote jail in the jungle). Five protesters are shot 22}11 ﬂlle_
the sireets. Still, the people do not waver. On April 1.0,. wit She
general strike entering its seventh day, the popular uprising 11n.er;l
sifies. Highway blockades are sxtendei, tk;o;.;sg;iisn (;f g:)zpfs r}jh e:.

ent are, women go door-to-doo ; .
z}ti:: I;;ji;?:rs. 1’3;5 evcnirigg falls, tl;e news breaks: the govern

; the water contract.
mem;'ls:s?lzziﬁous victory represented more tha.n the defeat of;
a privatization policy and a consortium of multinational c;rp;z;
tions. More importantly, it represented tl}e cmergeng.ho :; o
form of popular power. For one week, writes Oscar Olivera,
insurgent forces of the poor and the oppressed

But this inspiring form of popular power could not be sus-
tained in merely one city or region. Recognizing that a battle has
been won but that the struggle continues, Oscar Olivera boards
a flight to Washington 1o Join protests against the World Bank
and IMF. Te and his Bolivian comrades are denounced by World

Bank President James Wolfensohn as “rioters.” It is a label they
wear with pride.

From Water Wars to Gas Wars: Bolivia’s Cycle of
Revolt

Even if popular power in a single town could not replace the
old order, Cochabamba’s water wars set off a cycle of revolt that,
six years later, is far from over. Overlapping with the struggles over
water, the month of August, 2001 saw mass actions of indigenous
peoples over larid and social security —in a country in which two-
thirds of the population identify themselves ag aboriginal. A year
later, the hugely popular Coca Wars
many of them former tin miners,

by the energy of these struggles, Evo Morales, representing the
Movement Toward Socialism {MAS), received 21 per cent of the
vote In the presidential elections that yeat, just one per cent shy of

broke out, as coca growers,
staged potent protests. Fuelled

ges early in the year signaled that the Cloca Wars were far from
ver. Anti-IMF protests in F ebruary saw huge crowds torch City
Hall, the Customs Office and a Cloca Cola plant in EI Alto, the

apital city. Then, in October, the Gas Wars took center stage, in
- Imomentous campaign to de-privatize natural gas and oil and

briefly replaced... the state itself with a new ;yltae of
popular governmeni base.d on assernblies anl 0}7{;
meetings held at the regional and- state 1evte si o
one week, the state had been demolished. In its p }im_e
stood the self-goveranment of the poor basedsgn their
local and regional organizational structures.

i » mountain-side neighbour-
ods of the poor above La Paz) iz one of the largest mass ac-

ons in Latin American history, it was clear that the presidency
Sanchez de Lozada (Goni) was at an end.
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Yet. while Goni’s resignation represented a maj or v1:t0;31(; ;}(1:
i ,t movement did not confuse defeat of a president w. ol
msurgfen liberalism. The Gas Wars continued throughout 2004,
i:j; c‘ihze(:l)emand for public ownership grew into an ef-siat(t:;-
i ar. Then, in early 2005, the Second Water Wars rot;am H;
fl]lirgme against privatization of the wa.Fer snd }SIZV;ZT Hsl}(;sv om i
El Alto. A general strike called by the‘nelg%i Ourd o
(FEJUVE- El Alto) paralyzed the capital city an¢ o
other parts of the country. Road blocks and 'b.arrlca. es D e
the economy. Extraordinarily large and rm_htant‘ a.ctions ot
nated in early June when, again, up to half a million pro ors

Fl Alto. Once again, the mass movement topP
tOOk. Over- this time Carlos Mesa. Before the year was ou.t, Ewvo :
Ilijlesrljl:tand the Movement Toward Socialism would win the:
o

the heart of neoliberalism in Tatin America, And they have given
enormous inspiration to popular movements throughout the re-
gion. Nowhere is this more true, perhaps, than in Venezuela,

Venezuela and the “Socialism of the 21s¢ Century”

It is widely recognized today that Venezuela is in the midst
of hugely important social struggles. Too many commmentators,
however, focus excessively on the country’s fiery president, Hugo
Chavez. To be sure, Chavez is a key part of the story. However, the
“Botivarian Revolution™ underway in Venezuela (which derives
(its name from the great 19th century liberator, Simon Bolivar,
- who defeated colonial armies in a bid to unify South America on
- democratic lines) is a much larger story,

one with roots that pre-
date the December: 1998 election of Chavez to the presidency.

In an important sense, 1989 stands out as a crucial year, It

was then that the Venezuelan government adopted wholesale an

IMF program that dismantled social welfare, price subsidies and
-wage regulations. With poverty Jevels already soaring, these cuts
f'were certain to spark opposition. The moment of contestation
came, following hikes in gas prices and public transit fares, when
university students occupied a bus terminal and quickly attracted
the support of workers and street vendors, Highway blockages and
looting of food trucks and stores soon followed. As the insurgency
rolled into its third day, Venezuela’s rulers turned to viclence. The

3 60 .
eneral elections. . o
i After Mesa’s resignation, one major newspaper ob ,

Life is growing ever more precarious forl‘eéecl;jiiziz);t;l
American leaders who advocate market 11.:,'1' ’ GaﬂO;
privatization and other measures Bo tvia’s

Mesa is the latest victim of a populist uprising. . .

~

Mr. Mesa joins seven other presidents across the con-
’ . “ S
tinent who have hastily departed office in recent year

without being able to finish their terms.

And the editors knew who to blame: “a politicized indi
s population led by militant leftists and supported by coc
enou

who are angry about U.S. intervention... The proteste
growers

have taken to the streets, occupied plants, blockaded highways

5 261
and threatened to cut off gas shipments.

Of course, mary problems remain. As we shall see belo. '

[)Dpuiar f()l ces 1n Boll\u’la- OW COIliIOIlt acr llClEll tension: be[ W
!ehaIiCC On mass SCH—a(:thl y aIld SCif—OI ga.IllZatIOIl to .C‘.ha‘.[lgf: S
y on t
16t on tlle one llalld aIl(l I(:ilaan: on eICCt()Ia]. pOhthS
C b 3

1 momen
other. Tt is a situation fraught with dangers. But for the

pular movements in Bolivia have driven a huge hole throu
po

irmy invaded working class districts, shooting hundreds. The fi-
al death toll may have topped one thousand.

While repression had stopped the revolt, it only further an-
ered and alienated the poor. And it did not stop radical organiz-
g in the poor communities, or barrios, Similar discontent affected
ik and file soldiers, some of whern backed a failed coup attempt
y the then-unknown Hugo Chavez, an army officer. In the presi-
éﬁﬁal elections the next year, support for the mainstream parties
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apec, Serthing oplar anger 2nd a crisis of the ruling par- enldum, calling on Vel?ezuelans to vote for recall of Chavez. But
Hies set the stage for Chavez’s election in late 1998. . neag%lbourh.ood lorga.mzations, progressive unions and left-wing
ot bt Chiaver governed cantiously: He disavowed social- : parfflcs agam seized the initiative. Mobilizing in workplaces and
o spport. At the samo Gme, he promoted - barrios, they produced the largest vote in Venezuela’s history. With
o constitution of a lefipopulist flavour and promised to tackle 70 per cent of eligible voters turning out, fully 58 per cent voted to
o Tl exchusin Still, his radicalism often seemed : hack C‘..havez. .For the third time, popular movements had saved
D e werbal than substantive. Then a series of attacks from Ihf': the leftist president and inflicted 2 crippling blow on the elites. 52
i ware met by popular mobilizations .tha.t sav_ed Chavez’s - In the course of: all these events, Hugo Chavez has shifted to
T domey. And the Bofivarian Revolution til d decidedly to the the left. Understanding that Venezuela’s ruling class will oppose
pre all moves to tackle poverty and social inequality, he has pushed

e firt attack came in the form of a military coup, backed forward his reform program. In recent years,

Chavez has moved

by the US governmennt, in April 2002. The plotters seized Chavez :. more decisive%y to establish public control of the o1 e
and transported him to an offshore military base. One hundred has launched itmportant new social progras,
of his supporters were also arrested, Then the people of the bar areas of heazlth and education: he has more A
rios went into motion. Sending out the call by word of mm?th. tI.le economic and military policies of Washinton, st
and community radio stations, thousands poured down the hills . nlﬁ'cafzt, he has coifie to define the Bolivarias Ravgloir A
above Caracas to surround the presidential palace and dcmand. “socialist one.
that Chavez be returned. At the same time, discontent shook thl.i'. The term he uses here is “the socialism of the 1 -
army, as rapk and file soldiers, hostile to Venezuela’s (?litcs, beg'ap_ : . cialist projcet doss s, Sentus t’o
declaring their loyalty to Chavez. In the face of this mounting any earlier m(.)dels. While there is much to applaud here ~ par-
opp(;sition, the coup collapsed and Chavez was rf:stored to the . cularly the idea tI'lat there are socialisms radically different
presidency. Emboldened, working class organizations began to: rom the burcaucratic and authoritarian e et o erent
press Chavez to proceed more radically. . : . re e lso many aepbiga e
Qeven months later, in December 2002, the right 'moved_ al"tlcul:ar, Chavez and his supportecs rarely haye dors e
again. This time, the privileged management of the state oil com questions concerning radical

| democracy, social ownership and
pany, PDVSA, hostile to Chavez’s efforts to increase governiment selfmanagement.
3 ? : .

control over the company and over oil revenues, called 2 “strik
(really a management lockont) designed to deprive the government
of oil taxes. As anti-Chavez forces took to the streets to deman

that the president resign, popular movements again :e,truck bac
out-organizing and out-mobilizing the forces of the Right. Unab

E
perspective envisages new forms of popular power in which the
ploited masses uproot the old structures of Power and establish
mocratic control of economic and political life through grass-

to win the battle in the streets, the anti-Chavez forces ‘retrea.,te ots institutions based in neighbourhoods and places of work. For
Once again, movements of the oppressed had defeated the eht; 2t 1o occur, new forms of popular power must be developed as

The third effort to displace Chavez came with a recall refe entral part of the revolutionary project. Thus far, the record in
endum held in August 2004. The right had agitated for the refe neuicla s highly uncven.
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Clertainly there have been moves to create new mass m;ga;-,
A ivari es
izations in Venezuela in recent years. Both “Bohvariar_1 .GI%‘C t
an Yet, the initiative to
“Patriotic Ci ” have been launched. Yet, :
and “Patriotic Circles . " -
as efforts to in
; i largely come from above,
create these circles has " Jorts to -
i olution that as
itutionali  for President Chavez. A revi
stitutionalize support : :
ires to completely remake the social order, however, needs formd
o izati in which the oppresse
~organization, spaces in :
of mass popular self-org : ed
begin toiake control of more and more aspects of their own

suspended because the Chayistq element opposed electing national
coordinators (and other positions) for the UNT on the bizarre
grounds that all efforts should focys on the re-election of Chayes
to the presidency later that year. While the more independent cur-
rents support re-election of Chavez, they insist that building and
developing the UNT should not be subordinated to pro-Chavez
‘maneuvers. Nevertheless, despite these internal tensions, the
UNT continues to provide the framework for more radical labour

as part of esta ng a pariicipatory de y ' litics.

f blishi [ici democracy and forms of po
oo " Yhs 1 left wing;c:ur;;aiist Jonah Gindin, one of the Indeed, a UNT sponsor kshop i Aol -
self-government. Yet, as lelt- UNT .

t astute commentators on Venezuela events, observes, thus far er/government co
most astuie : »
In Venezuela “the transition from representative to participatory
infully slow.”®?
ocracy has been painfully 7 3
o I thz barries of Caracas and other locales there are mlhtl;?n :
n . . .
mmunity organizations with heroic records of fighting ﬂ;z;);) ice
- i local affains:
ighi d commmunity control over .
and establishing enhance oo y
i i the means an
; highly localized, and lac |
But, thus far, they are / . fack the means a8,
i ich to link into regional and nal :
resources with which : o
that couid begin to establish enduring forms of popular power
larger levels. o
t has taken place, has bee - .
here the greatest progress . .
. W gﬂ‘tant activists, supportive of Chavez but ofte : atienal coordi ot Vene Amerlc.an 'Sohdanty
i (0 i ; ! Pr;Sidentia‘l initiatives, have fough Collective. “This is still capitalism.”® Trye, the Bolivarian Revo.
.- simply rely on Co - .
unwﬂhilg to ra(:igal ia;our organizations. In May 2003, for in lation associated with Hugo Chave
to create new :
tance, the National Union of Venezuelan Workers EEI;TI}.W
formed i further the Bolivar.
ingi ther unions that seek to fu
formed, bringing toge : ; o Soliveg
i i te a radical presence for organ i
tan Revolution and creal . | o
in the process. Filled with encrgy and enthusiasm, the UN : p
cars to be establishing itself as the largest labour movemi:n_. 1
I\)f cla. And while some UNT activists see themselves simpl
 Chaistas LONOMOLL
] ident, many argue for an au
as Chavistas loyal to the pres R ionomioy
and radical labour movement that seeks to deepen and exten
the revolutionary process by building mass pressure for sweI(}p1
change. In fact, these tensions occasionally Pa.raiyze the ]
they did in June 2006 when its second national congress
as

~management of workplaces called for decisive
moves to increase the participation of both workers and commuy-
nities in the production and distribution ‘of goods and services.
Thus far, there is a tiny but important movement in Veneziela
- through which workers are taking control (or at least partial con-

trol) of workplaces, While it i still small, this movement may be a
‘harbinger of things to come. As one left-wing leader in the UNT
explains, “We are working a ot on thes
control. Giving power to ordinary peo
forward for the pursuit of the revolution
© “We must go beyond surface chan

€ experiences of workers’
ple, that can be the feap
ary process.”t
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R . ; h t (34 1
The Two Souls of Trade Unionismm . who have to be “sal

a coniract agreement, union bureaucracies
frequently take on the role of managers of discontent, a labour
elite that works with management to ©
arise.%’

The mass struggles in Puerto Rico, Cochabamba and \(en-_
ezuela illustrate the possibilities for a new mode.l of labour ac‘tl‘on,
one that breaks sharply with the ‘Durez_mcrat;c, Compromlsmi
trade unionism dominant in most countries. In fac.t, t-he C-OHTES
between these two approaches is as old as tra.de unionism 1Fsc :

The heart of the issue is a contradiction inherent to unﬁcvnsi 1n-.
capitalist society. On the one hand, unions are a fo.rm of co ﬁ::ti:r;
organization of workers against capital. By fostemnlg coop craive
organization and action, they play a t‘rer.nendous y proigfd ve:
role in countering fragmentation and building l.:)ond.s of soli a1:1ty_.
On the other hand, a principal functior% of umions is to n.egotm,tc_.-
better terms for the sale of labour to ca]eltal - in short, to 1mpr§v
workers’ pasition within capitalis.m. Thls produces a C?njfwa;;d"
tendency within unions, an inclination to a.cce?t caplt_a st an
disavow radical change. The result is a contradictory situation 1

i i i i osition to capi
which “trade unions are dialt?sﬁtmally both in opp
2

smooth over” problems that

Instead of organizations dedicated to the emancipation of all
the poor and the oppressed, bureaucratic business unions — the
form that is dominant particularly in North America and Europe
~ assume the role of special agencies for the betterment of the
conditions of a small section of workexs, They abandon their po-
tential as organizations for radical change and become 2 loyal
opposition, a part of the status quo. To take one recent exam-
ple, the Mew York Times ran a story in June 2001 entitled “White
House and Unions Look for Common Ground,”

which revealed
that American labour leaders were making subst

antial donations

“ Rather than forming a radical opposition movement, the bulk of

America’s labour leaders have become mimor partners of the US
“ruling class, publicly supporting Bush’s “war against terrorism.”

The positions of labour leaders in Europe, Canada, Australia or
.Japan are scarcely better.®

i omponent of it. .
tahsng?ig :a;itaﬁst classes learn to live with unions — which }tlhe
generally do reluctantly, only after efforts.to crush thCTH;_ aé_r
failed — they then attempt to co-oI_)t org.amzeftl labozr. }ely ..a...
50 by courting a “special relationship™ with union lezlx erst \ i ((:;n
their organizations become larger and more -complex, yP :
assume the role of full-time union fuflctlonaries. A zx}ost qul
ably, capitalists offer recognition of unions azd a prfmw:ﬁ to nl‘;i
tiate with them in return for a “responsllbie: and. bu-smess— ike
trade unionism that disavows anti-capitalist radn-:ahsm. V\-Ta-g:e_
and working conditions are regularized anc‘l Col'lccjtn{e ba;‘lg_azn_m
accepted on condition that union le.a.ders will d1sc;1p11nz t ;11‘ o "
ranks, preventing unauthorized st.rl_kes, s.lowdowns an sja ._0 g
Under these circumstances, there is massive pressure for umon? .:
become bureaucratic bargaining machines_:, dommatedfby pr es
sional negotiators and their staffs, and dlscrc)‘nnc.icted rc()irar,l:_ <:31
rank-and-file members. Seeing members as “uninformed” type

Unions that function this way give up any claim to being
eading forces for radical social change. Instead, they take up the
ole of “special interest groups” unconcerried with the plight of

nstrating “that their efforts are far from narrow and e
ut, on the contrary, are directed t
own-trodden masses.»¥0

goistic,
owards the emancipation of the

But the position of moderate business unions is far from
able. In periods like the present, capital will take advantage of
eir passivity and lethargy to slash Jobs, reduce wages and even

bust unions through the use of scabs during strikes and lockouts (i

a
ctic that has been {righteningly effective in the US). As a result,
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unions have been in retreat in most of the major capitalist nations, ' In the end, however, American capitalism was able to d
largely incapable of holding their own in the face of the neolib- - feat the labour militants who saw the CIO as an instrum. \ t e;‘
eral offensive against workers.”! Yet failures of business union- social transformation. The Cold War at home, where radi 61; Of
ism can create openings for a more militant sort of class struggle - all types were purged, fired and persecuted C,Ombined wiili St;
unionism to emerge. Indeed, this is precisely what happened in economic expansion of the post-war boom t(; create conditi i
North America in the 1930s and 1940s when the conservative - which the new unions could be Hons in

e ‘ ‘ : tamed and domesticated.
eraft unionism of the American Federation of Labour (AFT) was "The history of trade unionism demonstrates, theref;
A ore, an

blown out of the water by a wave of militant sit-down strikes that - inherent tension within working class organizations itali
; n capraist

generated a new brand of radical industrial unionism, society. While unions have the capacity to become mass. d
s, demo-

The AFL unions had been utterly ineffective in the face of . Cratic organizations that mobilize workers to challenge the rul
fifteen years of union-busting {1919-54). Moreover, because they of capital, they also have a tendency to compromise, curry a :
concentrated on the skilled crafts where white men predomi- ceptance and lower their sights to piecemeal altcrati:ons o? t}fe:
nated, these unions offered almost nothing to women, black and - structure of exploitation. For workers smarting under intense
immigrant workers. Beginning in 1934, however, a wave of strikes oppression, business unionism is often of little value at all. Up.
led by such groups transformed the labour scene and new mass der such circumstances, militant forms of working class str- 1"
unions emerged, associated with the Congress of Industrial Or- and organization éan erupt, as they did in North America iugtie
ganizations (CIO). By 1937, the sit-down strike — where workers. 1930s. This is true in the North, as the great French strikH ;‘
evicted management, occupied the place of work and transformed the last decade or so illustrate. But perhaps nowhere hag mﬂf:a;t

it into a living space in which they slept, ate together, and or- unionism heen so impressive in recent years as in many of the
ganized entertainment — had become radical Iabour’s new tactic newly globalized countries, particularly in much of East Ksia

of choice. At America’s largest manufacturing company, Gen-. )
eral Motors, 170 sit-downs took place between March and June East Asia’s New Workers’ Movements
of that year; in a two-week period in March, Chicago workers;
organized nearly sixty sit-down actions. Every kind of oppressed:
group imaginable sat down: wornen workers at Woolworth’s stores:
in New York; blaclk and white kitchen and laundry workers at that
city’s Hospital for Joint Discases; inmates at the state prison in:
Jeliet, Tlinois; high school students in Mineville, New York sup
porting their teachers’ contract dispute; children in a Pittsburgt

It should come as no surprise that East Asia has been the site
of new radical workers’ Imovements, as it is the one region outside
the core capitalist countries where, over the past quarter-
a mumber of nations have emerged as significant indust
ducers and exporters. Between 1980 and 1991, for inst

.share of world trade accounted for by Asia (exéluding
creased from 9 to 15 per cent — at the same time that vi
ery other region of the South dramatically lost ground

century,
rial pro-
ance, the
Japan) in-

movie theater (when the owner stopped showing “shorts” before:
the main feature).”* The result was the creation of a new, culture o )
class solidarity that broke the anti-union resistance of America’s e ’ in ing countries”
manufacturing tycoons and generated militant forms of working

class consciousness and activism.
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up, alongside international airports, luxury hotels and modern Workers” Union (SBSI) organized month-long demonstrations at
td;communications systems. In the process, new working classes two hundred factories and a rally of 25,000 workers at govern-
emerged which are making a major impact on social life. ' ment offices,

The late 1980s saw an impressive growth in trade union Meanwhile, left-wing student radicals had launched a work-

membership throughout much of the region. Between just 1987 ers’ organization of their own, the Center for Indonesian Labour

and 1989, for example, union membership rose by 27 per cent in Struggle (PPBI). In _}uly- 1995, the Center organized a strike of
Bangladesh, 38 per cent in the Philippines and 100 per cent in .13,000 garment workers in Bog.or; shorﬂgf after ﬂfe fall of Suharto
Korea In many of these cases, militant new union movements : Ithrought o.ut 20,000 workers in a com?lped. strike @d conumu-
emerged. While these have faced a number of problems — police nity protestin Surabayrfl. Am'ong _the a(‘.t-IthStS 1n.volvcd in building
repression, anti-union laws, and their own tendencies toward busi- t.hf: PPBI was the charismatic Dita Sari, t%wn in her early twen?
ness unionism — they have also, in a number of cases, provided: ties. A foundf:r of t}fe People’s Democratic I.)arty (PRD), Sa‘m
hopeful examples of a more genuinely class struggle unionism. I helped organize rallies of 10,000 workers prior to her arrest in
this regard, the emergence of the new workess’ movement in Ko July 199.6. o . |

rea deserves special attention, as do developments in Indonesia.” : Union organization in Indonesia is much more community-

based than in the West, since open political activism at the work-
places is often undafe., Typically, unions are built through secret
meetings in working class neighbourhoods, out of sight of the
employers and the police. Neighbourhood organizing has given
unions a unique resilience, rooting them In the localities where
working class activists live. During the upheaval that brought
down Suharto in 1998, small groups of radical workers joined
students in the streets for the confrontations with riot police that
eventually cracked the dictatorship. Since then, workers have
gained more legal and political space for organization and unions
have grown coné.iderably.

Today, the Indonesian Prosperity Labor Union has devel-
oped to probably a few hundred thousand organized members,
while the more radical National Front for Indonesian Labor
Struggle (FNPBI, successor of the PPBI) has managed to bring to-
gether some tens of thousands and has staged successful May Day
marches.”® These new unions often suffer, however, from domina-
tion by radical students and professionals and from weak struc-
tures of membership democracy. In a promising development, at
the FINPBT’s second congress, held in July 2000, more workers

Indonesia: Bringing Down Suharto and Organiz
ing for Workers’ Rights

While militant students played a crucial role in toppling the::
Suharto dictatorship in May 1998, it would be a mistake to ignore :'.
the role of working class activism in destabilizing the regime, In .
the face of brutal miklitary and state repression, grassroots union
organizing and strikes since the late-1980s had created a small
but important space for social activism,

The keys to Indonesia’s economic growth during the .Su.-
harto period (1965-98) were the opening of the country to foreign
investment, exploitation of oil and mineral resources, and the de-
velopment of sweatshop industries catering to the likes of Nike
the Gap and Banana Republic. Young people drawn from t :
countryside became a new urban proletariat, while in the sweat:
shops young women constituted a majority of the workforce. At
the end of the 1980s, “a new era of workers® resistance began
that involved strikes by hundreds of thousands of workers in the
industrial suburbs around the capital city, Jakarta.™ A high poin
was reached in April 1994 when the illegal Indonesian Prosperity
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they continue to raise a banner of hope for all the exploited and
oppressed.

were brought onto the executive board, a majority of whose mem-
bers are now women.”

The independent workers’ movement in Indonesia is espe-
cially impressive for what it achieved — and continues to achieve
- in the face of state and employer violence. A poor sweatshop
proletariat has managed to organize itself, wage mi.l_itant. stri_kes,_.-i
engage in political action and force the government to w1thd¥aw
its most anti-union laws. This is not to underestimate the diffi-
culties the movement faces, particularly from right-wing religious
organizations that have been used to attack picket lines and union ;
offices. The government too continues to obstruct independent:
unionism. In November 2001, for instance, police attacked 1,000
striking depariment store workers and arrested eight FNPBI lead
ers, including Dita Sari, who had only been released from her
Suharto-era imprisonment in July 1998, E

Despite such repression, union activism has continued — and;
scored important victories. Worker militancy forced the Indone :
sian government to pass a Manpower Act in 2003 that legally
protects the right to organize unions and to strike. Then, in 2.]006.“
the government tried to effectively undo the Act, introducin; 2
package of Iabour “reforms” that would have made it much C&S‘IEE
for employers to fire workers; would have encouraged contractin
out of union jobs; and would have gutted employer obligation
for health benefits and severance pay. Yet, as the Asia Times note
(April 25, 2006), these government proposals ran smack into “as
increasingly emboldened and sometimes militant workforc :
Through the Workers Challenge Alliance, a coalition of dozer}}.szo
unions and progressive organizations, a campaign of mass actio
was launched which included plans for a general strike. In the fa
of mounting working class opposition, the government withdr
the legislation. In defeating a neoliberal assault on laboug righits
Indonesia’s new labour movements accomplished scomethin
many larger, wealthier (but extremely timid and bureaucratic
union movements in the West have failed to achieve. In 50 doing

Korea: Laboratery of Class Struggle Unionism

Without a doubt, the most electrifying developments of the
.~ past twenty years have occurred in Korea, where mass strikes
have created one of the more powerful labour movements in the
. world.

Korea’s industrial transformation has been staggering. After
- the terrible damage of Japanese occupation followed by war on
- Korean soil between the United States and Russia, the country
“began an accelerated process of industrialization. By the early
- 1990s, more than three-quarters of the population lived in urban
. areas (unheard of in most of the South) and the country boasted
major steel, auto, shipbuilding and electronics industries. Women
-became an integral (?E)mp()nent of the industrial working class,
omprising 40 per cent of the workforce. And they were the spark
lugs of the great labour uprising that has built the new unions.
"The democratic union movement in Korea traces itself back
o the heroic six-year struggle {1972-78) of women at Dongil Tex-
ile to win union rights. Despite beatings, arrests and firings, the
‘women elected the country’s first female union president and re-
fused to surrender. Then, in May 1979, when police assaults on
omen workers resulted in a death, riots broke out in a number
f cities. A year later, following the death of dictator Park, 40,000
roops were sent in to Kwangju City to put down a popular upris-
g. Martial law was imposed, labour rights suspended, and the
rarment Workers Union outlawed.™
Still, Korean workers refused to buckle. Another strike wave,
earheaded by women workers in the Kurodong industrial es-
te on the edges of Seoul, galvanized tens of thousands of work-
rs. Then came the explosion of 1987 when the Korean Women
Vorkers Association (KWWA} managed to unite large numbers
{ sweatshop workers. When employers sent in thugs to beat up
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in the West to shame. August 1999 saw the inauguration of the
first nationwide, multi-industry union of women workers, the Ko-
rean Women’s Trade Union (KWTU), which is now organizing
contingent labourers such as women working in restaurants and
cafeterias, freelance writers for TV, and golf caddies.® In the face
. of government crackdowns on unions, the KGTU also staged a

general strike on July 5, 2001 to protest the arrest and incarcera-
- tion of trade unionists.

wormen strikers in Masan and Changwon, thousands of worke'rs :
and students took to the streets. Thirty new unions were fora_fned in:
Masan-Changwan in the course of the struggle. Meanwhile, the
labour explosion had gone national, as hundrt.zds of ?housands of
workers joined strikes and street battles with riot police. l'loughl .
1.3 million workers took part in 3,600 strikes in Korea in 15.387,_
organizing 1,200 new unions in the process.” EV"EH larger strikes.
swept Masan-Changwon the following year, leading some to ?efftr._
to the area as a “liberated zone.” By 1990, union membershq? in’
Korea had doubled from one to two million in the space of just:
over three years, "
All of this labour organizing was illegal, as were the new
unions. To protest this state of affairs, the (illegal) Korean Co
federation of Trade Unions (KRCTU) waged a million-strong ger:
eral strike in December 1996, The following vear, a catastrophi
economic meltdown hit East Asia and unions were thrown opf
the defensive; in Korea, 10,000 workers received layofl notice
every day at the peak of the crisis.* The Asian crisis has had.
demoralizing and disorienting affect on workers throu.ghout th
region. The KCTU was thrown into crisis, some of its leader .
agreeing to accept layoffs of union workers before a rank and file.
upheaval forced them from office. Nevertheless, a planned gen
eral strike was aborted when it became clear that the cffect's
mass layoffs had shaken workers’ confidence.” KCTU unio
have been unable to prevent layoffs at ITyundai Motors, Marid
Machinery, Daewoo Motors and many other workplaces. Sey_er
state repression has also made activism difficult: thm'zsands_--o
Daewoo workers protesting layoffs were attacked by riot p'o_h:r_:
on numerous occasions throughout 2000 and 2001, as were 1,00
striking workers at the Lotte Hotel in Seoul. Altoget%mr, 218 trad
unionists were imprisoned in Korea in 2001, inciudmg Dan
ong-ho, KCTU president. o ! .

Despite this level of repression, and strategic dlfﬁculltles _

have yet to be sorted through, Korean labour has f:ontmue(l'l
organize with a militancy and determination that puts uni

While the KCTU continues to struggle with tendencies
“toward compromise and bureaucratization, it has not entirely
“succumbed. Particularly noteworthy is its launch of the Migrant
Workers Trade Union (MTU) in 2005, The MTU, with a mem-
ership of 400,000, represents a hugely. important initjative to
~organize and defend the most vulnerable and oppressed section
of the Korean working class. Under Korean law, migrant worl-
ers can work foronly three years and for only one employer. As
the KCTU points out, “these workers are bound to the employer
ke slaves.” Moreover, the government regularly deports as “ter-
orists” migrant workers who protest their oppressive conditions.
Nevertheless, since 2002, a wave of demonstrations, sit-ins and
hunger strikes by migrant workers has thrust their plight and
eir demands onto the political stage. And the KCGTU has distin-
guished itself, especially by comparison with most unions in the
. est, as 2 proud and determined champion of migrant workers
nd their union.
At the same time, the KCTU has tried to hold to a radical
ance on the crucial issues of world politics. After September 11,
01, the organization came out in powerful opposition to Ameri-
ca’s “war against terrorism,” and has hosted a conference of work-
s:from the South on the theme “another world, another future
” Whatever their failings, the courageous struggles of
orean workers are proof that this is so,2
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New Workers’ Movements throughout the South and this one too had massive support. One Lagos newspaper

reported that “Alausa was a ghost town as the workers did not

turn up for work... In Kaduna, activities were paralyzed as

union activists took over the major streets in the metropolis,

mounted barricades and prevented vehicular movemment 8
Yet another general strike, this time against a 25 per cent hike
in fuel prices, broke out in October 2004, resulting in mul-
tiple deaths at the hands of police. Even the repeated arrests
of NLC president, Adams Oshiomhole, on January 16, 2002
and again on October 9, 2004, were unable to break the mili-
tancy and determination of the strikers whose defiance has
inspired workers across Africa.

In Bangladesh, the National Garment Workers Union
(NGWU), organizing a sweatshop proletariat composed large-
ly of young women, has brought 20,000 workers in Dhaka into
its ranks. While.these are modest achievements in a workforce
of 1.2 million garment workers, they are also tremendously
important in an industry where life is cheap —witness the rash
of factory fires — and where workers earn as little as $42 {US)
a month for eighty to one hundred hours of work each week
producing goods for Tommy Hilfiger, Gap and J.C. Penney,
among others. In a sign of growing strength, the NGWU was
able to organize a solid strike in July 2001, Fi olfowing another

horrific fire in February 2006, in which hundreds wege killed
or maimed, over 18,000 garment workers waged a half.day
protest strike, Protests like these are testimony to the courage
and determination of its activists in building a fighting union
of sweatshop workers, 96
While workers, peasants and the poor of India have been reel-
ing under the combined assault of the IMF, World Bank and
WTO, on the one hand, and a right-wing Hindu fundamen-
talist government on the other, major resistance struggles have

occurred. In January 2000, a strike by 90,000 power workers

in Uttar Pradesh won a twelve-month delay in plans to priva-

tize electricity. Then, in May of that year, one million work-

While the Korean case is the most powerful, as the follow-
ing instances suggest, there are many other inspiring examples.”.
of grassroots union organizing and mass strikes throughout the
South.

o In Nigerta, the four million-strong Nigeria Labour'Gong.rﬁss
(NLC) has launched its own struggles against neohbm:a.hsm,
including repeated general strikes against increases in fue
prices. While the NLG is plagued by compromises Wlt.h the
government, it has also organized mass protests, albeit bu_—.
reaucratically controlled. In June 2000, the union federation
organized a national strike after the government hiked oil z.lnd
gas prices by 50 per cent — a hike that triggered immec'l-latg
rises in bus fares and food prices. Nigeria is the world’s sixt
largest proclucer of crude oil, yet the people have seen non
of its benefits. In fact, fully seventy per cent of the population
lives on less than §1 a day. The idea that should be further im-
poverished by having to pay more for a commodity that thei
country produces in huge supplies provokes widespread o
pc;sition. Moreover, the gas and oil price increases were seen
as IMI-inspired in a country where, as a result of numerous
Structural Adjustment Programs, SAP is effectively a swear
word. As the NLC’s June 2000 general sirike got underwa
banks, post offices, hospitals and public services all ground
to a halt. Strikers and jobless youth threw up barricades on
major roads throughout Lagos and other towns. On the fi
day, the government offered to reduce the price hike, but the
unions refused to budge, insisting that the entire increase be
rolled back. Afier five days, the price hikes were reduced fro_rr}
50 to 10 per cent —a major victory for the unions and popul_. !
movements.* Still, the government took the offensive again
a year and a half later, announcing new increases on _]a'nu-
ary 1, 2002. Once again, the NLG called a general strike,
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ers joined a one-day general strike against price increa_ses,_-.
privatization, cuts to fertilizer subsidies, attacks on Mushms_._-
and other minority groups, and against the IMF, World Ban]f;..
and WTO. The year ended with December strikes by one’
million bank workers against privatization, a.nc‘i by 600,0002
postal workers demanding pensions for part-time worker. ._
Mass strikes continned in parts of the couniry throughout::
2001, including one in the state of Maharashtra t.o pro.tes_t_- o
“the onslaught of globalization, privatization and liberaliza
tion.” Alongside the big, public protest events,_there have als
heen interesting developments at the level of tiny workplace
‘While most unions ignore homeworkers, the Navayuga Bee.
Karmika Sangam union in Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh h ..
managed to organize thousands of homeworkers producing

national health payments, with 30,000 workers from more
than two hundred unions Joining the action. This action was
followed in 1995 by mass demonstrations against the priva-
tization of fourteen government-owned firms, including the
national telecommunications corzpany.®® On May Day 2000,
a mass rally of 20,000 in the streets of Tapei celebrated the
launch of the Taiwan Confederation of Trade Unjons.®
Since 1985, when the Inspiring September 19 Garment Work-
ers Union was launched after an earthquake hit Mexico City,
an upsurge of independent unionism has begun transform-
ing the Mexican labour movement. Especially encouraging
was the formation of the May First Intersindical, which initially
came together to build a militant and independent May Day

march in 1995. Up to half a million workers filled the streets
beedlis (Indian cigarettes). Until the 1970s, beedis were larg: - of Mexico City on that day;

ly produced in factories, but most of these were shu‘-c do?vn i
manufacturers shifled production to women labouring in th
home. In the late 1980s, the union began a house—tf)-houm
organizing campaign, bringing 5,000 homewor.kers 1.nt0 th
union by 1994. While the union has waged strlkes‘, its md
effective actions have been citywide demon.stratlons. that
overcome isolation and bring the issues to a wider public. I
addition to organizing the sorts of workers most lab.our org;
nizations neglect, the beedi workers’ union has won improve

even more came out a year later.
The movemernt has also regularly mobilized in support of the
Zapatistas. Like many radical Iabour movements, the Infersin-
disal includes members from community organizations, rank-
and-file opposition groups in the “official” unions (tied to the
historic ruling party, the PRI) and Jeftist parties.®® Even in the
maquiladora zones, in the face of terrific repression from police
and thugs, workers have started to form independent unions.
A huge step forward came in 9002 when independent unions,

peasants groups and urban social movements came together
wages and entitlements to maternity benefits, paid holidays. - to create the Union, Peasant, Social, Indi

and weekly days off.¥ . p
» In recent years, Taiwan has witnessed the rise of a new unior

genous and popular
Front (FSCISP). By 2004, this radical working class coalition

« was launching significant mass protests and opening up po-
ism, much of it associated with the Federation of Independ - tential space for new radical politics, ¢
3

Unions formed in 1988, Talwan is a classic case .Of a “ne.wly 1
dustria.liziné’” nation which has witnessed growing restivene .
among workers. While there were 485 strikes in tfle (':ount_ry
in 1975, a decade later the number had more than tnple.d__
1,600; by 1994 the number oflabour disputes sur.paSSf':d 2,0_9
Tn November of the latter year, the first ever natio‘xllwn:le strl_k
was organized against government attempts to raise worifcr

Perhaps few developments are more inspiring than the series

of general strikes waged by unions in Clolombia against neo-
liberalism. In a country where assassinations of union lead-
- €5 arve commonplace, workers have found the courage and
cconviction to defy the government. Since is signing of an
- IMF bailout agreement in 1999, the government of President
“Pastrana has been rocked three times by general strikes. On
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June 7, 2001, close to one million workers brought large parts

of the country to a standstill. Roughly 300,000 teachers and - :‘:ﬁ;e;}i?ig‘gf o Soctal
125,000 healthcare workers were joined by hundreds of thou- ates

sands of others, including oil workers in Barrancabermeja.
Protesters also set up roadblocks in many paxts of the country.
As teachers’ federation president Gloria Ramirez explained,

Movememnt Unionism

Whi
i ile ‘thc -So?th has been the focal point for the most ex
o gi.l o pti:rlments n militant, grassroots unionism, even in the
'y heartland of world capitalism, the United States, workers of
3

the general strike was directed not only against recent budget colour have been forgi
orgin ;
cuts, but against the entire “neoliberal model” imposed by support, and in samgé Ci;ﬁt&iﬁ?gﬁi n;;i?;iug?e. Despite lack of
: 92 : . ity, irom b i
the IMF. - ' . business unions that have heen in retreat foz ; urcaucratic
o After years of quiescence, the Gongress of South African Trade black, Latino and Asian-Amei neatly thirty years,
Unions (COSATU) staged a three-day general strike against that there is a future for radica; 1:Vaﬂkfavorkers have given notice
privatization in late August 2001 and followed this up in May ' United States, orking class movements in the
2006 with another mass sirike. One of the most radical la- : Not surprisi
_ prisingly, one of ¢ .
bour movements in the world throughout the 1980s, COSA- - Galifornia, the mosgt};nuitei O e centers of these developments is

ethnie state in the US. Latinos, rmost
3

TU had surrendered its militancy once the African National - of them from Mexico an
d Central America mak ;
d { . e up one-third of

Congress assumed office (first under Nelson Mandela, then 'California’s i . ]
Thabo M’Beki). Yet, despite the end of racial apartheid, life ‘cent. Traditiizle?;l ‘I‘j\tfg?;;‘: I;Jichji? ; —A}Tlericans COmI?risc 12 per
has gotten worse for black workers throughout South Affica ‘Latinos and Asian-American or alfthe people in the state.
halfa million jobs have been lost since 1993, leaving one-third i § comprise the bulk of the proletariat
of the labour force unemployed. Living standards for the poo‘f cent of immigrant manual workers in California o
hive dropped by more than 20 per cent at the same time as While these groups are the most o o Califorula are Latino.™
water costs have jumped 55 per cent and electricity bills 400 toiling long hours for sub-standa 1%131“ essed woy]('ers in California
per cent. Eight million people are homeless. “Apartheid bas __cgals,” without labour code Protectiowafe;andj i ihe casc of il
on race has been replaced with apartheid based on clas of a growing fight back movement e ey arealso the leaders
proclaims former ANC activist Trevor Ngwane. COSATUs Ironically, this resistance beg.an during the antimni
anti-union hey-

general strikes, first launched and then extended only becau

of enormous pressure from below, could signal the beginnt

of a new period of mobilization for social justice by Afric

Jargest working class.” E

While unions in the North have generally been in retr

and decline for a quarter-century, new workers’ movements

the South are demonstrating powerfully that there is-a fut
for working class politics North and South — at least for milita oroanize 8 _

democratic, grassroots class struggle politics. : 0 O per cent of the large hotels in

ons, aznd las gone on

the city.%

I b

vesn a;}ie eaiy .199(')3, one of the largest successfl organizing
ong Latino immigrants shook the southern California
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construction industry. In the course of a well—prjepa.red and nuht—
tant five-month strike — in which hundreds of sts.mkers were arcrles ;
ed, and many of them threatened with depor‘gtaitci)m;; ; thousands o
igher wages and union recognition. .
Work;ijtvl\:;?h}:;i no striggle has so clearly blaz?d a trail for‘a. d]:f—
ferent kind of unionism than the Justice for Janitors campa:tgn 11;
Los Angeles, associated with the Service Employees Intc;nalt}o?la
Union (SEIU). For years, SEIU Local 399. had be.en a dec mmgfr‘
force in LA’ cleaning service industry. While massive amctuntisfl ?d
new office space went up in the 1980s antli 1‘:39015, the umori{ 1
nothing to organize the thousands of new janitorial workerfr Ix;om
Mexico and Central America, many of wi?om are women.-f efl,
Justice for Janitors (J£]) was kick-started -in sout}%ef"n California
in 1988. After some modest but importanjc Organizing succesi;fas, _.:
JE]/Local 399 took strike action in late spring 1990. Whe_n po %ce’: :
brutally attacked a peaceful JfJ march .OH"}U.I'IC 15, _‘ch.e Ja.mtIi)rAs.
struggle became the cause celebre of SOCIE'L]. Jjustice a<_:t1v1sm in LA.
Under massive public pressure, International Service Systems', 2
multinational building services firm, s'igr?ed a cc')ntract. Secmg
the writing on the wall, American Building Malntenaxlaje SOOI
also signed a contract with the union — a move that saw ‘ etweeg
5,000 and 6,000 immigrant workers win union protectm‘n ."m
improved wages.” In a tremendous about-turn, WOI‘kCI.‘ .umgrg;zaf
tion in cleaning services in LA soared from 10 per cent in 1987 to
95.9%8 i
" p%;tfe?itn]:)gycifamaﬁc proof that their initial SUCCESSES Were 1y
flash in the pan, 8,500 office janitors wagt.ad a militant th:e—.w; :
strike in April 2000 — featuring mass rallies, marches an .p1c ets
— winning a 25 per cent pay raise over three years.'As impo
tant as the Improved living standards for.workers maer}g pove1i
wages is the boost JIJ has given to immigrant worke;;s strlugg._
for human rights and social justice. In fact, 1999 saw the arg; |
successful union organizing drive since the 1930s when 74,000
home-care workers in Los Angeles County, most of tPem Latu}
voted to join the SEIU after an eleven-year campaign to Qrg

nize workers in the industry.®® As a result of campaigns like these,
the labour movement in LA, a traditionally anti-unjon city, has

become the most dynamic in North America. As one observer
notes,

By focusing its organizing on immigrant workers, the
cily’s labor movement is adding workers faster than
uniens anywhere else in the country. In recent years,
unions have organized 6,000 part-time school aides,
2,000 food service workers and retail workers at the

international airport and 2,000 Los Angeles park and
recreation workers, 100

But organized labour’s breakthroughs in T.A have entailed
more than just “focusing” on Immigrant workers; they have also
-involved new strategies and forms of organizing, Central to the
- new strategic approach is a community-based orientation that
" makes organizingfor, the civil and hurgan rights of immigrants as
important as the fight to improve wages and working conditions,

All of this involves a shift toward what has been called social
‘movement unionism, a brand of labour activist in which unions
-are not merely collective bargaining agents, but also social move-

- ments fighting for progressive change on all fronts. In this area,
union organizers have been able to draw

pproaches used by workers’ centers that
where immigrant workers can meet, learn a

upon the innovative
run storefront offices
bout their legal rights,
discuss union and community organizing campaigns — all away
from the eyes of employers and government agencies,
In cities with large Immigrant labour forces, workers’ cen-
ters create openings for new forms of working class organizing. In
these spaces, workers of colour have designed consumer boycotts,
hunger strikes, union drives, pickets, court challenges and labour
strikes to pressure employers, defend immigrants, oppose police
cism, win improved wages and conditions of work, campaign
better housing and public services, and defeat anti-immigrant
vs. Groups such as La Mujer Obrerg (The Woman Worker) in
[ Paso Texas; the Asian Immigrant Women Advocates in Oak-
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land, California (which launched the Garment Workers Justice are going through significant upheavals as workers of colour re-
Gam,paign)' the Center for Third World Organizing; Korean Im- make them as fighting instruments for workers’ rights. '

igrant Workers Advocate in LA; Migeres Unidas y Activas (whick But it is not just California where militant, grassroots, com-
m

oreanizes Latina domestic workers in San Francisco); Fuerza Unida munity-based union activism is at work. In New York City, the
(Ugnited Force) in San Antonio, Texas; People Organized to Win Chinese Workers and Staff Association (GWSA) has been active

Employment Rights {a union of workfare workers in San Fran- - since 1979 organizing restaurant and garment workers. In recent

cisco); and the Labor/Community Strategy Center iz‘1 .LA héve ycars., CWSA hZ‘lS worked closely Wit!'l the Latino Workers Cen'ter,

created workers’ organizations based in local communities which creating a ‘multlculmraji workers alliance that hag p.roduced m-

frequently operate in several languages. Collaboration betwee.n portant gains. Only rmlcs' away, t.he Workpllace Project on Long

several of these groups in LA also led to the launch of the multi- Island has also developed innovative strategies for organizing La-

cthnic Garment Workers Center. 1%t : tino workers, many from Central America, who work in restau-
Despite overt hostility from some business unions, these rants and sweatshop factories and as cleaners %

centers have been launching pads for unienizing drives. In 1991, Sometimes, effective working class activism can be focussed

for example, La Mujera Obrera unionized three factories and.ong -on social-economic issues entirely outside the workplace. This
laundry in Texas!®™ But unlike mainstream North Amcr‘lcan has largely ].3661‘1 the ap‘proa.ch of the Labor/Community Strat-
unionism, which largely limits its focus to contract negotiation. egy Center in LAand its main offshoot, the Bus Riders Union
the workers’ centers treat all the issues facing poor and immigrant (BRU). Beginning in the mid-1990s, the BRU identified the racial

communities — from housing problems and police racism to union and class biases of the transit system in LA: while bus riders con-
rights and the danger of toxic substances dumped in communt- stitute 94 per cent of all transit passengers, only 30 per cent of the
ties of colour — as the terrain of working class organizing. U ‘system’s spending goes into bus service. Meanwhile, 70 per cent of
like union leaderships that appear every few years when it’s .ti.rpe public transit funds are devoted to a rail system that serves a small,
to negotiate a new contract, the centers aspire to become 11v1.n.g. ‘wealthier and prcdo‘m.inantiy white cl_ientele in _the stllburbs.“’ﬁ
organisms, thoroughly integrated into the daily life of poo, wo%rk_—. Undel‘" t.h'e slogan ‘f3ﬂ11ons for B"uses, F?ght Transit l.{acxsm,” the
ing class communities. As Saladin Muhammad, an activist with BRU initiated a In.1htant campaign, built a multiracial organiza-
Black Workers for Justice in North Carolina and Local 150 of the tion and has won significant battles to improve bus service.
United Electrical Workers put it, the task is to create “a cultu - The BRU uses on-the-bus organizing to build its base, Teams

of protest” that links civil rights and social justice activism with of activists board buses, all of them wearing colourful BRU T-

worker education and labour action.!” shirts, to deliver speeches and pass out literature. The union also

The effect of organizing thousands of militant immigran mobilizes protests at transit commission and city council meetings

workers of colour has been to radicalize the whole of the labo and holds rallies and demonstrations. At the heart of BRU strat-
movement in California. As David Bacon points out, rank-ard: egy is the recognition of public transit as a working class issue:
file activists have overturned conservative leaderships in sever.

The bus is what we call a factory on wheels, carrying
important union locals, and California’s labour federation was the

the Korean restaurant worker, the Thai woman gar-
first in the US to call “for abolishing employer sanctions again : ment workers, the Latino hotel worker, the black de-

documented workers” A number of other unions in the s : partment store workez, the black and Latino domestic
un .
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workers, high school kids with their boom boxes, the
black and Latino parolees ... the bus systern creates
one of the multi-racial contexts in which an appeal

to a common destiny and a comumon enemy can be
167

made ...

The BRU reaches 50,000 transit passengers every month,
holds sizable monthly meetings of its multiracial membership, and
publishes a bilingual {Spanish/ English) newspaper called Ahora
Now.)"8 While it is not clear how it has handled the development
of a democratic, multiracial leadership, the BRU has developd
a number of effective organizing tactics. In addition, during the
2000 strike of LA transit drivers, the BRU did imprf:ssi?'e work
building solidarity between predominantly African-American bus

riders, who are predominantly Lasino. The BRU organized large
rallies to support the drivers’ strike and, in an unprecedented dfa—
velopment, got 850 drivers to sign letters demanding no C!zlt.S in
bus service — a demand which their union leaders have tradition-
alliance” of drivers and riders against the LA transit authority.'”

~ Black Workers for Justice (BWEJ}, which emerged in North
Clarolina in the 1980s, is another important grassroots, com-

322

drivers (whose union leadership has been hostile to the BRU} and .

ally refused to support. The result is an opening toward “a new

munity-based workers’ organization. In a notoriously anti—unifm
state, BWIJ managed to wage stunningly successful commumjcy-
actions against both Kmart and the Shoney’s restaurant c-ham.
for their racist treatment of black employees. Using civil rights
tactics — from petitions, to church rallies, to marches and situ.ins_;
— BWE] has spearheaded militant, community-based working
class activism. The group also later waged a successful baitle for
union rights at Kmart. Linking working class politics to comumu-
nity struggles, the organization has also worked actlvely around
tenants’ rights, environmental racism, and anti-war campaigns. _
Tn the late 1990s, BWF] helped to organize 19,000 housckeeping
staff at the University of North Carolina’s fifteen campuses. Link-
ing with the United Electrical Workers, the group built a mass

Democracy Against Capitalism

action campaign that has won significant gains for poor workers,
Given this record, it is not surprising that by the mid-1990s, BWF]
had moved beyond North Carolina to establish active chapters in
Virginia, South Carolina and Georgia.!®
BWE], Justice for Janitors, the workers’ centers and similar
maovements are all expressions of a new form of working class
politics in which issues of race and gender are made central to
community-based organizing. California, New York and North
Carolina are not the only areas of the US where such strategies
are being developed, of course: La Muyjer Obrera and Mugeres Unidas
¥ Activas are based in Texas, and some impressive labour/com-
munity campaigns centrally involving African-American workers
have been built in cities like Hartford, Connecticut."! Similarly,
in Canada’s largest city, Toronto, the Ontario Coalition Against
Poverty (OCAP), the country’s most militant and famboyant
anti-poverty*organization, has worked to organize taxi drivers,
overwhelmingly immigrant men, and street vendors in the city’s
Chinatown. OCAP also does militant work around immigrant
rights, including occupations of Immigration Canada. offices to
force officials to grant hearings. As a result of this spirited work,
individuals and families from Afghanistan, Somalia and elsewhere
have won legal status in Canada, Wherever possible, QCAP has
made it a habit to mobilize left-wing union activists as part of
these campaigus to defend immigrants and refugees, 2
"The latter — winning union support for militant, community-
based activism — has, however, often proved difficult. Even some
of the most successfinl camipaigns have run into bureaucratic hos-
tility from business union leaders. For instance, Local 399 of the
Service Employees International Union (SEIU) in LA, which was
built out of the Justice for Janitors campaign, found itself placed in
trusteeship — an arrangement in which the national union strips
local union members of pawers to elect their own representatives
and run their own affairs — as a result of their 1995 rank and file
campaign to elect a new, more militant local leadership, Since




ANOTHER WORLD IS POSSIELE Democracy Against Capitalism

that time, forty more SEIU locals have been placed in trusteeship
in an effort to squelch rank and file initiatlves.“?

Still, despite government repression, hostile employers and
bureancratic union leaders, immigrant workers and workers of
colour continue to mobilize with great audacity and courage. ‘In
October 2004, at least 100,000 people rallied in New York Qty :
to support a three-week long Immigrant Workers FreeFlom 'R1de.
Then, on May Day 2006, perhaps a million and a half 1mm1%rant _
workers revived the real meaning of intcrnational. workers’ day
in the US. Pouring into the streets in over 200 cities a'nd .towns
across the country to demand full legalization and dignity for.
undocumented Imumigrant worker, these workers resI-)onded. to
the national call for Un dia sin immigrante — “a day without im-
migrants.” Skipping work and school, immigrant Ia.mbm.lrers c}osed
factories and shops to attend the marches and rallies, including a
huge rally of perhaps half a million in Ghicago-. For tha? one day,
in the midst the biggest multi-national civil rlght:.;/socml move-
ment in US history, immigrant workers flexed :chezr muscles an
proudly and courageously displayed the potential future of orga-
nized labour in North America.

And here we find the seeds of a radically different form of
class politics. After all, mainstream trade unionism, particularly
in the North, has frequently been dominated by organizations of
white male workers. Immigrants, contingent workers, women of
colour in homes and sweatshops have only rarely found a place in
these institutions. Seeking respectability, privileged labour lead-
ers have created a movement that typically excludes the “rabble”
and the marginalized, and disavows their “ig your face” style of
activism. Rather than leading a struggle for universal emancipa-
tion, one that challenges all structures of privilege and oppres-
sion, too often majnstream unionism has been, in Marx’s words,
“narrow and egoistic.” Instead of seeing racism and sexism as
problems that must be addressed by the whole labour movement,
mainstream union officials have repeatedly dismissed struggles
around these issues as “divisive,” as threats to the “unity” of work-
ers around econdinic goals. The result has often been a politics of

labour “unity” that refuses to erbrace the struggles of the most
oppressed workers,

From the start, as we have seen in chapter 4, capitalism has
been a system of racial and gender domination, one in which class
exploitation is always constituted in and through forms of gender
and racial subordination. Writing about Canada, Himani Ban-
nerji reminds us that “Forms of property and labour enshrined
in Canada, from the first land grabbing occupation to now, have
been wholly organized by and inscribed with the difference of
‘race’ and ethnicity. There is no ‘class’ here without ‘race.!I*

Amti-:Rmcist, Feminist Class Politics

What all the organizations described in this chapter p.o.int to
is a new kind of working class politics: a class struggle politics, t
be sure, but also an anti-racist, ferninist class politics. When w
look at the central role of women organizers in the Save Narmad
Movement in India, the Landless Workers Movement in Bra ;
or the new labour movement in Korea, thc. leading role pla:
by indigenous peoples in popular uprisings in Ecuador and :
Yivia, the powerful agency of immigrants and workers of colour]
movements like Justice for Janitors or the workers’ centers, we se
the outlines of a form of labour organizing that is based upon tl
self-activity of the most oppressed sections of the global woﬂ
class.

, without enslavement of Africans, without coloniza-
lon and imperial domination of most of the peoples of the globe,
tjhe actual capitalism we face today would not exist. To organize
In any meaningful sense against the historical reality of capitalism

s impossible without organizing against racism, the oppression of
women, and imperialism,

To be sure, effective organization against the system requires
class politics, one dedicated to ending the exploitation of all who
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sell their labour. But since the sellers of labour are organized in -
terms of systems of racial and gender domination, capitalism can-
not be attacked at its roots unless racial and gender oppression.
are fundamentally and centrally challenged. Class politics is not
an abstraction, not a program for social change transported from
the skies. Class politics are the politics of resistance, oppesition
and transformation that grow out of the concrete experience of
oppressed peoples. As a result, they are as complex and multi-
dimensional as real human beings. :

People organized into social classes have experiences framed
simultaneously by gender, sexual and ethno-racial relations; they
live in actual communities where issues of housing, schools, safety
for women on the streets, police harassment and public transpor-
tation impinge upon their lives; and they fight back around some
or all of these issues in different ways at different moments in thei
lives. What they resist and how they resist it depends upon their
perception of the horizons of social possibility. As Robin Kelley;
historian of the black working class in America, putsit, “Politics is
not separate from lived experfence or the imaginary world of what
is possible; to the contrary, politics is about these things. Polﬂ?c_s
comprises the many battles to roll back constraints and exercise
some power Over, or create some space within, the institutions and
social relationships that dominate our lives.”'"

Authentic working class politics are about overcoming a.hen—
ation by winning new dimensions of control over work, play, life,
ieisure and culture. And in a class-divided society based upon
white supremacy, patriarchy and (hetero)sexual regulation, this
can only mean overcoming all these forms of oppression and ex-
clusion.'® Real human emancipation — which requires hberatlon
from alienated Iabour and life — must be just that: eman(npatlon
from all forms of subordination and oppression. Anythmg less:is
not radical politics. And the only radical politics cqua,l to-the task
is an anti-racist ferminist politics of working class struggle. :

To be sure, the movements discussed in this chapter merely
carry the “seeds” of such a politics, to use the term I've employec}

above. Like all real movements, they negotiate tensions between
resistance and accommodation, revolt and compromise, and they
struggle internally with gender and racial hierarchies. Neverthe-
less, by creating new forms of militant struggle and organization
in which workers of colour, indigenous peoples, and women in
sweatshops play leadership roles, they are living proof of the con-
crete possibility of an anti-racist, feminist class politics. It is the
Job of radical anti-capitalists to help nurture those seeds by foster-
ing a political climate in which they might develop and thrive.

Radical Democracy and the Search for Alterna-
tives

An anti-racist, feminist class politics is also the only mean-
ingfinl politics of radical democracy today. As we saw at the outset
- of this chapter, the impulse for democracy has always come from

below, from the étrﬁggles of the poor and the exploited to improve
- their lives. Capitalism has, of course, endeavoured to tame and
-control democracy by excluding it from the sphere of social-eco-
- nomic relations. But alt the movements we’ve described trespass
-beyond the signs that cordon off private property. By occupying
:lands in Brazil, blocking roads leading to giant dam projects in
-India, taking over a city square in Bolivia to break a water priva-
: tization contract, or boarding buses in Los Angeles as part of a
no fare” campaign, these movements refuse to accept that a tiny
fraction of the world’s population ought to control ali decisions
related to the use, distribution and ownership of the world’s eco-
~noric resources. And they also refuse to accept that democracy
_ends where “economics” hegins, that the people have no right to
‘affect the ownership and distribution of society’s wealth. Instead,
hese movements insist that there can be no just society without
‘the right of people to contral those relations that affect their liveli-
-hood and their survival. In so doing, whether fully aware of it or
not, they mobilize a radical democracy against capitalism.
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fective at resisting than at overturning; while capable of st(-)pp.mg
something regressive, they rarely venture to-war(.i the bcgllmfnng
of something entirely new. As the late Damcl Singer exp. aine

in a perceptive analysis of the French strikes and demonstrations

had shattered “the fatalistic acceptance” of neoliberal dogma by
showing that people could stop a government in its tracks. Yet, as
Singer warned, winning a single battle is not enough:

The rulers give up individual proposals but not th‘cn"
strategy. The protesters win a battle and, then, Ia‘ckmg
objectives, are unable to launch a counteroffer}m\m' s

Tt is ... the idea that there can be no alternative thf:l,t
the French protesters have now ba.t-tcred They did
not, however, substitute an alternatn{e of their own f
they did not offer an alternative project, the vision o

a different society.

i i i vision of an alternativ
negative act of saying No, without a clear

the next battle. For capitalism is unrelenting; give it a chance ¢
Singer goes on to say about the French events, might be said abo

uprising in Gochabamba:

After twenty years or so of total ideolog%cal domina-
tion, the very refusal, rejection and resistance were
vital... It is a crucial beginning. But is fmly a begin-
ning. On the basis of this negative achievement, the

genuine search for a radically different sociely must
1w

begin.

And yet, thus far, these movements have been much more ef-
2

of 1995, the great accomplishment of the movement was that it -

Radical movements cannot change societies without such a
vision, however. It is possible to resist, to engage in the powerfully
2

But.that accomplishment, while immensely important in terms
of building confidence and capacities for struggle, only postpones

try again and it will, often with devastating consequences. What

i 1 as the
any of the struggles we've examined, even one as powerfu !
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