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Renewing Democracy in Ontario

From the Top Down

Throughout Canada, as in much of the world, over the
past 20 or so years there has been a marked declinein voter
turnout. Thisgeneral though uneven trend cutsacrossclass,
gender, racial, ageand regional lines. Sowhat’ supisthe ques-
tionpolitical elitesbegan to poseafew yearsago asthethreat
that the very legitimacy of the political institutions which
manage and organize capitalism may be eroding beyond the
point of retrieval. Theresponse has been, again, uneven, but
from PEI to BC, governments of all shades have been talking
about ‘engaging citizens' and ‘democratic renewal.” Upon
forming a government in the Fall of 2003, Ontario’s Liberal
McGuinty government established a Democratic Renewal
Secretariat to spearhead the process of deepening and ex-
panding democracy in Ontario. So what has this meant and
should we care?

WEell, of course we should care, and care deeply but is
this really the democracy we want and, in fact, desperately
need? An Ontario Citizen's Assembly has in fact begun to
work onreviewing and ultimately will likely propose changes
to how our electoral system works. What is astonishing is
not that the media have virtually ignored this process but at
how limited the mandate of the Assembly is. In addition, the
process which has been embarked upon is so fundamentally
exclusionary that one cannot help but wonder, what is this
really about? One conclusion isthat thisis not exactly what
one might think of as a democratization project with democ-
racy and citizen engagement as its foremost objects.

DEMOCRATIC RENEWAL IN ONTARIO:
WHAT’'S HAPPENED SO FAR?

Before unpacking what this is and what it is not, let’s
review what the democratic renewal project, as conceived
by the McGuinty Government, has achieved to date. In 2003
and 2004, the McGuinty government introduced various
pieces of legislation in the name of democratic renewal to do
the following: Hydro One and Ontario Power Generation
would now have to disclose the names and salaries of all
employees earning more than 100 K per year; similarly, free-
dom of information legislation was changes to apply to hy-
dro companies as well; Cabinet ministers would be required
to attend two-thirds of Question Periods in the Legislature;
the Provincial Auditor’s powerswere expanded to cover the
broader public sector meaning hospitals, school boards, uni-
versities, and government corporations, and partisan gov-
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ernment advertising was banned. Little of thisreceived much
attention and, notwithstanding the merit in some of these
‘reforms’, one can see why. Are you feeling engaged yet?
No? Well, for the most part thisis all the stuff of good, ac-
countable government — government doing what it should
minimally do. It’ s hardly the stuff of an expanding and deep-
ening democracy. But then, it’ s not meant to be.

The media gave much more profile to the fixed election
date legislation which was introduced in late 2005 which es-
tablishes that Ontario elections will take place every four
yearssharp. Thiscertainly limitsthe power of the premier to
tinker with when to dissolve the Legislature but as with the
previously noted changes, it is all very much based in the
practices within the environment of the Legislature. A place
most Ontarians have never been to.

THE ONTARIO CITIZENS' ASSEMBLY:
EXPANDING DEMOCRACY OR LIMITING
THE VISION?

Somewhat more interesting were amendments made to
the Elections Act in 2005 which gave Elections Ontario, the
institution which manages the electoral process and party
financing in Ontario, with the power to select volunteers to
sit on a Citizens' Jury on Political Finance Reform and a
Citizen's Assembly on Electoral Reform. The Citizen's As-
sembly is the most intriguing as its mandate is to “consider
how Ontarianselect their representatives. The Assembly may
recommend adifferent electoral system from our current first-
past-the-post system, in which casethe government will hold
areferendum on that alternative within its current mandate.”
Any recommendation for change will be put to a province-
wide referendum in October 2007. This Assembly, chosen
over the spring and summer of 2006, is composed of 103 in-
dividuals, one from each constituency.

The process of determining this final 103 from an initial
random call, based on the voters list, of 12,000 citizens is
worth further exploration given the numbers of personswho
would have been excluded from the voterslist or not reach-
able due to residence relocation, homelessness, citizenship
status etc. And, the fact that, a large numbers of those ini-
tially screened in, wheninvited, declined dueto lack of inter-
est and/or resources such astime, language, and the simple
certain level of confidence required to participate in such a
process. A socio-economic profile of these special 103 would



perhaps be revealing given how resource intensive partici-
pation in the assembly must be. It is hard to imagine a log-
ger, retail worker, autoworker, administrative assistant or
teacher for that matter being in a position to heed such an
invitation even if one were highly interested.

While the agenda of the assembly is richer than simply
the mechanicsof electing legislative representatives, itisthis
aspect which isreally is at the heart of the project. Which
model to recommend is what the assembly will deliberate -
status, quo, pure proportional representation or some other
variation such asthesingle-transferablevote, all heady stuff.
And not unimportant. But the diagnosis says citizens are
disengaged and the remedy is to re-engage them with elec-
toral reform. How much water doesthiscarry?It’ sdifficult to
say but just what if the disengagement, apathy, what ever
you wish to call it is more complex than what a redesigned
electoral system can correct?

Thisbringsusback to thevery limited scope of thedemo-
cratic renewal processin Ontario. It's focused on the inter-
nal functioning of the Legislature and now, perhaps, toward
renovating the electoral machinery. It speaks nothing of the
lack of time and other resources needed to fully participate
in political life and activity and more crucially it says noth-
ing about the diminished role and therefore meaning of the
state and public sector intheeveryday lived lives of so many
people. The 103 membersof the Assembly will spend 6 week-
endsin September to December 2006 | earning about el ectoral
systems. Nice work if you can get it...and have the time.
Again, there’ sadisconnect here.

So, what is at the root of political apathy, disengage-
ment, and significant voter indifference? Not having politi-
cal choices available which reflect the full-range of issues
and values in society is a significant aspect. Jurisdictions
which employ someform of proportional representation tend
to have healthier voter turnout for electionsand thismust in
part be due to a wider spectrum of political voices able to
gain access to representative insitutions. There are excep-
tionstothishowever. The Citizens’ Assembly will study pro-
portional representations models and perhaps make a rec-
ommendation on adifferent electoral model. The scuttlebutt
however, isthat thereisapreferenceto seeasingletransfer-
able vote (STV) model recommended, if any change at all is
to be suggested. Again, it’sall in the details which have not
emerged however STV can be complex and therefore the me-
chanics of arriving at a‘winner’ is not obvious. The British
Columbia Citizens' Assembly recommended such a system
last year and it was defeated in the referendum.

Looked at comparatively, thereisarelatively high corre-
spondence between jurisdictionswherethereisarobust and
meaningful public sector which delivers a significant range
of public goods and services such as comprehensive health
care, education, housing, social security etc. and compara-
tively high levels of voter turnout. Jurisdictions with more
anemic provision of public services tend toward the lower
end of participation. Interestingly, neither the Citizens' As-
sembly nor the Democratic Renewal Secretariat islooking at

how to make the public sector more meaningful to the lives
of Ontarians. Relatedly, why does the Democratic Renewal
initiative not consider new forms of accountability, and god
knows we here nothing but talk about accountability, which
makes ministers and senior public managers accountable to
these same producers and consumers rather than account-
able to those who make decisions about individual careers?

It sal so been demonstrated that political knowledgeisa
key element in determining if one is going to participate in
the process. If the government isreally interested in engag-
ing citizens and reversing the decline in voter participation
why not provide the structures and resources to deepen the
awareness and knowledge of political issues throughout
Ontario society rather than expending efforts on bringing a
special 103 individuals up to speed.

A GENUINE DEMOCRACY AGENDA

Let'sfaceit, areal democratic renewal processwould at a
minimum provide for the following:

1) Meaningful Electoral Reform

Ontario requires a Proportional Representation model
which includes adirect link between votes received and the
alocation of legidative representatives. Thiswill ensuresmall
parties have some chance of gaining voice in the election
process and in the Legidlative Assembly. Moreover, it will
likely, though not necessarily, ensurethat no party canwina
majority of seatswithout winning amajority of thevote. Con-
sequently, any cabinet would be required to include repre-
sentatives of other political groupings or at the least work
closely with the opposition parties.

2) Expanding Democracy in Ontario’s Political
and Public Service Institutions

a) Thefirst order of duty is to abolish monarchical
and colonial symbols. These are not just quaint
historical legacies, they in fact shape and direct
political processesand culturewithinthe Ontario
state and Ontario society.

b) Establish a democratic accountability framework
which would ensure ministers and senior public
managersin the public service are responsive to
citizens as producers of public services and as
users of those same services. Currently the
accountability regime is strictly hierarchical
and highly centralized. In short, if you want to
climb the career ladder, you better follow the di-
rection of those above you. Therefore anew fo-
rum — a Public Services Producers and Users
Council —isto be established where those who
deliver the services — the workers — and those
who use them — the citizens — can make recom-
mendations on how to make the system ®



better and monitor the progress in making those
changes.

¢) Accesstoinformation held by governmentiscriti-

cal. Existing freedom of information laws are not
designed to allow for genuine access. In fact,
they are designed to control access. It's vitally
important that citizens' haveaccesstothemyriad
of documents produced within the state which
reveal what options were considered and why
in making policy decisions, in the awarding of
contracts, and in the hiring of public servants.

3) Expanding Democracy In Our Lived Lives

a) Tomeaningfully participatein political lifere-
quires time. Working people and their families
know thisisarareresource. However, to become
involvedinapolitica party or organization, com-
munity group, union, or movement requiresthat
aperson have the time to do so. Any meaning-
ful democratization project must addressthis. A
minimum step would be to legidlatively reduce
maximum working hour to 35 hours'week with no
lossin pay and to expand vacation entitlements
and rightsto take short-term leaves with aguar-
anteed right to return to work.

b) Related tothe general question of timeisthe
necessity for universal day care. Thisiscrucia

if anyone is serious about a greater role for

woman in political life.
¢) Bringing democracy into the workplace where
most of usspend agreat deal, and growing amount
of time, is essential. Workplace councils are re-
quired to provide working people with the power
to make crucia decisions respecting health and
safety, regulating the number of hours worked,
coordinating applicationsfor leaves, and asafo-
rum in which to increase political learning within
the workplace.
d) Participation requires aminimum level of in-
cometherefore establishing aliving wage policy
so that individuals have at least some financial
resources beyond the minimum is again a pre-
requisite to deepening democracy.

Thelong and short of it isthat Ontario’s democratic re-
newal project has been defined so narrowly that the objec-
tive of renewing democracy may very well result in afurther
erosion in thelegitimacy of thelimited version of democracy
which currently exists. The minimum program proposed here
is not revolutionary in the slightest and can easily be
implemented....if thewill and desire for genuine democrétic re-
newal wasthere. R

Bryan Evans teaches public administration at
Ryerson University.

Follow the Money:

Development and Municipal Campaign Finances

Robert MacDermid

The endless single family suburban
housing tracts that radiate outwards from
Toronto through Mississauga, Brampton,
Vaughan, Richmond Hill, Markham,
Pickering and the like are the shameful fail-
ure of municipal planning to pay any at-
tention to scale and society in urban form.
The clogged arterial suburban roads, the
rising work and leisurecommutetimes, lim-
ited or non-existent publictransit, crowded
schools, few recreation facilities, the ab-
sence of housing forms like apartments,
public housing, seniors housing, or coop-
eratives, small low-rent storefronts and
mixed commercial space, and thehighrates
of taxation to pay for expensive sewer and
water infrastructure extensions, are all
symptoms of the failure of suburban de-
velopment to build amulti-layered human



community. While the city of Toronto is
somewhat different, it hassimilar planning
issue. But here centered on the mushroom-
ing of high-rise condominiums that over-
whelm residential neighbourhoods and
threaten to cover the waterfront.

Municipal politics is—and municipal
elections ought to be — a forum for plan-
ning issues since the substance of munici-
pal politicsistheregulation of land, build-
ing and zoning. Developers have always
understand the role of municipal politics
indevelopment soit shouldn’t be surpris-
ing that municipal election campaigns are
overwhelmingly funded by corporations
and to a very large extent by the
development industry. Y et, there has been
almost no systematic study of municipal
campaign finance. | recently studied the
2003 municipal elections in Toronto and
nine surrounding cities. The extent to
which the development industry supports
muni cipal candidateswho favour rapidand
ill-considered development istruly aston-
ishing. (The full study is available at:
WWW.cpsa-acsp.ca/papers-2006/
MacDermid.pdf).

DEVELOPMENT MONEY
AND THE SUBURBS

Across the nine suburban cities sur-
rounding Toronto examined in the study,
corporations provided two-thirds of the
contributions greater than $100 (97% of
contributions) to all candidates. Eighty
percent of contributions to candidates in
Vaughan camefrom corporations. Thenext
biggest group of financial backers of sub-
urban candidates was the woul d-be office
holdersthemselveswho, on average, self-
financed a greater portion of their cam-
paigns than contributions they received
fromcitizens. Averagesmask extremes, and
in some citiesthe winning candidateswere
backed almost entirely by corporate funds.
In Vaughan, 7 of 9 members of the elected
Vaughan council received more than 75%
of their 2003 funding from corporations,
and three had more than 90% of disclosed
funding coming from that source.

Whilethisfundingisobjectionableon
the grounds that those who own or con-
trol corporations can give once through a
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company and again as individuals, there
might be less concern if all corporations
and industries gave equally to all politi-
cians. But in the suburban cities, over two
thirds of the disclosed corporate money
came from development and devel opment
related companies such as building sup-
plies and trades companies. More than a
dozen contending candidates and some
winnershad greater than 80% of all of their
funding from development and devel op-
ment related companies. The patterns of
development industry contribution were
even more targeted, going in a very pro-
nounced way to winners. These patterns
suggest careful orchestrationwherelobby-
ists and other political consultants using
developers’ contributionsgroom and sys-
tematically support only pro-devel opment
candidates. The Bellamy Inquiry into the
Toronto computer leasing scandal revealed
just such a network of influencers operat-
ing through campaign contributions.

TORONTO ELECTIONS

The City of Toronto 2003 electionshad
similar but less extreme contribution pat-
terns. Development and development re-
lated companies gave just over 43% of all
of the corporate money and all money from
corporations made up just over one-third
of all of the money going to candidatesin
Toronto. Toronto councilors' reliance on
development money was less pronounced
but there were still some councilors who
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took more than 40% of all disclosed 2003
contributionsfrom thedevel opment indus-
try including Frank Di Giorgio, Michael
Feldman, both morethan 60% devel opment
funded, David Shiner, over 50% and Gerry
Altobello, Kyle Rae (highest dollar total of
$39,000), Peter Li Preti, Giorgio Mammoliti,
Brian Ashton, John Filion, Peter Milczyn
and Denzil Minan-Wong . Vote Toronto’'s
website has all of the figures
(www.votetoronto.ca).

Something surprising is happening in
the 2006 elections. A growing number of
candidates led by the four sitting Toronto
councilor members, David Miller and Jane
Pitfield, mayoralty candidatesand Michael
Walker and Cliff Jenkins along with other
candidates in Toronto and elsewhere like
Steven Parish, the Mayor of Ajax, are re-
fusing to take money from corporations
and developers. Many candidates, possi-
bly as many as one hundred othersin the
GTA are making similar pledgesin the be-
lief that voters have had enough of devel-
opment friendly councilsand the planning
disasters of suburban Toronto. Citizen
groupslike Vote Toronto haveled the way
inrevealing thefunding story and environ-
mental and other citizen groups are press-
ing candidates about their funding.

CORPORATE CONTRIBUTIONS
AND DEMOCRACY

Banning corporate contributionswould
not end attempts by devel operstoinfluence
politicians. The planning process would
have to be more open and democratic and
peoplewould need to beactively concerned
with the processof creating their own urban
environment. Some have already taken up
thischallenge, andthat ispartly why Toronto
politics is more openly about the issues of
development. Building the placeswelivein
should not just be about enriching wealthy
land developers. Municipal politics must
reflect the needs of livable cities and to
achieve that we need a campaign finance
system that excludes the dominating
influence of development interests. R

Robert MacDermid teaches political
scienceat York University.
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An Issue In Trusts:
THENEOLIPERAL TROJAN FIORJIE

FORTAXCUTS

Travis William Fast

During thefirst week of October the Canadian financial press
was buzzing on the news that Bell Canada Enterprises (BCE) was
converting from apublicly traded corporation to an income trust.
Thefinancial pressframed theissue as*“the end of era.” That era
referred to a time when the state took a more activist role in the
regulation and production of public goods. In central Canadathe
public good of telephone service was provided not through a
crown corporation but rather through aprivately owned and pub-
licly traded corporation Bell Canada. Thebasic deal wasthat Bell
would be given exclusive jurisdiction to provide phone service
over adefined geographic area. Inreturn Bell would agreeto pro-
vide phone service to moreremote and rural areaswherethe fixed
costs exceeded the possibility of recouping those costs et alone
making aprofit. Moreover the tariff charges were to be regulated
by the CRTC, whichin turn guaranteed that Bell shareholdersre-
ceived an ironclad return on their investment (ROI).

It is therefore interesting that the financial press choose to
describe BCE's conversion as the end of an era. In fact the old
BCE with itsiron-clad revenue stream owing to its state granted
monopoly resembles the neoliberal model of providing public
goods: public private partnerships where the public indemnifies
private shareholders against risk and the profits generated are
returned not to the public but to the private purse.

But there is a way in which the conversion of BCE into an
income trust is exemplary of another hallmark of neoliberalism:
namely, regulatory arbitrage. Regulatory arbitrage describesasitu-
ationinwhich corporationsadjust their corporate structureto take

advantage of geographically advantageous tax and regulatory
regimes. The classic case is where a transnational corporation
locatesits head officein its home country but carries out produc-
tionin another jurisdiction to take advantage of their tax and labour
laws. This phenomenon itself generates pressures in the home
country to lower corporatetax ratesand labour standardsin abid
to keep their transnationals at home (kind of like the patriarchal
power play whereaman takesalover and then usesthat leverage
to extract concessions from hiswifein the kitchen and bedroom).
Sometimes we see this same practice within asingle country like
Canadawheninthemid- 1990s corporate head officesmoved from
BC to Albertato take advantage of Alberta’slower corporate tax
regime. Often times politicians duck the question of regulatory
arbitrage as a fait accompli by invoking the following observa-
tion: Canada has no power with respect to corporate tax ratesin
other national jurisdictions. Therefore, to stay competitive, it is
argued, that Canada must reduce its corporate tax rates.

What i s so stunning about thetrust optionisthat it has noth-
ing to do with inter-state or provincial regulatory jurisdictions.
How then can trusts be used as a lever for regulatory arbitrage
when the government isthe source of the very regul atory compe-
tition it is said requires the lowering of corporate taxes? Before
we answer that question (as if it were not already obvious) it is
instructive to see how exactly the trust conversion transfers tax
revenuefrom the public to private shareholders. To do sowe have
constructed two scenarios using the Department of Finance’ ssim-
plified tax model.



SCENARIO A: BCE STAYSAS A
PUBLICLY TRADED COMPANY

In the 2005 Annual Report, BCE reports paying $893,000,000
in corporateincometax (CIT). It further reportsadividend payout
of +\- $1,473,000,000 including common and preferred shares. Us-
ing the Department of Finance’ ssimplified model we can estimate
how much tax was paid on the dividend. The basic model assumes
that 39% of dividends flow to non-sheltered Canadian residents
(taxable), 22% flows to non-Canadian residents, and the remain-
ing 39% to non-taxabl e entities. Hence only 61% of dividends are
taxed inany given fiscal year. Of that, the taxabl e resident portion
is taxed at an effective rate of 22 percent and the non-resident
amount istaxed at 15 percent. We can thus compute thetotal CIT
and personal income tax paid on the dividend which equals
$1,067,992,400.

BCE Dividend Payout $1,473,000,000

Category of Shareholder % of Dividend Tex rate Tax Paid
Resident Taxable 39 % =574,470,000 | @ 2% $ 126,333,400
Non-resident Taxable 22 % = 324,060,000 | @ 15% $ 48,609,000

Non-Taxable 39 % = 574,470,000 | @ 0 % $0

Total tax on Dividend payout $ 174,992,400
Add BCE CIT $ 893,000,000
Total CIT + IT on Dividend payout $1,067,992,400

(2005)

All ssumptions bessd on Figure 3. Smplified BExample of TaxesPad Under a
Comporate Sruciure

SCENARIO B: BCE CONVERTS
INTO AN INCOME TRUST

The basic structure of incometrust worksasfollows. Stage 1.
Company A actsasthetrustee of Trust X into which company A
transfersall cash after all operating expensesare paid out to Trust
X. Thetax advantage isthat no CIT islevied on thistransfer. As
such, the $893,000,000 million paid out in CIT by BCE isforgone
by thegovernment. Stage 2: the $893,000,000 that would have been
taxed is added to the $1,473,000,000 which was previously paid
out asdividendswhich sumstothe princely total of $2,366,000,000.
This sum isthen distributed according to the same model as that
used in Scenario A above with adjusted tax rates.

BCE Trust Cash distribution $2,366,000,000.

Category of Shareholder % Cash Distribution | Tax rate Tax Paid
Resident Taxable 39 9% = 922,740,000 | @ 38% $ 350,641,200
Non-resident Taxable 22 % = 520,520,000 | @ 15% $ 78,078,000

Non-Taxable 39 % = 922,740,000 | @ 0 % $0
Total tax on Cash Distribution $ 428,719,200
Add BCE CIT @35% $0
Total Tax $ 428,719,200

All assumptions besed on Figure 4. Smplified Example of Taxes Pad Under a
Traditiond Income Trust Structure.

ASSESSING THE TAX IMPLICATIONS

To approximate what the total net transfer isfrom Canadians
to the shareholders of BCE is all we need to do is take the total
from scenario A of $1,067,992,400 and subtract the total from sce-
nario B of $ 428,719,200 which equals $639,273,200 in forgone an-
nual tax revenue. This should hardly be a surprise given that the
Department of Finance's model suggests that the conversion to
trusts reduces the effective tax rate on corporate profits from
42.85% to 18.12%. If we were to annualize these results for ten
years, leaving aside compound interest, BCE’ s conversion repre-
sents a net transfer of over 6 billion dollars from Canadians as a
wholeto private shareholders. In a more conservative study by
Jack M. Mintz, Professor of Business Economics at the Univer-
sity of Toronto it is estimated that the total annual cost of all
trust conversionsto date is somewhere in the neighbourhood of
1.1 billion dollars in forgone revenue. While Mintz thinks thisis
not significant compared to the total stream of tax revenue it is
significant if compared to specific areasof programfunding. Imag-
ine what health care or education funding would look like over
the next ten years with an injection of 11 billion dollars.

And yet it is not just forgone revenue that is at issue when
considering the ramifications of income trusts. We also need to
consider theimplicationsof trust conversionson economic growth
and high quality employment contracts. Consider for examplethat
the increase in revenue flowing to investors has been achieved
viaregulatory arbitrage. Not one new product is brought to mar-
ket, nor isproductivity increased, nor isasinglejob created (save
acouple of lawyers and accountants) to “ create” this“value” for
shareholders. Thisgivesthelieto al the neoliberal supply side
arguments that taxing capital isinefficient. What isinefficient is
providing tax giveaways to shareholders of companies that pro-
duce nothing save adrag on the revenue of the state and atermi-
nation stub to unionized employees.

All of this of course brings us back to the question of how it
is that regulatory arbitrage can be used as lever for tax cuts on
corporationsand capital incomewhen the source of that arbitrage
are regulations made by the same level of government within the
same national jurisdiction? Already the case is being made that
because trusts are taxed more favourably than equity-based cor-
porations, equity based corporate structures should have their
taxesdecreased tolevel theplaying field. Wenever hear that there
would not be atax advantage but for the possibility of converting
into atrust in thefirst place.

Lastly it must also be pointed out that trusts are structured
to flow through cash back to investors and as such are a poor
vehicle for growing the enterprise because very little cash is re-
tained for future growth. Indeed the tax incentive at 45% on re-
tained cash distributions by thetrust fromthetrustee driveinthe
direction of the starvation of operations because any excess re-
tained cash istaxed at ahigher level than the standard corporate
tax rate. The knock on effect of all thisis going to be a call for
lower corporate tax rates then lower capital gains taxes. Hence
trusts are a Trojan- Horse for corporate tax cuts.

Theonly way to get out of thisneoliberal beggar thyself policy
wheel isto get rid of the trust |aws as written and the problem of
national regulatory arbitrage disappears. Of course, ®



to do so would also mean that income trusts as a mechanism for
theintergenerational preservation of thewealthy classwould also
disappear: two birds with one stone; not bad for aday’s legisla-
tivework. R

Sources: This article is based on a series of posts
originally published at Canadian Observer:
www.canadianobserver.wordpress.com The sources for the
calculations are from Bell Canada annual reports at www.bce.ca/
data/documents/BCE_annual_2005_en.pdf , the Department of

Finance's website on corporate tax structures at www.fin.gc.cal
activty/pubs/toirplf_le.html# Inc. In the scenarios presented,
thereis no consideration of future tax paymentson retirement in-
come. The deferred tax implications are another matter, although
they also extend tax breaks to the wealthy. What is of concern
here is the immediate forgone annual tax revenue due to unwar-
ranted corporate tax breaks.

Travis Fast teaches political economy at Y ork University.

The Major-General and
Canada’s War

In Afghanistan

Former Canadian Major-General LewisMacKenzieisproving
to be one of the major propagandists for the Canadian interven-
tion in Afghanistan in the national press (see his“Remember the
Taliban and stay the course,” Globe and Mail, 10 October 2006).
But MacKenzie's convoluted and misleading representation of
history in hisdefense of Canada smilitary operationsin Afghani-
stan only reinforces the case for why we should get out immedi-
ately and stop sacrificing peopl e slivesthere on both sidesto no
good end (see his: “There's ‘tradition’ and then there’s getting
thejob done,” Globe and Mail, 6 September 2006).

If Canadians are proud of our peacekeeping missionsin the
past, even though they were only a ‘sideline activity’ as com-
pared with the 10,000 soldiers we had stationed with NATO in
Germany, it is precisely because they recognize that being ‘ ready
and waiting for the Soviet hoards (sic) to attack across the East
German border’ was not much to be proud of. Insofar asour ‘top
priority’ was indeed stopping the Soviet ‘hordes’ (Mackenzie
search for such aword in this context even mimics the Bush ad-
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The Canadian embassy in Washington showcases Canada srole in the ‘war on terror.’
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ministration in its distasteful rhetoric), thiswas, in fact, part and
parcel of our entrapment in the Cold War hysteria that framed so
much of American policy (foreign and domestic). Canada’s own
independent assessments and better judgment regarding the ac-
tual intentions of the USSR were compromised by our lack of
independencefromthe USA. MacK enzi€' sdismissal asbut amyth
Canadians' desire for an independent policy, bolstered by the
astonishing claim that Lester Pearson’s role in the Suez Crisis
effectively amounted to taking astand on the side of Egypt, only
furthers obfuscates matters. It was the U.S. position that we ef-
fectively were supporting, given its displeasure at being blind-
sided by the British, French and Israeli invasion, and it was this
that provided the spacefor Pearson’ sinitiativesat the UN to have
effect.

In the real world, of course, the question of whether Canada
wouldtakean ‘independent stand’ has mainly been about whether
we would take a stand different from that of British or American
policy. The stand we are taking in Afghanistan today is blatantly
lacking in such independence, and the mess we
are in today there is entirely due to the terrible
mess that the Bush and Blair governments have
made in that part of the world. It isonly thisthat
is‘crystal clear.” Thiscertainly cannot be said of
aNATO mission that involves pretending that a
regime led by aformer CIA agent in alliance with
war lords can ever engender ‘ competent Afghan
military forces controlled in their efforts by a
democratically elected national government.’
Even aretired major-general should know better
than to conjure such harmful illusionsin thein-
terests of war-making. R

Leo Panitch teaches at York University and is
co-editor of Socialist Register.
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Building the CUPE Campaign
for

Justice In Palestine

On the weekend of October 6-8, 2006, the Coalition Against
Israeli Apartheid (CAIA) organized a conference exploring the
reality of the Israeli apartheid state and collectively discussing
how to build amovement to boycott, divest and impose sanctions
(BDS) against these policies and practices. Over 600 people at-
tended thisconference. One of theworkshops considered therole
of tradeunionistsinaBDS campaign. Union BDS campaignswere
animportant part of thestruggleagai nst apartheidin South Africa,
and the South African trade union central, COSATU, has called
for asimilar campaign in support of Palestinian national self-de-
termination. This presentation was part of the trade union panel,
and follows up on the Canadian Union of Public Employees-
Ontario (CUPE) passage of a path-breaking resolution challeng-
ing Israeli apartheid at its May 2006 Convention.

The CUPE Ontario Resolution 50 in support of Palestinian
struggles and an education and boycott campaign of Israel reads
asfollows:

1. With Palestine solidarity and human rights organi-
zations, develop an education campaign about the
apartheid nature of the Israeli and the political and
economic support of Canada for these practices.

2. Support the international campaign of boycott,
divestment and sanctions until Israel meetsitsobli-
gation to recognize the Pal estinian peopl€e sinalien-
able right to self-determination and fully complies
with the precepts of international law including the
right of Palestinian refugeesto return to their homes
and properties as stipulated in UN resolution 194.

Katherine Nastovski

3. Call on the National to commit to research into
Canadian involvement in the occupation and call on
the CLCtojoin usinlobbying against the apartheid-
likepracticesof thelsradli statecall for theimmediate
dismantling of thewall.

BECAUSE:

 Thelsragli Apartheid Wall hasbeen condemned and
determined illegal under international law;

e Over 170 Palestinian political parties, unions and
other organizationsincluding the Pal estinian General
Federation of Trade Unionsissuedacall in July 2005
for a global campaign of boycotts and divestment
against Israel similar to thoseimposed against South
African Apartheid; and

* CUPE BC has firmly and vocally condemned the
occupation of Palestine and haveinitiated an educa-
tion campaign about the apartheid-like practices of
the Israeli state.

I will beginwith the context within CUPE. A Palestine solidar-
ity resolution first came to the floor at the 2001 CUPE National
convention. It was defeated. A new CUPE nationa policy was
later adopted at the 2003 convention. This was submitted by a
local in BC and called on CUPE to lobby the Canadian govern-
ment to call for Isragli withdrawal from the occupied territories, an
end to violence and a movement toward a negotiated settlement.
Similar resolutions for ending the occupation were adopted in
various provincial divisionsincluding Ontario in 2002. ®




Alsoin 2003, CUPE BC'sInternational solidarity committee—
with the backing and funding of their provisional division and
CUPE national — published an educational pamphlet on Palestine
caled The Wall Must Fall. This booklet has served as a great
resource for activistsin our union. It isavailable on the CUPE BC
and the Coalition Against Israeli Apartheid (CAIA) websites. It
has been copied and distributed in the tens of thousands.

Resolution 50 that was submitted to this year’'s convention
was written collaboratively with CAIA The resolution was sub-
mitted by 3 CUPE locals, the CUPE Toronto District Council and
the CUPE Ontario International Solidarity Committee. It tried to
reflect as closely as possible the call from within Palestine from
over 170 civil organizations for boycott, divestment, and sanc-
tions against the Zionist state (available at www.caiaweb.org/
activistresources ). The resolution calls for support of the Inter-
national BDS campaign until Israel recognizes the Palestinian
peopl €’ s right to self-determination and compliance with United
Nations resolution 194 on the right of return for the Palestinian
people. To do this, it calls on the union to initiate and education
campaign, do research and call onthe Canadian Labour Congress
(CLC) to join us in lobbying. It passed with no one speaking
against it.

Immediately apressrel ease was sent out publicising thereso-
lution. This began along and vicious media battle that included
serious harassment of CUPE and its officials, including threats of
bombsand death. | n spite of thisintimidation, CUPE Ontario Presi-
dent Sid Ryan and the Ontario division staff were clear and strong
in response to the media attacks.

The response from organized labour — from CAW president
Buzz Hargrove's condemnation of the resol ution to the silence of
the majority of unions — has been discouraging. The CLC also
remained silent, which | suppose, inthe context of its past history
of support on thisissue and on South African Apartheid, isprob-
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ably the best that can be hoped for at the moment. We should not
expect or wait to get their blessing.

The controversy around Resol ution 50 has raised the debate
within unions across the country, which as one CAIA member
commented, “forces opponents to engage with the idea of |srael
asan apartheid state.” Therewere attemptsto buy-off union | ead-
ership to get them to sign on to public letters condemning CUPE
Ontario. These have been rejected. And while this surely won't
stop further attempts at co-option, the silence of most unionshas
at least created an easier climatefor rank and file activiststo orga-
nize.

PUSHING ON IN CUPE

Within CUPE, therewere persistent callsto CUPE localsacross
the country immediately following the convention. How many of
those calls came from CUPE members as opposed to the general
public is hard to know. | would venture to say that, given the
responses of the Canadian Jewish Congress and the B’ nai Brith,
agood number of them may well not have come from CUPE mem-
bers. A newspaper ad and aprotest were organized by acouple of
Jewish social services locals that had already disaffiliated from
CUPE Ontario after the 2002 resolution. CUPE National has not
been supportive.

Since July, the international solidarity committee in collabo-
ration with CAIA hasbeen devel oping an action planfor theyear.
It began with a float at the Toronto Labour Day Parade which
was, by far, the highlight of the parade. There, wedistributed cards
that were produced by CUPE Ontario on the resolution with in-
formation onthe CAIA conference. The action plan centreson an
education tour, which we have scheduled to begin towards the
end of November and continue through March.

On the 21% of October CUPE-Ontario will betestingamodule
for doing workshops on BDS, and will have awider training ses-
sion with members from across the province on the 18" of No-
vember. We are looking to develop arank and file speakers com-
mittee that will go to district council meetings, general member-
ship meetings of locals and possibly also labour councils. In the
meantime, we hopeto compile someinterim materialsto begin dis-
tributing as soon as possible at events being organized in Octo-
ber. Theideaistowork toward devel oping abookl et that includes
aninitial BDS strategy for the union. This booklet will hopefully
become aresource for labour activists more broadly.

So now we are working in the International Solidarity Com-
mittee of CUPE to build capacity to move forward on Resolution
50. It may be overwhelming tolook at how much work lies ahead.
But we should also bereally excited by the potential for building
some serious capacity for rank and fileinternational solidarity. R

Katherine Nastovski is Chair of CUPE Ontario’ s International
Solidarity Committee.
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Unionists and the Anti-Apartheid Struggle:
Lessons from the South African Experience

Nothing To Apartheid!!!
Nothing From Apartheid!!!
Israeli Apartheid, that is...!!!

Thefirst two sloganswill remind many
of the mobilization for international sanc-
tionsagainst apartheid South Africasome
twenty years ago. Some activists focused
on consumer actions in the marketplace,
some took action at the point of produc-
tion and/or at the site of a service sector
connection with South Africa, while bank
and pension fund divestments were the
institutional targetsfor others. Theultimate
victory of theinternational sanctionscam-
paigns was grounded in the fundamental
principles of, and support for, anon-racial
democracy and anti-imperialism. Novictory
would have been possible of course with-
out the courage and determination of black
South Africans and their allies inside the
wallsof apartheidto end this“ crimeagainst
humanity.”

Thereis atendency to think of apart-
heid as unique to South Africa. Apartheid
could be narrowly defined, both descrip-
tively and geographically, to make that a
truism. Such a definition however would
be an unproductive exercise and a politi-
cal mistake. To begin with, it would fail to
acknowledgethat the basic pillars of apart-
heid oppression in South Africa (the Pass
Laws and the bantustans) were modeled
inlarge part on the Canadian colonial laws
and institutions (the Indian Act and reser-
vation system) imposed on First Nations.

Such anarrow definition of apartheid
would also limit our analysis of equally
oppressive “crime(s) against humanity”
which are rooted in similar structures of
oppression. The Zionist state of Isragl’s
treatment of the Pal estinian people comes
readily to mind. Exploited and unfree Pal-
estinianlabour, displaced to postage stamp
plots on the occupier’ sterms, all enforced
by aruthless military regime supported by

western capitalist allies. All this adds up
pretty clearly to “Israeli apartheid” in the
opinion of moreand more peopletheworld
over. When Nelson Mandela, Bishop
Desmond Tutu and Willie Mandishaof the
Congress of South African Trade Unions,
all deem the I sraeli oppression of Palestin-
ian people as the equivalent of apartheid,
thesocial and political conclusionsshould
be clear.

There is a need to move from these
political conclusions to a different set of
questions:

. I's there the political will to

mount an international sanctions, boy-
cott and divestment campaign against
Israeli apartheid equal to that mounted

against apartheid South Africa?

. Arethe personal commitments

and resources sufficient to sustain

such acampaign (keeping in mind that
the call for sanctions against South

Africacameat |east 25 yearsbeforethe
international momentum reached a
critical threshold?)

. Will it not be even more diffi-

culttotacklelsraeli apartheid giventhe
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massive propagandamachinethat the
Zionist state has created with the sup-
port of virtually all rulings classesand
political elites in the developed capi-
talist world?

In addressing these questions, there
may be a benefit in looking back to some
of the methods that worked and lessons
that were learned in the international cam-
paignsagainst apartheid South Africa. The
focus here is on the political work done
primarily within the Canadian |abour move-
ment by the South African Congress of
TradeUnions(SACTU) Solidarity Commit-
tee (Canada).

A POLITICAL CALL FROM THE
OPRESSED PEOPLE THEMSELVES

TheAfrican National Congress(ANC),
SACTU and other member organizations of
the Congress Alliance all called for theto-
tal isolation of South Africain the early
1960s. TheCongressAlliancerepresented
the overwhelming majority of the op-
pressed majority — Africans, so-called In-
dian South Africans, ‘coloureds’—and
also progressivewhite South Africans. Its
call for international sanctionswascrucial
to theinternational community’ s ability to
act.

AsSACTU said at its1963 Conference:
“To our friends abroad we say that traf-
fickinginthefruitsof apartheid can never
bein theinterests of the workerswho suf-
fer under apartheid.” Andthe ANC stated
repeatedly: “What we in the ANC want to
seeiswhat the peopl e of South Africawant
to see....We demand total isolation of the
racist regime—no investment and with-
drawal of existing investment.”

The U.N. General Assembly echoed
the call for international isolation of South
Africa as early as 1962. But Western
governments representing capitalist ®



investment and trade with South Africa
consistently blocked such a program.

There were, of course, other voices
from within South Africawho did not en-
dorse international sanctions. The regime
and its allies made sure that those voices
were heard. The racist authorities also
made it more difficult for comrades operat-
ing openly in South Africaby threatening
afive-year prison sentence for those per-
sons endorsing the sanctions campaign.

In the case of Israeli apartheid, it will
be very important to listen carefully to the
voices of the Palestinians. Who are their
legitimate representatives, given the exter-
nal and internal limits of the Palestinian
Authority? Thisiscrucial, astherewill no
doubt be prominent Pal estinians (perhaps
even some trade union leaders) who will
publicly opposeinternational sanctions. It
will be difficult task for the international
community to decide how best to support
the collective interests of the Palestinian
people in a context of divided voices.
When such legitimate calls for sanctions
are made — such as those coming from a
vast number of Palestinian civil society and
union organizationsin the last year —they
must be widely communicated with poten-

Business Elites and the

tial supportersthe world over.

POLITICAL EDUCATION
IN UNIONS

There is no short cut to effective po-
litical work, and the roots of that work be-
gin with an educational program that sys-
tematically takesthefundamental message
to friends (and foes) alike. The SACTU
Solidarity Committee (Canada) contacted
some 10,000 Canadian trade unionists per
year at the peak of itswork. Thiswas done
at union conventions, union schools and,
most importantly, at local union meetings.
Taking the political message to a local
union meeting, with all the diversity of
opinion found in any group of rank-and-
file workers, must be the goal of any seri-
ousinternational solidarity campaign.

Design the educational programming
to cover the basic points of information
that defines the struggle, in this case the
Israeli oppression of and dispossession of
Palestinian rights. Use facts and figures,
use maps, use important quotes from the
oppressed and their leaders (and the op-
pressor and their leaders). Parallels and
analogieswith South African apartheid are
obviously appropriate in this case. List

those unions and other organizations that
havetaken progressive positions, such as
the resolution of CUPE-Ontario), and the
actionsthat have been generated by those
resolutions.

Develop astrategy that engages both
national/regional union leadershipsonthe
onehandwithlocal unionleadersand rank-
and-fileactivistson the other. Get national
union leaderships to endorse the work in
writing and follow up on that letter with
requests to address local union meetings
and educationals. There is no other way
to establish an informed solidarity but to
invest long hours and countless meetings
withsmall groupsof workersand their fami-
lies.

RESEARCH FOR CAMPAIGNS

Boycotts, divestment, and sanctions
campaigns require extensive research on
the many ties that bind the Canadian and
Israeli political economies. Incorrect or in-
complete information will guarantee cam-
paignsthat lack credibility. Put more posi-
tively, aresearch strategy that seeksto pin-
point foreign investment, trade, military
complicity and other forms of Canadian
state support, from Canadian government

“...Weston Firmly Backs Apartheid System”

Anti-Apartheid Struggle

For those too young to have been involved in the anti-
Apartheid struggle, there is probably an assumption that
it was easier to fight the institutionalized racism of apart-
heid South African than Israeli apartheid now. It is sug-
gested that South African apartheid was so obviously
repugnant to the sensibilities of most of humanity, whereas
the ethnic-cleansing and apartheid of Israel (the only ‘de-
mocracy’ in the region according to its defenders — words
also often used for the old Pretoria regime as well) is not.
However, we need to remember how much support apart-
heid South Africa received from the Canadian media, po-
litical and business elites in the early days of the struggle.
Here is a verbatim text from a front-page article appear-
ing in the Globe and Mail on April 21, 1964. The Weston
family, of course, still remains an important part of the
ruling elites in Canada, and Hilary Weston was not too
long ago Lieutenant-Governor of Ontario.

W. Garfield Weston, chairman of the board of George
Weston Ltd., of Toronto, yesterday gave a strong de-
fense of South African Apartheid.

He was speaking at the company’s annual meeting about
his recent visit to that country on behalf of Associated
British Foods Ltd. Mr. Weston is chairman of the board
of the British company.

The policy of apartheid is much misunderstood, he said.
Africans are treated and receive a better standard of free
health care than is provided Canadians.

He added that it would be ridiculous and wrong to “try and
force South Africa to give the vote to these millions of
colored people, whose ethics are not ours, and whose
Christian morals are completely absent.”

(George C. Metcalf, the company’s president and man-
aging director, was one of three men given a human rela-
tions




international agencieslike Canadian Inter-
national Development Agency, the Export
Development Corporation, and the Cana-
dian embassy, is essential to the integrity
and ultimate success of the campaign.

Intheearly 1980s, the SACTU Solidar-
ity Committee (SSC) first documented Ca-
nadian foreign investment in South Africa
and then turned its attention to the bilat-
era trade, including military collaboration
in violation of the UN Sanctions against
thearmstrade with apartheid South Africa.
The SSC obtained from Statistics Canada
amore detailed report on the regular trade
flows than would normally be published.
Thisinformation wasthen the basisfor an
analysis of the two-way trade which ap-
peared in a popular publication, Traffick-
ingin Apartheid: The Casefor Canadian
Sanctions Against Apartheid South Africa.
That booklet became the standard refer-
encefor virtualy all trade-rel ated sanctions
issuesin Canada. The same kind of publi-
cation on Canadian-Israeli trade is neces-
sary and will prove invaluable for the cur-
rent campaign.

Thedatacollected by SSC wascrucial
to put the lie to pro-apartheid lobbyists
who argued that trade sanctions would
causesignificant joblossesin Canada. Our
research demonstrated that some three
hundred jobsor so might havebeen at risk,
and that would bethe case only if produc-
ers made no effort to find alternative mar-
ketsfor those Canadian exports. That was
an unlikely scenario. Without the research
data, it would have been a sterile and un-
productive shouting match between pro-
and anti-apartheid forces on the impact of
sanctions on workersin Canada.

With the publicly-available data on
Canada-South Africaeconomicrelationsin
hand, the exciting challenge then became
that of finding the actual companies and
locations involved. Here is where orga-
nized workers became political actors as
workplace researchers. Work routines are
often boring. But they are less so if there
isachanceto answer critical political ques-
tions: for example, isthe pulp company that
we work for one that is exporting pulp to
South Africa(thesecond largest Canadian
export to South Africain the 1980s)? We
were eventually successful inlocating the

companies exporting the pulp to South
Africaafter both pulp and paper unionsin
B.C., despite organizational and political
differences between them, agreed to tour
SSC staff through every pulp town in the
provincein 1985.

Similarly, workersin other manufactur-
ing settings found creative waysto check
invoices and hills of lading to determine if
there were South African connections.
Dockworkers and marine workers in the
Vancouver port were the most important
‘worker-researchers’ asthey committed to
regularly report the contents of ships ply-
ing to and from Canada and South Africa.
L ong before the days of personal comput-
ers, the data was forwarded to the SSC of -
ficein Toronto in atimely and predictable
manner.

After years of conducting the educa-
tional sessionsandtraderesearch, a“ Week
of Sanctions Actions Against South Af-
rica” waslaunched in 1986. The week saw
many postal workers refuse to handle mail
destined to of coming from South Africa;
telephone operatorsrefuse to place phone
calls between Canada and South Africa;
airline reservation agents refuse to facili-
tateticketing for those violating the call to
boycott personal travel to South Africa;
and, most courageously, dockworkers
refuse for up to four daysto offload cargo
from one of the Nedlloyd ships that had
arrived in the Vancouver port. Despite
threats of discipline and dismissals, not a
singleworker lost empl oyment or wagesas
aresult of these collective actions at the
point of production. With the success of
these actions, even the Mulroney Govern-
ment was forced to slowly accede to the
momentum for isolating the racist regime.
But remember, that was almost aquarter of
acentury after theinitial UN call for sanc-
tions, boycottsand divestment campaigns.

It was not only the SACTU Commit-
tee that worked on the sanctions, divest-
ment and boycott campaigns. Anti-apart-
heid organizations included most of the
faith community and its Task Force on
Churches and Corporate Responsihility,
the Toronto Committee for the Liberation
of Southern African (TCLSAC), Canadians
Concerned about South Africa (CCSA),
and many other non-governmental organi-
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zations such as Oxfam-Canada, CUSO and
many others. They carried out similar ini-
tiativesthroughout Canadian civil society.

LESSONS LEARNED

Working to defeat apartheid South
Africawasanecessary struggle, and atre-
mendous honour and experienceto be part
of it. Working to defeat | sraeli apartheid for
the national self-determination of the Pal-
estinian peoplesis no different

There will be moments of political
highs as more and more organizationsjoin
the campaign and more and moreindividu-
als make personal commitments. But there
will also be moments of political disap-
pointments along theway. Prominent indi-
viduals who would be expected to be on
sidewill occasionally not bethere: perhaps
rhetorically and sometimes not even that.
An example from the past illustrates some
of the dilemmas and issues. The call from
the ANC and the international sanctions
campaign was for anindividual travel ban
to South Africa as a further means of iso-
lating the racist regime. But a few anti-
apartheid activists sel f-defined themselves
asthe ‘exception’ and believed they knew
more than the movement. Their travel to
South Africa predictably confused theis-
sues and the business media made much
of it. It wasnecessary to voicethecriticism
and just keep doing thework. Thiswill also
be the case in the struggle to free Pales-
tine, when even some union leadersareon
the wrong side of theissue.

The commitment to systematic politi-
cal work to defeat Israeli apartheid needs
to be taken on with the same determina-
tion that defined the global anti-apartheid
movement in the struggle for a non-racial
democracy in South Africa. Freedomfor the
Palestinian people combined with social
justice and peace in theregion isthe only
real option. Thisisakey strugglefor inter-
national solidarity activistsinthe Canadian
trade union movement today. R

Ken Luckhardt isalong-timeinterna-
tional solidarity activist and is recently-
retired from the CAW national staff. From
1980-88, he chaired the SACTU Solidarity
Committee, the official representative of
SACTU in Canada at that time.
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"-e Value of Free Speech

Thetrial of aPhD student who was beaten by police and
arrested at a small peaceful demonstration in the Vari Hall Ro-
tunda on Jan. 20, 2005, revealed new information implicating
theY ork Administrationinthebeatingsand arrests of students,
further opening the Y ork Administration up to potential legal
challengesunder the Canadian Charter of Rightsand Freedoms,
according to Toronto lawyer Howard Morton.

The Toronto police officers who beat and arrested Greg
Bird and several other students at the demonstration, which
was organized by the Grassroots Anti-Imperialist Network
(GRAIN) on the day of George W. Bush’s reinauguration to
highlight links between multi-national corporations that have
tieswith York and imperialist military interventions and occu-
pations, testified in an Ontario court that they were privately
contracted by York University to stop the protest, and were
closely following instructionsfrom Y ork Security.

According to information obtained from the Toronto po-
lice department’s finance office, Y ork University paid the po-
lice officers atotal of $3,498.30 for their work in quelling the
protest, which, according to video evidence presentedin court,
included beating students with clubs in the middle of the ro-
tunda. According tothe Toronto policefinanceoffice, Y ork Se-
curity “Investigations Officer” Ken Tooby filed a request for
six Toronto police officers (including one police seargeant) to
cometo York onaprivate“ paid contract” with Y ork University
to provide “crowd control” for a“potential protest” on Janu-
ary 20, 2005. Police Constable (PC) Eric Reimer testified in an
Ontario Court on May 7 that he had been alerted on Jan. 19,
2005 about the opportunity for a “paid duty” assignment at
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Y ork, for which he could “volunteer to do extraduties, paid by
the private contractor” York University. (Such private police
contracts are extremely routine at Y ork; according to police fi-
nancial records, already that very week, the administration had
spent $7,882.10 on police privately hired to provide “crowd
control” on campus.)

When the police moved in to make the first arrest at the
demonstration, they werefollowing directionsfrom Y ork Secu-
rity. AsPC Steven Campoli stated, a“ security officer who was
working for York University told us that the protest was to
stop.” Reimer and Y ork’ sfive other privately contracted police
arrived at York just before 12 pm, an hour before the demon-
stration was slated to begin, and were told by York Security
agents that they should be “kept out of sight”...“in a room
downthehall,” according to Reimer. Reimer recounted that the
six officers had been kept in that room, which was located just
off of Ross Building’s Central Square, by York Security for a
full two hours before Y ork Security agents asked the cops to
“assist with theremoval of thisparticular individual,” whowas
allegedly in violation of the Trespassto Property Act.

Inthebackground briefing that Y ork Security agentsgave
the police, York Security failed to mention that that this indi-
vidual happened to be afull-time student at Y ork University’'s
Osgoode Law School, and that virtually all of the protesters
were Y ork students who are entitled to be on campus. Reimer
“was not aware of the student status of the persons;” in the
briefing with Y ork Security, “we were advised that there were
several [Ontario Coalition Against Poverty] OCAP members
present” (OCAPisasocial justice organization whose protests



York University’s administration paid police $3,498 to shut down a peaceful protest

in Toronto have historically been subjected to mounted riot
police).

According to Howard Morton, this private contract with
the police potentially means that Y ork could be held liable in
future lawsuits. While privately contracted “paid duty” offic-
ers remain officers of the peace under the Criminal Code, the
party who hires them “is always responsible for virtually ev-
erything, aslong as they were carrying out the acts their em-
ployer asked them to do.” Morton, who has worked on behalf
of police as a crown attorney, and who has also represented
people arrested at OCAP demonstrations, feels that the secu-
rity agents' characterization of the demonstrators as “OCAP
members’ had aggravated the situation; in Morton’s experi-
ence“there sareal dislike of OCAP by alot of policeofficers.”
“1 don’'t know if they consciously lied,” Morton observed, but
“all of the people charged were full-time students.”

The York Administration has repeatedly refused to com-
ment on thetrial. Y ork Security failed to return four telephone
calls, and, at thetime of publication, President LornaMarsden
had also failed, after aweek and a half, to return the author’s
telephonecall. Y ork’ sMediaRelations Director was apparently
oblivious of the details, and, when asked about them, raised
hisvoice and called the author’ sline of questioning “biased.”

Therevelationsabout theroleof York University in hiring
and directing the police officerswho beat and arrested the stu-
dentsemerged at aMay 8-10, 2006 Ontario court trial for Soci-
ology PhD student Greg Bird, who was one of the seven people
arrested in connection with the protest at Y ork on Jan. 20, 2005
- and the only arrestee whose charges had not been diverted.

On June 28, 2006, the verdict of Bird's case was finaly an-
nounced: he was found not guilty of the police's charge that
he had allegedly tried to grab an officer’s firearm. The Crown
Attorney immediately confirmed that the Crown was not plan-
ning to appeal the decision.

For Bird, the trial merely reinforced the obvious: he was
innocent and there had never been any evidence against him
in the first place. “Each cop had vastly different accounts of
the events, both from each other, and their own original tales,”
herecalls.

Over the two days of court proceedings, it did not take
much for thetenuous strands of chewing gum holding together
the police’s story to unravel. The police officers had written
their individual notes about the events of Jan. 20, 2005, which
they filed as evidence in the court trial, after an informal de-
briefing session at the end of the day - a practice that aroused
scathing criticisms from the judge, who pointed out that this
ledtoinaccuraciesintheindividual officers’ versionsof events.

Upon questioning by hisown lawyer - the brusgque perma-
frowning crown prosecutor Hugh Paisley—PC Steven Campoli,
the officer who had been identified as the sole eye-witness to
the alleged gun grab, immediately admitted on the first day of
thetrial that he had in fact not seen Bird grab the gun after all.
“1 can't be specific on what he touched,” Campoli testified,
backing away from his earlier written report.

With this single shred of what could have been evidence
against Bird thusinvalidated, the only pseudo-proof that the
crown prosecutor could scrape up were vague sensory recol-
lections from the mouth of PC Reimer, the officer who ®
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claimed that Bird had grabbed his firearm. However, Reimer’s

testimony sounded more like the material of a bad soft porn
flick than evidence per se. The officer told the court that he
believed that Bird had gone for his gun because Reimer had
suddenly “felt avery familiar feeling,” namely his police hol-
ster pressing into his own thigh. When the crown prosecutor
asked for further sensory detailsfrom the cop (“How doesyour
firearm hang” ?), the court was subjected to further tangential
details about Reimer’s firearm, such as that it hangs “About
half way down [his] thigh.” Despite the plethora of phallus-
evoking details that Reimer supplied the court in discussing
his firearm, the officer admitted that he had not seen Bird at-
tempting to grab the gun.

In contrast to the lacuna of evidence that Bird had as-
saulted any officers, the Toronto police' s own video evidence
—which the crown prosecutor showed no signsof having even
watched beforehand but which he nonethel ess stubbornly in-
sisted on showing to the court through inexpert jabs at aVCR
remote control — clearly depicted Bird being forcefully bashed
over the head by Reimer’ s baton.

Despite the verdict in Bird’ s favour, the PhD student was
far from pleased; he reflects that “there should not have been
atrial,” giventhelacunaof evidence against him. Legal feesin
preparation for thetrial, for which CUPE 3903 bore the brunt of
the cost — contributing $35,000, while the YUFA chipped in
$5,000 — were expensive, and the costs in terms of students’
timeand emotional energieswerealso high. “If Y ork had called
off their hired militia, even after the ‘arrests,” alot of our time,
cost and emotional exhaustion could have been better spent,”
Bird commented. He added that “A number of us ‘arrested,’
beaten up, and incarcerated students haveleft Y ork asaresult
of thisincident.”

The seriousness of the attempt to disarm an officer charge,
which represents a serious offense under the Criminal Code,
also cost the student victims of the police brutality an avenue
to obtainlegal recognitionthat their basic civil rightshad been
violated on January 20, 2005. Lawyers Morton and Tamara
Duncan had been mounting alegal challenge under the Cana-
dian Charter of Rights and Freedoms that Morton says had a
fair chance of success. “When | started to look at it, the big
issuefor the charter waswhether registered students could be
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arrested,” Morton stated. The strength of the case that the
students' charter rights had been violated was such that the
crown attorney had felt compelled to agreeto divert the charges
that the six other arrestees from January 20 were facing (which
included charges of obstructing police and assaulting police).
Morton recollects that “Hugh [Paisley] thought, oh my god,
we're gonna have a big charter issue, and we might loseit!”

Asaresult of the deal struck between the students’ law-
yers and the crown, the charter issues, which would directly
implicate the university administration in the student beatings
and arrests, have not been addressed in court, at | east not yet.

Asked about whether he and the other students arrested
on January 20, 2005 plan to seek legal recourse, Bird is still
unsure. However, he was very clear that “the cops, and their
employer that day [York University], fucked up.” In the after-
math of thearrests, the Y ork Administrationissued statements
publicly slandering the students by reiterating the police's
unproven and groundl ess chargesagainst them asif they were
fact. Moreover, the York Administration provided the police
with the on-campus “ back-room,” in which third year Political
Science student, Nick Birtig, was so severely beaten that he
had to be hospitalized; according to witnesses, police officers
repeatedly kicked Birtig in the face, while chanting “cock-
sucker” behind the closed doors of thisroom. Bird stated that
“It alarms me that the Marsden Administration has not taken
any responsihility for the events on January 20, 2005. They
rel eased misleading information about the events, called inthe
police one-week in advance, and gave the police a hideaway
spot on our campus, which was subsequently used as a hid-
den space to brutally beat up ‘their’ so-called student body.”

In short, the practices of the Marsden Administration are
completely at oddswith the supremelaw of Canadaenshrined
in the Canadian Charter, according to Morton. Morton com-
mented that “Marsden’s approach to free speech...is so fun-
damentally warped...If you dareto exerciseyour charter rights,
she’'sgonnacall inthecops.” R

I sabel Macdonald is adoctoral candidate in Communication
and Culture. Thisarticlefirst appeared in the October issue
of Critical Times.
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The Knowledge-Based Society

and the

Crisis of Higher Education

In an article about the making of ade-
rivatives market, American sociologists
Donald MacKenzie and Yuval Millo de-
scribe how the tendency of people to be-
have in predictable and economically “ra-
tional” ways has been the product of con-
ditioning, of discipline, of acertain kind of
education. It is a parable of “homo-
economicus”, atelling description of how
we have cometo hold closely toideasand
beliefs that obtain, at best, only figments
of truth, and then for only small segments
of our society. Educationis, it would seem,
not a panacea. And thisis what progres-
sive social forces need to bear in mind
when contempl ating our response not just
to the massive array of new governmental
initiatives — taken at all levels of govern-
ment — to “improve” higher education in
Canada, but also when deciding who it is
our bedfellows will be when we organize
that response.

THE ONTARIO EXAMPLE

As a case in point, we can look at
Ontario. About 16 months ago, after over
adecade of funding cuts, the Government
of Ontario introduced its “Reaching
Higher” plan for higher education. The
plan, which followed closely on the heels
of Bob Rae’ smuch vaunted mediarelations
exercise come “consultation” around
higher education, dedicated fully $6.2 bil-
lion dollars in new monies for Ontario’s
post-secondary institutions. Whilethe $6.2
billion has been a welcome injection to
Ontario’s increasingly over-crowded and
crumbling universities and colleges, it
holds little promise of generating any
meaningful returns, at least for most
Ontarians. Significantly, Ontario’ snew plan
issimilar in form and content to efforts be-
ing undertaken both throughout Canada
and around the world to restructure sys-
tems of higher education so asto give na-
tional economies aleg-up in the competi-
tiveracethat issaid to betheemerging glo-

bal and knowledge based economy.

Thelogic hereisrather simpleand de-
ceptively benign: asour economy becomes
increasingly dependent on “conceptual
outputs’, onthe production of “ideas” and
not “things”, it is vital that our workforce
become morehighly skilled; asweadd more
and more to the cadre of knowledge work-
ersupon which industry and corporations
candraw, wearein abetter position toreap
the rewards available in the knowledge
based economy. And so it was that
Ontario’s Liberal government has sought
to ‘reach higher.’

But the $6.2 billion, which isto be de-
livered over 6 years, doesn’t really equate
to very much at all, not for a system that
has been starved of resourcesfor well-over
a decade and which is also presently be-
ing pressed to grow. In fact, after every
single dollar of the $6.2 billion committed
hits the system, total public per student
expenditure will, in Ontario, barely at the
national average. And if thisisn’t telling
of thereal intent and design of ‘ Reaching
Higher', of governmental effortstheworld
over to restructure systems of higher edu-
cation, some of the details in such plans
are even more indicative of what's really
going on.

In addition to the $6.2 billion, ‘ Reach-
ing Higher’ has also involved the creation
of the new Higher Education Quality Coun-
cil of Ontario (HEQCO). HEQCO will be
chargedwithgeneral oversight of Ontario’s
post-secondary institutions, with ensuring
that the people’ smoney iswell-spent, that
called for enrolment growth at both the
undergraduate and graduate level sdoesn’ t
undermine quality. Thisiswhy enrollment
growth in Ontario is being handled via
“Multi-year Accountability Agreements
(MYA’Ss)”, essentially quasi contracts be-
tween individual universities and the gov-
ernment around capacity and enrolment
growth projections; through the Council of
Ontario Universities, and in negotiation
with individual departments, University
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administrations set, at the beginning of
eachyear, enrollment targetsfor thefollow-
ing year.

Based on those projections, the gov-
ernment in turn delivers two envel opes of
funding, though only during the year after
an MYA is signed, when growth has al-
ready happened. Thefirst envelopecomes
roughly ayear after anMY A issigned, right
at the beginning of the school year, thereby
allowing University administrationsto start
—only start - hiring the faculty needed to
handle the complement of students that
have already started school. Universities
can begin to finish the hiring processwhen
the second envelope of funding is deliv-
ered, roughly half-way through the school
year, when enrolment numbers normally
solidify and universities can show defini-
tively theextent towhichthey’ vebeenable
to meet the previousyear’ sprojections. In
other words, enrollment is effectively set
to increase well before any resources to
handle that growth are delivered. Unless
and until enrolment numbersstabilize, fac-
ulty to student ratioswill grow just asfast
as enrolment. It's no wonder then that
many within the field of higher education
arebeginningto say that thegovernment’ s
approach is generally wrongheaded, or so
it would seem.

The government also is seeking to
ensure that growth doesn’t undermine
quality. Re-enter HEQCO, this time with a
set of “key performance indicators”
(KPI's), essentially a series of measures
designed to document and measure qual-
ity. Though HEQCO hasn’ t announced any
definitive set of KPI’s, and in fact just re-
cently closed a call for submissions from
stakeholders on how quality should be
measured, we do have some fairly good
indicationsof what those measureswill be.
First, we can expect to see a series of mea-
sures which have become increasingly
ubiquitous in higher education, in large
part due to the on-going efforts of the Or-
ganization for Economic Cooperation ®



and Development (OECD) to universalize
particul ar forms of measurement: measures
of through-put and post-graduate earn-
ings, which are otherwise referred to as
Rate of Return analyses. In other words,
universities are doing a good job if they
enroll and graduate large numbers of stu-
dentsand if those students go on to real -
ize alarge enough personal financial ben-
efit for their education. At the graduate
level, KPI's are expected to measure attri-
tion rates and times to completion aver-
ages in addition to those just mentioned.
Other indicationsarethat the government
will measure quality by tracking how many
students and teachers at each of the
province suniversitiesarewinning awards
or external sources of funding, or how ef-
fective individual faculty are in conclud-
ingjoint university-industry research con-
tracts, and the frequency with which
scholarly work is cited.

FAILING MEASURES OF
RESEARCH AND QUALITY

Unfortunately, not a single of these
measures really speaks meaningfully to
quality.

Putting aside the issues of through-
put and rates of return for amoment, it is
interesting to consider that increasingly,
awards and external funding grants go
only to scholarswhosework organi zations
like the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council classifies as “useful.”
And inthe natural sciences, basic and cu-
riosity driven researchisbeing driven un-
derground as awards and funding pro-
grams are re-tooled to favour industry-
partnered and commercializable forms of
research. Indeed, everywhere one turns
“usability” defined as aresearch deliver-
able that can be privatized, commodified,
and sold at monopoly rents, isthat which
iswinning awards. Andthereisgood rea-
son to suspect the quality of thisresearch.

York University’ s Joel Lexchin, forin-
stance, in conducting a meta-study of the
results generated by research funded by
pharmaceutical firmsrelativeto those con-
ducted with other sources of finance,
found that “studies sponsored by phar-
maceutical companies were more likely to
have outcomes favouring the sponsor
than were studies with other sponsors.”

And the Canadian Federation of Students
isnow helping to wage acampaign of sup-
port for one academic whose work was al-
legedly stolen and manipulated by award
winning researchers at the University of
Toronto. Worse till, there is evidence to
suggest that those same researchers ma-
nipulated the results of awater study they
conducted in Wiarton, Ontario, the very
project for which they earned said award.
If true, thereisreason to believe that their
experiment wasn’'t just dishonest and of
poor quality, it also posed asignificant risk
to public health.

The frequency with which certain
works are cited is also problematic as an
indicator of quality. First, there simply is
not a strict correlation between the qual-
ity of afaculty and the quality of the stu-
dent population that they teach, particu-
larly at “research intensive” universities
where faculty-to-student ratios are high
and face-time is limited. Second, the fre-
guency with which a source is cited says
nothing about its apparent quality. By way
of example, President Bush recently made
reference to Samuel Huntington's infa-
mous, impoverished, and nonethel ess
much cited work, The Clash of Civiliza-
tions. Third, in an environment where
“good” research increasingly means
“commercializable” research, KPI’s based
on citations might radically understatethe
“quality” of sound, critically minded, and
curiousity driven work. In fact, many cita-
tion indexes favour certain, more main-
stream and less critical publications. In
other words, afaculty might scorehhighon
an index precisely becauseit doesn't pro-
duce critical scholarship. Finally, in sub-
jects like English, where expert scholars
might take years to write novels, not
lengthy analyses of Shakespeare, the fre-
guency of citations tells us almost noth-
ing.

Asfor through-put and ratesof return,
behind them lurks a sordid tal e of manipu-
lation, obfuscation, and illiteracy, onethat
getsat the very heart of the government’s
real agenda, and of the complicity of Uni-
versity administrations in it. Quite obvi-
ously the only thing of which through-put
isameasureisthrough-put —thereis sim-
ply no reason to assume, particularly ina
measure designed to ensure quality —that
more is better. Of course, through-put is
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generally a conjunctive measure, one
viewed inrelationto post-graduation earn-
ings as well as student and job satisfac-
tion data. And while this would seem a
more reasonable proposition, thisis only

the case so long aswe conceive of educa-
tion as nothing more than a lengthy job-
training process.

According to data published by Hu-
man Resources and Services Development
Canada, only 42.42% of so-called knowl-
edge workers can read or write at a high
level of literacy. And while that number
increases markedly when one considers
the number of university and college
graduatesthat are classified asknowledge
workers, (around 80% of university/col-
lege gradswho areknowledgeworkerscan
read or writeat ahigh level of proficiency),
itismystifying that the number isanything
shy of 100%.

Infact, we need to be wondering why
itisthat so many graduates, regardl ess of
the occupational categories into which
they are later deposited, can’t read and
write at the very highest level. And it's
important too to keep in mind that what
HRSDC and the OECD consider high
levels of literacy aren’t really very high.
In fact level 4 and 5 on the International
Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), whichisthe
standard measure of literacy used around
the world, indicates nothing about a
person’s ability to deal with abstract
theories and concepts, critical ideas and
the like.

By way of example, one of the more
difficult questions on the IALS, requires
that survey respondentsread from achart
thetotal number of gramsof fat contained
in a Big Mac, and then to multiply that
number by agiven quantity in order to de-
termine how many of the 500 cal ories con-
tained inthe sandwich are derived from fat.
In other words, the respondent is given
the formula: “1g of fat = 9 calories” and
then asked to find on an associated chart
how many gramsof fat, 26, iscontainedin
aBigMac. Anability to usethegivenfor-
mula to determine the number of calories
derived from fat issaid to demonstratethe
highest level of literacy onthe IALS.

What thismeansisthat rhetoric about
the knowledge-based economy is a load
of bunk, that what people earn — and the
incomes of “knowledge workers” do tend



to skew above average — is nowhere near
agood indication of how they think, of the
quality of their education. And thisispre-
cisely the point: the design and function
of our system of higher education, under-
stood provincialy, nationally, globally,
isn't at all about quality, it’ sabout the mar-
ket. And the market stands to benefit tre-
mendously from ahighly trained but poorly
educated electorate come flexible
workforce, that isadept at reading and fol -
lowing directions, but not at questioning
their efficacy, their morality. This is of
coursethegreat secret of higher education,
why it washardly noticed that 45% of high-
school graduates in Toronto last year
graduated with an A-average or better, why
no one ever talks about the fact that ap-
proximately 25% of university and college
graduates can’t do better than score at
level 3onthelALS.

FAILING UNIVERSITY &
GOVERNMENT POLICY

Here's the rub: graduate schools and
faculty everywhereareincreasingly staffed
by the products of our system of higher edu-
cation. No wonder that positivistic social
scientism and commercial research agendas
areenjoying arather happy timethesedays.
No wonder too that “ critical thinking skills”
areincreasingly described as something akin
toaperson’ sability to problem-solve; asthe
quality of higher educationisthinned, “ criti-
cal thinking” will increasingly become an
unintended euphemismfor an ability to prac-
tice convention really well.

Andsoitshouldn’t comeasasurprise
that university administrations across
Ontario aren’t morethan alittle concerned
about theway inwhichthey’ rebeing asked
to grow, that is long before the resources
necessary to meet the demands of that
growth arrive. Even the practitioners of
conventionrecognizethat trainingiseasier
when faculty to student ratiosare not quite
ashigh asthey now are at placeslike Y ork
University wherethereisonly asingleten-
ure-stream faculty member for every 36
undergraduate students. At the graduate
level the numbers appear less appalling,
though only because they aren’'t broken
down by department and don’t consider
faculty on leave, those on sabbatical, or

those who are working in
administrativeroles. In fact at
Y ork, some suggestions are that
to get back to faculty to student
ratios seen in 2001, which were
still considerably above the
national average, the Faculty of
Artswould haveto hire 100 new
faculty, excluding consideration
of those that need to be hired in
order to replace retiring academ-
ics. Sofar thisyear, York’s
administration has been ableto
license only 30 new Faculty of
Artshires, approximately half of
which will be retirement replace-
ments. Just 85 to go... thisyear.
Telling hereisthe fact that upset over
thesituation hasn’t yet translated into any
kind of visible action. As York’s Dean of
the Faculty of Graduate Studies put it dur-
ing a recent Council meeting, “the carrot
for growingismore money, thestick for not
growing isn’t less money, it is potentially
no money.” And so through backdoor
channels, behind closed doors, in and
around the Council of Ontario Universities,
university administrations are talking with
government officials about changing the
status quo, about making more funding
availablemore quickly and on thefront end
of enrolment growth. Good thing, right?
Potentially.

To be sure, the way resources pres-
ently get delivered to universities has to
change. But there are several waysto skin
a cat here and so long as the discourse
around higher education continues, both
at the University and at the governmental
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level, to be about the so-called, “knowl-
edgebased economy” itsunlikely that we'll
get very far, even if we do see lower fac-
ulty to student ratios, in building a high-
quality system of higher education. Indeed,
we have at least to pause and consider
whether growing programs within an in-
creasingly commercialized and market-
based environment will do more harm than
good. With corporations on the dole, and
with the welfare trough nestled firmly on
University campuses, quality will remaina
phantom. But then no critical mind ever
conceived of training as human salvation.
That was alwaysthe job of agood educa-
tion. R

Eric Newstadt is active in the student
movement and studying at
York University.




Oaxaca

The Popular Uprising Escalates

Oaxaca, Mexico is currently the site of aradical popular up-
rising aimed at ousting the corrupt, repressive and illegitimate re-
gimeof Oaxacan Governor UlisesRuiz Ortiz. Thisremarkablemove-
ment signifies a profound transformation in Oaxacan politics and
political consciousness that could culminate in the emergence of
real alternative political modelsin Oaxaca Moreover, the Oaxacan
strugglewill undoubtedly serve as an examplefor other impover-
ished states dealing with dictatorial and corrupt governing bod-
ies; particularly on the heals of fraudulent presidential elections
that have deepened existing cleavages in the country.

The movement emerged in response to violent and repres-
sive tactics that were utilized to suppress striking teachers affili-
ated with the National Education Workers Union — Section 22
(SNTE) on June 14, 2006. In Mexico, the SNTE 22 isknown for its
militancy and its commitment to social change. The teachers had
been on strike since May 22, 2006. Their list of demandsincluded
legal recognition of Radio Plantén, an unlicensed community ra-
dio that serves as an important medium of communication for so-
cial activistsand movements, improvementsto educational infra-
structure (construction of classrooms, laboratories and work-
shops; free student breakfasts; uniforms and more funding for
scholarships and staff hiring) and salary increases. Ulises’ June
14 policeraid was met with outrage and the 3,000 deployed police
officers were driven out of the city centre by the teachers. The
following day, thousands of people marched through the streets
demanding that Governor Ruiz Ortiz step down. The number of
deaths, disappeared, injured and detained is still unclear butitis
believed that between six and nine peoplewerekilled and awoman
miscarried. Moreover, installations of the Radio Planton were de-
stroyed and the SNTE 22 office building was vandalized.

The massive uprising now underway is aresult not only of
the abhorrent tactics employed on June 14 but in responseto years
of oppression, exploitation and injustice. Oaxacaisone of thethree
poorest states in the country and has the highest percentage of

Rogelio Cuevas Fuentes & Lindsay Windhager

indigenous people of any statein Mexico. Itsteachers are among
the poorest paid. The state boasts sixteen different indigenous
communities speaking a variety of dialects and maintaining dis-
tinct traditions and cultures. Over the last several decades, Mexi-
can economic development policies have further entrenched
Oaxacan communitiesin acycle of bare subsistence and poverty.
“Under pressurefrom theWorld Bank, the International Monetary
Fund and conditions placed on U.S. bank loans and bailouts, the
government has encouraged foreign investment, while cutting
expenditures intended to raise rural incomes. Prices have risen
dramatically since the government cut subsidies for necessities
like gasoline, electricity, bus fares, tortillas, and milk.” In recent
decades, Oaxaca has also seen agrowth in foreign ownership of
companies and businesses signifying the dismantling of unions
and thefurther concentration of wealth and property inthe hands
of afew.

Furthermore, Oaxaca is home to ongoing electoral fraud, by
which means Governor Ulises Ruiz Ortiz was elected. He repre-
sentsthe PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional), which main-
tained adictatorship in Mexico for more than 70 years at the fed-
eral level. Although the presidency is now held by the PAN, the
PRI maintains a stronghold in Oaxacaand continuesitslegacy of
corruption, neoliberal economic policiesand overt political repres-
sion. Political leaderssilence Oaxacan protest and dissent through
violent and repressive tactics, illegal arrests aswell as politically
motivated disappearances, torture and imprisonment.

Thehorrific eventsof June 14th coupled with decades of eco-
nomic and political injustices provoked the Oaxacan people to
respond to the state with demands for an alternative governing
structure and the ousting of Governor Ulises Ruiz Ortiz. On June
17th, the Peopl€’ sPopular Assembly of Oaxaca (APPO) wasborn
as amechanism through which to work towards these ends. The
APPO is an association of diverse organizations and individuals
including unions, student groups, NGOs, human rights groups




and indigenous communities and groups dedicated to the oust-
ing of Ruiz Ortiz, to community-based action, popular decision
making and an alternative economic and political model. “[The
APPO] is born in response to authoritarianism, to state terror-
ism, to fascism, itisbornwith the hope of a new world and future
of equality, without the exploited and exploiters.”

Thepolitical actions of the APPO have escalated in numbers
and scale. These actions include the occupation of state-owned
radio stations and television stations, sit-ins, mega-marches of
closeto amillion people and road bl ockades. Indeed, peoplefrom
all over Mexico and abroad have been able to show solidarity
with this movement through the utilization of the radio. Most re-
cently, the APPO and its supporters marched from Oaxaca City to
Mexico City. On October 9th, they arrived at the Z6caloin Mexico
City where they set up an encampment outside the Senate build-
ings. The large group of marchers was met in many towns and
communitieswith incredible support and solidarity. In Tepetlixpa
Cuautlain the state of Morelos, the caravan was hit by aterrible
rainstorm. The marchers set up camp but were soaked and cold.
This town mobilized itself and organized sleeping arrangements
for all of the marchers and provided them with clothes, food and
food for thetrip ahead. In Nezahual coyotl, in the state of Mexico,
the caravan received an incredibly warm reception. In Neza, the
municipal president is Oaxacan as are many of the residents who
sympathize with the unacceptable state violence and injustice
characteristic of Oaxaca. Supporters such as those encountered
by the protestersin Nezaand Tepetlixpa Cuautlasignify theways
inwhich other Mexicans now see political struggle asexemplified
by Oaxacaas achievable.

However, as the movement becomes more and more power-
ful, state and businessinterests are taking measures to implement
repressiveand violent tacticsin order to regain control of the state.
Ruiz Ortiz has been accused on several occasions of an inability
to govern Oaxaca as the state has been essentially paralyzed by

the political actions of the APPO. Under pressure to resolve this
crisisbefore Calderdn, illegitimate winner of the 2006 presidential
elections, assumes power in December, Ruiz Ortiz has resorted to
clandestine tactics and a systematic violation of human rightsin
order to dismantle the movement. Since June, numerous disap-
pearances have been reported as well as gunfire and brutal beat-
ings at sit-ins and marches, harassment, destruction of property,
illegal detention and torture of participantsand the murder of many
APPO organizers and supporters including children.

At the beginning of October, both marines and army troops
were deployed to the city of Oaxaca and surrounding areas and
repression seemed imminent. However, apart from ongoing repres-
sive tactics carried out by plainclothes police and army person-
nel, alarge-scale repression has not yet occurred. In response to
accusations that Ruiz Ortiz has lost control of Oaxaca and at the
request of the APPO and SNTE 22, the Senate, on October 13th,
sent Senators to assess the crisis of Oaxaca and the level of un-
rest. A decision has not yet been made on this assessment as to
whether or not Ulises Ruiz Ortiz will be requested to step down.
Thisdecision is expected as early as Tuesday, October 17, 2006.

At the same time, the federal government has engaged in a
dialogue with representatives of the SNTE 22 and APPO regard-
ing an end to the strike and a return to work. The government
offered a tantalizing economic package to the teachers, who in
normal timesreceive poverty wages and are not suffering special
hardship as aresult of the suspension of their income since Au-
gust. This package would provide back pay to all teachers who
have been living without any income for several months. The of -
fer expires as of October 16, 2006, at which time all teachers have
been requested to return to work. If not, the Secretary of State
Carlos Abascal Carranza has threatened that the use of public
forces may be the only remaining option. Sub-secretary of Gov-
ernment, Arturo Chavez, has also stated that if an agreement can-
not be reached, thiswill undoubtedly allow for consideration ®




of “other kindsof actions.” Indeed, federal actorsincluding Chavez
and Carranza have confirmed that they feel confident about the
steps they have taken in order to resolve the conflict peacefully
and that they do not view the use of public forces as afailure of
negotiations but rather as a part of politics.

As of October 9, 2006, Oaxacan state forces have been man-
aged by the federal government in a so-called effort to ensure
public safety and the re-establishment of security for Oaxacan
people. However, on October 12, violence erupted once again in
Oaxaca. Plainclothes police officers opened fire on agroup of 120
teachers and members of the APPO in downtown Oaxaca. Four
participants were injured. Ironically, the Sub-Commission of the
Senate set to determine governability in Oaxaca was present in
Oaxaca on the 12th. Moreover, on October 14th, military person-
nel dressed in plainclothes openedfireandkilled Alejandro Garcia
Hernandez at one of the barricades. Garcia Hernandez was shot
twice in the head. Abascal and other government officials claim
that such attacks are the work of “violent groups” but it appears
rather likely that this explanation is merely an effort to assume
impunity as is customary. As a result of this political violence,
teachersdecided to cancel the State Assembly and consultations
that had been schedul ed to discuss the proposal of the Secretary
of State until after the decision of the Senate or the removal of
Ruiz Ortiz.

At the sametime, the APPO continuesto escalateits political
action in response to repression and the unwillingness of Ruiz
Ortiz to step down. The APPO has announced the commence-
ment of ahunger strike that will continue until Ruiz Ortiz resigns.
Members of the APPO and SNTE 22 have formed and re-enforced
new security areas in Mexico City in key strategic locations in-
cluding President Fox’ sresidency and federal government build-
ings. The APPO has also stated that they are planning a mega-
march and a national protest based out of Mexico City slated for
October 21st in solidarity with the Oaxacan struggle. Moreover,
student groups, social groups and supporters of the SNTE and
APPO areworking tirelessly in Mexico City to disseminate infor-
mation about the struggle and to coordinate solidarity actionson

anational scale. In spite of violent state repression, the Oaxacan
movement is transforming into a national struggle with interna-
tional support and recognition.

Asfor the disappeared, imprisoned, tortured, murdered and
injured members and supporters of the APPO and SNTE 22, there
has been little mention of justice and even less recognition of the
atrocities that have been committed by the Mexican state. The
fight for recognition of these individuals and their sacrifices will
be ongoing but it is certain that the Oaxacan people are commit-
ted to achieving justice through their struggle. Indeed, this pro-
cesshasalready commenced. On October 13th, agroup of Oaxacan
lawyers presented evidence of state repression that occurred on
June 14th to the Superior Tribunal of Justice. The outcomeof this
exhibition of evidenceis not yet known but it signifies the ongo-
ing strength and commitment of Oaxacans to the justice and dig-
nity of those that have been harmed in the struggle for change.

Regardless of how things unfold in the coming weeks, the
Oaxacan uprising has been an extraordinary success. In addition
to state violence and repression, this movement has overcome
and continues to work to overcome many challengesincluding a
lack of resources, dissemination of misinformation at state and
national levels by the Mexican government and bourgeoisie and
the unification of diverse communitiestraditionally divided a ong
lines of class, culture, ideology, language, education and geogra-
phy. The Oaxacan struggle has created momentum for long-term
political change in Oaxaca. Moreover, this movement has culti-
vated anew and strengthened social fabric that is unified in po-
litical consciousness and commitment to social change. Oaxaca
will undoubtedly serve as an example of popular and democratic
resistance in Mexico in spite of extreme efforts to dismember the
movement by stateforce. R

Rogelio Cuevas Fuentesis a Oaxacan-born political activist
currently living in Toronto.

Lindsay Windhager is agraduate student at Y ork University
studying Mexican politics and themes of migration.

Mexico’s Class Struggle for Democracy

Mexico has been rocked by powerful
revolts against neoliberalism throughout
the 1990s and into the 21st century. Until
now, none has succeeded in building a
broad political movement that could con-
test power at the national level. Thearmed
insurrectionsin the countryside, the rank
and filerebellionsin the trade unions, the
struggles for indigenous rights, the anti-
privatization and student strikes — each

reached aplateau, gained either minimal or
meaningless concessions from the state,
and subsided.

Mexico’sleft Party of the Democratic
Revolution (PRD) has been incapable of
nurturing these struggles. Since swallow-
ing the fraud that robbed it of victory in
the 1988 presidential elections, the PRD
has followed the contradictory course of
most social democratic partiesin the cur-
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rent period —towards an acceptance of the
neoliberal dictat while attempting to
present policy alternativesto its electoral
base in the working class. The result has
been asteady erosion of internal party life
and of working class electoral participa-
tion. A large share of the PRD voteis ei-
ther in support of particular respected can-
didates or is a consequence of faute de
mieux.



If the current presidential candidate of
the PRD Andrés Manuel L6pez Obrador
had been allowed to win the July 2nd 2006
elections, this scenario would likely have
changed only marginally. As mayor of
Mexico City, Lopez Obrador practiced a
neoliberalism-from-below while retaining
his left base and a popularity rating that
never dipped below 60 percent. During the
presidential elections, he performed the
delicate act of running a center-left cam-
paign domestically while assuring the in-
ternational press and markets that his*al-
ternative nation building project” did not
entail a departure from neoliberal ortho-
doxy. He picked up the qualified endorse-
ment of the London Economist, and sym-
pathetic coverage in the Financial Times
and the Washington Post. If there was a
political leader in Mexico this past June
who seemed to hold the promise of ruling
the country effectively while ensuring
neoliberal continuity, it wasL6pez Obrador.

TheMexican ruling classthought dif-
ferently. It lookson L 6pez Obrador and his
base in the working class and peasantry
with afear and hatred that recalls the re-
action of the Venezuelan bourgeoisieto the
rise of Hugo Chavez. Through its clumsy
political interventions, it has now defini-
tively closed the possibility of stable
neoliberal rule in Mexico. Open attempts
by theright and the country’ slargest cor-
porations to destroy Obrador politically
during theyear leading up to the el ections,
to disqualify him from running, to smear
himmercilessly inillegally purchased tele-
vision ads, and ultimately —asa most half
the country believes — to defraud him of
electoral victory, have changed every-
thing.

MEXICO IN MOTION

Mexico isnow living through a major
political upheaval with asocial inflection:
for effective suffrage and against
neoliberalism. Organizers say that the
country has not seen amovement on this
scale since the nationalization of the pe-
troleum industry in 1938. It is broader and
more promising than the student-led de-
mocracy movement of 1968.

There are two dynamics to the
radicalization: political and social. In the
eight weeks between early July and early
September, the political crisis developed

rapidly from a contest for constitutional
legitimacy to the struggle over constitu-
tional legality. Socialy, al PRD electiontalk
of “macroeconomic stability” is gone, re-
placed by condemnations of neoliberalism
and promises of a new democratic state.

Thedecisive shift from thefirst phase
of thepolitical crisistothe second wasthe
failure of the country’s highest electoral
tribunal on August 28th to call for a full
recount of the votes. In the first count,
Felipe Calderdn of the rightwing Party of
National Action (PAN) came out ahead by
244,000 votes, a margin of .58 percent or
less than 2 votes per polling station.
Obrador and the PRD noted many irregu-
laritiesin the electoral process. An abnor-
mally large number of voteswere nullified.
Citizen scrutineerswerereplaced at thelast
moment by operatives loyal to a labour
leader close to the PAN. Many urns con-
tained more votes than voters, others far
too few. Stashes of PRD votes started
showing up in garbage dumps. Obrador
demanded afull recount, and amass move-
ment took to the streets with the slogan
“vote by vote, polling station by polling
station.” But the country’ selectoral tribu-
nal ruled for apartial recount of 9 percent
of the votes and on the 28th found that
although this recount required the dis-
qualification of over 230,000 ballotsdueto
what it called “arithmetical errors,” thedif-
ference between thetwo candidateswould
remain virtually unchanged. The
movement’s demands were rejected and
the path opened for Calder6n to be de-
clared president.

This resolved nothing. Instead of
lending its legitimacy to the vote, theille-
gitimacy of the vote tainted the tribunal.
The decision effectively closed the space
for negotiations through constitutional
means and discredited one more institu-
tion in the eyes of millions of Mexicans.
Obrador and the movement rejected the
legality of both the decision and the tri-
bunal, and finally the constitutionality of
the government itself. Obrador called for
a National Democratic Convention to be
held on September 16th to decide the fu-
ture of the resistance movement and, be-
yond that, for a Constitutional Assembly
to refound the Republic.

The political crisis would not have
developed thisrapidly if not for the social
crisis produced by neoliberalism. When
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participantsinthe massive assembliesand
demonstrations are asked why they take
part, they invariably mention both elec-
toral fraud and the criminal distribution of
the country’s wealth. Mexico has the 4th
largest number of billionairesin theworld
whilefully half of the working class earns
the equival ent of twice the minimum wage
or less—amiserable sum.

In taking the campaign for a recount
to the streets, Obrador opened the door
to all of the social movements that have
emerged to challenge neoliberalism. Inthe
early days of the recount mobilizations,
after the protests reached the two million
mark, a decision was made to occupy the
ZA4ca o and Paseo delaReforma— themain
thoroughfare along which are located
many of the city’s luxury hotels and cor-
porate headquarters. For 49 days, encamp-
ments stretched 7 miles and included liv-
ing, meeting and concert spaces, commu-
nal kitchens and recreational areasfor the
daily use of protesters from out of state
aswell asthe outlying districts of the vast
metropolis. On weekends and evenings
especially, theencampments became mass
forumsfor discussing all aspects of Mexi-
can politics.

The decision to occupy the center of
Mexico City lost Obrador any remaining
establishment support and many centrist
voters. Except for theleftwingLa Jor nada
and political magazine Proceso, the na-
tional mediaalternatively attacked and ig-
nored him. In August it was possible to
find demands for state repression evenin
liberal newspapers. After one last op ed
was given him in the New York Times to
plead his case for electoral transparency,
the international press called on Obrador
tofold histent and return to parliamentary
politics. If thetwinning of democracy with
free marketsisthe global ideology of our
times, it is no surprise which comes first
among the opinion makers.

Obrador was pushed left. The Mexi-
can Chavez which had hitherto existed
only in the imagination of the country’s
ruling classwastaking form. By early Au-
gust, Obrador was slamming Mexico’ srich
for fleecing the country, vowing to break
neoliberalismand, later that month, to cre-
ate a“cradle-to-grave” welfare state paid
for by a redistribution of the country’s
wealth. What he now called the* simul ated
republic” must be supplanted by ®



a“true social and democratic state.”

This combination of demands for de-
mocracy and against neoliberalismisvery
powerful. During one of the mass “infor-
mative assemblies’ held nearly every day
in the Zécalo, a young man in the crowd
turned to me and said, referring to the
people assembled inthe square, “what you
see hereistotal non-conformity with what
is happening in this country.”

THE EVENTS OF SEPTEMBER

Thetension continuedto buildinearly
September towards a climax on the 16th.
Speculation that the parliamentary wing of
the PRD would soon break with Obrador
wasdispelled on September 1st, when PRD
representatives occupied the house's po-
diumto prevent President Vicente Fox from
giving hisannual addressto the nation.

Policeforcesunder the authority of the
federal executive shut down eleven sub-
way stationsand alarge working class sec-
tion of the city surrounding the Congress,
expecting that it would be the movement
which would attempt to prevent the ad-
dress. Accordingtothecurrent mayor, this
was the largest police operation in the
city’ s history and violated sections of the
country’ s constitution, including most se-
riously, the autonomy of Congress. The
operation cost 13 million dollars and com-
prised 40 armoured vehicles, attack dogs,
sharpshooters on rooftops, a two-meter-
high metal fence, and over 8,000 riot police
inal, including half of the Federal Preven-
tative Police (PFP) — the force currently
being investigated for torture and rapein
their May attack on a peasant indigenous
movement in the nearby town of San Sal-
vador Atenco.

In the Zécalo, Obrador presented his
argument that the state would use any con-
frontation to justify repression of the
movement, and counseled that protesters
remain in the square. The important thing
was to continue building for the conven-
tion on the 16th and not fall for provoca-
tions. The question was put to the assem-
bly, which agreed by consensus. Almost
no one marched to where the PFP stood
waiting, all dressed up and no one to re-
press. It wasaremarkabledisplay of aseri-
ous, disciplined movement thinking stra-
tegically onitsfeet.
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Back in the encampments, thousands
gathered around television sets tuned in
to the eventsin Congress. When Fox was
forced to retreat a mere 7 minutes after ar-
riving (he didn’t make it past the cloak-
room), they erupted in jubilation and re-
turnedtotheZécaloto celebratewhat they
considered to be their first victory. By its
actions, the PRD went some way to re-es-
tablish its credibility with the movement.
Obrador demonstrated his ability both to
keep the parliamentary party onside, and,
once again, to wrong-foot Fox. That night
new slogans emerged from the encamp-
ments as people’s confidence surged:
“Now we want more”, “Fox has fallen,
Felipewill fall”, “ Not one step backwards.”

As was expected, the electoral tribu-
nal officially declared Calder6n winner of
the elections on September Sh. It ruled
days later that the electoral process had
been compromised in several respects but
that the outcome could nevertheless be
considered valid. Calderdn “the usurper”
will assume power on December 1st asthe
weakest occupant of the Presidency inre-
cent memory.

On September 16th, over amillion par-
ticipants from across the country met in
Mexico City to convene the National
Democratic Convention. The encampments
had been taken down the day beforeto al-
low the army to march through the streets
of downtown asit customarily doesonthe
16th to celebrate national independence.
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This decision should be seen in light of
Obrador’ s consistent appeals to the army
not to intervenein thecrisis, hiseffortsto
avoid a confrontation with the forces of
order which everyone knows the move-
ment cannot win. Theargumentsin favour
of the motion were put to the assembly in
the Z6cal o, which assented by a show of
hands.

POST-CONVENTION PROSPECTS

The army marched in the morning and
the convention met in the afternoon. The
central question was whether to name
Obrador “legitimate president of Mexico”
or “leader of the peaceful civicresistance.”
PRD party leaders, including the left and
social movement representatives, favoured
the latter —a position from which negotia-
tions would be possible. There was no
doubt that the movement favoured the
former option, greeting Obrador at every
opportunity with “ Presidente! Presidente!”
Theconvention recognized Obrador as*le-
gitimate President”, rejected the usurper’s
claimto power, and endorsed adecision to
form a rebel government with a shadow
cabinet and a series of commissions to
work on specificissues. Thisrebel govern-
ment will be based in Mexico City but will
also have an itinerant character, travelling
across the country to build local bases of
support. The encampments have been
lifted, but Obrador has been put in aposi-



tionfromwhichitwill bedifficult toretreat.
It is not immediately clear how much
political authority Obrador’s government
will be able to exert. Even PRD-controlled
states and left unions will have to recog-
nize, if only implicitly, the state power
which controls the apparatus of govern-
ment, dispensesfederal funding and medi-
atesconflict. Thisisnot asituation of dual
power; though weakened, the Mexican
stateisvery much intact. However, thefor-
mation of an alternative government does
promiseto address specific weaknessesin
the movement as it prepares for a long
struggle. Most importantly, it providesthe
direction and structure required to gener-
alizeresistance at the national level. As of
now, the movement is regionally uneven,
concentrated in Mexico City, and has not
effectively linked up with other struggles
across the country. The PRD will be un-
ableto carry thismovement forward, while
thekind of |eft party required to bring geo-
graphically dispersed and socially disar-
ticulated struggles together simply does
not exist. On November 3rd, therebel gov-
ernment will take shape as Obrador names
hiscabinet. It will “take power” on Novem-
ber 20th, a date which resonates strongly
in the country’s revolutionary tradition.
Under the slogan “Effective Suffrage, No
toRe-election,” Fransisco|. Madero called
the nation to arms on that day in Novem-
ber after the fraudulent elections of 1910.
Intheweeksfollowing the convention,
Obrador campaigned full-timein support of
his party’s candidate in the October 15th
Tabasco state elections. Tabasco is
Obrador’s home state, a PRD stronghold,
andwentin hisfavourinJuly’ sfederal elec-
tion. According to the official results, the
PRD has lost the Tabasco vote by a sig-
nificant margin. The vote is being inter-
preted as areferendum on Obrador’ s poli-
tics by those who hope that this signals
the end of the post-election crisis. More
damaging than the vote itself, however, is
thefact that themovement wasleftinlimbo
for 20 days as Obrador withdrew from the
national stageto campaignlocally. Thishas
given Calder6n crucial breathing room
through Obrador’s failure to build on the
momentum from the convention. A truetest
of themovement’ sstrengthwill comeinthe
early weeks of November, when Obrador
will tour the south and centre of the coun-

try, and on the 20th in Mexico City.

If Obrador’s parallel government isin
guestion, Calderén’ sadministrationisfac-
ing six years of what in Mexico is referred
to as“ingobernabilidad” — the inability to
rulelegitimately. Quite apart fromthefraud
that was committed, the PAN enjoys little
support inthe south or in the capital. Con-
gress is virtually deadlocked, even if the
PRI and PAN (or “PRIAN" asit sometimes
seems) control a majority of seats.
Privatization of the oil and electricity sec-
tors—thenext stepintheneoliberal agenda
— now appears an unlikely prospect.
Calderén himself has unveiled a plan to
eliminate poverty, reduce inequality, and
raise per capitaincome to $30,000 USD by
the year 2030. (See: “Mexico’s President-
elect lays out reform plans, public consul-
tations,” International Herald Tribune,
October 10, 2006.) Evenif thisproject could
be taken seriously, it is doubtful whether
Mexican capitalism has enough space in
the world economy to push through the
kinds of reforms required to legitimize the
new administration. Calderén will assume
power before the Congress on the 1st of
December. Aswith Fox’s address, the par-
liamentary PRD has promised to prevent
this.

There are other struggles across the
country which are not related to the post-
election crisis but which could merge with
the civic resistance. Themost advancedis
in the southern state of Oaxaca, where an
economicstrikehasturned political. Teach-
ers, among the most militant sectionsof the
Mexican working class, have formed a
broad labour front and taken power in the
capital city and anumber of other munici-
palities. The PRI state governor has been
rejected by the population and has gone
into hiding while government offices have
been closed and the police dispersed. The
“Oaxaca Commune” isinitsfifth month as
negotiations with the federal government
have stalled. The Popular Assembly of the
People of Oaxaca (APPO) expectsafederal
invasion at any moment and has erected
barricadesto defend the capital. APPO de-
cided not to send a delegation to the na-
tional conventioninMexico City, although
some members did attend in an unofficial
capacity. There is support for the Oaxaca
struggle within the national resistance
movement. This includes recent calls by
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people closeto Obrador for the movement
to send “human shields” to the state.
When pressed to comment on the issue,
Obrador has defended the Oaxacastruggle
on one of the very few occasions he has
been interviewed on national television
sincethe July elections. (The Spanish-lan-
guagevideo of theinterview postedto his
website, dated October 11th, at
www.aml0.0rg.mx.)

The Zapatistas continue with their
“Other Campaign”, which took an ambigu-
ously abstentionist position during the
electoral processand targeted Obrador and
the PRD in particular. The Zapatistas
rightly expected Obrador to win the elec-
tions and to govern the country, much as
he had the capital city, as a “social
neoliberal.” A statement dated September
26th rehearsed these criticismsand, infail-
ing to recognize the changed circum-
stances, definitively distanced the EZLN
from the movement around Obrador. In re-
ferring specifically to the base of the move-
ment, the statement reads in part: “These
people deserve and have our respect, but
their path leads to a place we don’t want
to go. We sharewith them neither path nor
destination. . . and what’'s more we think
that it wouldn't be ethical to “join up” or
“take advantage of” a mobilization for
which we haven’t done anything, except
maintain a critical skepticism.” (The full
statement in English is available at:
www.elkilombo.org/documents/
pedestrians4.html .)

Marcoshastaken the Other Campaign
tothenorth of the country in an attempt to
break the Zapatistas out of their geographi-
cally-imposed isolation. With their sectar-
ian perspective on the post-electoral pe-
riod, the Zapatistas' continuing isolation
will be of their own making.

The movement around Obrador is
broad and complex. It isdeveloping in the
context of a structural political crisisin
which the conditions for neoliberal rule
havebeen disrupted. A variety of scenarios
are possible, but it is beyond doubt that
the left tide rising from Latin America has
now reached our continent. R
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Neoliberalism,

the MetamorphosIs of the state,
and the N€W Political Reg1me in Mexico

Mexican society is going through an organic crisisin a pe-
riod of a deepening integration of its labour force and resources
into U.S. capitalism. The organic crisis and the deep integration
are intimately related, but it would be wrong to see the organic
crisis as simply the result of the processes of integration that
started in the 1980s and escalated with the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) of 1994. Alongsideintegration, there
has been political liberalization and a partial electoral democrati-
zation. Thehope of theMexican elitesand U.S. policy-makershas
been that the partial democratization would culminate in a two-
party system in which two pro-business parties would alternate.
The dramatic current conflict over the 2006 Mexican Presidential
election, with the candidate of the right Felipe Calderén winning
official sanction astheelectoral victor, and AndrésManuel L épez
Obrador of the centre-left being rejected due to afraudul ent el ec-
toral count, isthe most visible sign of the crisis and the failure of
the two party vision.

Thetwo business party strategy wasfirst shaken by the sud-
den emergence of apopulist-nationalist electoral challengetothe
emergent two-party regimein 1988. A new electoral coalition, com-
posed of asplit fromtheold ruling party, the Institutional Revolu-
tionary Party (PRI), existing left parties and groups, and social
movements, defeated the two old partiesin the 1988 presidential
election. The presidential election was stolen by the ruling party
with the collusion of the former main opposition party, the Party
of National Action (PAN), aright-wing party, and the new elec-
toral coalition went on to become a third party, the Party of the
Democratic Revolution (PRD). Whilethisnew party was not anti-
business and only sought a more balanced and more nationalist
approach to the development of Mexican capitalism, it was seen
as a challenge to the desire for a safe alternation in parties. The
new President, Carlos Salinas, carried out a small reign of terror
against the PRD and rapidly moved Mexico forward towardsinte-
gration withthe U.S. viamassive privatizations, NAFTA, and lib-
eralization. Thelimitations and internal contradictions of the new
left-center opposition PRD aswell asthe use of the mediaand the
stateto marginalizeit led to its defeat in the next two presidential

28

Richard Roman and Edur Velasco Arregui

elections in1994 and 2000. The PRD, however, gained footholds
in municipalities, states, Congress and, most importantly, the gov-
ernment of Mexico City, which had recently been returned to self-
government.

The PRI was defeated in the 2000 presidential elections. A
significant portion of the voters for the victorious candidate,
Vicente Fox of the PAN, were voting strategically. Many felt that
the PRD had no chance of winning the 2000 presidential election
and that the main thing was the defeat of the one-party regime.
Thus avote for the Right was believed to be a contribution to a
transition to democracy and abetter life. And certainly the defeat
of the PRI was a major defeat for the party and its multitude of
careerists. But it wasnot avictory for democracy. Rather it wasa
victory for anew power bloc that included the Catholic and busi-
ness Right and elements of the old regime. The hopes raised by
the defeat of the old ruling Party in the 2000 presidential election
have been sorely disappointed. Mexico has not become less re-
pressive and more democratic. Poverty and inequality continued
to increase. The Fox presidency continued the regressive
neoliberal policies, supported the |eadership of some of the most
undemocratic and corrupt unions, and continued to tolerate and
practice widespread corruption.

The new power bloc sought to continue its rule, by hook or
by crook. Some of its key goals, such as privatization of oil and
power, labour law reform, had been frustrated because of the po-
litical stalematein Congress. Aswell, the Catholic right withinthis
power bloc was hoping to carry out a social counter-revolution
and the political elites of the PAN sought more power, influence,
and, of course, impunity, for massive corruption. The big obstacle
to thisproject of continuity of the Right in power wasthe tremen-
dous popularity of the PRD’s mayor of Mexico City, Lopez
Obrador. This new power bloc and its political operatives were
determined to derail any possibility of Lopez Obrador becoming
the new President, an outcome which could jeopardize the more
radical elements of their agenda as well as possibly subject them
to investigation for corruption.



The Right, the State and
the Old Ruling Party

The historic bloc that now seeks to consolidate its domina-
tion of Mexicoisa“coalition” of the old historic Right in Mexico,
both Catholic and free enterprise, that formed in and around the
PAN; the neoliberal wing of the old PRI that includes elements
fromthe Salinas (1988-1994) and Zedill 0 (1994-2000) presidencies,
and some elements from the PRI, such as the leader of the na-
tional teachers union, Elba Esther Gordillo.

Therecent electoral fraud isjust thelatest attempt to guaran-
tee continuity of their rule. Their first clumsy attempt was the
desafuero, an attempt to disqualify L 6pez Obrador from eligibility
to run for President through a petty and spurious legal manoeu-
vre. When the desafuero failed in the face of popular opposition
and its transparent purpose, they resorted to a combination of
the normal methods of a bourgeois democracy and those of the
old PRI. When the duopoly of TV, Azteca and Televisa, didn’t
ignore LOpez Obrador, they vilified him as afar |eftist, a Chavéz,
who would destabilize Mexico. In collaboration with the national
government, the media sought to create a climate of fear and a
desirefor stability. Theelectoral manipulation—which started with
the failed desafuero — has to be understood as along campaign
of controlling the outcome by any means necessary. It isamis-
taketo focus only on the fraudulent elementsin the actual voting
and counting, though they were many.

Half of the population believes that the presidential election
was “won” fraudulently. The PRD made huge gainsin increasing
its popular vote to 35% and increasing its representation in both
houses of Congress significantly. The popular hopes for demo-
cratic change and a turn away from neoliberal economic and so-
cial policy coalesced around the candidacy of L 6pez Obrador and
survived anumber of dirty tricks and afierce anti-L épez Obrador
mediacampaign. Thegreat anger created by the repeated attempts

to deny L 6pez Obrador the presidency have not been dissipated
as they were in 1988, when Cérdenas chose not to directly chal-
lenge the fraud but wait for the next election.

There are no indications of any vertical splitsor rank and file
dissension in the armed forces. That means, if it choosesto — or
if pushed into a corner — the state can use its monopoly over
coercive force to smash political movements. Use of such force
would also be a dangerous route as it could deter future invest-
ment and generate more protests. Lépez Obrador has thus mobi-
lized radically but al so sought to contain violence and direct chal-
lenges to the police and army.

Lopez Obrador, the PRD, and
the Anti-Fraud Movement

ThePRD, initsalmost 20 years of existence, hasarticulated a
defenceof nationalized industriesand democratic rights, and con-
cern for the growing inequality and poverty in Mexico. Most of
the left and many progressive social movements initially joined
the PRD in the hope of building aleft alternative to the PAN and
the PRI. Inthefirst years of the PRD’ s existence, the government
of Salinas (1988-1994) assassinated several hundred of itsmiddle
level leadership. While many progressive sectors of the popula-
tion had great hopes for the PRD, both the left and insurgent so-
cial movements were marginalized or coopted by the former PRI
leaders who dominated the PRD from the beginning. The PRD
never becamethe democratic and | eft party that was hoped for by
much of the Left. The authoritarian and opportunistic political
culture of the old PRI as well as of some of the Left made the
PRD an arenaof competing, vertically organized fractions|eav-
ing little room for democratic and popular participation. The
leadership viewed the popular classes only as voters and was
suspicious of independent social and workers' movements.
This leadership has, in general, been careful to distance itself
from insurgent movements, such as the Zapatistas and the
people of Atenco.

Aswell, the “left-populist” ideology of the PRD (which was
never anti-capitalist) had been steadily discarded. As the PRD
presidential candidate, Andrés L6pez Obrador adopted the slo-
gan, “For the benefit of all Mexicans....the Poor First.” He took
great pains to reassure Mexican capital and the USA, andto dis-
tance himself fromthe new emerging Latin Americanleft. But since
the electoral fraud, his discourse has become increasingly class-
centred, anti-neoliberal, while retaining itsleft-populism frame. The
changesin discourse can be attributed to avariety of factors: the
rejection by business and the political right of his ascent to the
Presidency; the course of struggle and dial ogue with the move-
ment; and the need for radicalized rhetoric to energize his plebian
base. The evolution of Lopez Obrador’s discourse is important
because he remains the only leader that gives cohesiveness to
the national mobilization against the regime. Y et, his motives and
ideology cannot be equated with that of his mass base. The ev-
eryday consciousness of Mexico’s popular classes also has its
own roots and dynamicsin Mexico' s history of popular insurrec-
tionary struggles— 1810, 1861-1867, 1910-1920—and ®
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recurrent resistance to repression and the injuries of capitalist
development, the latter intensifying with neoliberalism.

It is misleading to equate the PRD only with its |eaders and
itsleaders only with the ex-Salinistasin the circles around L 6pez
Obrador. Theleadership itself hasdivisions, and the PRD isnot a
cohesive party. It isacomplex alliance of bureaucratic elements,
social movements, communal groups and left currents that has
no clear ideology or programme. It includes layers of former
PRIistas but also currents and movements that have long fought
the PRI asaparty and PRlismo asapolitical culture of corruption,
opportunism, and repression. The heterogeneity of the PRD is
even truer of the broader movement that supported L 6pez
Obrador’ spresidential campaign; and it has broadened even more
in the anti-fraud movement. The ideological heterogeneity and
diffuseness of the mass base of Obradorism includes strong anti-
neoliberal, anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist elements. These dif-
ferent moods, hopes, meanings, currents co-exist in an extremely
fluid situation that may change the relations between the various
actorsand their varied bases. A static view of the PRD — particu-
larly inthe broader anti-fraud Obradorism that had formed — cannot
be viewed in astatic way, as some critics on the left have done.

La Convencién Nacional Democratica (CND)

The size and intensity of the mass resistance to the imposi-
tion of their candidate as President by the right has been unprec-
edented. Themost radical development hasbeen the formation of
the CND. The CND hasonly had one meeting: arally of over one
million peopleat the Z4cal o of Mexico City inwhich Lépez Obrador
wasdeclared President-el ect; three commissions sel ected from by
the PRD leadership endorsed; aplanto hold another conventionin
March assented to; and elements of a course of struggle an-
nounced.

Alongside that development, the three parties that formed
the electoral coalition that supported Lopez Obrador for Presi-
dent, formed a common electoral front, the Frente Amplio
Progresista(FAP), for the next three year period. Theformation of
the FAP and the formation of the CND represent the two track
approach of the Obradoristamovement. L épez Obrador has opted
for astrategy of radical tacticsthat combines extra-parliamentary
mass civil disobedience with more or less normal politics within
thefederal legislature and state governments. Thiscombined strat-
egy involves challenging symbolically and, perhaps, in some not
yet clear ways, practically, the legitimacy and authority of thein-
coming President, while continuing to participatein Congress, as
well asinthe DF (Mexico City) and those state governmentswhich
his coalition governs.
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The CND is a novel
kind of movement.
It combines social
movements, political
parties and other
political formations,
some unions...

TheFAPisacoalition of electoral partieswith significant rep-
resentation in the national and state congresses as well as mu-
nicipal governments. The CND represents an organization of
movements and parties claiming, in an ambiguous way, an alter-
nate sovereignty, having ratified the election of the officially “de-
feated” President, and proclaiming astrategy of mass action and
civil disobedience to not only overturn the fraudulent presiden-
tial election but also to fight for social justice and against
neoliberalism. It has also called for a plebiscite to determine
whether Mexico should have a new Constitutional Congress.

The development of the CND will be determined by the dy-
namics of the political struggle in Mexico, aswell asthe internal
dynamics and strategies that develop within the movement. The
CND isanovel kind of movement. It combines social movements,
political parties and other political formations, some unions and
dissident currents in other unions, in an organization that com-
bines characteristics of abroad social movement (amovement of
movements), a party or pre-party formation, and an alternative
government. This broad organizational umbrellais still without
itsown constitution or decision-making processes, and housesa
great variety of tendenciesthat lean in different directionsregard-
ing strategies and goals. They are united, however, in opposition
to the new power bloc and against the excesses of neoliberalism.
They have taken the slogan of the 1910 Revolution, “Sufragio
Efectivo, No Reeleccidn,” (Effective Suffrageand No Re-election),
and modified it to “ Sufragio Efectivo, No Imposicién” (Effective
Suffrage and No Imposition).

While the operational character of the CND is yet to be de-
fined, itisapolitical organization aiming at assuming governmen-
tal power and/or transforming government (an ambiguity within
the movement). There are a number of key questions about its
future. One is simply whether popular opposition will continue
after December 1 whenthe official President isswornin. That will,
of course, depend on what the CND does at the local and state
levels, and how effectively it can combine struggles over local



and national issues with the question of national power. Though
the base of the Obradorista and anti-fraud movement support is
overwhelmingly working class, thereis significant heterogeneity.
This social, political and geographic heterogeneity — alongside
the organizational weakness of the PRD itself — means that the
local and regional movementswill have agreat deal of autonomy
from the center. The only element holding them together is the
moral-political authority of Lépez Obrador.

His radicalized rhetoric has been having an impact on the
popular classesin affirming aview of Mexico as divided by poor
versusrich. The malaise among working people towardsthe pov-
erty and income polarization that M exican capitalist devel opment
has produced, particularly with neoliberalism, has now assumed
a national political expression as opposition to the fraud and a
struggle for a “social republic.” The anti-establishment rhetoric
from 1988 to 2006 that received large-scal e expression wasfocused
at the political level onthefailings of thetransition to democracy.
Opposition to integration into the U.S. Empire and the ravages of
neoliberalism had marginal expression. A populist class rhetoric
is now dominant, with the Presidential electoral fraud articulated
as a fraud of the rich against the poor, rather than afraud of a
particular party (mainly the PRI) against the people.

The victory of the Presidency by the PAN in 2000, and its
2006 €l ectoral manipulations, has confirmed that electoral alterna-
tion of partieshasneither altered the neoliberal onslaught or state-
engineered electoral corruption. The old popular discourse had
the political class of PRIistas as the source of Mexican suffering.
It has been replaced by a‘ populist-classist’ view —reflecting the
ambiguity and range of the oppositional rhetoric that incorpo-
rates both populist and class elements — in which the culprit is
now seen as the Rich, the big domestic and foreign capitalists,
and their supportersin the church hierarchy. The PAN isviewed
astheir unabashed representative.

The key issues about the evolution of the CND are over its
internal structure, its short, medium and long-term goals, its strat-
egies, and the relationship between political parties and social
movements inside and outside the CND. These issues have yet
to bedebated, clarified and decided upon at anational level though
certainly there are many discussions going on within its various
organizations, currents and base. There aretensions between the
top-down style of leadership of L 6pez Obrador and the PRD and
the actual mass grassroots participatory character and bottom-
up rhetoric of the CND. There remains a great ambiguity about
whether the CND is a mobilizing tool of L6pez Obrador, and/or
the FAP, or whether the FAP the parliamentary force of the CND.

The local structures of the CND will, at least initially, be ad

hoc and of an internal character largely determined by the local
movements. The discursive rhetoric of democratic participation
from below will be an important factor in pushing the movement
towards democratic forms. The anti-fraud movement and the CND
areclearly aiming at power at the national level. What is not clear
yet — and will only develop in the course of struggle internally
and externally — is whether the CND is fighting for an alternate
group in the presidency (L 6pez Obrador as President) or adiffer-
ent form of power (anew constituyente that would organize adif-
ferent political regime). The demands for radical socio-economic
change being articulated now coexist with the demandsfor politi-
cal changein away that has not been clearly elaborated. The no-
tion of ademaocratic social republic pointsin adirection but with-
out being clear on what the content of a social republic would be
(regulated capitalism, beyond capitalism?)

The next period will see acomplex struggle among the differ-
ent elements of the anti-fraud movement to define the character
and strategy of thestruggle. Therewill bestronginstitutional pres-
sures to play within the rules of the game of Congress and gov-
ernment and subordinate popul ar mobilizationto pressuretactics.
There may also be strong pressures from L épez Obrador and/or
the CND to make this movement of movements and parties the
main motor of struggle. Aswell, the daily suffering of the masses
of poor people and the hopes raised will create astrong pressure
from below to push for demands that go beyond formal political-
electoral to demands of social and economic justice. The chal-
lenge to Lopez Obrador is to coordinate these movements and
prevent cooptation of hisinstitutional political supporterswhile
preventing demoralization of the mass movements.

The challenge from the point of view of those who want to
build an alternate democratic Mexico from below is to build the
CND asaninstitution that is democratic, representative, and not
subordinateto L 6pez Obrador, the PRD, or the FAP. The outcome
of these strugglesto definethe nature of the oppositionin Mexico
will not only be determined by the debates and struggles among
the various components of the opposition but also by the ac-
tions of the state and the Right.

There was a lull in protest activities of the Obradoristas in
Mexico City while Lépez Obrador campaigned in the elections
within hishome state of Tabasco. Hisstrong effort there was part
of along-term electoral strategy of building a bloc of support in
southern states. The strategy failed in Tabasco in the face of an
extremely violent and dirty campaign on the part of the PRI gov-
ernment and of problemswithinthe PRD inthe state. The national
campaignwill reemerge on the center stage on November 20 when
L 6pez Obrador takes the oath of office at the Zécalo of ®
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Mexico City in front of his supporters. And it will take on amore
confrontational dimension when the movement tries to prevent
Célderon from taking the oath of office on December 1. Following
these events, L6pez Obrador will tour the country promoting the
development of local CNDs as the run-up to its second national
meeting scheduled for March 20, 2007.

The Other Oppositions: APPO (Oaxaca)
and the EZLN/Other Campaign

The prospects for the development of the CND as a move-
ment of movements aimed at taking political power in oneform or
another will also be shaped by the unpredictable outcome of the
revolt and crisis of Oaxaca. The Oaxacan popular movement, the
People's Popular Assembly of Oaxaca (APPO), has challenged
the state government and fought for a combination of political,
social and economic changes. There are somewho seethe APPO
asamodel of what the CND should or could be. The APPO has
occupied Oaxaca City and parts of the statefor over four months.
At the sametime, it has shown awillingnessto negotiate with the
national government to try to achieveimportant political and eco-
nomic goals. Rebellion has been been an assertion of dignity. It
has been heroic, bottom-up, participatory, and had massive sup-
port. It has been a weapon of pressure and negotiation with an
intact federal state, not an attempt to overthrow it. Though there
arerevolutionariesamong the activists, the movement at thistime
isnot revolutionary. Though much of the base supportsthe CND,
itisnot aformal part of the CND.

The Oaxaca dynamic meshes with national dynamicsin com-
plex and expl osive ways. Calderon, theincoming President wants
President Fox to settle the Oaxacan “hot potato” before he as-
sumes office on December 1. Calderon needs the support of the
PRI both practically and morally for the assumption of his Presi-
dency. But the Oaxacan negotiations are stalemated over the re-
moval of the PRI Governor of Oaxaca, a non-negotiable demand
of APPO and the critical section 22 of the teachers' union there.
Thisis, inturn, acompletely unacceptable demand to the PRI and
its networks of caciques (political bosses) throughout the state.
Attempts to buy the movement by economic concessions and
token political concessionswithout the removal of the Governor
havefailed to date. Oaxacafacesthepossibility of abrutal repres-
sion by state and federal forcesthat would produce an unpredict-
ablepolitical situation for the process of the assumption of office
by the incoming President. It isaso likely to have apowerful im-
pact on the development of the CND in the coming period.

Theabsence of the“ Other Campaign” and the Zapatistashas
been notable. The Zapatistaleadership has been deliberately ab-
sent from the scenein this period of mass mobilizationsin Oaxaca
and nationally. Their bitter denunciations of Lépez Obrador for
hispoliciesand thewel coming of ex-Salinasofficialsinto hiscircle
of advisersalong with their ambiguity at best, confusion at worst,
about electionsand power, and their lack of astrategy of struggle,
have marginalized them from these historic devel opments. While
Oaxacan supporters of the Other Campaign have been involved
in the struggles there, the national leadership of the Other Cam-
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paign has expressed their support for the struggle but has, until
recently, chosen to stay apart fromit. They argued that their more
direct involvement in the Oaxaca struggle would give more cred-
ibility to the attempt by the Right to discredit APPO by callingita
guerrillamovement. In regard to the CND, they recently issued a
statement expressing their respect for the base of the movement
whilestating that they neither share the path or the destination of
the movement. While they have chosen to stay outside the two
most important strugglesin Mexico sincethe 1930s, the Zapatistas
have yet to define their own strategy. The political situation of
unprecedented mass mobilizations in Oaxaca and nationally has
evolvedinaway quitedifferent from their expectationsof al épez
Obrador victory and a regime of social democratic management
of neoliberalism. The Other Campaign has announced that it will
move both toward a new both strategy and organizational struc-
ture in the next few months. They have spelled out a process of
democrati ¢ decision-making. Marcos, their most prominent leader,
istouring the North and continuing consultations. Meanwhilethe
South, particularly in Oaxacaand Tabasco where fraudulent state
el ections accompanied by violence by the PRI government just
occurred on October 15, is at the boiling point and the Center
simmers. The rhythm of the Other Campaign is completely out of
synch with the most dynamic popular movementsin recent Mexi-
can history. But recently, they have taken a turn on APPO, an-
nouncing that they would view any attack on APPO as an attack
on them. It isnot yet clear what thiswill meanin practice.

The Crisis and Popular Struggle

Thecrisisof legitimacy of the Mexican regime hasgrown with
the shift to neoliberal policiesand continental integration. Income
polarization and poverty have sharply increased; emigration con-
tinues at a dramatic rate; and state repression and corruption re-
main unabated. The fraudulent presidential election process has
sharply politicized popular discontents as well as pushing the
democratic demands of civil society in a class polarizing direc-
tion. Class relations and Mexican politics are in a complex and
fluid process of redefinition. The popular forces of opposition need
to find ways of working together for immediate goal s such asjobs,
housing, health care, preservation of public ownership of oil and
electricity. These goals would further the political capacities of
ordinary people, meet needs and further the struggle for funda-
mental transformation. This means resistance to divide and rule
ploys by the regime. It means decisions by ordinary people
through democratic organs not decisions by political elites con-
sented to by ordinary people. It means advancing popular under-
standing of the relations between everyday problems, the char-
acter of the political regime, and the dynamics of global capital-
ism. The CND hasthe potential to bethe vehiclefor that devel op-
ment but only if it developsin ademocratic, participatory and prin-
cipled manner. The Left needs to fight for that direction within the
CND. R

Richard Roman teaches sociology at the University of Toronto.
Edur Velasco Arregui teaches economics at the Universidad
Autonomoma Metropolitinain Mexico City and isactive in the
union movement.



From Rigged Elections in Mexico
to Popular Education in Toronto

On September 21st the recently-formed Latin American Soli-
darity Committee (LASC-Toronto) held its first public event on
the electoral fraud in therace for the Mexican Presidency. LASC-
Toronto emerged out of TASC (the Toronto-Atenco Solidarity
Committee), a group of local activists doing solidarity work in
response to the brutal May 2006 Atenco and Texcoco police at-
tacks in Mexico. It became obvious that many wanted to con-
tinue on with broader Latin American solidarity work.

As of 6 September the conservative Felipe Calderon of the
National Action Party (PAN) has been officially declared presi-
dent-elect following the July 2nd elections. The Party of the
Democratic Revolution (PRD) moderate left candidate Andres
Manuel L6pez Obrador maintainsthat the governing PAN party,
with outgoing President Vicente Fox, rigged the el ections. L 6pez
Obrador and his supporters have provided evidence of electoral
fraud, including videos showing ballot box stuffing, ballots in
favor of the PRD found in the garbage, evidence that some poll-
ing areas had more votes than registered voters, and that the
early-count computer program skewed theinitial count of votes.
The Federal Electoral Tribunal, in light of the PRD proofs, or-
dered arecount, but of only 9% of polling stations— not the full
recount demanded by the PRD and its supporters. The recount
reduced Calderdn’s votes by 4000, reducing the margin of ‘vic-
tory’ from 0.58% to 0.56%. The electoral authorities admit that
there were irregularities, but say that these irregularities are not
enough to reverse Calderén’swin.

In response, it is estimated that millions of L6pez Obrador
supporters have been mobilized across the country for massive
meetings in Mexico City, and to establish a permanent camp in
the Zécalo and occupy a major thoroughfare in Mexico City. A
September 16th assembly was convened by Lépez Obrador to
determine how to proceed with the opposition to the vote, apro-
cessthat could last years and may involve some form of parallel
government. However one looks at the elections it is clear that
Mexico is a deeply divided country, between north and south,
and the wealthy and the poor.

Atthe LASC event, the presenters and participants explored
the history behind the National Action Party (PAN) and Demo-
cratic Revolution Party (PRD) electoral rivalry, the political dy-
namics of the post-electoral fraud situation, links to the Oaxaca
teachers' strike, and the meaning of the mobilizationsin support
of leftist PRD presidential candidate Andrés Manuel Lépez
Obrador against the right-wing PAN ‘president-elect’ Felipe
Calderén.

Thomas Marois

Thefollowing is adescription and individual assessment of
the LASC-Toronto event on Mexico. Upon reflection, | suggest
that two broader and important implications can be drawn from
the LASC event. First, anew collective space has opened up in
Torontofor critically assessing and acting in solidarity with Latin
American popular struggles. Second, engaged participation can
be used effectively as a form of popular education and
radicalization within activist organizationsin Canada. Thisisnot
so say it isthe only educational methodology, but rather that it
isan effective alternative that offers specific advantages.

THE MEXICO
PRESENTATIONS

The LASC-Toronto event on Mexico was held at Concord
Café, alocally-owned, | atino-run restaurant bar inthe Bloor West
community of Toronto. Attendance exceeded expectations, with
about 70 people (over!) filling the space. A wide range of inter-
ested persons showed up: men and women ranging in age from
20 to 60 years old, activist and non-activist, professionals and
students, radical sand conservatives, unionists, familieswith chil-
dren, and people of diverse ethnicities. In this, a wide range of
political viewpoints could be shared.

At adescriptive level, then, what the event offered is two-
fold. First, it wasasourceof critical informationthat iscommonly
not available in Canadian media on the events surrounding the
Mexican elections. Second, it provided aforum of engaged par-
ticipation for peopleto both question and present their ownideas
drawing on their own lives.

The event combined a number of diverse informative medi-
ums throughout the evening. It was opened by spoken-word
poets Helen Y ohannes and La Revolutionaria with words of re-
sistance and solidarity. As members of the RHY ME poetry col-
lective, aby-youth-for-youth poetry group, they aimto show soli-
darity and make their presence felt in activist movementsin the
Toronto area. Following RHYME, a founding LASC member
spoke on the history, evolution, and purpose of LASC. The fa-
cilitator then invited everyoneto introduce themselves to some-
one beside them that they did not know in the spirit of building
community.

Two commentariesintroduced the PAN-PRD rivalry, theelec-
toral fraud, and the Mexican mobilizationsin response. Thefirst
was offered by Dick Roman, asociology professor from the Uni-
versity of Toronto who has studied Mexican working class®
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politicsfor thelast 35 years. Roman gave an overview that ranged
from the reform platform of the PRD and Lépez Obrador to the
current moreradical Oaxacateachers’ strike. Roman stressed that
whilethe mega-meetings (from hundreds of thousandsto millions
of people) in Mexico City were organized from the centre, there
have been extensive and genuine grass-movement mobilizations
emerging.

The second commentary was offered by Raghu Krishnan, an
independent writer who haslived in Mexico City. He presented a
slide show of the Mexico City mobilizations in support of Lopez
Obrado, making astriking comparison of the massive character of
the plantén (the occupation of a major thoroughfare in Mexico
City) to the 12 km of the Toronto streetscape that would be cov-
ered. Krishnan also noted the breadth of the social forces in-
volved and the strong sense that this was “the people” (or the
working class) of Mexico City. Thiswaslinked to, and confirmed
by, his experiences with family and in the working-class area of
Tldhuac of Mexico City. While he believed the movement to be
the opening of a new phase in Mexican politics, there remained
the paradoxical and ongoing situationin Atenco, which has some-
what fallen by the wayside. The meeting also raised some addi-
tional financial support for Atenco solidarity.

The commentaries were followed by a 15-minute Australian
documentary by Dateline (“The Great Mexican Standoff” origi-
nally aired August 30, 2006). Thedocumentary included interviews
from Mexican dlites, working classindividuals, children, and L épez
Obrador himself. It offered avisually rich sense of the nature and
reasons behind the planton and popular resistance, including the
dire poverty of most Mexicans contrasted to the extreme wealth
of asmall fraction. It documented some of the specific cases of
fraud, including the suggested ballot box stuffing and theillegal
use of government resources in favor of PAN. It illustrated the
dirty campaigned waged against L 6pez Obrador, painted asa*“ dan-
ger for Mexico,” and showed the mobilization’s calls for atotal
recount, “votefor vote, polling station for polling station.” Many
at the LASC event commented that the video was very helpful in
understanding the Mexican electoral fraud.

DEBATES & DISCUSSIONS

At this point, the event shifted gearsinto discussion. Rather
than fielding questions from the audience to be taken by specific
panelists, however, the event facilitator introduced an ‘ engaged
discussion’ format. Explaining that theformat was unorthodox but
meant to value participation, the facilitator first asked people to
form small groupsfor discussion. Peoplewereto introducethem-
selvesand choose oneamong themto later re-present thegroup’s
discussion and ideas to the whole. For the next 20 minutes, the
small groups were asked to consider the following questions:
“What?, So What?, Now What?’

The groups were asked to first discuss “what” they under-
stand the concrete situation to bein Mexico. Participantswereto
simply describe what is going on now in Mexico, what they saw
inthefilm, what they heard in the commentaries, or what they can
offer fromtheir own experiencesin referenceto the elections. Sec-
ond, the groupswere asked to consider “sowhat,” orwhywhatis

going on is of importance. This step helps open up a discussion
on the more abstract and broader aspects of the concrete events
just described. Third, and finally, the groups were challenged to
consider “now what.” Thisisapoint meant to incite some form of
action and commitment by discussing what needs and can be
done. Brief discussion sheets describing the above format were
circulated to help facilitate these small group debates.
Following these discussions, the small group representatives
were then asked to re-present abrief summary of their discussion
to the whole group. A range of comments and issues came forth.
For example, one group debated the various social forcesinvolved
(political parties, popular movement, organized movement, etc.).
Questions were raised on the differences between the popular
movement and L épez Obrador/PRD and how the movement might
evolve (i.e., separately from Lépez Obrador or not). Others dis-
cussed the roles of the PRD and the PRI, and the position the
Zapatistas. Still others remained on a more descriptive level of
whether or not fraud actually occurred while others were more
intent on forwarding the official position of the Zapatistas rela-
tive to the elections. The acute danger of state-sanctioned vio-
lencein Mexico and particularly in Oaxaca also came to the fore.

i AN
November 2nd demonstration in support of Oaxaca
militants at the Mexican consulate in Toronto.

Following the small group presentations, the format allowed
the opportunity to pose individual questions and comments to
the meeting asawhole. Here, the facilitator’ s role was to deepen,
synthesize, and redirect questions back to the audience so asto
draw on the knowledge present in the group. In particular, the
question of “now what?’ challenged participants to offer con-
crete actions and commitments.

Questions over the spontaneity of the mobilizations, therole
of the USA, and the limitations of the movement emerged, as did
comparisonswith Boliviaand Venezuela. A diversity of ideasfrom
a participant-driven process emerged: writing letters to Foreign
AffairsMinister Peter Mackay; drawing inspiration from Mexican
struggles to ground our own actions; seeking new connections
of solidarity in Toronto with non-Latin American groups;, prepar-
ing a response to possible violent repression in Oaxaca; linking
to Ontario teachers' unions in support of the Oaxaca teachers’
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resistance; and highlighting the complicity of Canadianfirms, like
Scotiabank, with the state repression in Mexico.

While support for this popular education format was broad,
concerns and limits also need noting. For one, it was clear that
not all small group representatives were true to what was dis-
cussed, but rather saw it asapersonal opportunity to speak pub-
licly. Someindividual stake more spacein the small group discus-
sions than others; some welcomed this while others resented it.
Whilethereaction to the format overall was positive, some ques-
tion whether participation is indeed enhanced over traditional
panel formats. Those who would have spoken up in an open dis-
cussion also generally speak up the most in small groups. This
raises also reservations over the level of critical political educa-
tion received in a popular education format in alargely informa-
tion and debate type meeting. These concerns must be addressed
asaprocess of organizational learning and reflection on how ac-
tivism and education meet.

IMPLICATIONS

Why the LASC-Toronto Mexico event and the popular edu-
cation format are important returns to the question of forming a
new space for solidarity and engaged participation.

First, anew space has opened up in Toronto for critically as-
sessing and acting in solidarity with Latin American popular
struggles. The event challenged the inadequacies of Canadian
mainstream media and their supposed objective treatment of po-
litical events. Instead, acritical assessment was offered drawing
on arange of sources, mediums, and perspectives. Such acritical
space also alows new Canadian links to Mexican events. Thisis
partly in exposing the Harper government’s complicity in elec-
toral fraud and explicit support for the PAN candidate Calderdn,
and partly intermsof activistsforming solidaristic linkswith Mexi-
can struggles in Canada.

A secondimplication isexploration of methodol ogies of meet-
ings and popular education. Most people responded very posi-
tively to the engaged format, indeed commenting that thisformat
made them more invested in the project. In this respect, an en-
gaged format can be used as powerful form of popular education
within activist organizations in Canada. For many activists out-
reach and the educational processisvital for solidarity, as educa-
tionisalwayspoalitical. Thisstemsfrom the need to overcomethe
dominance of mainstream influence while at the same time recog-
nizing conflicting and overlapping social locations of power, such
as gender, class, education, and race, found within society, and
by extension, activist organizations.

The popular education and engaged participation format
draws on an educationa methodology which is strongly rooted
in Latin American history and society. While the origins of popu-
lar education can be traced to 18th century revolutionary France,
real examplesof radical education arefound inthe 1890-1920 Chil-
ean Workers' Education Movement, the 1920 Argentinean ‘Plan
of the 5000 million’ under President Y rigoyen, popular universi-
ties established in El Salvador and Peru in the mid-1920s, and
Sandino’s anti-imperialist, guerrilla-based educational practices
in 1920s Nicaragua. Peruvian José Carlos Mariategui has been

important to the theory around popular education, as have been
Paulo Freire’s work in Brazil and Chile post-1960s and Augusto
Boal’ s ongoing innovations in popular theatre for emancipation
in Brazil and globally.

A number of important themes resonate in this approach,
which we attempted to be put into practice at the Mexico event,
albeit imperfectly. Paulo Freire's writing sums them up well. He
argues that organizing resistance to the dehumanizing effects of
subordination (we can take neoliberalism as one example today)
requires being constant, humble, and courageous, as well as
demonstrating

(a) consistency between words and actions,

(b) boldness to confront one’ s own existence,

(c) radicalization, not sectarianism, that leads to action,
(d) the courage to love, asleading away from accommoda-
tion to thisworld and towards transforming it, and

(e) an unfaltering faith in people, for it iswith people that
collective struggle is made.

The development of acritical consciousness, formed histori-
cally and in dialogue with the world views held by the popular
classes, forms the core of solidarity wherein people educate one
another, mediated by theworld around them —here, critical knowl-
edgeiscreatedin solidarity with action, and action created in soli-
darity. Since people produce social reality, transforming reality is
ahistorical task for people that demands praxis — reflection and
action upon the world in order to transform it. Activism alone
would never suffice.

THE FUTURE OF
LASC-TORONTO?

It has been widely commented that LASC-Toronto is filling
an important gap in the activist community in Toronto by provid-
ing acritical space for pan-Latin American solidarity work, while
not replacing existing social networks. The future appears prom-
ising, but wrought with challenges. How to organize, how toreach
out to the Latin American community in Toronto, how to act ef-
fectively in Toronto, how to build solidarity with other non-Latin
American struggles, and, as seen above, how best to mix activism
and education are afew questions L ASC must address.

More concretely, the LASC-Toronto agenda is already fill-
ing-up. LASC hosted an event with Bolivian labour |eadersin mid-
October, and will co-sponsor a November event around the Ven-
ezuelanelections. A ‘Red Alert’ isbeing organized with respect to
the state repression in Oaxaca. In addition, LASC is discussing
what it might additionally take on with to better address solidar-
ity work and further outreach. It appearsthat L atin American soli-
darity now hasanew leg to stand onin Toronto. R

Thomas Marois studies political economy at Y ork University
and isamember of LASC-Toronto.
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Censor ship and Propaganda:
Harper’s Neoconservative M edia Front

The“free-press’—that is, an autono-
mous press free of state regulation and
censorship — continues to be the ideo-
logical myth of the day. Noam Chomsky
and Edward S. Herman famously debunked
this myth in their classic book Manufac-
turing Consent: The Political Economy
of the MassMedia. Here, theauthorsiden-
tify five mediating filters through which
the news passesthrough beforeit reaches
the public. Such filtersinclude: capitalist
ownership of the news; the news depen-
dency on advertising revenue; sourcing
from PR firms and elite groups, flak, or at-
tempts to counter or neutralize dissident
messages by elite groups; and anti-com-
munist (or, pro-capitalist) ideology. With
these filters, the ruling capitalist and po-
litical classesare abletoinfluence, to cen-
sor, modify, or change the news in order
to uphold, reproduce, or legitimize their
worldview and interests. Indeed, such fil-
ters often lead to the exclusion of voices
at society’s margins and ideologies that
challenge the status quo. Thus, the news
often reflects or expresses the dominant
ideol ogiesand hegemonic struggles of the
ruling political and capitalist classes.

Explicit state censorship must be in-
cluded in Chomsky and Herman’s model

as an additional mediafilter. China, North
Koreaand Pakistan all censor their media
So doesthe U.S. The states of Canada, the
U.K and Australia are increasingly at-
tempting to control and censor the media
too. Media censorship in Canada, how-
ever, isnot entirely new. Inhisarticle“ Cha
meleon on a Changing Background,” Ca-
nadian political-economist Reg Whitaker
defines censorship as a value driven in-
strument of power used by an authority
to control, restrict, or otherwise interfere
with the form or content of expression or
the free flow of information.

Whitaker identifiestwowaysinwhich
censorship isexplicitly political in nature.
Firstly, censorship is most often associ-
ated with the direct exercise of state coer-
cion. Secondly, censorship’s exercise si-
multaneously legitimizes and de-legiti-
mizes different groups in the society and
reinforces or challenges existing power re-
lationships. According to Whitaker, the
use (or misuse) of power plays an impor-
tant role in the dynamics of censorship.
The power that comes from the political
standing of aparty, person or group brings
politics into censorship and censorship
into politics. Censorship playsamajor role
in protecting or promoting some values,
while suppressing others. The dividing
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line between protected and proscribed
values, beliefs, ideas and expressions is
always a result of competing claims and
political stands—which again definesthe
dynamic, yet unbalanced rel ationship be-
tween the centre and the margin. Through-
out the 1990s, the Canadian state became
amore active facilitator of censorship de-
mands posed by the dominant neoliberal
blocs.

Since the ascendance of the neocon-
servative Harper bloc in 2006, there has
been a more aggressive state attempt to
censor and control the relative autono-
mous workings of the Canadian capitalist
media. The Harper government has been
involved in four different cases of practic-
ing media censorship. The prohibition of
mediato cover therepatriation ceremonies
of soldierswho diedintheso called “ Peace
Mission” in Afghanistan; Harper’ srecent
decision on having press conferences
only with theregional news pressand not
the national news press; the silence of
Conservative M Ps on the marriage of two
gay RCMP constables; and theban on | et-
ting an Environmental Canada scientist
talk about his book on global warming all
servetoillustrate how the Harper govern-
ment has tried to promote its own ideol-



ogy while preventing counter-ideologies
to flourish.

First, the Federal Government decided
to ban the media from covering the repa-
triation ceremonies of the soldiers who
died in the “Peace Mission” in Afghani-
stan. In the past, the Canadian mediawas
given full rights to cover every aspect of
the Canadian state’s military foreign
policy, including the repatriation ceremo-
nies. Harper’ s press clampdown marksthe
first timein Canadian history that the Fed-
eral Government attempted to conceal the
death of Canadians. The families of the
dead were not even asked when the ad-
ministration made this decision. Censor-
ship is nonetheless the Harper
government’s strategy of promoting its
ownideology and manufacturing consent
to an unpopular war. Due to public out-
rage, the Harper administration wasforced
to call back the decision.

Second, Harper decided to stop talk-
ing to the national news press based in
Ottawa; instead. Harper decided to only
talk to the regional news press. Accord-
ing to him, the national press is biased
against him and his Conservative Party.
According to journalist Don Martin,
“Harper sees Ottawa filled with grassy
knollsand Liberal-loving assassinshiding
behind everyone. He has extended his
partisan paranoiato include the media as
part of asecret liberal conspiracy to deny
him his destiny. Everywhere he looks
someone is out there to get him.” Since
Harper fears the so-called liberal media’'s
ability to paint himinanegative*“neo-con-
servative” image, Harper decided to cen-
sor news related to him and his govern-
ment in the national press. Again, Harper
employs censorship to facilitate the repro-
duction of his government’sideology by
neutralizing oppositional points of view.

Third, PM’ sofficewarned the conser-
vative MPs not to comment on the mar-
riage of the gay RCMP constables last
month. According to theDaily News,“it's
just thelatest in aconcerted effort by Prime

Minister Stephen Harper to control and
limit hisnew government’ s public message
track [ . . .] thisfollows party strategists
successful suppression during the elec-
tion campaign of outspoken social conser-
vatives whose opinions might have
harmed the party’ s climb to power.” Being
against gay marriages paints a negative
image on the minds of the majority of the
public and it isawell known fact that ma-
jority of theMPsinthe Conservative Party
areagainst it. Thusone can seethat in or-
der to curb further damage of the conser-
vative image, PM’s office took steps to
stop its M Psfrom talking which might not
be welcomed by the Canadians and may
create unnecessary debates against the
government. Hence we see again that the
government is using popular means to
curb thefreedom of speech of itsMPsand
the right of the Canadians to know what
isgoing on within the circles of theruling
government.

Fourth, in April 2006 the Harper gov-
ernment decided to prevent an Environ-
ment Canada scientist Mark Tushingham
from talking about his new novel “Hotter
than Hell.” The novel isset in the not-so-
distant future when global warming has
made many parts of the world too hot to
live in and has prompted a war between
Canadaandthe U.S. over water resources.
Thenovel discusses Canada’ stakeon glo-
bal warming and the ill-effects of it world
over. The Harper government rationalized
the censorship of Tushingham'’ stalks, say-
ing such talks risked being confused with
the Harper government’ s position on such
issues. There may be more dubious rea-
sons for the ban. The novel risks prompt
Canadiansto challengethe Harper govern-
ment to take more pro-environmental poli-
ciesand thereby create more negative pub-
licity about the Harper government’ s con-
troversial dropping out of the Kyoto Pro-
tocol. Here, Harper’ s anti-green agendais
pre-emptively protected by neutralizing
the potential for afiction writer to have a
public word.

The above four examples illustrate
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how the Harper government censors me-
dia that challenge his ruling
neoconservative ideology. Harper’'s cen-
sorial actions mirror those of the Bush
Administration’s. There is a growing re-
semblance between the way Harper deals
with the media in Canada and the way
Bush dealswiththemediaintheU.S. Both
administrations employ the discourse of
“national security” to rationalize such cen-
sorship. And Canada’s capitalist media
regularly tows line. The antagonism be-
tween the state and the media may not be
asclear cut asliberalsthink. The Canadian
media is terribly concentrated. As politi-
cal economist David Skinner point outs,
“due to the combination of government
regulationswhich forbid the sale of Cana-
dian media to foreign owners and relent-
| ess cost-cutting pressures on newsrooms
already under the constant thereat of me-
diamerger and accusations, only a hand-
ful of companies own most dailies, maga-
zines, electronic mediaand anincreasingly
large share of weeklies.” Canwest,
Sunmedia, Torstar, Rogers and other con-
centrated media corporations rule the na-
tional media scene.

The economic concentration of media
ownership makesit easier for the Canadian
state to practice censorship. To gain po-
litical or economic favorsfrom the govern-
ment communi cation and media policy-ap-
paratus, the mainstream media sometimes
strategically follows the government’s
ideological line. Many democratic media
alternatives are forming to challenge the
fusion of state censorship and mediacon-
centration. The censorial state-capitalist
mediasynergy isbeing countered by thou-
sands of activist web-blogs, mailing lists,
websites, magazines and weeklies. Free-
dom from state censorship and a concen-
trated mediasystemisessential to democ-
racy. Only then might the people, not the
political elite or the ruling economic class,
make the nation. R

Nishant Upadhyay is an activist at
Queen’s University.
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North American elite cling to the “free-press’ asasymbol of the success of their liberal capitalist
democracies. For liberals, thefree pressfacilitates free speech; it reflectsadiversity of viewpoints, and
thus reflects the diversity of competing ideas and opinions in a healthy pluralist society. For
progressives, the free press acts as a facilitator of the public sphere, a watchdog institution (or, a
fourth estate) that reports on the abuses of both the state and the capitalist classes. The free press
fetters out fact from fiction, discerns truth from lie, serves the public interest, and keeps citizens ac-
tively informed about the world around them. Individual sovereignty is understood to be optimized by
afree-press. Without afree-press, people wouldn't be able to actively makeinformed decisions. Their
decisions would be made for them by an overbearing state propaganda system.

For many North American elite, countries with state-run news organisations that promote
propaganda affront the very principles of their beloved liberal democratic way of life. These states
suppress (often very brutally, through the use of police, military, or intelligence agencies) attempts by
the mediaor individual journaliststo challenge the approved “government line.” Journaliststhat chal-
lenge state propaganda regularly find their professional careers and lives threatened. Firing, profes-
sional blacklisting, death threats, kidnapping, torture, and assassination are common ways that ren-
egade journalists are dealt with.

The North American elite enjoys condemning such un-democratic media practices, so long as
such practices areidentified with other countries. The usual authoritarian or communist state suspects
—Russig, Iran and China—areregularly cited as countriesthat desperately need agood dose of North
American media democracy. Cultural and ethico-political distinctions are often made between us and
them; between the North American way of life and the way of life of others by comparing our media
system with theirs. Indeed, the North American elite indulgesin the fantasy of living without govern-
ment-controlled presses. They imagine themselves asliving in democratic, free, and good countries as
result. In turn, they lament the undemaocratic, unfree and bad nature of countries with government
controlled presses. With this distinction, the North American elite relish in the progress of their own
societies and preach a new white man’s burden to the masses: North Americans need to correct, en-
lighten and liberate nations by giving them afree press!

Y et this dichotomy that divides us from them based on the
principle of usliving without press control isdubious. Thisisnot
to suggest that antagonismsor conflictsbetween thegovernment
and media never exigt, that the North America’s media systemis
the same as Iran or China's, or that state suppression of the free-
pressin other countries should betolerated. Rather, conventional
liberal theories of the free-press, which posit a structural separa-
tion and ideol ogical antagonism between the mediaand the state,
between the economic and the political sphere, is entirely inad-
equate for understanding the media, especially in times of war.
Economically, the state facilitates and legitimizes capitalist con-
centration and domination of the free press through policies and



regulations. Politically, the state attempts to use, censor, or re-
cruit the so-called free-press for explicit ideological purposes.
There is aformal legal separation between the news media and
the government in liberal democratic societies. But in practice,
there has been more of a symbiotic political-economic relation-
ship between the state and the media. This relationship is regu-
larly tightened in times of national security crisis and cemented
when a state wages war.

Such symbiotic state-mediatrendsare most visibleinthe U.S.
today. There, the news media—asthe central meansof producing
and disseminating information to the working population—be-
comes the main means by which the state attempts to manufac-
ture consent to war. Wars must always appear to be right, good,
necessary, andinevitableinthemind of the public. Thenewsmedia
isthe central terrain on which the state attempts to convince citi-
zensthat awar that serves narrow capitalist and elite political in-
terests, isactually in their general interest. The U.S. state has six
strategies for manufacturing public consent to war.

PRODUCING WAR AS A HOLLYWOOD FILM

The Vietnam War was the first television war, the first time
images of death and destruction were directly broadcast into the
private homes of North Americans. This actually worked against
the state’s attempt to build and maintain public support for U.S.
imperialism. Television audiences were ideologically destabilized
by coverage of spectacular carnage. TheU.S. military learned two
lessonsfrom the capitalist media scoverageof Vietham War. First,
if anti-war consciousness devel opsamong aworking public whose
government is engaged in war, the war-effort will be jeopardized
because domestic political pressurewill grow to end thewar. Sec-
ond, if not properly managed by themilitary, tel evision news cov-
erage of the war can facilitate an anti-war consciousness. From
the late 1960s to the present day, the U.S. military has become
increasingly obsessed with theway war ismediated by television
journalistsand news organizations. The U.S. military has become
highly adept at building mediaand publicrelationsinto every stage
of war, from planning, to preparation, to execution, to aftermath.
From the Vietnam War forward, the state has attempted to save
the public from the disorienting ideol ogical trauma of bloody im-
ages of dead bodies and critical perspectivesfrom anti-war activ-
ists.

Instead, the state scripted, produced, and delivered to the
public — like a Hollywood film narrative with a clear beginning,
middle, and end — an easily identifiable cast of evil villains and
good guys, and a dramatic conflict that would eventually be re-
solved with ahappy ending. The state’ snarrative strategy of pro-
ducing war as a film evolves in four stages. In the “the Prelimi-
nary Stage,” the target of U.S. militarism is brought to the atten-
tion of the news and portrayed as a cause for “mounting national
concern” or international security crisis(thetarget country iscon-
structed as having a nasty dictator that threatens the U.S. or an
allied state or is suffering from internal antagonisms that require
benevolent intervention). In “the Justification Stage,” a number

of big news stories are produced to lend urgency to the case for
armed intervention to bring about arapid restitution of “normal-
ity” (theleader of the country or the country itself isevil; it threat-
ens peace and security; it has weapons of mass destruction; itis
ahuman rightsabuser). In“the Implementation Stage” embedded
journalists, pooling and censorship enable the military to control
of coverage of the war. Finaly, in “the Aftermath Stage” (when
and if the war ends), the media reports a“return to normality” in
the attacked country; the film-like coverage of the war, from be-
ginning, middle, to end, then fades from the public mind.

A host of new military and government strategiesfor manag-
ing, producing, and circulating information about war have ac-
companied the production of war as aHollywood film.

STATE PR FIRMS

Sincethefirst U.S. war on Irag, domestic capitalist public re-
lations firms have been contracted to produce pseudo news-sto-
riesin support of U.S. foreign policy. PR firmsarerecruited by the
state to sell foreign policy goals, just as corporations approach
PR firmsto promote a product. This client relationship allowsthe
state to deny that it is directly propagandizing citizens (which
would be a giant legal problem warranting class-action suits, as
government propagandadirected at U.S. public hasbeen officially
illegal since the passing of the Smith-Mundt Act in 1946). The
news media purchase these PR stories, just as they buy stories
fromfreelancejournalists. The Rendon Group istheU.S. military’s
chief public relations agency. To sell the first U.S. war in Irag to
the public, the Rendon group received about $100,000 a month
from the Department of Defense. Remember the 1990 media sto-
ries of Kuwaiti babies being removed from incubators ®
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and thrown on thefloor? Such propagandawas madefor the state,
compliments of the Rendon Group. Remember the Kuwaiti Nurse
who claimed to have seen Iraqi soldiersremoving the babiesfrom
theincubators, looting the maternity ward and killing the babies?
This too was a carefully crafted Rendon Group disinformation
campaign. The Kuwaiti nurse was (the daughter of a pro-Ameri-
can Kuwaiti ambassador) was contracted by the Rendon Group.
The Rendon Group continues to profit through contracts with
the state.

STATE MANAGEMENT
OF JOURNALISTS

The state also attempts to manufacture consent to war by
controlling what informationisreleased to journalists. It regularly
tramples on the autonomy of journalists and attempts to manage
their war reportage. Journalists are dependent on the military for
press rel eases, information regarding the war, and close-up foot-
age of battle scenes. This dependency allowsthe military to pre-
emptively select, doctor, or censor what information is newswor-
thy prior to journalists even writing the story. Most journalists

simply reproduce information about the war that the military has
aready prepared for them (also, by way of daily media briefing
sessions). Inthefirst stages of the U.S. occupation of Iraqg, “Cen-
tral Command” wasthe main Pentagon information center for drip-
feeding journalists information, glossing over setbacks, limiting
the facts and context, and using spin. In addition to these strate-
gies, the state manages war coverage by embedding journalists
with the troops. All airs of journalistic professionalism collapse
through such practices. Journalistsaregiven gunsto defend them-
selves against the enemy, get trained about how to defend them-
selves against chemical weapons, and get psychologically at-
tached to the soldiers. Objective reporting of wartime conflict is
stifled as result.

STATE DESTRUCTION OF
CONFLICTING VIEWPOINTS

When filtering and censorship fails to be an adequate mode
by which the state produceswar asHollywood film, the state may
attempt to physically destroy the source of counter-hegemonic
narratives. Takethe U.S. military’ streatment of Qatar-based Al-
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Jazeera, anews organization whose coverage of the Irag occupa-
tion conflicts with U.S. military propaganda. U.S. fighter planes
bombed Al-Jazeera s Afghanistan and Baghdad officesin 2003,
during the initial attack on Irag. One Al-Jazeera journalist was
killed. The Daily Mirror recently published a leaked transcript
of ameeting in April 2004 between George Bush and Tony Blair,
where Bush jokingly talked of bombing Al-Jazeera. Others have
been harassed and jailed (Sami al-Hajj, an Arab journalist, for ex-
ample, has been imprisoned at Guantdnamo Bay for the past four
years). Independent American journalists are also coercively
deterred from covering the war in away that conflicts with state
propaganda. When anti-occupation forces shot down al.Sarmy
helicopter in early November 2003, U.S. troopstook cameras away
from David Gilkey, a photographer for the Detroit Free Press.
The Knight Ridder news service deleted all of his photos. Inthe
samemonth, aletter to Pentagon pressofficial Lawrence DiRita—
signed by representatives of thirty news organizations from the
United Sates and other countries—complained that they had
documented numerous examples of U.S. troops physically ha-
rassing journalists and in some cases, confiscating or ruining
equipment, digital cameradiscs, and videotapes.

THE STATE AND
THE CAPITALIST MEDIA

The state has undoubtedly developed an array of strategies
for managing the pressduring war, and many journalistsand news
organizations are rightfully frustrated by such attempts. How-
ever, to read the situation as yet another battle between the gov-
ernment and the free-pressisto let the capitalist media corpora-
tions off the hook. They are also often responsible for manufac-
turing the public’ s consent to war, for producing war asaHolly-
wood film. They do so, not necessarily asresult of aconspiracy
to dupe the workers, but due to the structural logics of media
capitalism. Theprimary goal of the capitalist mediaisto sell audi-
encesto advertisersin hopesof generating revenue. Mediaman-
agers often assume that middlebrow Americans are patriotic citi-
zenswho believe that the U.S. isaways and unquestionably on
the side of righteousness. Questioning the coverage of U.S. for-
eign policy riskslosing the news corporation its audience base,
and thus, its advertising revenue. As result, news stories that
support the aims of U.S. foreign policy get sympathetic treat-
ment; stories that undermine or challenge U.S. foreign policy
goals usually don't (they are often buried between advertise-
ments).

FRAMING WAR

The ideology of free-market reflectionism, tinged with the
assumption of consumer patriotism, may influence the decision
of editorsto run some stories and curb others during war. Addi-
tionally, media editors may be disciplined by media owners that
support U.S. foreign policy. One only needs to watch a clip of
Rupert Murdoch’s Fox news to understand how partisan this
network is to the Bush Administration’s foreign policy goalsin
the Middle East.

War is often turned into common sense through elaborate
framing devices and conventions. “The most effective propa-
ganda,” Michael Parenti says, “relies on framing rather than on
falsehood. By bending the truth rather than breaking it, using
emphasisand other auxiliary embellishments, communicatorscan
create a desired impression without resorting to explicit advo-
cacy and without departing too far from the appearance of ob-
jectivity. Framing is achieved in the way the news is packaged,
the amount of exposure, the placement (front page or buried
within, lead story or last), the tone of presentation (sympathetic
or slighting), the headlines and photographs, and, in the case of
broadcast media, the accompanying visual and auditory effects.”
Media framing conventions bend people to the idea that war is
righteous and necessary; that it isin their interest.

TheU.S. isregularly portrayed as ultimately good while chal-
lengersareportrayed asultimately evil. War and violence are con-
strued as inevitable facets of an increasingly unstable world.
Strugglesfor peaceful alternatives are excluded from mainstream
media coverage or presented as naive. The horrific experiences
of war’s victims are also excluded. War often appears to occur
without human casualty. The underlying strategic goals of the
U.S. in Iraq and the Middle East are regularly left unexplored.
The public isfed a steady diet of alternative rationalizations for
U.S. foreign policy: “our lives our being threatened by bad Is-
lamic others’; “we are there to help the poor Iragis build democ-
racy”; “Muslim women are being oppressed by bad Taliban men
and we must liberate them with our brand of liberal feminism”;
“thisisreally about universal humanrights.” Sometimesthe other
perspective is never shown. We rarely hear the voices of those
resisting occupation. Finaly, all media war coverage is filtered
through the ideology of nationalism. Every time a politician or
military official speaks, they claim to represent the national inter-
est, asif the billions of diverse people have some singular inter-
est. Thisis a useful way of obscuring different points of view
between citizens, mystifying racist, sexist and class-based social
divisionsand antagonisms, and stigmatizing thosecritical points
of view that haven't been articulated as nationalist common-
sense.

MEDIA DEMOCRACY
AGAINST WAR AND IMPERIALISM

The state’s attempt to censor and manipulate the media
during wartime undermines mediademocracy while paradoxically,
strengthening it. In response to the state’ s production of war as
aHollywood film, therecruitment of capitalist publicrelation firms,
the embedding and censorship of journalists, the destruction of
alternative news sources, and elaborate framing devices, alter-
native and activist-based media forums, networks, and sources
have been galvanized. Between the ideological and coercive
efforts of the state to reign in the tendencies of the capitalist
press and the capitalist press’s readiness to lend ideological
support to state goals, the international movements against war
and for mediademocracy use the new mediain astruggleto end
the imperialist war and the globalizing capitalist system that
demandsit. R
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THE POLITICAL JOURNEY OF
CHARLESGAGNON

Introduction by Mordecai Briemberg

Gore Vidal hassaid “history is Tuesday.” His acerbic witticism was directed at the infa-
mously blank historical consciousness of the people of his country, which he dubbed the
“United States of Amnesia.”

Still itisso much easier to recognize than to remedy an absence of historical conscious-
ness. The transmission from past to present of the experiences of peoples’ struggles for a
different world—inwaysthat are of practical use—isno simpletask. Charles Gagnon under-
took that task, and in this article we act simply asfacilitators.

Charles Gagnon was the fourteenth child in a poor, farming family living in Bic, asmall
village on the Gaspe peninsulaof Quebec. Hewasborn March 21st, 1939. In the subsequent
decades, he became an important contributor to the revolutionary struggle for a different
Quebec and adifferent Canada. Charles Gagnon died November 17, 2005. On March 25, 2006
over 300 people gathered in Montreal to pay homage to his contributions.

The evening was an harmonious blend of readings, poems, film clips, photo-montage,
livemusic and personal reminiscence. One reading was by Charles Gagnon himself, excerpts
from an early book, in the form of a public letter to his father, recorded on film. Another
reading wasfrom Charles Gagnon'’ slast published essay, addressed to Quebec youth. Most
readings were excerpts from interviews with Charles in the last weeks of hislife, where he
reflected on his palitical journey.

Below are four voices from that evening, most importantly that of Charles Gagnon. His
reflectionson hispolitical journey are presented by Marie-Jose Nadal (‘ The Last Testimony
of Charles Gagnon”). She gathered them in conversation with Charles during hislast weeks
in hospital. Preceding that isapersonal tribute delivered at the commemoration evening, by
one of Charles' anglophone comrades, Mordecai Briemberg. First we start with the voice of
Raymond Legault, a co-chair of the commemoration evening, along-time Quebecois com-
rade and friend of Charles Gagnon. This transcription of an English-language radio inter-
view with Raymond L egault was broadcast April 8th, 2006.

Mordecai Briemberg is active in the Stopwar.ca coalition in Vancouver and in Palestine
solidarity work and in radio programming.

THE POLITICAL JOURNEY by Raymond Legault
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Full interviews are planned
for publication together with
three volumes of Charles
Gagnon’s collected writings.
The commemoration evening it-
self wasfilmed and an hour long
DVD isbeing produced. (To or-
der write: |egaultr@colba.net )
Charles Gagnon'’s collected pa-
pers have been archived at the
University of Quebec in
Montreal (UQAM).

The English-language inter-
view was broadcast on the
“Redeye” program of Vancouver
Cooperative Radio. Host for the
interview was Mordecai
Briemberg. You can access the
audio on Rabble.ca podcasts
[www.rabble.ca/rpn/files/rey/
rey-2006-04-14.mp3].

In 1964 Charleswas one of the founders of a new journal called
“ Quebec Revolution” and a short time later became a member
of the F-L-Q, the Quebec Liberation Front. Could you sketch the
character of the F-L-Q and Charles involvement with it?

The FLQ was a nationalist and revolutionary organization, a
Quebec-based organization of the mid- and late-1960s. | guess
you could say it wasour small, local component of amuch broader
national liberation movement around theworld inthe 50sand 60s.
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It basically advocated Quebec independence from what could be
summarized as British-Anglo colonialism. It also advocated on
behalf of workers' rights against big capital, but this aspect was
less prominent than independence. The FL Q wasknown for some
writing and also a few bombings, but most notoriously for two
kidnappings, that of Richard Cross, aBritish diplomat, and of Pierre
L aporte, who was then Quebec Minister of Labour. Charleswasa
leader of the FLQ and wasidentified with Pierre Vallieres as one of
the two main ideologues of the movement.


www.rabble.ca/rpn/files/rey/rey-2006-04-14.mp3
www.rabble.ca/rpn/files/rey/rey-2006-04-14.mp3

Hewasimprisoned, was henot, for hisinvolvement withthe FLQ?

He was actually imprisoned a few times. He was impris-
oned in New Y ork when he and Vallieres protested at the UN
calling for political prisoner status for FLQ detaineesin Que-
bec. But he was jailed in Quebec for over two and one-half
yearsin two segments for his FLQ activity and also after the
October crisisin 1970.

What led Charles to turn away from the FLQ and propose in-
stead the formation of a revolutionary workers' party?

| guess it was the main contradiction within the FLQ: on
the one hand, some people stressed much more the national
liberation aspects and some people, including Charles, put
much more emphasis on the social and economic contradic-
tions, the fundamental opposition to capitalism and imperial-
ism, and denouncing both foreign and home-grown capital.
This group of people also a definite interest in organizing a
structured movement, a structured party, to overthrow our
capitalist system, as opposed to relying on the spontaneity
of loosely connected cells. You could also say they were
gradually moving from aQuebec-centered approach toamore
Canadian framework for the overall struggle to overthrow Ca-
nadian capitalism.

In Struggle, however, was never a party. It always con-
sidered itself as an organization that was struggling to bring
about the conditionsfor aparty that woul d have broad-based,
working class support.

So within that organization that you mentioned, In Struggle,
(which in French was known as En Lutte, and which went by
both names because it was an organization across Canada)
Charleswas important both in founding and leading it through
the 70s and into the early 80s. In 1982 that organization dis-
solved itself. Looking back retrospectively, how did Charles
under stand thefailings of that endeavor to formarevolutionary
workers party?

There were many contradictions at play within the orga-
nization, which was recognized by Charles. One of the con-
tradictionswasthelittle recruitment that the organization had
managed to operate within the working class. Other contra-
dictionsincluded the connection between capitalism and pa-
triarchy as major dominant systems of oppression, including
contradictions with women’ s situation within the organi zation.
However he was, | would say, deeply preoccupied with other
short-comings of the organization which many activists did
not necessarily see as he did. One of them is actually the fact
that our own activism had prevented us from serious reflec-
tion on the question of revisionism. He was struck by and in-
deed waged a struggle within the organization on the blatant
contradiction in our own ways of looking at the world: when
it came to analyzing capitalism, looking at it fundamentally
through its economic basis, and when it came to the short
comings of the struggle for socialism in the USSR and other
countries, looking at it only at thelevel of ideas and the aban-

donment of certain ideas and certain principles — as opposed
to trying to understand the fundamental forces that were at
play in the changes in those societies. So that was one of his
major concerns. The other was humanism — the relation be-
tween Marxism and humanism — and an assessment of all the
developmentsin science and in capitalism itself and how hu-
manism could be updated through all of this and become a
fundamental aspect of charting a course to advance the
people’ sinterest.

After 1982 with the dissol ution of the project of In Strugglewhere
did Charlesfocus hisintellectual energies?

Just before answering your question on this, it’ s quite impor-
tant to note that these were extremely difficult times for Charles
Gagnon. After some decades of charting the course and leading
two very different revolutionary organizations, the FLQ and then
In Struggle, a deep sense of being abandoned, and possibly of
personal failureto some extent, wasquite present in hislife. How-
ever, hedid remain very activeintellectually. Helived for two and
ahalf yearsin Mexico and did some investigation into the Asian
production modein pre-capitalist societies. Then he cameback to
Quebec and wrote a doctorate thesis on the American new left.
Then he started a major investigation which continued through
totheend of hislife, which hetitled the“ Crisisin Humanism”, on
which he was still working when he died. Actually a number of
those later writings will soon be published as part of an anthol-
ogy of hiswork.

We have focused a bit on the changesin Charles thinking. What
would you identify as continuities in his perspective?

Well, avery persistent, constant search for adeep understand-
ing of our world, of the lives that we're living in this world, and
what is the fundamental course of human society presently. And
acommitment to find through this analysis away forward in the
interest of people, of their well-being, of opposing the destruc-
tion and despair and the dehumani zing character of capitalismand
eventually defeating it. I’ d say that’ s the theme contribution that
he's steadily working at, and making important contributionsto,

I’d say.

There certainly was a mood of warm affection for Charles, asa
person, at the memorial evening, which | was very glad to have
been a part of. What were hisindividual qualitiesthat you think
elicited this emotion?

To most activists Charles was not someone that they
would bein contact with daily because of the way In Struggle,
our organization, was shaped and set. So most people saw
him as the leader of In Struggle, someone who definitely pro-
vided inspiration and orientation for their daily activist
activities. But many people also had the chance of knowing
Charlesand testified asto hisvery noticeable warmth and kind-
ness as a human being, his modesty — which was extremely
striking — and the fact that he was really not judgmental:
he saw all his comrades as human beings, ®
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as struggling in the context of this capitalist society, and was
very, very open to discussion about everything. One comrade
who had the chanceto live with Charlesfor acouple of years,
who was a rank and file member of In Struggle and had no
particular leadership role in the organization, told me at the
commemoration that whenever he spoke with Charles, he had
the sense that he wasthe only personintheworld and that all
Charles’ attention wasfocused on him. And whenever people
had differences of opinion with Charles, political opinions, he
was always extremely open to hear their opinions, to think
about them. And you could actually sensethat. Thereweren’t
instant replies to whatever someone would tell him. He was
thinking about what he had heard and was making his re-
sponses — | would say — in a measured way, always very re-
spectfully.

Hislast published essay was addressed to youth. And one of the
co-chairsof the memorial evening, along with you, wasayoung,
anar chist-activist woman who only cameto know Charlesin the
last five years. Why do you think Charles political journey ends
with an address to youth?
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I think he wanted very much to maintain a continuity
between the past revolutionary struggles within Quebec and
Canada, and what is going on presently. This ‘Tale for the
youth of my country’, which is sort of a sub-title, istrying to
present the FLQ and In Struggle, in a way, as youth move-
ments, that these were young peopl e, that they werelike young
people today. They were rebellious, they were energetic,
wanted to challenge many thingsin the world, and that they
did try to do thisin persistent ways. It sort of depersonalizes
that experience quite alot and bringsit to its general charac-
ter. Charles also was of the opinion that changing the world
was something that was predominantly resting on young
peoples shoulders. And he ends his essay with that, saying
that he has much more confidence in their ability to under-
stand the world and challenge it than in some university in-
tellectuals' convoluted ways of trying to present the complex-
ity of our world. R

Raymond Legault currently is activein the anti-war coalitionin
Montreal, Echec alaGuerre, and in Iraq solidarity work with
Voices of Conscience/ Objection de conscience



PERSONAL MEMORIES by Mordecai Briemberg

There is an unusual experience, star-
tling and yet strangely comforting. It's
when a dear friend who has died appears
before you, not in adream but in daylight,
not imagined but real.

| was at arecent film festival, one fea-
turing documentaries of struggles in the
global south, watching a film about the
Mexican teachers. Suddenly in a scene of
teachers meeting together | saw Charlesin
the face of one of the Mexicans. Exuding
warmth, gentleness, attentively listening,
not speaking except with thetwinkleinhis
eyes. It wasmere seconds, and Charlesdis-
appeared never to return in the remainder
of thefilm.

| knew of Charles before | ever saw
him. Hewasan “image”’ inthosedayswhen
so many of usdrew our optimism from the
rising wave of anti-colonia and anti-impe-
rialist strugglesaround theglobe. Inremote
Vancouver | situated Charles in that con-
text of heroic liberation struggles. | initiated
aVallieres-Gagnon political prisoner com-
mittee working to gain popul ar support for
their freedom.

Onafew tripsto Montreal, where Lise
Waltzer was as caring a host as anyone
could want, | saw Charlesinthe court room
many months before | ever met him.

It was in that brief interlude between
his FLQ imprisonment and his War Mea-
sures Act imprisonment that wefirst spent
time together. Charles came to speak in

Vancouver, and stayed with my wifeand |
and our two very young children, whose
well being he always asked after even in
hislast days, 35 years later.

Beginning in 1970 and through all the
subsequent years of friendship and joint
endeavors, Charles provided me with a
deeper understanding of courage and char-
acter than | had drawn fromthe heroic“im-
age” that first drew meto him.

An English playwright and radical ac-
tivist, Harold Pinter, was awarded the 2005
Nobel Prizefor literature. In hisacceptance
speech Pinter spoke of the pursuit of truth
through dramatic art, which remains “for-
ever elusive,” indeed creating multipleand
contradictory truths. Pinter contrasted this
with the necessity for a citizen to define
the “real truth of our lives and our societ-
ies.” Heargued, if a“fierceintellectual de-
termination” to identify this rea truth “is
not embodied in our political vision we
have no hope of restoring what isso nearly
lost to us: the dignity of man.”

In support of Pinter’s view, | would
add: without such political vision our
voices are muffled —when they need to be
heard clearly; our passions are stilled —
when they need to be vibrant; our motion
is frozen — when it needs to be focused,
and our capacitiesto changetheworld are
crippled —when they need to be enhanced.

For methe courage of Charleswasjust
that: hisfierce determination to embody in

THE LAST TESTIMONY by Marie-Jose Nadal

apolitical vision thetruth of our livesand
our societies, for the purpose of securing
the human dignity of people everywhere.
And his courage, that neither needed nor
wanted any bravado, encompassed the
willingness to evaluate his own political
vision no less critically than the political
vision of others.

In one of my last conversations with
Charles, here in Montreal at Notre Dame
hospital, he commented with surprise at the
warmth of some comrades who had been
visiting with him, warmth he had not no-
ticedinthem earlier. Perhapsit was Charles
who had missed observing these qualities
before. Perhaps... but maybe it was the
activism, the certainties that had sup-
pressed those qualitiesin bygone years.

Y et, and this speaks to Charles' char-

acter, who could have failed to recognize
his gentleness, hiswarmth, asmuchin his
days of intense political activism asin his
days of dying!
So listening, as we are this evening, to
wordsthat embody the courageous, fierce
determination of Charles’ pursuit of politi-
cal vision, let us simultaneously enhance
our own humanity by remembering Charles
kindness, his attentiveness to and caring
for others, and the simpl e naturalnesswith
which he conveyed respect to those who
were fortunate enough to have encoun-
tered him. And remember too that bright
twinkle of laughter in hiseyes. R

With this article, | will mostly let Charles Gagnon speak his
own words in order to contribute to the spreading of the last re-
flections he wanted to make public before dying. This project,
which should have taken the form of an introduction to the an-
thology of hisworks, wasinterrupted by illness. Hospitalised, he
asked me to help with the recording of histhoughts: our conver-
sations took place between October 17 and November 10, 2005.
We agreed to revisit the most significant political periods of his
life: his critical involvement in the FLQ of the 1960s; the
radicalisation of histhinking, coming out of prison, which brings
him to write Pour le parti proletarian [for the Proletarian Party],
the founding document of theln Struggl e! organisation. Concern-
ing this organisation, Charles stressed the ideological limitations

which prevented a consistent critique of revisionism. From then
on, distancing himself from left movements, who remained too
weak to struggle against expl oitation and inequalities, he pursued
on his own areflection on humanism which he had begun much
earlier, during hispre-university studies: the human being, aswell
asindividual and collective freedom, must be at the heart of po-
litical thought. Marxism must be aform of humanism. Hiswork on
La Crisedel’ humanisme[TheCrisisof Humanism] hastakenthe
form of several unpublished manuscripts; let ushopethat it soon
will be made public.

In selected excerpts, thereader will noticethat Gagnon’ sthink-
ing remained challenging, holding surprises for many. A case ®
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inpoint is his position on power, which drew strong responses
when the content of theinterview wasfirst revealed. Thisformer
Marxist-Leninist considersthat power is not to be taken (neither
by elections, nor by revolution). That it is by achieving concrete
changesin therelations of production and in the social relations
that the balance of forces will be changed in favour of greater
justice and freedom. Charles liked to meet with youth
organisations, and it is certainly through these encounters that
he reached this conclusion.

Concerning the FLQ

Many writings of Charles Gagnon are witnesses to this pe-
riod: his articles in Révolution québécoise [A journal begun by
Charles Gagnon and Pierre Vallieresin 1964] and hiswritingsfrom
prison, including Feu sur I' Amérique [Fireon America). Already
the ideological foundations of his thought can be found: anti-
capitalism, anti-racism, anti-imperialism, class analysis — the
strugglewill berevolutionary and will uniteall the oppressed (“the
world class of the poor”, in hiswords). To struggle against capi-
talist dispossession, he suggests that power should be brought
back to the level of work units or residence units: factory and
neighbourhood committees will be the engines in the construc-
tion of anew society inabroad multinational liberationfront. Forty
yearslater, hereiswhat Charles thought about the FLQ:

“For Valiéres and me, it was primarily amidst workers' and
popular struggles that the FLQ should intervene, with the per-
spective of an independent and socialist Quebec.” [...]

“In practise, Valliéres had the leading role, but | was not al-
ways an enthusiastic ‘follower’ ... ; for example, very quickly, |
will strongly criticize his nationalism, since we had founded
Révol ution québécoi se to move beyond the nationalism of Parti
pris... We were never really in agreement concerning the impor-
tance of the national versusthe social questions.” [...]

“For me, during the 1960s, the national question has to
be the ground on which the social question should take form,
since it draws many people’s attention around the world, not
only in North America. [...] Since this question is on the
agenda in so many places, why not join this movement, and
transform it by uniting various—initially nationalist — struggle
movements. | was thinking of the Black American struggles,
the Native struggles, etc. ; it seemed to methat if we struggled
together, if we coordinated our activities, we could merge all
the dynamic elements of all those nations, struggling for a
common objective. In the end, thisiswhat | meant to say in
Feu sur I’ Amérique” [...]

“Already, in Feu sur I’ Amérique, | do not claim that violence
is the key to success, but rather an instrument for mobilisation,
which is a second ground of disagreement with Valliéres, so
that at the time of our release from prison, we no longer agreed
on much. Hewanted to seetherebirth of the FLQ, whereasfor
me the FLQ had to be all the Québécoistaking up the struggle
for their rights.” [...]
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Pour le parti prolétarien (For the proletarian party)

Coming out of prison, Gagnon breaks with the FLQ in 1971,
he writes Pour le parti prolétarien. With asmall group of activ
ists, he sets up I’ Equipe du journal [The Newspaper Team], em-
phasizing the ideological struggle required to build the proletar-
ian party. In hisinterview, herecallsthe ideological breakswhich
led him to this view:

“In writing Pour le parti prolétarien, | broke away from the
most obvious forms of spontaneism, such as the FLQ, the Black
Panthers... all these movementsdrawninto direct action. Revolu-
tion reaches beyond revolt, it is a conscious, organised action,
resting on identifiable bases and on the contradictionsin society.
On this ground, I moved from the national main contradiction to
the main contradiction between the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat. | also differ with the Marxist tradition, because in the
traditional communist parties, tradition really prevails over new
ideas. Finaly, | differentiate myself from theoreticians who want
torenew Marxism, such as Althusser and those surrounding him.
Not to mention the break with nationalism... As Pour le parti
prolétarien iswritten, the Parti Québécois already exists, and |
will criticize it as a movement serving the Quebec bourgeoisie,
more than anything else.” [...]

In Struggle !

According to Charles Gagnon, the prol etarian party will forge
itself in the struggles of theworking class. It will emerge from the
action and determination of workers, not from the self-proclama-
tion of young activists. Thus, ideological struggleiskey to unite
the proletariat under the banner of the socialist revolution, aswell
as to create the unity of the Marxist-Leninists of the world. In
Struggl el wasan organi sation regrouped around anewspaper and
two journals of national and international analysis, whichtried to
carry out the unification of communists in order to build a non-
revisionist, proletarian, Marxist-Leninist, revolutionary party.

Charles Gagnon never renounced his commitment this project.
But as he acknowledged several positive contributions of In
Struggle!, he emphasized the ideological shortfallswhich led to its
dissolution. Thefollowing excerpts point to his ability to draw links
between the crisis of his organisation and the weakness of the philo-
sophical and political thinking of an entire period which renounced
humanism and remained content with a superficia criticism of the
traditional communist parties and the experiments in socialism of
the 20th century.

“It would have seemed totally acceptable to methat 1.S! con-
tinueto exist for 10 moreyearswithout becoming aparty. Becausea
party that cannot really act on the political scene, isa party on pa-
per. With aconstitution, with aprogramme, with arevolution charted
in so many stages, unfolding likethisor likethat, perhaps... but if it
carriesno weight inthe political decision making of theday, itisnot
apolitical force, itisnot aparty. The day an organisation is capable
of influencing the powers that be, it can start thinking that it will
eventually be ableto get rid of them, oneway or another.” [...]
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A caricature of Gagnon and In Struggle! from arival organization.

“We had honest intentions to renew Marxism: we proposed
conferencesto unitethe Marxist-L eninists of Canada, inviting all
organisationsto debatein the open. Wewanted to deviseaMarx-
ism for the end of the XXth century, here, and then around the
world. With International Forum, we claimed a contribution to
the evolution of the international M-L [Marxist-Leninsit]. move-
ment, by inviting others to debate with us, without the discus-
sion being dominated by the USSR, by China, or by anybody.
The basic ideawas: shouldn’t young communists aim at sharing
their thoughts?add up their respective contributions, regroup and
merge them... to arrive at acommunist line that would be valid for
the current world. But thisremained a project...|’ ve always been
proud to say thatl.S! never received apenny fromaforeign party,
most likely one of the rare such cases within the Western M-L
movement.” [...]

“1 felt in aminority, and even if | remained an In Struggle!
activist until the end, | had abandoned the leading role that com-

rades had bestowed upon me previously... because, in my view, we
had dodged the fundamental problems. During the 1980s, it
became very clear to me that we had dodged the fundamental
debates of the 1940s and 1950s, especially in France. | then
read again peoplelike Malraux, Camus...For me, what had been
evaded was the whole question of humanism... For me,
marxism and humanism are interconnected. One cannot sim-
ply forget the importance of freedom for human beings, and
for human societies.” [...]

“Starting from [our] 3rd Congress, the question of revision-
ism became a central preoccupation, in my view. Our criticism of
socialist or communist societies, or of the USSR, rested on ideol-
ogy: there was revisionism because principles were abandoned...
but as soon aswe examined rural societies, or industrial capitalist
societies, their mode of production wasthedecisivefactor. Inone
case, it isthe way production is organised which influences ide-
ology... and in the other, it becomes the ideas that provide the
framework to put a mode of organisation in place. Thus, if Rus-
sians fell into revisionism, it was because of their poor applica-
tion of the principles... Thisline of reasoning no longer worked
forme” [...]

“So asearly asthe 3rd Congress, | initiated astruggle onthe
question of revisionism. We had to revisit the past of the com-
muni st movement to try to understand its evolution, in ways other
than the deviations of itsleaders... But things accel erated, con-
tradictions had developed within the organisation; some were
questioning our positions and practise on patriarchy and women,
others our weak rallying of workers, others the Stalinist rigidity
of the organi sation: democratic centralism was put into question.
In other words, acertain number of real contradictionstook over,
but, in my view, they were masking the ideological disarray that
was behind al this. Because with a broader, more mature, politi-
cal view, we could have proceeded from In Struggle! to some-
thing else, we could have evolved without throwing everything
out thewindow.” [...]

The End of In Struggle!

After the dissolution of In Struggle!, Charles Gagnon did not
belongto any other political organisation, but heremainedintouch
with some old comrades and some young activists. He continued
asolitary and unfinished reflection, around the persistent doubts
that he harboured. Hereis how he summarized hislatest preoccu-
pations on the Quebec national question, on humanism, and on
social change:

“We have not digested the weight of humanism on the think-
ing of our era. We refer to humanist concepts, but it all remains
fuzzy. Faced with the realities of our times, we remain without an-
swers... withtheinfinitely large, and theinfinitely small, genetics,
computer science... we are facing a universe which remains con-
fusing to us. We say that we have a humanist thought, but it
remainsincomplete... not clearly formulated. How do we definea
comfortable place for ourselvesin the world? that’s where a hu-
manist thought resides.” [...] ®
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“It isthe end of In Struggle! which forced me to this reflec-
tion. Since | no longer belonged anywhere, | wanted to under-
stand. True indeed, | found no placein society after the dissolu-
tion of In Struggle!...1f | try to explain thisexclusion, | think that
the Québécois cannot accept the FLQ / ML combination. Those
who have been activistsin either of these two organi sations man-
aged to find a place: there are ex-FLQ deputy ministers, ex-MLs
among MPs and MNAs [Members of the National Assembly of
Quebec], and in the trade unions... but activists in both
organisations... | do not think that the Québécois like that. It is
too much deviance... I'mkidding... Evenif my journey with sepa-
ration nationalism was shortlived, | am still categorized as a na-
tionalist that hasdeviated. | am bitter because of thisrejection for
being abad nationalist... which | am. It isimportant to meto bea
bad nationalist. | see no future in nationalism for Quebec. This
has played very much against me.” [...]

“Here, in Quebec, we are stuck with the national question.
Both of the currently most active left political forces (Union des
Forces Progressistes and Option citoyenne [Both have recently
merged to form asingle party, Québec Solidaire]) —but | am speak-
ing from the outside — are treating the national questionin avery
abstract fashion. But would we pay less taxes if Quebec was in-
dependent? Would we have more influence on cultural diversity
in the world? Independence would mean being a small country
among big ones, and the forces of world capital would not be
changed by the arrival of a small independent country. On the
contrary, | think that in someinstances, Quebec’ s position would
beweaker thanitisnow... Y ou don’t becomeindependent to be-
comestrong. Itisgenerally when oneisstrong that one becomes
independent. In short, Quebec’ sindependence is not a solution,
even if | have no problem with the notion of independence as
such. Independence can be advocated, but it isnot clear that itis
desirable.” [...]

“Marxism remains an analysis of society which | find illumi-
nating. Capitalismisbound to createrich and poor, and if wewant
more socia justice, we haveto struggle against capitalism. Marx-
ism demonstrates that well. What | question, on the other hand,
is the marxist-leninist orientation. The main error of In Struggle!
wasto cling so strongly to the principles of Lenin; because Marx
spoke very little about the party. And parties are only made to
take power.

“The more time passes, the more it seems to me that the no-
tion of taking power isadelusion. Y ou do not take power by elec-
tionsor revolution. Y ou do not take power, becauseitisarelation
between two forces. It is the relation between the bourgeoisie,
wealth, the control over the State apparatus, the control over the
organisation of work, on one hand; and, on the other hand, the
people who are controlled, those who work. That is the relation of
forceswhich we must transform by building asocia organisation of
anew type.

“By dissociating from power in the way that we do things, in
the way that we use new relations to exchange products, and for
production... Itisthisnew, emerging society, with its supporters
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and artisans, that will be able to sufficiently chip away at the ex-

isting power and provoke some changes. When the benefits of
these new relations will be perceived, when they will involve a
larger number of people, we will then be able to speak of apoliti-

cal force that has the potential to lay the foundations of a new
society. In this society, there will be individuals that will have
changed to some extent, i.e. they will have abandoned the taste
of power over others, of competition at all costs...

“Perhaps thisis an idealist vision of things, but it seemsto
me that the experience of one century and a half of struggles for
socialism showsthat apower such asthat of capitalisminitsrela-
tion of domination over workers, such power isnot oneto be cap-
tured, even with the best weaponsand all.” [...]

Conclusion

The presentation of these excerpts pays homage to an activ-
ist and a thinker who never renounced his convictions. All his
life, he has defended the notion that the dignity of ahuman being
can only be achieved by struggling against the injustices of the
capitalist system. He belonged to various, even contradictory
organisations, yet he always defending the unity of the most ex-
ploited, international solidarity and the necessary radical trans-
formation of production and social relations. Some might be sur-
prised by the final leanings of his political thought. This should
be seen asthefruit of an analysiswhich triesto reach beyond the
aborted criticism of revisionism and experimentsin socialism, and
to lay the foundations of a new humanism that |eaves aside the
thinking of the Enlightenment and fully setsitself in our contem-
porary world. Finally, internationalism remainsacentral feature of
histhinking, beit when he wasin touch with the Blacks Panthers
or with African or Latin-American national liberation movements
at thetime of the FLQ, or when he proposed the unity of marxist-
leninist organisations around the world. Hisinvolvement against
the Free Trade Agreement of the Americas showsthat he did not
forget, in hislast years, to participatein astruggle that unitesthe
left forces of the Americas.

Coming back to the last text that Charles Gagnon published,
Conteal’ adresse delajeunesse de mon pays[A Taefor theY outh
of my Country], | will let him have the last word :

“Thisstrugglestill liesinfront of us, infront of you. A struggle
which | think only youth can engage in with enthusiasm, without
hesitation. Andwhen all issaid and done, the enthusiasm of youth,
yesterday’ sjust liketoday’ s, suits me better than the capitulation
and cynicism of many of my contemporaries with their selective
memory, their polished —politically correct —language, their agreed
upon meaningless discourse, masters of fastidiousreasoning and
platitudes...” R

Marie-Jose Nadal isan Associate Professor of Anthropology at
the Universite du Quebec aMontreal (UQAM). She wrote the
“The Last Testimony” in French and Raymond L egault made
the English translation.



The Electoral Path
& Voter Polarization

In Latin America

ectoral road to political transformation has became

he broader left’s new strategy across Latin America.

The Bolivarian Revolution contributed to reopening a path that

was attempted unsuccessfully by Joao Goulart in Brazil and
Salvador Allendein Chile more than thirty years ago.

Brazil attracted the attention and curiosity of the intellectual
left when Luiz Inacio “Lula’ da Silva, ametalworker and |eader of
anew workers' party who had run for office a few times, was fi-
nally elected president of the largest country in South America
Before being elected for thefirst time, Lulaand the Workers Party
(PT) used to talk about democratic and pluralist socialism. But
the PT’ s successful 2002 campaign included an alliance with the
Liberal Party and their emphasis on socialism declined.

Thosewho saw the PT asamodel for anew political left soon
had their dreamstempered by the new government. With afeeble
mandate and more hopes than detailed plans, the PT was el ected
to administer acountry with large economic and social disparities
by promising to reduce the growing gap in income distribution
and to expand democratic participation. Neither succeeding nor
failing, the PT had to compete on unfamiliar ground, working within
the confines of capitalist laws and ultimately, like traditional par-
ties, being accused of clientelism and corruption. The PT and Lula
devoted their energies to managing Brazil in a Blairist; strength-
ening the neoliberal model and consolidating reformism.

gcethed ection of Hugo Chévez in 1998, the peaceful,

PENDING LAND REFORM AND THE MST

However, Lula and the PT also committed themselves to re-
forms that, while primarily benefiting the ruling elites, also miti-
gated poverty inthelarge northern region of the country that had
supported him with up to 70% of votesin the run-off election on
October 29. The Zero Hunger campaign and the token land re-
form enacted in Lula sfirst mandate represents only asampleof a
much-needed political undertaking to reduce the abyss between
poor and rich in Brazil. With a minority parliament and cornered
by astrong social democrat-liberal alliancein government, the PT
hasn’t been able to deal with land reform immediately. The MST,
however, in spite of thetimid and feeble PT reforms, did not hesi-
tatein working to pressure Lulafrom theleft to counter thisright-
wing offensive. What has been unmistakableisthat L ulaopted to
govern within the existing framework, accepting the demands of
international financial institutions and powerful Brazilian
financiers. He has done little to push for changes and reforms

Carlos Torres

in this country that has remarkable concentrations of land and
peasants without work.

SECOND MANDATE AND...
PROSPECTS?

While the PT had to build a spurious alliance with the right
to reach office, the MST, on the other hand, mobilized to build a
much larger alliance - with other social movements such as the
CUT, NGOs, homelessness organizations, Christian Base Com-
munities, and others—to do what the PT would not. For Brazilian
social organizations the aim is to build power from below to
expand democratic participation. Furthering people’ s demands,
Joao Pedro Stedile of the MST most recently affirmed that, “We
will win the electionsin spite of the PT and Lula s appalling elec-
toral campaign.” The intention isto continue developing, orga-
nizing and politically strengthening peoples’ organizationswhile
Lulaisstill in officein order to be able to challenge and eventu-
ally defeat neoliberals. The aternative, if Lulahad lost the elec-
tion, was for the social movements to confront state power, en-
dure neoliberal anti-reforms and struggle to protect basic gains.
With the Lula government they can instead expand and legiti-
mizetheir presence and role as palitical actors. Moreover, if Lula
had been defeated a new opening for the U.S. to renew itsinter-
ference in Latin America politics would have been created.

There is some expectation is that with the people’s support
and the strength received on the second ballot, Lulawill do what
it takesto change coursein his second mandate. This makes coun-
tering the neoliberal agenda, whichisstrong inthe government’s
ranks, ahigh-priority task. Supporting the demandsand advance-
ment of social movements can generate confidence and strength
in peoples’ organizations to build a historical block for transfor-
mation with or without the PT — in other words, building a real
alternative of the left.

Theregional political context is also dynamic and encourag-
ing for Lula and the PT, as well as for the social movements. In
the past ten years social movements, new political actors and
stronger alliances have begun to changethefateand face of Latin
America. Thereisalarger and rooted progressive |eft emerging
in every corner of the continent and unexpected developments
are taking place, even in Mexico.

There, popular support and mobilization for Lpez Obrador
has changed the course of Mexican history in many ways. Mexico
now faces a political and an institutional crisisfrom which ®
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the unexpected could emerge. The Zapatistauprising in 1994 and
the current Oaxaca “Commune Resistance” indicates that the
Mexican popular sectors are ready to break away from the frus-
trating institutional revolution to embark on arenewed democratic
revolution.

THE EMPIRE..UNARMED?

There is, however, areactionary political context defined by
the hostility of the Empire, whose backyardisin rebellion against
thistransformation in the continent. Thefailure of the Free Trade
Agreement of the Americashastriggered more aggression. Threats
and blackmail have become prominent features of White House
policiesfor Latin America. But attacks against Venezuelaand Bo-
livia, aswell as pressure against Uruguay and Argentina, do not
appear to be working. For the time being the weaponry operated
by the Empireliesin bilateral free trade agreements and economic
pressures. Military intimidation, although active, currently hasa
more subtlerole.

There is a conflicting duality to this context. As the former
Brazilian Neves put it long time ago, “in politics what mattersis
not the facts but their interpretation.” The U.S. is not willing to
giveup Latin Americaand is eager to useits power to counter the
proliferation of democratic revolutions as they did in the past.
The Brazilian political scientist MariaHelenaMoreira claimsthat,
“now that the cold war is over the U.S. justifiesitsintrusion on
the pretext of the axis of evil.” The old specter of the cold war is
being replaced or combined with new psychological devices to
contain agrowing, plural and diverse process unleashed beyond
the Rio Grande.

Conversely, the progressive and social left has also learned
that the strugglefor abetter society or adifferent world restsboth
in political pluralismand social transformation. The age of theone-
party systemisfading away and anew political culture, moredemo-
cratic and inclusive, is emerging in most of the refreshing anti-
neoliberal projects. Theright-wing sectorsaredefending their only
way out, furthering their interests by contriving moreinnovative
or humanized forms of neoliberalism.

THE ANDEAN REGION AND
THE ECUADORIAN RE-AWAKENING

In Ecuador awell-to-do candidate attempted for thethirdtime
towinthelast presidential election. The Bananamagnate, Alvaro
Noboa, who representsthe agricultural export sector, received 26%
of thevotes. Noboaisaloyal associate of the United States; owns
more than 120 companiesin Ecuador; is an unrepentant anticom-
munist; and a cold war warrior who sees his opponents in the
shadow of Chavez.

Ontheother side of the equation, Rafael Correareceived 23%
of the ballots cast in the October election. Correa managed to
position his candidacy away from the traditional political parties
and aboriginal organizations, whose candidate received ameager
2.12% of the vote. This outcome reflects the fragmentation of the
left.

Rafael Correais an economist who — in a previous govern-
ment endorsed by the left and the native organizations—asMin-
ister of Finance endured attacks from right and left, but mostly
fromthelMFandtheWorld Bank. Asaleftist nationalist, he stated
not long ago that President Chavez's speech at the U.N. “was
insulting the devil.” Promoting Latin American integration with
Chévez, Evo Moraes, Lulaand others, Correawants to renegoti-
ate contracts with international corporations. Most contracts
would be renegotiated in the gas and oil sector since these com-
panies appropriate eight of every ten barrels of oil produced and
exported. Correa’ s approach to the free trade agreement with the
USA, to Plan Colombiaand the military basein the Mantaregion
of Ecuador issimilar. A South-South orientation would bethefoun-
dation of hiseconomic policies.

In the runoff, Correa already counts on the support of the
left, the indigenous coalitions rallying around him, social and
popular organizations, and intellectuals. These groups, however,
are not willing to endorse Correa’ s program 100% and are ready
to provide critical support and pressure to enact a more demo-
cratic and progressive government. Again, peoples organizations
wanttowait and see, but mostly they want tobuildtheir own strength
and power in order to negotiate programs, participation, policiesand
support.

N am

In popular culture, U.S. agression against the Sandinista government gave rise to a famous Clash record and the celebrity of Oliver North.
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THE RESURGENCE OF
THE SANDINISTAS!

In Central America, the Sandinistas are trying to make a tri-
umphant comeback. Daniel Ortega, the embattled revolutionary
commander, will most likely win the November 5th election in the
first round of voting, but divisionsin the FSLN may force him to
form a coalition with the MRS. The MRS is the Sandinista Reno-
vation Movement, which, unlike Ortega, counts on only 14% of
voter support against the former President who could attain up to
35% of voter preference. The problem isthat Ortegabuilt an ali-
ancewith both the hierarchy of the church and the former Contras,
whose leader is the candidate for the Vice-Presidency. The
Sandinistas are promising a new and more democratic move to-
ward governance that respects religion, democratic institutions
and free markets, but is opposed to U.S. dominance. The shift
toward Latin American integra-
tion is also in the Sandinistas’
program.

Once again in Nicaragua,
theU.S.isdemonizingthe FSLN
and warning Nicaraguans of the
effects of another Sandinista
government. Recently, whilevis-
iting Managua, former Colonel
Oliver North, akey participantin
the Contra-Iran affair, declared
that if Ortega was elected U.S.
aid and other programswould be
at stake.

IS THE LEFT BACK?

Should another Sandinista
government be elected in Nica-
ragua, the political map of Cen-
tral Americacould easily shiftto
the left. That the FMLN in El
Salvador has come close to
reaching officeacoupl e of times
since the end of the revolution-
ary war in that country blows
morewindinthesailsof theCen-
tral American |eft.

So the left is making a strong comeback both in Central
Americaand the Andean region. Although istruethat thisis not
the same left of the 1970s and 1980s, this left has learned from
defeats in war, it is more pluralist, democratic and genuinely in
favor of Latin American integration.

For thefirst time in history the Empire has been confronted,
denounced and questioned, even taunted, in multiple forms. In
Quebec City during 2001, President Chavez solitarily rejected the
signing of the FTAA for 2005. L ast November at the People’ s Sum-
mitin Argentina, President Kirchner challenged G.W. Bush by say-
ing that either the US could continue to be part the problem or it

As usual, the left just can’t agree: devil or vampire?

could become part of the solution. The FTTA was scrapped and
Bush and hisallieshad to swallow that bitter pill — Chavez wasno
longer alone. The President of Cuba has warned countless times
that U.S. arrogance and Bush’s stupidity was not “good
neighbour” policy. And, only a few days ago, the UN General
Assembly withessed the most open defiance to the Empire’ s ag-
gressionsaround theworld when President Chavez observed that
the Devil had delivered a speech in that meeting.

Organized in traditional political parties, the partisan left will
need to find a place in this process and become part of the solu-
tion, rather than part of the problem as it has so often been. As
witnessed in every electoral contest, the partisan left arrives at
the ballot box fragmented and unfriendly, competing for voters
and pressuring social movements. Between elections, mobiliza-
tion for the most part relies on the capacity of social movements
to mount an offensive.

Thenew wind blowing trans-
formationacrossLatin Americais
creating conditions for the emer-
gence of new social and political
forces; from aboriginal organiza-
tions in the Andean region to
peasants’ unionsand urban orga-
nizers reclaiming full citizenship;
fromMexicotoBolivianew actors
and new tacticsareat work. Even
inforgotten Chile, hesitant social
movements have begun to re-
emerge.

In al, it can be said that we
are witnessing the most remark-
able political transition ever in
Latin America. If we assess his-
tory, we can also conclude that
never before have political and
social transformationsbeentaken
so seriously. The right is con-
fronted with thedilemmaof either
contributing to develop freer and
democratic societies, redistribut-
ing wealth and being part of the
‘integrationist’ project, or of be-
ing cast asideandleft behind. The
U.S. could establish aconsiderate relationship and mutually ben-
eficial trade and commerce with the region or attempt new bloody
aggressions that presently could only serve to strengthen inte-
grationist sentiment. The transition towards new paradigms will
belong, and it appears that there are no shortcuts. For now, the
struggle on the field of representative and parliamentary democ-
racy coupled with social mobilization seemsto be the way out of
the neoliberal project. R

Carlos Torresis a Toronto-based activist.
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Cold War Rivalries

and the

Kurdish Nationalist Movements

Since Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt
in 1798, there has been an uninterrupted
imperial presence in the Middle East,
mainly due to its strategic geopolitical
position and resources, oil inparticular. In
the Middle East, control of natural re-
sources has been centuries-old politics.
Since oil has formed a backbone to the
economic growth and wealth of many na-
tions, control of those resources has been
paramount in the foreign policy of super-
powers. Powerful geopolitical interestsin
theMiddleEast pursued through colonial
and neo-colonial policieswhilebenefiting
superpowers and their class allies in the
region, has been a mgjor factor in plung-
ing the countries and inhabitants of the
region into all kinds of divisions, wars,
poverty, underdevelopment, backward-
nessand dictatorships. The Kurdsare per-
haps the most oppressed ethnic group in
the region and have suffered the most as
aresult of thesepolicies. They aretheonly
statel ess nation that throughout the mod-
ern history of the Middle East have been
subject to campaigns of oppression,
double standards, and ethnic cleansing
because of its claim to self-rule and state-
hood which have been contrary to thein-
terests of both imperial powers and their
puppet regimes in the region.

Denied a country in the post-World
War | division of the Ottoman Empire,
Kurdswere briefly promised acountry by
President Woodrow Wilson, but then were
left out in the cold as the former colonial
powers (France and Britain) drew up arti-
ficial boundariesfor their future neo-colo-
nial exploitation of the region’ sresources
and labour. The Kurds remained statel ess
“minorities’ in Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Syria, and
Armenia

During the cold war, the ideological
and military rivalries between the Soviet
Union and the United Statesfor global in-
fluence and domination - manifested in the

preservation of status quo through such
mechanisms as balance of power and the
division of the world into specific sphere
of influence - provided the main “justifi-
cation” for the oppression of the growing
Kurdish nationalist aspiration and move-
ments. However, preserving the status quo
did not mean these states wouldn't take
advantages of Kurdish nationalism and
the strong resistance to assimilation when
circumstances necessitated - the old co-
lonia policy of divide and rule. So far as
U.S. and European foreign policy are con-
cerned, thisisclearly evidentintheir treat-
ment of the Kurdish struggle in Iran and
Irag.

In Iran, for instance, when Reza
Pahlavi seized power in 1925 and estab-
lished an authoritarian regime, his regime
ignored the ethnic diversity of Iranian so-
ciety. Asfar asthe Kurdswere concerned,
Pahlavi’s nation-building strategy was
based on the conviction that Kurdsdid not
exist asadistinct ‘ people.” However, since
the Kurds' existence as a distinct people
proved very difficult to deny, the strategy
shifted to the assimilation of the Kurds
into the dominant Persian culture —
Persianization of the Kurds- by suppress-
ing their linguistic and cultural identity.
The Shah's power was built on a strong
British, and then U.S.-backed, military and
secret police; therefore, it was very suc-
cessful in implementing its repressive
policy towards the Kurds without any in-
ternational objection. After Reza Shah's
abdication, in the more open political and
tolerant conditions created between 1941
and the overthrow of the nationalist gov-
ernment of Dr. Mosaddeq, the Azerbaijanis
and Kurdssucceeded in establishing their
first autonomous governments. However,
the official notion of a nation-building
strategy was pursued. As a result the
Shah, having maintained the support of
the United States and Britain, succeeded
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in crushing the Kurdistan Republic that
had been declared in Mahabad in 1946.
The Pahalvi Regime continued its repres-
sive policy towardsthe Kurds until itsfall
in 1979.

Inlrag, whenthe Ba ath party - which
was removed from government soon after
the 1963 coup - returned to power ina1968
coup, they signed a treaty of friendship
and cooperation with the Soviet Union.
Soon after, in 1972, the Iraq Petroleum
Company (IPC ) was nationalized. The
Iragi government turned to Moscow for
both weapons and help in deterring any
U.S. reprisals for nationalizing the | PC,
which had been owned by Royal Dutch-
Shell, BP, Exxon, Mobil, and the French firm
CFP. Iragwasthefirst Gulf country to suc-
cessfully nationalize its oil industry dur-
ing the early 1970s struggles of oil export-
ing countries against the Western multi-
national corporations that had ruled the
industry. By shunning the western pow-
ersand developing a close relationship
with the Soviet Union, Irag succeeded in
depriving U.S. and U.K. companies from
having access to lucrative Iraqi oil re-
sources. Before the nationalization of oil
inlrag, U.S.and U.K. oil giantsheld athree
quarter share of the Iragi petroleum com-
pany, whichincluded Irag’ sentire national
reserves.

Thiscoincided with the Kurdish rebel -
lion in Irag and Iraq’s low-scale military
conflict with Iran over thelocation of bor-
der lines. To punish and put pressure on
the Ba ath regime, the U.S. government
originally supported the Kurdish rebels.
However, as Iran reached an agreement
with Irag in 1975 and the Ba ath regime
moderated its realtionship with the U.S,,
Washinton anditsally, the Shah, withdew
their suppprt for therebels; hence, allow-
ing the Iragi government to slaughter the
Kurds. In fact, the U.S. even denied them
refuge. No wonder Kissinger secretly ex-



plains that, “covert action should not be
confused with missionary work.” We wit-
nessed the same scenario in the 1991 Gulf
War during which Washington originally
encouraged the Kurdsto stand up against
Saddam when heinvaded Kuwait, but later
|eft them aloneto be repressed by Saddam.

A 1995 CIA report, however, tells us
what excatly the U.S. policy hasbeenwith
respect to the Kurdish cause. Simply be-
cause the Kurds seemed to resist assimi-
lation and had been struggling for their
right to self-determination , the CIA Report
calls Kurdish nationalism “an even more
intractable problem than Palestinian na-
tionalism,” and claims that “Kurdistan is
and doubtless will remain anon-state na-
tion.” Itisbased on thisthat Washington’'s
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policy in general has been either to fully
support or, at least, turn ablind eyeon the
repression of Kurdish nationalism by its
client regimes in the Middle East. The
Kurds have been subjected to horriblere-
pression, countless human rights abuses,
and genocide not only in Iraq, Iran, and
Syria, but also in Turkey — and the world
community has been largely unabletoin-
tervene because thiswas seen asthe* sov-
ereign affairs of other nations.” This at
least has been the case when those na-
tionswere U.S. alies, such as Iran, under
the Shah, Irag inthe 1980s, and Turkey all
aong. The U.S. has even gone to the ex-

tent of denying atrocitiesand genocidein
these countries until, in the case of Iraq,
Hussein made the transition from ally to
enemy, at which point it not only became
possible, but necessary to appeal to
Kurdish suffering there.

Another important aspect of the im-
pact of the Cold War on Kurdish national -
ism was the growth of Kurdish political
parties and the escalation of their resis-
tance against local national governments.
Therivalries between big superpowers of
the east and west provided a breathing
space and, on occasion, ideological and
logistical supportsfrom both capitalist and
communist camps when their immediate
interest whereinvolved. It wasunder such
circumstancesthat, for examplein Turkey,

Abdullah Ocalan and hiscircle helped cre-
ate The Kurdish Workers Party (Partiya
Karkeren Kurdistan — PKK) in thelate 70s
to seek Kurdish independence from the
Turkish state. The PKK wasthe strongest
and most organized Kurdish revolutionary
organization with Marxist-L eninist tenden-
ciesfor several years, representing alarge
portion of the Kurdish masses.

In Iraqg, the circumstances leading to
the 1961 uprising of the Kurds against the
government in lraq was largely the prod-
uct of the superpower rivalries. After Iran,
Irag was the second country that became
the target of direct U.S. imperial policy
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when its pro-Western, British-installed
monarchy was overthrown in 1953 — the
first puppet regimeto beoverthrowninan
oil-producing country. In July 1958 an
army faction led by Abdul Karim Qasim
seized power in Irag, executed theking and
declared Iraq arepublic. Fearing that Iraq
might turn communist under the new mili-
tary regime and worrying about its oil in-
terests, the United States delivered an ul-
timatum to the new regime by threatening
toinvadelrag. In order to corroborate the
credibility of itsthreat, the U.S. stationed
its troopsin Jordan and L ebanon and did
not pull them back until it received assur-
ancesfrom the new regimein Baghdad that
U.S. oil interests will not be jeopardized.

But theanti-colonial sentimentsof the
Iragi people and their high expectations
from the new government, posed a grow-
ing danger to U.S. interestsin Irag. Under
arising tide of public pressure, Qasim's
regime undertook several anti-imperialist
measures contrary to its previous assur-
ances. The most important of such poli-
cieswere: limiting |PCsconcession areaby
issuing “law 80" in 1961 and the subse-
quent formation of anew Iragi owned oil
company in 1963; withdrawing Irag from
the Baghdad Pact; ordering British forces
out of lrag; signing an economic and tech-
nical aid deal with the Soviet Union; and
cancelling the American aid program.
These measures proved detrimental not
only to the U.S. interestsin Iraqg, but also
to Qasim’s own regime.

The Kurds of northern Iraq — led by
Mustafa Barzani, leader of the Kurdish
Democratic Party which was established
in Tehranin December 1945 —took advan-
tage of the situation and revolted against
the government of Abdul Karim Qasimin
1961. Iraqg managed to put down the
Kurdish revolt, but fighting between the
Iragi government and the Kurds continued
for decades. In fact, in 1975, the KDP at-
tacked Iragi troops after the government
refused to give them autonomy and con-
trol of the oil-rich province of Kirkuk,
which was traditionally Kurdish territory.
Baghdad’ sfailureto grant autonomy made
Barzani increasingly receptiveto U.S,, Is-
raeli and Iranian offers of support if the
KDP took up arms again the Iragi regime.
In 1974, Baghdad unilaterally announced
aKurdish autonomousregiononitsterms
and launched amilitary ®



offensive. When Tehran and Washington
abruptly ended support for the KDP in
March 1975, following an agreement be-
tween Baghdad and Tehran, Barzani an-
nounced the collapse of the armed
struggle. In the absence of any plan for
retreat, thousands of Kurdish guerrillas
surrendered to Iragi forces, while 100,000
to 200,000 guerrillas and their families and
supportersfled, mostly into Iran. The gov-
ernment, managed to crush therevolt after
Iran and Iraq signed the infamous Algiers
Accord. Iran and the U.S. cut off support
for the Kurdish revolt, leading to the rout-
ing of Kurdish areas within a week - 800
villages along the Iran-lrag border were
evacuated. The collapse of the Kurdish re-
sistancein March 1975 presented amoment
of profound crisis for the people of Iraqgi
Kurdistan, throwing their forces and the
Kurdish community in disarray.
Followingthefailure of the KDPmove-
ment, in 1975 Jala Talabani, a member of
the KDP's political bureau, broke away
from Mustafa Barzani’s leadership and
formeda“Leninist” opposition group, later
came to be known as Y ekiaiti Nishtimani
Kurdistan (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan —
PUK). The PUK incorporated some di ssat-
isfied KDP members and non-K DP group-
ings such as the Komala of Nawshirwan
Mustafa and Socialist Movement of
Kurdistan of ‘Ali Askari. The PUK was
originally based in Damascus (supported
by the Soviets) and aligneditself closely with
the Syrian government who trained and
armed them. Syria’ s objectivein supporting
the rebels was to combat Iraq’'s regional
dominance after the Algiers agreement.

In 1976, Talebani began organizing
armed resistanceinsidelrag. Theestablish-
ment of the PUK was the beginning of the
decades of conflict between KDPand PUK.
But the sole beneficiaries of this conflict
were the regional and global powers, not
the Kurdish masses. Despitetheir bitter ri-
valry, theKDPand PUK havelong followed
the same strategy. They have built up sub-
stantial armed militiasto advancetheir ob-
jectives while looking to Irag’s regional
competitors and international enemies for
support. Unfortunately, in many occasions,
they failed to pursueindependent political
strategy and became the object of imperi-
alist plans and policies, resulting in the
sufferings of the Kurdish people.

The history of Iraqi
Kurdistan shows
how imperialist
powers and their
local clients have
used the warring
factions of the
Kurdish elite for
their own ends at
the expense of the
impoverished
Kurdish masses.

Theperiod after 1975 wasone of heavy
repression. Iragi forces destroyed hun-
dreds of villages in order to create a “se-
curity belt” along the borders with Iran,
Turkey and Syria. The village inhabitants
were resettled in camps in southern and
less mountainous areas. Baghdad also
bought support by distributing some of its
rising oil revenues, although productive
investmentswere channelled to center and
south of the country. With the outbreak of
the Iran-Irag war in September 1980, both
regimestried to usethe Kurdsagainst each
other. Baghdad stepped up its military re-
cruitment. In the north, new lightly-armed
militias were recruited, which Kurds re-
ferred to as jahsh (little donkeys). Tradi-
tional clan leaders headed these militias.
The PUK, in reactiontothe KDP' sjoint op-
eration with the Iranian government in 1983
at Hajj Umran, opened talks with the Iraqgi
government on the question of autonomy.
These talks collapsed in January 1985 due
to disagreement over theareaof theautono-
mous region. Inresponse, thePUK launched
itsmagjor insurrection agai nst the Baa' th gov-
ernment, drawing on Iranian support. It
signed acooperation agreement with Iranin
October 1986, vowing to fight together until
theoverthrow of the Ba th government. This
resulted in the PUK being designated as
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Zumrat Umala’ Iran (Band of Iranian
Agents).

Differences of ideology and political
practice as well as conflicting group inter-
ests produced periods of heavy clashes
between the PUK and the KDP. At Iran’s
initiative the two groups came together as
the Kurdistan Front in July 1987, just prior
to Baghdad' sgenocidal Anfal campaign of
1987 and 1988, which resulted in the
Kurdish movement being cut once again
adrift and Jalal Talebani forced to flee to
Iran. Of course, Iran’s interest in the
Kurdish causein Iraqwas not only purely
self-centred and tactical but al so hypocriti-
cal considering the degree of the repres-
sion of the Kurdish community inlran. The
history of Iragi Kurdistan shows how im-
perialist powersandtheir local clientshave
used the warring factions of the Kurdish
elite for their own ends at the expense of
the impoverished Kurdish masses.

The Kurdish movements in Iran and
Turkey were partly overshadowed by the
1961-75 struggles in Irag. Although the
armed resistance in Iraq initially contrib-
uted totherevival theKDPinlran (KDPI),
Barzani argued that Kurds in Iran should
delay their struggles until the Iragi Kurds
had achieved meaningful autonomy inlrag.
Barzani’s position, however, was more
aimed at gaining the support of the lranian
regime than concern for the plight of the
KurdsinIran. Infact, heordered those Ira-
nian Kurdish activists who had escaped
therepression of the Shah from Iranto stop
anti-lranian activity. One faction of the
Kurdish Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI)
followed Barzani, but a group of activists
split fromthe main group to formthe KDPI
Revolutionary Committee. They staged an
armed struggle against the military forces
of the Shah, but were eventually defeated
when Barzani closed theborderswhilethey
weretrying totakerefugein lrag. Therest
of KDPI leadership remained in Baghdad
and Europe until the Pahlavi monarchy was
on the verge of collapsein late 1978.

This by no means was the end of
KurdishresistanceinIran. In 1969, agroup
of radical intellectuals formed the Revolu-
tionary Organization of Toilers of
Kurdistan, better known as Komala. Since
they faced severe repression under the
Shah’ sregime, like other radical opposition
forcesthey had to go underground. Reject-



ing both pro-Soviet tendencies and the
urban guerrilla emphasis of some Iranian
revolutionary groups, Komalafollowed the
M aoi st strategy of organizing and mobiliz-
ing the peasants against the Shah. The
KDPI denounced theKomald sactivitiesto
organi zethe peasantry and recruit women,
arguing that issues of class struggle
should await the achievement of autonomy.
TheKDPI began armed assaultsonthel eft-
ists groups as early as 1980, and in 1984
launched a confrontation against Komala
that continued for several years and took
a heavy toll on both sides. The KDPI has
since been weakened by the assassination
of two general secretaries. Since 1984, the
| eadership and much of the organi zation of
both parties have been based in Iraqi
Kurdistan. Asin Irag, factionalism cameto
be the main impediment to the emergence
of aviable Kurdish nationalist movement.
In Turkey, inresponseto the Kemalist
regime’s westernization policy aimed at
building a pro-western secular nation
based on Turkish national, linguistic and
cultural identity, the Kurdslaunched ase-
ries of revolts throughout the 1920s and
1930s. These revolts were total failures
mainly dueto organizational problems. By
1939, the Turkish regime managed to bru-
tally put down the last of these revolts,
leading many to believe that the Kurdish
problemhad been “solved.” Hundreds of
thousands of Kurdswereforcibly deported
toWestern Turkey. Therepressionand pro-
liferation of Kurdish cultural and political
groups continued even in the period be-
tween the military coups of 1960 and 1980,
directly and indirectly supported by the
west. Turkishrepressivepolicy towardthe
Kurdish masses, however, created a
favourable condition for the emergence of
radical organizationsespousing socialism,
unlike Iragi Kurdistan. The military regime
following the 1980 coup was able to sup-
press most of these organizationswith the
exception of the PKK. It survived the re-
pression following the 1980 coup mainly
due to its strong social networks and or-
ganizational discipline. The PKK launched
itsfirst attack against Turkish military tar-
getsin 1984. During the 80s, the PKK was
distinguished from other political partiesby
its vast social base, which included a siz-
able portion of workers and peasants. Un-
like its counterparts in Iran and Iraq that

advocated autonomy for Kurdish regions
and were more involved in making deals
with their respective governments or their
enemies than developing their organiza-
tions and social base, the PKK advocated
both socialism and independence for
greater Kurdistan, and put a priority on
armed struggle. The PKK, furthermore, has
been open to women’ s participation and it
was estimated to have thousands of
womeninitsranksduring the80s. Another
important factor helping the organization
win popular support in Kurdish areas was
its ability to sustain a campaign of armed
struggle against the well-armed Turkish
army. Although it benefited from somefor-
eign aid, in particular from Syria, it effec-
tively relied on the organizational support
of the Kurdsin Kurdistan and in diaspora.

During the Cold War, the Kurdsof Iran,
Irag and Turkey were subjected to system-
atic repression, ethnic cleansing and rac-
ist practices. Global systemic pressures
and imperialist policies aimed at the inte-
gration of Third World economies, includ-
ingtheMiddle East, into the dominant glo-
bal capitalist system forced client regimes
intheMiddleEast to pursue capitalist mod-
ernization, cultural homogenization, and
political stability. To achieve these objec-
tives, these client regimes undertook sub-
stantia infrastructural reformswhile main-
taining a rigid and authoritarian political
system. Ethnic minorities and political op-
position groups who resisted these

changes paid the highest price. Kurds, in
particular because of their nationalist as-
pirations and their strong resistancetoin-
corporationintothedominant culture, were
systematically oppressed. In response,
many Kurdish political organization were
formed, who embarked on decades of
armed struggle against their oppressors.
The opening created asaresult of the
rivalries between the Soviet Union and the
United States for supremacy in the region
was animportant factor inthe survival and
growth of these groups. Like the PLO,
many radical Kurdish organizationsrelied
on political and military support from the
Soviet Union to sustain their existenceand
continue their struggles. In addition, the
“socialist camp” provided them with much-
needed ideological blueprints, organiza-
tional assistance and strategic guidance.
Theserivalrieshad adownsidetoo. Label-
ling these organizations as communist and
pro-Soviet provided the United Statesand
their client regimeswith a “proper” justifi-
cation to repress the Kurdish masses asa
whole. Inaddition, lack of political insights,
sectarian interests, and a mere pursuance
of power pushed Kurdish organizations
such as PUK and KDP to naively and
vainly look to Irag’s regional competitors
and international enemiesfor support. R
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