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Foreword

Rosny Smarth
Prime Minister of Haiti

It has given me immense pleasure to read Community Power and Grassroots
Democracy, the result of a multi-country research project and the outcome
of years of perseverance by researchers in eight countries and by the
team at the Centre for Research on Latin America and the Caribbean
(CERLAC) under the direction of Michael Kaufman.

The welcome initiative by CERLAC to co-ordinate this research has
resulted in a book of inestimable value about new forms of collective
action that have blossomed throughout much of the Third World

In Community Power and Grassroots Democracy we are able to follow a
range of popular organizations and initiatives in grassroots democracy in
their formation and their evolution, with their diverse courses of action
and modes of internal functioning, and in their ideological articulation
and political action. Together, the chapters in this book give us the ideo-
logical and methodological tools to understand that underneath their
contradictions and ambiguities, their weaknesses and stumbling blocks,
there lies an ensemble of organizations and practices with astonishing
vitality and remarkable social and political productivity.

In effect, these organizations and associative practices give all the
signs of a new mode of political action that embodies profound socio-
cultural transformation. They respond to the sometimes anxious search
for a true citizenship that is rising in the hearts of the people in my
region and elsewhere. And the search by so many directly challenges us
all to work actively towards a new social and political order: an order that
no longer centralizes decision-making, knowledge, and the fruits of pro-
duction in the hands of a small minority. An order that, to the contrary,
unites and harmonizes the work of all citizens and renders them able to
act in a manner that is congruent with their rights and abilities.
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This book shows without doubt the contribution of these collective
organizations. They represent a point of convergence for the interests of
diverse groups and, at the same time, a space to conduct dialogue, to
exercise serious contestation, and to organize people to resolve the
problems of daily life. In brief, they are centres for apprenticeship, and
for the construction and exercise of a democracy based on the respon-
sible and effective participation of diverse groups of people.

This book gives us an interpretative trail that is profound and some-
times surprising of social phenomena that, at first sight, are, at least
sometimes, quite unusual. It informs us that one of the essential character-
istics of these new forms of community action is precisely that they are
somewhat inaccessible and escape many of the categories of traditional
social and political analysis. It helps us remember that, although they are
only in the process of emergence, they are already organizations with
distinct characteristics, which, in consequence, force us to discover distinct
approaches to uncover and understand their origins and activities.

Community Power and Grassroots Democracy is a wonderful beginning to
this process of intellectual and political discovery.

Port-an-Prince, Haiti
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Community Power,
Grassroots Democracy, and
the Transformation of Social Life

Michael Kanfman

I spotted the young girl out of the corner of my eye. She was batefoot
and sat on the concrete step in front of a small, run-down house. She
wore a clean print dress and was playing with a doll that had lost most
of its hair. There was nothing special about the gitl, but I thought about
her because she seemed so content. It was the simple contentment of a
child at play, but in my mind I projected ahead a decade or two and
thought that her life was going to be better than that of het parents.

I was in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, and it was in the heady and optimistic
days in 1990 leading up to the election to the country’s presidency of the
radical priest Father Aristide. Several years befote, the dictator had fallen,
and although remnants of the old regime clung to power, there was
something new and powerful stirring in the neighborhoods of the city
and in the farms and villages across the countryside. People were creating
grasstoots organizations that, for the first time in 200 years, seemed to
have the potential of turning common people into the shapers of their
own destinies. Although I knew my association was fanciful — the stuff
of novels rather than everyday reality — the gitl in het contentment seemed
to represent what lay ahead.

In its specifics this was the story of one country. But it is a story told
in different ways, with different voices, in different chapters, throughout
much of the world. It is a story of a search for forms of democracy that
allow people in their communities and workplaces to control their lives
and livelihoods. It is a tale of empowerment, of grasping the tools of
political action, of group discipline, of economic and social will.

It is not, unfortunately, a simple story with fairytale endings. One
need look no further than Central America and the Caribbean to see
that. In Haiti, popular organizing had not gone far enough to prevent the
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military from overthrowing Aristide in 1991. In Nicaragua, attempts to
build organizations of community power were undermined by war, eco-
nomic crisis, scarce resources, political sectatianism, and a view of the
central state as the ultimate means for social change. In Jamaica, most
community councils of the 1970s failed to survive an economic crisis, a
change in government and a reorientation of social priotities in the 1980s.
In Cuba, new, democratic forms of municipal organization have had to
compete with bureaucratic and centralist tendencies. In the Dominican
Republic, explosive forms of popular organizing in the barrios have so far
failed to coalesce into ongoing otganizations capable of developing a
new vocabulary of social action. In Costa Rica, the success of grassroots
efforts to create new communities through land invasions and pressure
on the state to provide housing has meant the development of stable
communities in which social activism becomes less and less necessary.

The real end of each story, however, has yet to be told. We can sketch
a tale of struggle and change. But the only thing that has definitively
ended are today’s chapters. The accumulation of expetience, the develop-
ment of new possibilities, the creation of new priorities, the shaping of
new social actors, the building of new skills and self-confidence, are but
raw materials for stories yet to be written.

Although half of the chapters in this volume refer specifically to
expetiments in grassroots organization in five different countries — Chile,
Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominican Republic, and Haiti — these pieces and the
broader theoretical chapters have a wider historical and geographic sweep.!

All the articles, directly or indirectly, emerged from a co-operative and
collaborative research project that involved researchers in the Central
American and Caribbean countries, as well as researchers working in
Canada, Uruguay, and Chile. In most cases, the period under investigation
was from sometime in the 1970s, when most of the experiments began,
through the early 1990s, when our collaborative research project came to
an end. The research, which will be desctibed in detail in the second part
of this introductory chapter, involved more than ten research centers in
a co-operative project. The aim of our wotk was, for the first time anywhere,
to do a comparative examination of the process of grassroots mobilization
and the development of community-based forms of popular democracy.

The experiences in these countties have been very different in their
origins, structures, developmental impact, relation to central governments,
and in their areas of successes and failures. What they held in common
was an attempt to extend participation and democtatic decision-making,
In some countries, governments initiated these efforts; in others they
began at a grassroots level with or without any support from the govern-
ment but usually in direct confrontation with the state.
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The richness of this experimental base has stood in stark contrast to
our limited understanding and scant evaluations of these attempts. While
many agencies and theoreticians acknowledge the potential of community
participation in the process of development, no attempt has been made
to study these actual experiences in this region systematically at the in-
dividual and, particularly, at the comparative level. This parallels the
weakness of comparative studies in other regions of the world.

The overall research issue was the role and potential of organizations
of community participation as effective participatory, decision-making,
and administrative structures capable of responding to the problems of
a community and a nation. What role were they playing or might they
play in the process of social and personal empowerment, economic
development, and socio-political transformation? In the end, our research
became a study of the strengths and weaknesses, the limits and potential,
of community democracy in the Third World and beyond.

The central contentions of this chapter — ones that emerged in the
course of the project — are these: participatory democracy represents
both a goal of social change and a method of bringing about change. In
particular, the community represents a potential locus of change that
offers the possibility of bringing together individuals in a unitary way
that overcomes divisions based on sex, age, political orientation, and, to
a certain extent, class and ethnicity. Nevertheless, efforts towards popular
power based in the community face enormous obstacles in the form of
the power of central bureaucracies, party and state apparatuses, lack of
skills and organizing traditions, the impact of national and transnational
economic and political structures and activities, and a range of existing
social divisions. The impact of differences of social, economic, and
political power is what I term differential participation and is the theme
of Chapter 7.

I now want to explore a series of themes concerning democratic theory
and community-based forms of popular participation, and then go on to
summarize the themes and goals of the project as a whole and very briefly
summarize the focus of the various research projects and their results.?

The Theoretical Framework
Farticipation and power

The practical and intellectual roots for organizers and researchers of
community-based participation lie in the search for a road to rebuild
community life and the more secure (if far from idyllic) human relation-
ships shattered by industrialization, urbanization, internationalization of



4 Communnity Power and Grassroots Democracy

capital, colonization, and proletarianization. Its roots also lie in the pro-
gressive decomposition of the two prevalent development paradigms of
the twentieth century — centrally planned socialism and market-driven
capitalism.

The failings of the capitalist market model, all too evident in the
underdevelopment of most of the Third Wortld and in what we might
think of as the overdevelopment of the First Wotld, has stimulated an
interest in finding forms of development that actually reach the majority
of the population. Advocates of capitalist development thought that struc-
tural economic crises, the endemic social problems, and the political
instability of so many Third World countries could be conqueted through
technological and economic solutions that would boost growth and
development. Their solutions wete diverse, including large state invest-
ment, import substitution, the encouragement of small business, and the
enactment of so-called free-market policies. The aim was to promote
growth and profit-making that would spread in the fashion of nineteenth-
and twentienth-century capitalism in Europe and the colonial settler states
of the US, Canada and Australia. As has been analyzed exhaustively over
the past 30 years, the model has not met its expectations, although cet-
tain nodes of growth do exist.

As for state socialism, as an economic model it has been undermined
by its own social and political contradictions. One aspect of its politico-
economic model — the virtual equation of socialism with democracy —
has been the source of many problems: seize the state in the name of the
people (the cutious concept of dictatotship as democtacy), nationalize
the means of production, and, in a snap, as if Marx were Metlin, you'd
have the rudiments of a new democtacy, a people’s democracy, a wotkers’
democracy. In spite of the often grim workings of the Moscows and
Pekings, and the Pragues and Warsaws, the obvious inequalities and lop-
sided development of the capitalist wotld, and certain material gains in
countries such as Cuba, helped maintain a faith in this model.

What this model ignored — as had been pointed out for many decades
by those of us who felt that the Soviet Union, China, and Eastern Europe
were neither particularly socialist nor particulatly democtatic — was that
democracy was a precondition for socialism as much as some sort of
socialism was a precondition for an extension of democtacy. The problem,
as has been explored in an increasing number of books and articles since
the early 1980s, has been to understand the articulation of the two and
how one constructs a deeply socialist democracy. There are many takes
on this riddle, but they have in common the notion that new structutes
need to be built that allow forms of popular participation, indeed popular
powet, to operate directly. Forms of direct control — such as workers’
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ownership and control of the workplace and the economy through co-
operatives, public ownership, and netwotks of workplace and community
committees — would play a key role in the extension of democracy. In
some versions, forms of ditect democracy would be combined with a
revamped liberal democratic electoral and party structure; many versions
now recognize the possibility, even the necessity, of mixing public ownert-
ship with some forms of private business and a matket economy.

One of the problems has always been how to realize these goals.
What structures are viable in large, complex societies? What expetiments
provide a useful pathway of empowerment? What strategies might take
us along the pathway towards this future? Here the fundamental problem
has been how to build inclusive structures of social, economic and politi-
cal power, ones that overcome inequalities and could fundamentally shift
the basis of social power.

Our own research venture did not pretend to be able to answer all
these questions, but rather set out to look at one level at which answers
might be articulated: that is popular participation at the community level.
The conceptual framework that emerged was one which sees the resolu-
tion of problems and the answer to the questions as pertinent to a process
of transition, transformation, and empowerment.

These four words — process, transition, transformation, empowerment
— are key to this approach: ‘process’ suggests that change is ongoing and,
implicitly, difficult and full of conflict and struggle. The particular otgani-
zations we study are not of interest as fixed entities — this is not research
into organizational structure — but in the sense that they are patt of the
creative flux of change. “Transition’ suggests that this process is not sim-
ply one of modernization and development, but is a process leading to
an alternative future. This prospective future may not be well articulated
and is indeed unknown, but it is an alternative in the sense that it is a
future substantially freed from the nightmare of the present — a present
typified in most countries by the existence of waste, greed, and corruption
alongside malnutrition, inadequate housing, poor health care, illiteracy,
alienation, unemployment, racism, sexism, and fear. The wotd ‘trans-
formation’ suggests that this process of transition is not simply one of
quantitative or linear improvement, but a substantial and qualitative shift
in the political, economic, social, and cultural relations of the day. And
finally, ‘empowerment’ refers both to a method of change and to a
definition of these new relations.

Indeed the problems we ate talking about have to do with relations
and not just living conditions. The problem in most of the countries of
the region we studied, as elsewhere in the wotld, is not simply that the
conditions of life are onerous. The problem is that those who suffer the
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most under the status quo — and the suffetrers are easily a majority of the
population — do not have ready-made means to change either their lot in
life or the societies in which they live. They do not have access to effective
means of political power. They do not have access to sufficient means of
economic production. They do not have the education, the training, of,
in many cases, the self-esteem and self-confidence to engage in a success-
ful process of change. What is more, other classes, other social groupings
have defined for them and for all of society what is important and how
society should be structured and managed. In some cases any attempt by
these individuals and groups of individuals to bring about change is met
with harsh repression.

The common denominator of all these factors is a lack of power by
the majority of the population — a lack of power to identify problems
and mobilize the society’s resources to solve them. If we take a historical
and even anthropological view, we can see that this current situation is
a result of an ongoing process by which certain groups of the population
have gained more and more control of the means of political, economic,
and social power. These groups might be particular classes, castes, ethnic,
national, or color groupings, one sex, or a combination of many of these.
Thus a process of change must necessatily be a process of empowerment
of the majority who lack power.

I start off with these points because of the theoretical weaknesses that
have plagued both the literature on participation and the actual attempts
to develop popular participation. Such a framework allows us to ask the
fundamental question as to whether the organization plays a role — or
has potential to play a role — in changing the fundamental social, political,
economic, and social relations that have created inadequate living condi-
tions in the first place.

As many social theorists have noted, ‘participation’ is a broad and
often vague concept. It can refer to everything from voting to participating
in a vote fraud, from participating in a neighborhood committee that has
power to direct a process of local change to participating in a hired gang
that beats up those who lead such a local committee.

To a certain extent the framework I have just described appears consis-
tent with that taken in some other studies. For example, the Popular
Participation Program of the United Nations Research Institute for Social
Development (UNRISD) defines participation as a means, particularly by
those currently without power, to re-distribute ‘both the control of
resources and of power in favor of those who live by their own productive
labor”

One study of popular participation in West Bengal modified the
UNRISD definition and referred to popular participation as ‘collective
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efforts to increase and exercise control over resources and institutions on
the part of groups and movements of those hitherto excluded from
control.* However, like any one-line definition, this can only hint at a
range of issues, problems, and conflicts. Such ‘collective efforts” of change
have distinct political, economic, social and cultural dimensions. Society
isn’t divided neatly into those who have power and those who don't; for
example, even within dominated groupings there ate power inequalides —
inequalities based on sex, age, color, sexual orientation, and so forth.
And there are differences within the camp of ‘those excluded from
control’ between the urban poor and the peasantry, between blue-collar,
white-collar, and those such as teachers and nurses.

Furthermore, such ‘collective efforts’ at change are not merely an
effort by one group to grab the teins of society, but must of necessity
include a redefinition of social priorities and social organization. The
notion of ‘control of institutions’ can mask the need for new social
institutions altogether.

The authors of a study by the World Employment Program of the
International Labor Organization note that popular participation can
contribute to a basic needs strategy ‘by playing a part in the definition of
basic needs; by enhancing the generation of resources to meet basic
needs; by improving the distribution of goods and services; and by
satisfying the psychological desire to participate in decisions which affect
people’s lives.” These points are valid, but, as with much of the literature
on participation, do not sufficiently emphasize the need to shift relations
of power. Rather, the stress in this JLO document is on a series of
institutions that may augment the power of certain groupings in order to
provide specific things or a sense of participation, but not necessarily
change the fundamental social relations of power.

Another problem with one-line definitions is that participation/
empowerment is both a goal and a method of change. As a goal, popular
participation refers to a society in which thete no longer exists a mono-
poly of the means of political, economic, cultural and social power in the
hands of a particular class, sex, social stratum, or bureaucratic elite. As
a method of change, participation is a means to develop the voice and
organizational capacity of those previously excluded; it is a means for the
majority of the population to identify and express their needs and to
contribute directly to the solving of social problems. As a method,
participation is a prefiguration of a future society based on new ptinciples
of socio-economic and political organization.

Perhaps what is fundamental in any analysis of popular participation
is not to get lost in the myriad different organizations and activities. The
key question is whether these otrganizations constitute meaningful
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participatory institutions of empowerment. Much of the literature on the
subject speaks of the ability of the population to influence and indeed
control the processes of both decision-making and implementation. But
1 think we can go beyond this. For me the key is whether #be mass of the
population has the means to define the terms and nature of its participation.

This has several implications. One is that for people to have this
capacity, a society must meet a number of preconditions: a population
must have the economic, cultural, political and social means to define
what is desirable, what is good, and, in a sense, what is the nature of
their reality — that is, what Antonio Gramsci defined as hegemony. Such
a precondition has, in different terms, been called social justice. Of course,
we must acknowledge not only that social justice is a precondition for
participation, but that participation is a precondition for social justice.
There is no absolute level of either social justice or participation; rather,
there are degrees of each and the development of each remains inter-
related and intertwined.

The second implication of this analysis is, as C.Y. Thomas points out,
that those interested in new relations of political and economic power
have not concretely defined the norms and rules of behavior of new
relations of power. We have not adequately codified the basic principles
of alternative institutions. And we have not developed the measuring
rods to assess these new relations, or a process, of empowerment. The
question, therefore, is what is the practical content, what are the necessary
and sufficient features, of a hegemony of the majority?®

Third, the notion of a population having the capacity to define the
terms of its participation suggests we must historicize the concept. The
quest for defining the terms and nature of social participation is a process
that changes over time. Specifically this means that neither activists nor
researchers are dealing with fully formed, fully successful, or pristine
organizations. Rather, organizations and structures embody a process of
change. The expression of a mass impulse for empowerment can take
radically different forms, which themselves change over time.

Historicizing the idea of participation places emphasis on the process
of change, the dynamics of empowerment, and the conflicts that this
process generates. This includes the conflicts not simply between those
who have and those who do not have power. It also includes conflict
within the group that lacks power, such as conflict between men and
women or young and old. These conflicts affect the capacity of a group
to define a new hegemonic discourse.’

This emphasis — on the ability of the mass of the population to define
the terms and nature of its participation — relates to other assumptions
that emerged within this research project. For example, it relates to the
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contradictory role of the state and political leadership in the process of
empowerment. What political conditions, what political culture is most
likely to encourage and allow the development of this self-definition and
the development of institutions of popular participation? Are there con-
ditions where a central state actually fosters this process, or, conversely,
when does support from the outside actually undermine a process of
local empowerment?

Community and community power

There are, of course, many institutions that potentially allow some form
of popular participation: voluntary associations such as political parties;
organized groups of women or youth; groups based on colot, ethnicity,
tribe or religion; consumer groups; self-help groups; peasants otrganiza-
tions; and neighborhood associations. There are representative bodies,
structures of workplace democracy, trade unions, and co-operatives. With
such a range of institutions, why the interest in community power? Let
us first look at what type of organizations our study focused on, and,
second, consider why these institutions are worth studying with both
care and enthusiasm.

There isn’t only one type of organization that falls under the rubtic of
organizations of community power and grassroots democracy. Even within
the countries of our research project, the organizations we ended up
studying ranged from those supported by governments and integrated
into the political structure of the country to groups that were organized
against the existing political system. There were groups focused on a
particular concern (such as housing) and those with wide responsibility
for community affairs. Thete were groups that operated with some patron-
age functions for the national government and those that maintained an
uneasy relation with the government to receive funding for the organiza-
tion’s activities. There were highly structured groups and loosely struc-
tured, leaderless, largely spontaneous efforts.

They all had several things in common. First and foremost, they were
all organizations based at the community level. By community we meant
a geographic community — in our case, a village, an urban neighborhood,
or a city. These organizations were based on common interests where
people lived and, in some cases, where people worked. They were not
based on political affiliation — although partisan politics might piay a role
in their operation in some cases — nor exclusively in the workplace, nor
relating exclusively to a particular sub-group within the community, such
as women, youth, workers, or an ethnic, religious, or color grouping
Taken together, they were potentially unitary bodies able to express and
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articulate the felt needs of people in relation to everything from the
provision of housing, food, water and roads, to the disttibution of land,
the creation of meaningful employment, matters of secutity, and particular
problems experienced by women. In a nutshell, they were mass organi-
zations open to anyone in a given community. The other common feature
was that these organizations represented an attempt — explicitly or
implicitly, consciously or unconsciously — to capture more power for the
population at the grassroots level. Some were quite advanced and self-
conscious in this orientation. Others were taking the first steps in that
direction. Some had been successful, others not.

They were not groups of symbolic participation or of bureaucratized
‘community development’ schemes. They were mass membership,
community-based organizations that attempted to be groups of real
empowerment. Such organizations are of interest for several reasons: the
most obvious have to do with the nature of social organization and
social structure in the region. Most adults in most countties of the Third
World are not proletarianized workers who of necessity spend the majotity
of their waking time away from their community. In North Ametica ot
Europe a primary source of identification and potential power is the
workplace. In Central Ametica and the Caribbean (with the exception of
Cuba) most of the adult population are peasants, artisans, small crafts
producers, self-employed, those hustling for a living, women engaged in
domestic labor for themselves or someone else, or unemployed altogether.
Even for those employed in a traditional industrial or agro-industrial
setting — the majority of adults in Cuba, for example — the existence of
strong family and community networks remains a central facet of life.

This first point — that is, the reality of social organization in the
region — suggests that we need to look at the indigenous experience and
not to Eurocentric models of social change. We need to think no further
than the traditional, European Marxist model, which stresses the central-
ity of the proletarianized working class and workers’ councils in the
process of change. One of the realities of the process of change in the
region is the complex character of class coalitions and new forms of
struggle. Of course 1 am not positing a new dogma: that is, that the
community is the only locus of change. Rather, I am suggesting that the
expetience in the region suggests that the community is one of several
critical loci of organization and change.

The second reason for our interest in community organizations is that
it seems that it is at this level that ordinary people can best articulate a
holistic concept of their needs. That is, they are no longer focused simply
on working conditions or pay, but on basic needs, on children, on cultural
and spiritual needs, as well as on work.
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Furthermore, at this level, people are directly aware of community
problems and unused resources — that is, they are able to match develop-
ment plans with existing and potential resources. Self-interest intersects
with self-reliance and self-management to produce possibilities for
development. An approach to change that stresses community-based
forms of popular participation potentially addresses problems of political
patronage, the aloofness and rigidity of bureaucracy and the political
directorate, and the limited resources of the state.

A third reason for our interest in organizations of community power
is that the process of change in the region has created important experi-
ments in community organization. In Nicaragua, for example, the pre-
cursors of the Sandinista Defense Committees were critical in the over-
throw of the Somoza dictatorship. In Haiti, loosely organized neighborhood
committees played a key role in the mobilizations that forced Duvalier to
flee the country and led a process towards democratization. In all the
countries we studied, there were attempts to develop new forms of political
and social power at the community level.

A fourth reason has to do with the project of deepening democtacy
— in particular, the relationship of new forms of organization and decision-
making (such as that at the community level) to forms of representative
democracy. There is, of coutse, debate in the region, as elsewhete, as to
the importance of traditional forms of electoral democracy. My own
thought is that the right to form political parties and to vote in repre-
sentative elections has been an acquisition won by working people, women,
and opptessed groups in many countries of the wotld. Although the
electoral arena is subject to manipulation and is activated only once every
few years, and although parties as now conceived reproduce the hiet-
archical, competitive, and authoritarian structures of patriarchal and class
societies, the system does create space for dissent, for organizing and for
the expression of vatious group interests.

At that same time it is important to recognize the great weaknesses in
all systems of representative democracy — hence the need for new forms
of democratic expression to complement representative institutions. New
forms have the potential to devolve decision-making in a society and, to
whatever extent possible, put the means and responsibilities of decision-
making into the hands of the population, especially where they live and
work. Particularly in the context of many Third World societies, the com-
munity seems an ideal location for new means of democratic decision-
making,

This, then, is the theoretical framework that informed this multi-country
research project. Some aspects of this framework informed the project
from the start, while most emerged during the course of the research.
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The Research Projects

Let me now introduce the project as a whole and provide an introduction
and summary of the individual country studies and the various theme
studies.

The history of the research project

From the start, our research project was an effort in co-operative and
collaborative research. It developed, rather slowly, through a series of
separate consultative meetings starting back in 1986 between myself and
tresearchers based in Jamaica, Nicaragua, Guyana, Costa Rica, Guatemala,
and later with others from Cuba, Hait, El Salvador, Dominican Republic
and Grenada. The project was otganized by the Centre for Research on
Latin America and the Catibbean (CERLAC), York University, Toronto,
where I was Deputy Director from 1987 until 1990.%

In the end there were six country studies — Cuba, Costa Rica,
Dominican Republic, Haiti, Jamaica, and Nicaragua. All research was con-
ducted by colleagues and tesearch centers based in these countries.” In
addition, there were a number of thematic and other countty studies
published in the form of working papers. Several of these appeat in this
volume.'® Partly as a result of local control of the research projects and
partly as a result of the great diversity of local situations and partici-
patory experiments, the objects of research varied significantly from
country to country. Although we had thought differently at first, in the
end this was not a study whete sttict compatisons ot a common research
methodology would be possible. Rathet they ate complementary studies,
with some common aspects of research methodology in harmony but
not lockstepped.

Research issnes

The central research issue we articulated from the beginning was the role
and potential of organizations of community power to be effective pat-
ticipatory, decision-making, and administrative structures capable of re-
sponding to the problems of a community and of playing a tole in the
process of empowerment, development, and transformation. Through
the process of consultation, we came to include as possible components
in this definition their role and potential:

* as guarantors of meaningful participation at the community level and
in relation to national politics and economic decision-making;

* in economic development and harnessing untapped economic and
human resources (including youth and the unemployed);
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* in challenging traditional sex roles and other forms of discrimination
and oppression;

* in the development of a new social consciousness;

* in the provision of social services (including education, health care,
housing, child care, and public works);

* in reducing sectatian political tensions;

* and, in some cases, in the provision of community self-defense.

A more general research issue was the relation of institutions of commu-
nity control and development to the larger political and socio-economic
environment. The importance of central state support for these projects
was to be assessed, as was the importance of integrating social, economic
and political goals for the work of community bodies.

We expected we would have to assess the usefulness of the terms and
categories that had been used in the literature in the field. These terms
included co-operation, co-determination, self-determination, devolution,
deconcentration, decentralization, self-help, and community development.

We set out to examine the factors which could retard or reduce the
effectiveness of decentralized community-based institutions. These included
lack of clear guidelines or boundaries; inadequate linkages with central
agencies; a clash between the framework of community-based develop-
ment and the overall developmental model of the country; the inability of
the state to balance demands for the devolution of political power with
national processes of decision-making; conflicts with those who wield
political or bureaucratic control at the state level; weak local management
resources; the existence of forms of political, class, ethnic and sexual
polatization that threaten community unity or that marginalize the role of
certain groups; and the creation of institutions that are inappropriate to
the specific social, cultural, economic, and political environment. An under-
standing of this overall environment within which changes were attempted
was seen as a critical variable.!!

Part One: The Country Studies
Costa Rica: the struggle for housing

The Costa Rican struggle for housing was a community-based effort that
began in the late 1970s and lasted through the 1980s. Various ‘fronts for
housing’ were formed, each having different political ties and different
relations with the government. The local housing committees that they
sparked, however, maintained their autonomy and adopted a variety of
forms of organization and struggle. The first half of the 1980s was a
period of land invasions and road blockades. This struggle paid off in
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1986 when newly elected president Oscar Arias signed an agreement with
the housing fronts to provide more housing. The housing committees
underwent 2 transformation, from groups mobilizing people in struggle
to members of new communities actually building housing and leading
communities in close collaboration with the state.

The project of the Centro de Estudios Para la Accion Social (CEPAS)
was led by Silvia Lara with the collaboration of Eugenia Molina. Unlike
the other centers in this network, CEPAS had carried out studies of the
housing organizations in the mid-1980s, but had not conducted any
community-based reseatrch. The focus of this reseatch project was in-
depth and protracted field tesearch in four communities, reptresenting a
range of experiences and socio-economic conditions.

Among the conclusions reached by our researchers were the following,
As opposed to the dominant analysis among Costa Rican researchers (and
the initial assumption of this project), these organizations had limited
potentia] for developing popular democtacy and participation. The motiv-
ation for involvement by the population in the committee was simply to
find housing. Collective action was 2 means to this end, but, once achieved,
seldom seemed necessary any longer. Victory led to the demobilization of
the participants, particulatly since work in the committees represented a
third work shift (in addition to the normal work day and household labot).
Participation in mobilization and then construction of housing was often
a real burden, occupying all of a family’s free time for as long as six yeats.

Sometimes the more authoritarian groups wete the most effective,
especially in a context where patron—client relations with the state often
brought rewards. The main context for democracy in these groups was
in the election and control of leaders — something parallel to the existence
of national structures of representative democracy. By and large, they were
not particularly democratic in their intetnal organization; levels of partici-
pation depended on the phase of struggle and otganization; participation
in meetings was often quite passive. Nevertheless, there existed a higher
degree of rank-and-file control over the community leadership than at any
other level of Costa Rican society; community otganizations had little
bureaucracy and could respond spontaneously to changing situations.

Whatever the limitations of this effort, the committee was extremely
successful in meeting its objectives, new communities wete created, and
there was a tangible experience in the value of collective struggle.

Cuba: organizing locally for ‘people’s power’

Commencing in 1976, Cuba launched a municipal government structure,
the Local Organs of People’s Power, Poder Popular, based on direct elections
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to Municipal Assemblies. A unique feature of this structure was that
Assembly members were not representatives, but rather delegates who were
required to report back regulatly to district meetings and who were subject
to recall. The electoral process itself involved a high level of community
participation, including in the processes of nomination and selection. The
municipal assemblies controlled a wide range of social services and local
economic activities, especially in the service and construction fields.
The project of the Centro de Estudios Sobre América, a non-
governmental center in Havana, was headed by Haroldo Dilla and included
the participation of Gerardo Gonzilez plus several research assistants. It
was the first time that any systematic public research had been done not
only on local government but on any level of Cuban government. After
looking at twelve possibilities, the reseatchets selected four communities,
representing a spread of geographic, population, and socio-economic con-
ditions. Within each, interviews and observation were carried out both
with municipal leaders and in five to seven electoral districts, again chosen
to reflect different socio-economic characteristics and leadership types.
Their ambitious project studied the nomination and election process; the
decision-making and accountability process in neighborthood assemblies,
neighborhood committees and organizations; and the functioning of local
government structures, including the municipal assembly and buteaucracy.
Given the broad mandate of the research project, conclusions wete
similarly wide-ranging. To summarize only a few: a climate of freedom
and lack of interference typifies the electoral process; the high percentage
of representatives who are membets of the Communist Party seems to
result from a range of factors, particularly the overall credibility of these
individuals in the community, and not from party manipulation or con-
trol; ongoing accountability meetings draw large participation — 50—60
per cent of the community — but have yet to go beyond individual ac-
countability and the expression of demands to actual community control
and empowerment; a number of structural and ideological factors pro-
duce a disproportionately low percentage of women and young delegates;
much power resides with local bureaucracies and the executive commit-
tees of the assemblies. All in all, our colleagues concluded that the system
represents a significant step towards increased democracy at the local
level, with structured and active elements of popular participation, but it
remains limited by paternalistic, verticalistic, and buteaucratic tendencies.

Dominican Republic: neighborbood councils and popular movements

From the 1970s through the 1980s, a number of different popular move-
ments in the Dominican Republic coalesced, many of which sought to
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have a political base within communities of the urban poor. The Comité
para la Defensa de los Derechos Barriales. the Comités de Lucha Popular.
the Consejo de Unidad Popular, the Frente Amplio de Lucha Popular,
and the Colectivo de Organizaciones Populares all had a strongly ideo-
logical political character. They were often allied with particular political
parties of the left or had their own quasi-party character. For most of
them, their influence focused on one or two barriss. Distinct from these
were juntas de vecinos, neighborhood organizations, which started in the
late 1970s as state-supported groups but which often developed an
autonomous and very effective character.

The project of the Equipo de Investigacién Social (EQUIS) of the
Instituto Tecnologico de Santo Domingo was headed by Cesar Pérez and
involved various other researchers and assistants at different times. Its
primary foci were: to produce an inventory of the activities of the popu-
lar movements over a 15-year period; to organize and take part in a series
of workshops among leaders of the various organizations as a sort of
balance-sheet exercise; and to carry out an in-depth study of a neigh-
borhood committee in one community.

Their study of the popular movements concluded that they were
limited by their own ideological political character and ties with political
parties and, particulatly, by the fact that they were essentially outside
organizations that sought to build a base within communities. Even
where they had this sort of base, they didn’t function as community
organizations per se, and as a result had suffered a drop in support in
recent years. Their problems were compounded by a tendency to focus
on their national political agenda — particularly on issues relating to the
cost of living and the strategy of national general strikes — rather than
the type of community issues that had the strongest resonance in the
barrios.

Some of the neighborhood councils, on the other hand, broke from
the political agenda of the state and the governing party, and evolved as
functioning and effective neighborhood organizations. In the community
of Miaximo Go6mez, for example, a local group effectively mobilized the
community and made real gains in terms of bringing in a water supply,
garbage collection, and road pavement through the use of tactics of
confrontation — including pickets of government offices and road block-
ades — as well as through dialogue and negotiation with officials from the
government and state institutions. Although youth were active in com-
munity mobilizations and community assemblies, the leadership tended
to be made up of adults over 30. There was a high participation by
women in both leadership and activities. The effectiveness of this group
lay in its roots within the community and its ability to respond to com-
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munity needs; its weakness was the lack of a wider petspective and strategy
for the transformation of Dominican society.

Haiti: popular organizations and the first steps to democracy

Although the roots of Haiti’s popular organizations (POs) go back to the
1974-80 period, with the beginning of a human-rights-otiented otganiza-
tion of journalists, it was the blossoming of Christian Base Communities
and Radio Soleil (in 1982) that was the immediate antecedent to the POs.
In the countryside and in the cities, there was a setries of mobilizations
that culminated in the flight of Baby Doc Duvalier on February 7, 1986.
Popular Organizations quickly sprang up in cities, larger towns, and the
countryside, with the goals of routing macoutes and duvalierists, of cleaning
and beautifying neighborhoods, and of working to provide public serv-
ices, health care, and education.

The project of the Centre de Rechetches Sociales et de Diffusion
Populaire (CRESDIP) was led by Luc Smarth, with the support of Rony
Smarth and the assistance of other researchers and research assistants. In
the context of a country without previous research institutions (CRESDIP
was one of a handful of centers formed after 1986), CRESDIP carried
out germinal research into the POs, chatting, as they were developing,
the scope and natutre of these otganizations. Given the sometimes dan-
gerous and chaotic conditions in the country, and the near-total absence
of local research projects involving large-scale interviews or surveys, the
project (and consequently the chapter on Haiti in this book) has a
pathbreaking, more desctiptive character than the others.

The organizations themselves emerged as a direct challenge to two
centuries of corrupt leadership. Their leaders and members were critical
of the political parties of all stripes and of the professionalization of
politics. They had a very strong base in the communities and their home
was in the streets. They talked of a new way of doing politics. Some were
widely based in a community; others focused patticulatly on women,
students, artists, vendors, or the unemployed. Most were led by commit-
tees and had assemblies every couple of weeks in theit communities.
Their capacity to mobilize, and their strong defensive role, were seen in
their prevention of the coup on January 7, 1991. They also played an
important community role, organizing cultural and educational events.

They were plagued by problems. They often had a somewhat ephem-
eral character, distrusting leadets and otganization. Some of the leaders
were sectarian towards other groups or progressive political leaders. Only
three organizations gained a national dimension and all wete debilitated
by lack of financial resources. Their spontaneous approach to politics
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and distrust of institutionalization had the negative effect of leaving them
without a political strategy and organized resources. This weakness was
seen in their inability to withstand the onslaught of the army in the
successful coup of September 1991. Nevertheless, the POs represented
an important step in the development of a new, democratic political
culture in Haiti.

Chile: women and local-level participation

Traditional studies of popular patticipation ate often gender-blind. This
problem is particulatly glaring in cases whete the overwhelming majority
of members of participatory otganizations are women. In such cases it is
obvious that the almost exclusive patticipation of one sex ot the othet is
not a major factor in the constitution, activities, and impact of such a
group.

Veronica’s Schild’s chapter draws on her tesearch into neighborhood
otganizations in the poblaciones, the poor neighborhoods in Chile. She sees
these organizations as spaces whete women are contesting existing
relations of class and gender power; they are an opportunity for partici-
pation and political learning, as women begin to question the routines
and norms that govern their everyday lives. At the same time, relations
between members and their largely middle-class women animators in-
clude conflict based on the class-based realities of their lives and the way
that their class differences shape their gender.

Jamaica: community councils, self-mobilization, and the state

This study is not included in this volume, but let me mention its general
contours. Although Jamaica’s community councils had antecedents in the
late 1930s, they came into prominence during the Michael Manley yeats
of the 1970s. They were seen as a means actively to involve the popu-
lation in decision-making, to mobilize local tesources, and to conttibute
to economic and social development. Although there were over 400
councils by the end of the 1970s, involving tens of thousands of mem-
bers (at least on paper), they had never been studied.'?

The project of the Institute of Social and Economic Studies at the
University of the West Indies in Mona involved vatious researchers,
including Maxine Henry-Wilson and Ian Boxhill. It set out to look at
why the councils wete formed, who formed them, how they were struc-
tured, the nature of citizen involvement, their relationship with other
levels of government, and their impact. The researchers did an inventory
of the councils — making the first accurate count of the councils and
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visiting communities across Jamaica to establish which ones actually func-
tioned and which ones still existed at the time of the tesearch. Initally,
three councils were studied — one in a patish capital, two in rural villages;
at a later stage, three communities were studied in greater depth.

Among the conclusions reached by the researchers were these: the
councils suffered because of a top-down approach; too much was riding
on the national government and on direction from the national leadership
— there was inadequate self-mobilization. Many saw themselves as groups
to press for government support for one project or another. At the same
time, individuals working for the state bureaucracy who had responsibili-
ties for the councils wete not adequately trained as community animatots;
nor did they have the time or resources to engage in community-building
exercises. Councils tended to function on a hierarchical basis, with many
members investing time with the hope of future gain.

Participation was evenly divided between men and women, leadership
was largely middle-class, and, by the time of the research, youth often felt
alienated from the councils (although this was likely to have been differ-
ent in the 1970s). Few councils had access to the economic resources
(including land) that would allow them to conttibute to economic develop-
ment. National political polarization was a factor in undermining the
councils. Nevertheless, where there were vibrant councils, there is usually
a legacy, such as a community center or a basic school, which citizens
proudly point to as their own accomplishment. Overall, they suffered
from a lack of organic, developed relations to the process of regional and
national decision-making and planning. In other wotds, they had very
little power.

Nicaragua: local committees, defending the revolution, the government,
or the state?

Again, while this study isn’t represented as a chapter in this volume, let
me briefly summarize the research project. The Sandinista Defense Com-
mittees (CDS) emerged during the insurtection of 1979 and were seen as
an important means to involve people at the neighbothood level in the
process of self-government and mobilization. They were mainly urban,
and their tasks were to defend the revolution, including through commu-
nity patrols, and to develop local community projects.

The research project of the Instituto de Investigaciones Economicas
y Sociales (INIES) was led by Luis Mora Castillo, whose researchers
included Ixy Jaime Martinez, who played a central role in the project
during its early stages. INIES sought to develop a diachronic analysis of
the evolution of the CDSs and an analytical account of their demise.
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Their work included a scrutiny of CDS documents and the national press,
interviews with national and local CDS leaders, research workshops, a
national survey, and field research in two communities (Monimbé, whete
the precursors of the CDSs emerged duting the revolution, and barrio
Ariel Darce in Managua).

In the first years of the revolution the CDSs received considerable
local support. Weekly meetings drew large turnouts, particulatly from
women, and the CDSs played an important role in the literacy programme,
food distribution, and health promotion, including an ambitious vaccina-
tion programme.

Control and direction of the CDSs came from the national leadership
of the Sandinistas. Thus, these local organizations were not able to exptess
autonomous and local needs, but became the expression of the national
political agenda. During the period of revolutionary ascent (1979-81) the
CDSs enjoyed considerable support, but as fatigue, economic crisis, and
destabilization set in, the CDSs were hampered by their static, partisan
link to the FSLN and, after 1985, quickly lost their social base. They
were seen as appendages of the party and the state, and not the means
for local social power. Attempts to transform the CDSs in 1989 came
too late to have a significant impact, paradoxically at the same time that
the institutionalization of representative democracy opened up new pos-
sibilities for the expression of community interests.

Part Two: The Theme Studies
Men, women and differential participation

Participation does not exist in the abstract. Participation is defined through
specific institutions, processes, and ideological and cultural factors. It is
defined through the individuals and groups of individuals involved (or
not involved) in a participatory process. Within any participatory struc-
ture, overall forms of social inequality and oppression ate usually reflected
and maintained. This is what I call differential participation. With a quest
for participatory mechanisms of empowerment comes the necessity of
overcoming the structured inequalities in social power.

My study of differential participation has two aspects. The first locates
the source of the problem in structutes of inequality, the second in the
hegemonic definitions of power that exist within patriarchal society. It
looks at solutions to the first within the framework of participatory
democtratic ot critical liberal democratic theory, while suggesting that
solutions to the second require a redefinition of power and the develop-
ment of radically different structures of social power. It concludes by
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looking at how not only women but also men are negatively affected by
the very structures in which they have differential power and privilege.

Questions of decentralization

Because it can have so many different goals, decentralization of the state
is not a unitary concept. Decentralization is usually seen as a means fot
the empowerment of ordinary citizens, their organizations and commu-
nities. In this sense, decentralization becomes an indispensable patt of a
popular alternative that can confront neo-liberal privatization on the one
hand and the omnipotence of the central state (as was common in the
Soviet bloc) on the other.

At the same time the history of decentralization also includes exam-
ples where the weakening of the central state left it mote vulnerable to
outside control or where some measures of decentralization were actually
a mechanism for the consolidation of authoritarian power.

Haroldo Dilla’s chapter examines a range of meanings and problems
associated with decentralization, especially in relation to the devolution
of power to the local level and the construction of popular alternatives.

Competing theoretical paradigms: new social movements and
resource mobilization

In recent years, the study of social movements — a term which might
include at least some experiments with organizations of community power
and grassroots democracy — has been dominated by two distinct theoretical
paradigms. One, the new social movement approach, was developed in Eu-
rope; the second, resource mobilization theory, emerged in North America.
Although both seek to understand a range of contemporary social move-
ments, they are usually seen as competing approaches.

Eduardo Canel suggests that the differences in theory are largely
accounted for by the fact that they occupy two different, but comple-
mentary, levels of analysis. His chapter analyzes the two approaches, looks
at what makes them distinct from traditional social theories, examines
their differences, and then suggests the possibility of integrating the two.
Although covering a broader sweep than the issue of community-based
forms of popular power, the issues raised are important for enhancing
our understanding of grassroots organizing and popular democracy.

Conclusions

With such a diversity of organizational types and social situations exam-
ined in this book, it is difficult to reach simple and uniform conclusions.



22 Community Power and Grassroots Democracy

In a sense, the theoretical assumptions enunciated at the beginning of
this chapter form some of the conclusions of the book as a whole.
Community-based forms of popular participation cannot represent the
sole locus of social organization for change; they are constrained by
limited availability of resources, by the impact of outside political and
economic forces, and by the very cultural, economic, social, and political
factors that have required community action in the first place.

On the other hand, while not being a panacea, they represent an
important locus of organization and mobilization: one that is capable of
being a vehicle of empowerment, education, and outreach; one that can
(but does not necessarily) challenge hierarchy and oppression among the
oppressed. In short, they can be a successful vehicle for change and part
of the goal of a qualitatively more democratic society.

Research on such organizations is still in its infancy. One or two of
the studies presented in this book represent the beginning of this process,
as they attempt, for the first time, to record a range of organizations and
activities. Others were able to take the second step, to look at the internal
dynamics of these organizations and to study in greater detail the role of
community members and their relation to the larger political realm. Differ-
ential participation, the role of leaders, relations between community organ-
izations and the state, changes measured over time in self-consciousness
and self-esteem of participants, and implicit or explicit organizational norms
are topics that would benefit from future in-depth studies.

Together, these chapters affirm the need to develop broader, more
inclusive theoretical paradigms for understanding and advancing community-
based forms of popular power. At the same time, the analysis presented
here recognizes the specificity of any project of democracy-building and
local empowerment: such processes are subject to cultural and historical
conditions, and are part of the changing internal life of a2 community and
of national political-economic life. There is no single democratic experi-
ence or form which is a blueprint for future action at the community level;
indeed, grassroots democracy itself isn’t one thing, While these democratic
experiments share a desire for enhanced participation and social justice,
the means to obtain these goals will flourish — or wither — in ever-novel
forms. Our hope is that this book will contribute to both understanding
and encouraging such a process.

Notes

1. The Chilean study was not formally part of our research network; it was
done, along with the theoretical chapters, as a related theme study. Of the six
country studies that I refer to occasionally, two — those on Jamaica and Nicaragua
— do not appear in this book.
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supported my own research through its Canada Research Fellowship program.
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Participation and Popular Democracy
in the Committees for the Struggle
for Housing in Costa Rica

Silvia Lara and Eugenia Molina

In Costa Rica in the early 1980s, popular organization and the struggle
for housing indicated growing social discontent, which culminated in a
call for a profound transformation of Costa Rican society. Even though
the housing problem was by no means new to the country, the systematic
organization of parts of the population into Committees for the Struggle
for Housing was a novel phenomenon, which started in the late 1970s.
The shortage of adequate housing in Costa Rica was one aspect of a
dramatic detetioration in living conditions experienced by broad sectors
of the population. The aggravation of unemployment, underemployment
and low wages, coupled with excessive increases in rent, a deterioration
of purchasing power, and the high costs of land and construction, all
made it impossible for families to obtain adequate shelter. Aggravating
the problem were inadequate state intervention and support payments to
families with scarce resources.

The housing committees emerged as an innovative tool of grassroots
organization and community-based struggle. These organizations emerged
spontaneously and maintained simple, informal, non-bureaucratic forms
of otganization in which all family members participated regardless of
experience. Members often came from the pootest sectors of the popu-
lation and represented territorial rather than trade-union interests. It was
not long before these organizations began to dominate the public scene
with their activist methods involving protests, land invasions and the
mobilization of grassroots communities.

This chapter summarizes our study of the limitations and potential of
the housing committees as well as the role of democracy and participation
in their development. The first section looks at their relation to existing
institutional and policy frameworks, the state, and political parties. The
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second part analyzes their organizational practices with tespect to democ-
racy and participation. Finally, we look at the wotk of theit leadership
and its impact on the committees.!

We conclude that, for the housing committees, effectiveness in obtain-
ing housing stands above any specific consideration for developing pattici-
patory and democratic practices. The specific ways of being effective are,
of course, strongly determined by the conditions and opportunities offered
by the social system and the political conjuncture. Even though the struggle
has successfully focused on winning better living conditions for the poot,
community members have, through these struggles, ptessed the system for
a greater and more extensive democracy.

Studying the Struggle for Housing

The housing committees played a pivotal role in popular otganization
and the articulation of popular demands in Costa Rica during the 1980s.
Their emergence converged with ongoing debates about the changing
nature of social movements in Latin Ametica and elsewhete. These debates
were motivated by the rise of a broad range of new actots — youth,
women, settlers and indigenous people — who became protagonists in
Latin American social struggles and collective protests during the 1980s.
Some believed that these social movements alteady were, or would in-
evitably become, altetnative social actors and political forces in the region.?
The local character of the new movements was interpreted as an indi-
cator of their participatory natute, grassroots origins, and democratic
character. Consequently, it was assumed that these movements consti-
tuted the embryo of mote democratic social practices at the local com-
munity level. Great emphasis was placed on their non-institutional nature
as well as their autonomy from traditional political actors. With this
analysis came a new conception of social change, in which traditional
institutional politics was displaced by greater interest in values, cultural
production and civil society. The terms of debate couldn’t have been
more different from older notions of the assault on state powet, the
vanguard, political parties, or the centrality of the wotking class and
peasantry. The new social movements were quickly interpreted as being
an essential ingredient of any strategy for change, since by their nature
they opened new spaces, helped forge new identities and solidarities, and
introduced innovative social and democratic relations, which were seen as
gradually paving the way for the transformation of daily human relations,
leading to a qualitatively more open and democratic society for all.
Although many theorists would join Notbetto Bobbio in assuming
that direct democracy is ‘materially impossible ... especially given the
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growing complexity of modern industrial societies’,® it is possible that the
neighborhood and the local community — the communities built by the
Committees for the Struggle for Housing — offer a place where extensive
and intensive democratic organization is possible. They might be places
where face-to-face interaction that is both humane and manageable is
possible thanks to the straightforwardness of local customs and a com-
mon experience of shared poverty.

To analyze these and related issues, this study focused on different
levels and forms of participation, leadership, division of labor and
decision-making, and on how these forms either weakened or enhanced
popular democracy and participation in communities. Special attention
was paid to the efforts and roles of leaders and their influence over their
communities’ otganizational practices and modes of protest. We looked
at length at relations between the housing committees and external agents,
such as political parties, the state and the housing fronts. Four commu-
nities were selected for inclusion in the study.*

La Guarari

The origins of this community, named in honor of an Indian chief, go
back to 1982 when a group of 300 families formed a united front and
were soon joined by an equal number in their fight for adequate housing;
They obtained land in 1985 and in the next six yeats built streets, sidewalks,
sewers, street lighting, and 295 houses. Three hundred families still live
in shacks. The community is directed by the COPAN (Coordinadora
Patridtica Nacional) housing front.

Carmen Lyra

Named after a renowned Costa Rican storyteller of the 1930s and 1940s
(a Communist Party member and defender of the poor), the community
was Initially organized by only 10 families, although today it comprises
564 families. It acquired land at the end of 1987, and between 1988 and
1990 built the 564 houses and the surrounding infrastructure. During
their struggle, community members maintained close ties with ANAVI
(Asociaciéon Nacional de Vivienda), a housing front associated with the
Communist-led Vanguardia Popular.

Oscar Felipe

Named after the son of Costa Rica’s ex-President, Oscar Arias Sanchez,
its roots go back to 1986, when a group of 14 families invaded a piece
of state-owned property. A year-and-a-half later, half of the 200 families
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living on this land were transferred by the government to an empty lot,
which they named ‘Oscar Felipe’. Before long, this community consisted
of 321 families. Between 1988 and 1990 the community worked industri-
ously to construct the infrastructure and the houses which compose the
settlement. They did not maintain regular links with any housing front,
but instead established direct contact with state officials and the social
democratic party, Partido de Liberacién Nacional, in power between 1982
and 1990.

El Nazgareno

Since the land invasion that led to the creation of this community occurred
during Holy Week, the community is named after one of the principal
biblical characters in Easter festivities. The land invasion was carried out
by a group of 100 families in March 1986. Between April 1987 and mid-
1990, the community devoted itself to the construction of adequate
housing. During an eatlier phase, the organization of the community was
linked to the FCV (Frente Costatricense de la Vivienda), one of the
housing fronts, but relations were severed soon thereafter.

Institutional Politics: Relations with the State
and Political Parties

Part of the framework that led to the formation of the housing move-
ment was the initial belief that the demand for housing should not be
channeled through political parties and/or more permanent and estab-
lished community organizations such as the ADCs (Community Develop-
ment Associations). Many settlers associated political parties with corrup-
tion, opportunism and personal interests, while the ADCs were regarded
as organizations deeply penetrated by partisan interests, and which had
shown little responsiveness to community needs. Nevertheless, given the
enthusiasm, explosiveness and reach of the organization and struggle for
housing, political parties could not afford to be left at the margins. The
social effervescence of this new movement offered fertile ground for
political parties to widen their social base, even if it meant they would
have to intervene surreptitiously through the so-called ‘housing fronts’,
which were to play a key role in the subsequent development of the
housing movement.

In November 1980, the small Trotskyist OST (Partido de Organizacién
Socialista de los Trabajadores) cteated a coalition called the National
Patriotic Co-ordination (COPAN — Coordinadora Patridtica Nacional).
The fundamental purpose of COPAN was to form an organization
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composed of a politicized mass membership, which would be directed in
a co-ordinated manner and play a decisive role in a broader strategy of
societal transformation.® In June 1981, only seven months after COPAN’s
emergence onto the scene, the Democratic Front for Housing (FDV —
Frente Democritico de la Vivienda) was created. The FDV was closely
linked to the social democratic PLN (Partido de Liberacién Nacional),
one of the two major parties in the country. The objective of its leaders
was to prevent growing popular discontent over the shortage of adequate
housing being channeled through an organization (such as COPAN) whose
ultimate goal was a complete transformation of Costa Rican society.
Therefore the primary objective of the FDV was to maintain a certain
degree of stability in Costa Rica’s political system, by ensuring that
solutions were found within the existing political framework. (In 1983
many of the FDV’s top leaders resigned as a result of partisan differences.
In 1984, these dissenters formed the Costa Rican Front for Housing, the
FCV, which remained linked to the PLN but to another grouping as
well.)

Although its political and consciousness-raising activities had until then
focused mainly on peasant and labor otganizations, the small communist
Vanguardia Popular tried to create its own housing front as a way of
extending its efforts to include settlers and local communities. The
initiative nevertheless failed, due to the growing fragmentation suffered
by the party during those years. Such was the case at least until 1986,
when one of the party’s factions created the National Association for
Housing (ANAVI — Asociacion Nacional para la Vivienda). Among
ANAVTs principal objectives was the continuity of popular organization
around the issue of housing, making the struggle for housing a political
and educational experience for those involved, and developing ways of
working with grasstoots organizations which wouldn’t reproduce the
clientelistic relations that characterized other housing fronts. These fronts
came to local communities and appeared before the housing committees
without revealing their partisan links, pretending to be there as a result
of their leaders’ own personal interests.

Undeniably, the housing committees were the principal protagonists in
the organization and struggle for housing, with FDV and COPAN playing
particularly important roles. They not only became important meeting
places and forums for the co-ordination of the housing struggle, but in
the process also reached beyond the confines of local activity and the
organizational atomization so commonly regarded as one of the principal
limitations of trade unions, peasant or other communal otganizations. A
great mass of people organized under these umbtellas. Their numbets and
the belligerence of their fight turned the movement into a powerful political
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force, capable of exerting tremendous pressure on the state to respond to
the housing needs of impoverished sectors of the population. Neverthe-
less, it is important to bear in mind that a committee linked to one of
these fronts did not necessarily adhere to their party line or political project.
One reason, of course, was that the link to the parties was unknown to the
majority of the committees. The top leaders of the fronts simply served as
intermediaries between the state and the committees in negotiations.

The housing fronts were not the only ones to intervene. The land
invasions also attracted the attention of high-level party leaders, public
officials in search of popular support, non-governmental organizations,
charities, religious sects and academics. The organization and struggle for
housing constituted a truly new phenomenon and novel working labora-
tory, as did the communities born out of the land invasions.

In addition to maintaining close (albeit sometimes hidden) ties with
established political parties through the housing fronts and partisan
leaders, the housing committees believed that the solution to their housing
problems also depended on developing a close working relationship with
the state itself. Although at first (between 1980 and 1986) the state was
incapable of meeting the housing demands of thousands of organized
families, it coped by tolerating the land invasions that were taking place.
In fact, the 1982-86 PLN government ceded vast expanses of state
property so that families which could not be allocated elsewhere in the
short term could settle and build shacks, without the state having to
resort to dislodging them. In 1986, however, state housing policies and
the organization and struggle for housing took a dramatic turn as the
Oscar Arias government (1986-90) came to power. During his electoral
campaign, Arias had promised to construct 80,000 houses during his
four-year administration, a promise which, along with his theme of peace,
was a major reason for his electoral triumph.

Following the electoral victory, three factors shaped the development
of the housing movement. The first was a formal agreement between the
new government and the housing fronts (COPAN, FDV and FCV) a few
days before the official transfer of power. In this agreement, the fronts
agreed to oppose further land invasions as well as to obtain their commit-
tees’ collaboration with state institutions. This would come in return for
the development of a massive housing construction plan for the benefit
of their members. The agreement meant the end of the FDV, whose
leaders felt that their objectives had been fulfilled, and a complete trans-
formation of COPAN from an organization of political struggle for
popular demands into a kind of private construction enterprise which
collaborated directly with government in the development of public
housing projects.
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A second factor was the change in housing policy and forms of insti-
tutional organization, which opened the door to construction projects
aimed at satisfying the housing needs of low-income Costa Ricans and,
at least to some extent, modified the profitability criteria and expected
rates of return on investments that had caused a housing deficit among
the poor in the first place. One component of institutional change was
the creation of the Special Housing Commission (CEV — Comision
Especial de Vivienda). As part of its institutional policy, the CEV took
government officials away from their desk-bound routines and assigned
them daily duties in the community. It was not long before these officials
began to play an active leadership role and in some cases even replaced
the local directorship in the housing committees.

The third determining factor was the adaptation and transformation
of the housing committees from pressure organizations and sources of
conflict into state-collaborating organizations in the construction of public
housing.

When the housing committees turned to political parties and the state
in search of effectiveness, angry local disputes occurred between persons
guided by partisan interests and those primarily guided by the intetests of
the community. Recognizing such problems, the housing committees set
out to maintain organizational independence from both political parties
and governmental institutions. But at the same time as they maintained
their organizational independence, they established close ties with political
parties, officials, and governmental institutions. A great part of their
success in obtaining housing was traceable to these ties, proving that
engagement in institutional/traditional politics continued to be a basic
strategy and a fundamental area of work in the struggle to improve living
conditions.

Certainly state intervention as well as that of political parties through
the housing fronts was oriented by its own interests and purposes. Even
so, it is worth noting that the relations which wete established wete by
no means unidirectional. The housing committees developed a great sense
of creativity and practicability as they learned to take advantage of the
relationships they formed. They learned to change theit political banner
depending on who visited them and to negotiate with whomever had
morte to offer. On the other side of the coin, some of these committees
were fighting precisely for the institutionalization of their demands and
needs and their integration into the status quo. In this sense, it is not
accurate simply to speak of a strategy aimed at controlling them. Tapping
their ingenuity and pragmatism, these organizations searched for relations
that would permit them to meet their immediate interests while retaining
their own decision-making power.
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Retaining their decision-making power, however, was not always easy.
The government of Oscar Arias imposed a seties of conditions undet
which the committees were expected to operate. By promising to address
their demands but at the same time threatening not to help those groups
that did not accept their conditions, the government succeeded in pro-
hibiting public protests and land invasions. Given their urgent need for
housing and the long, previously fruitess struggle of the families in-
volved, many of the housing committees had no choice but to accept the
requirements, ways of operating and types of solutions offered to them
by the state, thereby changing from protest otganizations into supportets
of state action.

This give and take between the community organizations, the housing
fronts and the state — ot, in particular, the capacity of the communities
to retain their decision-making power — wasn’t easy. Threatened and afraid
to lose their support, the communities sometimes had to accept decisions
that came from the outside. Nevertheless, the relationship of the three
was relatively democratic. Following a similar line of thinking, Notberto
Bobbio claims that,

Insofar as we can speak of a democratization process today, it is possible to say
that this process does not consist so much ... in 2 transition from reptesentative
democracy to ditect democracy, but rather in a transition from political democ-
racy, in the strictest sense, towards social democracy; that is, in an extension of
ascending power which, until recently, had almost exclusively occupied the
space of the great political society ... towards the space of civil society and its
diverse articulations, ranging from school to the work place.®

From Bobbio’s perspective, it is possible to speak of a transition from
the democratization of the state to the democtatization of society as a
whole.

Anatomy of a Community

When, in July 1983, ten families met in the small town of Turrialba to
form a committee to obtain housing, they began a seven-year struggle.
This story of the Carmen Lyra community is an example of the long
struggle necessary when there are scarce resources. It has much in common
with other stories: land invasions, evictions, public ptotests, highs and
lows in popular patticipation, prolonged and frustrating negotiations with
the state, as well as intense and exhausting efforts by families to construct
their own homes. Notwithstanding these common features, the struggle
waged by the Carmen Lyra community proved to be patticulatly harsh and
difficult. The presence of a community leader who was also a left-wing
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activist; the absence of contacts with influential state institutions, govern-
ment officials and the major political parties; together with the belligerence
and confrontationalism that charactetized this community’s relationship
with the state — these factors put the Carmen Lyra Housing Committee’s
needs at the very bottom of the government’ list of priorities. But in the
end even they were successful.

The original ten families began to hold meetings in the open ait, in the
park across from the church, and the group grew steadily. A board of
directors was created and assigned the task of overseeing all petitions
made to governmental institutions as well as publicizing the composition
and demands of the housing committee. These tasks were undertaken
mainly by a2 man who otganized and led the group, a well-known leader
of the communist Vanguardia Popular. In the group’s weekly meetings, he
would inform members of any progress made during the previous week.

The number of families participating in each meeting varied dramati-
cally — some meetings would attract more than 100 families, while at
others only 20 would turn up. The levels of participation depended largely
on how the families perceived the administrative and institutional gains
made by the committee. Since the majority of families did not know one
another and committee meetings provided the only venue for intetaction,
the four or five organizers constituted the only soutce of permanence for
the organization at this time.

In 1986, after three years of meeting in the park, a change occurred
in the working dynamics of the committee. President Oscar Arias’s
electoral promise to build 80,000 houses during his administration caused
the number of participating families to swell. By the end of that year,
close to 600 families took part in the meetings. By March of the following
year, after a year of unsuccessful negotiations with the government — and
fearing they would be excluded from the government’s plans to construct
the new homes — the committee decided to change its form of struggle
and invade a parcel of unused government land. Committee leadets we
interviewed proudly described the transition:

We left at three in the afternoon and arrived at three-thirty, ready for the
march. But instead of six hundred families, at this point we were as many as
a thousand. As a result, the march was incredible. Turrialba had never seen
anything like it. People walked with pieces of cardboard, sheets of metal and
megaphones in hand; men and women swung knives in the air. As the public
saw us go by, everyone applauded.

The group arrived at the plot of land outside of town, climbed over the
hill, quickly cleared the debris, and started putting together their shacks
with cartons and pieces of metal. It wasn’t long before the police
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threatened to evict them. To resist, they seized the municipal government
building and took the alderman hostage. This, however, did not stop
them from being evicted. One of the leaders recalls the eviction:

Over 500 troops arrived, armed with tear gas and M-16s. At one o’clock in the
morning, we received news that the eviction was already planned and that the
police feared we were armed. As a result, they were ready for a major shoot-
out and had prepared for an insurrectional-type operation. When they actually
arrived at four in the morning, our initial suspicions were confirmed: first they
sent in troops wearing gas masks, who threw tear-gas bombs; these were
immediately followed by an armed unit.

After they were evicted from this lot, they decided to take the city patk,
where they erected shacks using cartons and plastic. They quickly impro-
vised a common kitchen. Once again, they were thrown out by the police
and had no choice but to take refuge in the church across the road. An
intervention by the communist congtessman in the General Assembly
enabled them to leave the church without being artested as well as to
rescue those who had been captured during the eviction. Fifteen days
later, after the government had failed to meet their demands, they again
took to the park. They were evicted by police yet again, and once mote
took refuge in the church. After two days, however, they were forced to
leave the church — this time because the local priest refused to continue
giving them refuge.

In August 1987, after waiting four months, the families had still not
received a positive response from the government. And so the leaders
decided it was time to exert more pressure, and called a meeting in the
patk. To the sutptise of the otrganizers, this time only a few families
showed up, a sign that the experience of the invasion, the seizure of the
park, and the evictions had been too much for the families. In the process
many had lost hope. In spite of this, they were still encouraged by the
solidarity demonstrated towards the housing committee by the people of
Turrialba and its social organizations. The leader of the committee sent
a communiqué to the Minister of Housing and to President Arias, threat-
ening to paralyze the town if the government failed to meet the commit-
tee’s demands. The government eventually decided to negotiate, and, after
a series of disagteements, agreed to putrchase the plot of land and to
initiate the design of a new community. Thanks to the success of these
negotiations, the committee was once again able to secure broad partici-
pation by families in the town. In December, however, the government
still hadn’t purchased the land; in response, the committee decided to
reoccupy the plot demarcated for theit use. Finally, the government was
forced to buy the land.
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Between 1988 and 1990, the 564 families which now composed the
core membership of the committee devoted themselves to the construction
of their houses, while a private construction company was hired to build
the infrastructure of streets, sidewalks, street lights, drainage and sewerage.
Whole families spent their Saturdays and Sundays completing their houses;
during the weekends the site tesembled an ant-hill as over 400 workers
labored from sunrise to sunset digging holes, mixing cement, and putting
up walls. However, by its last year, patticipation in construction statted
to decrease and only a small group worked in an organized mannet, with
the rest devoting themselves mainly to theit own houses.

The construction process took much longer than expected. Consttruc-
tion was often paralyzed by ongoing conflicts between the committee
and government institutions over control of the project and decision-
making, as well as by constant delays otiginating in the institutions which
provided funds to purchase building matetials. The families occupied
their houses in October 1990.

The Struggle for Housing and the Articulation of a
Democratic Norm

Within the struggle for housing, the nature and degree of participation
varied widely, depending on specific circumstances — the political con-
tacts of a particular community, the approach taken by the leadership,
and particularly the distribution of work and tasks within the committee,
which depended primarily on the stage of the struggle.

Generally, there were three distinct phases of struggle, although they
did not necessatily occur in this order. The first entailed petitioning and
negotiating with government institutions; the second involved the occu-
pation of land — be it as a result of a land invasion or negotiation — and
the formation of a community; and the third revolved around the con-
struction of the houses and the surrounding infrastructure. While relations
with state institutions are necessaty during the last two phases, the first
is a phase where dealing with the state is the only otganizational task.

In the four communities studied, the phases of wotk were as follows:

Guarari  Institutional dealings. Occupation of negotiated territory and
establishment of community life. Construction of housing.

Carmen Lyra  Institutional dealings. Failed invasion. Institutional dealings.
Occupation of negotiated territory. Institutional dealings. Construction
of housing. Transfer of families to new community.

Oscar Felipe  Land invasion and establishment of community life. Institu-
tional dealings. Occupation of negotiated territory and establishment
of community life. Institutional dealings. Construction of housing.
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E/ Nazareno Land invasion and establishment of community life. Insti-
tutional dealings. Construction of housing.

During each of these phases, the tasks undertaken and the levels and
forms of participation and organizing wotk differed.

When each group went through its phase of institutional dealing and
negotiations, its energies were almost exclusively devoted to visiting
officials in the approptiate public institutions, focusing particulatly on
the government’s response to the community petition. The immediate
objective was to convince them to speed up the required paperwork and
to ensure that the community was working towards meeting any pre-
requisites. During this phase, the community needed to establish political
contacts with high-level government officials in order to press effectively
for their demands at a later date.

To conduct these institutional dealings, it was important to have a
person who was familiar with public institutions, their institutional
dynamics, and functionaries, as well as having contacts who could facili-
tate access to those who administered the paper trail. It was best if such
a person was politically connected or at least knew how to reach those
politicians in a position to intervene on behalf of the organization. Because
these were communities where people had little or no previous organizing
expetience, it was often difficult to find a person with these attributes.
Usually the group’s leader was backed by one or two assistants who
gradually developed the required leadership skills through on-the-job leatn-
ing. In the meantime, the other members of the organization simply
waited to see what the leader accomplished.

At this time, participation was limited to attending the meetings called
by the leader to report on the progress of the organization’s petitions, as
well as to maintain a sense of unity and permanence. At these meetings,
participation was passive and principally limited to listening to the leader’s
report. If they lasted too long, attendance was lower at future meetings.
To address the problem of declining attendance, the leader of the Oscar
Felipe community organized raffles in which domestic appliances could
be won by attenders; this was so effective that it became impossible to
fit everyone into the building where meetings wete normally held.

In other cases, meetings were more like a circus, with two hundred or
more people gathered, most standing up in the open air with children of
all ages running around and playing through the crowds. To some extent,
the informal natutre of these meetings created a less rigid and more spon-
taneous atmosphere, which was conducive to broad participation. At the
same time, the dispersed and sometimes unfocused ctowd made it diffi-
cult for people to concentrate on what was being said. Furthermore, the
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fear of speaking up in such a large gathering tended to inhibit active
participation. Invariably, participants later referred to these meetings as
‘long and boring,’ which they attended only because they were formally
required to do so. For them, participation made more sense when they
knew befotehand what topics would be discussed and what decisions
made, such as ptepatations for a land invasion or a public march, the
initiation of construction ptojects, the size of lots to be distributed or the
type and cost of houses to be built on them.

When a committee was created not through a land invasion but through
institutional dealings — as was the case with Carmen Lyra and Guarari —
participation in the initial phase was even mote difficult since people did
not share a common group expetience and barely knew each other. This
made it hatd to ctreate the trust needed for participation. Wortk in the
otganization was very irregular; people came but then left when they
could get no concrete results to keep them thete permanently. At some
meetings one group took part, at the next another; the leader soon became
the only source of permanence.

In contrast, participation was essential during a land invasion because
the success of the action depended on everyone’s involvement; the same
holds true during an eviction threat since effective resistance requites the
force of numbers and group cohesion. Under these circumstances,
participation acquired a clear meaning for people. When marches or
protests wete staged, everyone’s participation was a decisive factor in
demonstrating the force the organization represented; numbers were one
of the key soutces of power that these organizations held.

When a propetty was invaded the organizational dynamic was entirely
different. During this phase, tasks became diversified, which, in turn,
required different forms of organizing as well as other levels and forms
of patticipation. It was necessaty to clean, prepare and demarcate the
property, start up vegetable gardens, find sources of water and electrical
connections, create sanitary conditions and address general health prob-
lems, provide transport services and schooling for children, and prepare
for the possibility of a last-minute eviction. It was clear to everyone that
broad participation was crucial to these tasks, that their successful com-
pletion would have concrete and immediate benefits to all those involved,
and that the leaders could not accomplish this alone. Normally, the leader
otganized commissions (work groups) which became accountable for
specific tasks, thereby contributing to a broader participation and delega-
tion of responsibilities. This was one of the most participatory moments
in the life of the organization.

Howevet, once assured of their permanence on the land, once the
shacks had been built and service and access problems had been at least



40 Community Power and Grassroots Democracy

pattially resolved, the organization entered anothet phase. During this
second phase, institutional dealings with government were resumed and
participation declined, although this changed sometimes when a protest
or march was otganized as a pressure tactic.

Participation revived when the organization teached the phase of
building community houses, and a wide range of construction tasks needed
to be completed. Once the houses were finished, however, even if com-
munal tasks remained incomplete, people were much less willing to par-
ticipate in common efforts, preferring instead to devote themselves to
putting the finishing touches to their own homes.

Exactly what type of participation ate we talking about? We indicated
earlier that in periodic general meetings, participation meant attendance
and not necessarily playing an active role. When people participated in
communal tasks, including those related to house construction, a type of
boss—worker relationship often developed between leaders organizing the
wortk and the grassroots members. Each family was requitred to donate a
certain number of hours of collective labot, with this input strictly
monitored through registry sheets kept by the leaders. Those who did
not put in the required hours had no right to benefit from the products
of community labor. If a household head was unable to work, a son,
daughter or another relative had to put in the time. If this was not
possible, then the family paid someone to do the work. Although people
were aware that the houses and infrastructure would not be constructed
unless they all participated and contributed through their work, the truth
was that if they did not have to patticipate, they did not do so. Leaders
needed to resort to strict control measures, coetrcion, pressure, and various
incentives to ensute patticipation, especially when it came to communal
tasks.

In the community of El Nazareno, to give an incentive to become
involved in the work commissions formed after the invasion, whoever
participated had the right to choose the site of their own lots, while
others were arbitrarily assigned lots by government officials in charge of
the project. Many people participated. In Carmen Lyra, because of a
conflict with community leaders, an official from the state institution in
charge of the project — the Comision Especial de Vivienda — erroneously
informed families that they were not obligated to help with construction
work as they had done in the past since the hited construction company
was expected to do all the work. Even though the official was removed
from her position and the misinformation was quickly corrected, doubts
as to the real need to participate were never completely dispelled. People
slowly began abandoning their jobs until, in the last few months, only a
small group of people showed up for wotk. Nevertheless, in each of the
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four communities, approximately 10 per cent of all families were always
willing to patticipate and collaborate, regardless of the material benefits,
since they wete motivated by their desite to fulfill their personal commit-
ments to the community.

Howevet, for the majority of families in the communities participation
meant a third work shift. In contrast with other social sectors, these
families had to build their own houses, sidewalks, drains, streets, schools,
and churches in addition to completing a 10-12 hour regular work shift
and their regular domestic responsibilities. For them, work in the com-
munity was simply a survival strategy, and the less time and effort the
bettet.

After five or more years participating in a committee, one or two
years of devoting weekends and free time or even sacrificing full-time
paid employment for the benefit of the community and house construc-
tion, these families had neither the desite nor the energy to continue
participating in the organization. The fatigue caused by continuous work
for the organization was tremendous and signified a heavy burden and
sacrifice for the families.

In spite of these limitations, in contrast to traditional organizations,
the expetience of participation in grassroots and local organizations such
as the housing committees was direct and intense. Self-sufficiency in
otder to meet needs implied broad participation in communal tasks and
house construction. This allowed members to feel a greater sense of
identification with both the otganization and fellow members, thereby
enabling the establishment of solidarity, neighbotliness and a sense of
collaboration.

It was clear that for these organizations, participation was not
conceived as a politically formative or (re-)educational experience. ‘Raising
people’s political consciousness’ or changing the system was not of
interest to them, although it was of interest to the housing fronts who
may have worked with them. In fact, our interviews indicated that
participants (other than the odd militant in a left-wing party) did not
see any cotrelation between the real problems they faced and the pre-
vailing social order. Rather, poverty was seen as a phenomenon which
was as natural as rain or sun — nothing could be done to change it or
avoid it — and social differences wete seen as a product of the narural
otder of things in dichotomous opposites: good/bad, above/below, poor/
rich. Their struggle, therefore, was not against the status quo burt rather
against exclusion; they demanded to be included in the status quo by
pressuring government institutions. Participation, rather than being an
objective, was a necessity which became a decisive factor under specific
circumstances.
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Democratic and Participatory Practices:
Objectives and Successes

One-third of household heads in Carmen Lyra and as many as two-thirds
in the El Nazareno and Oscar Felipe communities were single women. In
Oscar Felipe, we found that 75 per cent of households earned barely the
minimum legal monthly wage; in El Nazareno it was 62 per cent, and in
Carmen Lyra 31 per cent.” In other words, those who formed the housing
committees were persons of modest means whose priorities were work,
food, and a roof over their heads. These women and men had resorted
to collective action because they had been unsuccessful in finding indi-
vidual solutions to their housing needs. But as soon as they were able to
find a solution to their problems, they did not hesitate to relegate collec-
tive action to a secondary place in their list of priorities. For these people,
the organization and struggle for housing was fundamentally a personal
survival strategy and not an activity with greater democracy and partici-
pation as an end in itself; the means utilized to obtain housing were not
as important as the achievement of the goal itself.

One might assume that although democracy and participation were
not the goals of the housing committees, in practice they would naturally
develop democratic and participatory forms of organization. Yet, by
observing their organizational practices, we concluded that because the
committees were not formed or operated with democratic or participa-
tory principles in mind, their working methods and leadership did not
necessarily conform to such values. At the same time, it is important to
remember that appreciation of democratic and participatory values in
these organizations in the form of conscious or explicit discourse does
not necessarily translate into democratic, participatory practices. The stady
illustrated that the two communities (Guarari and Carmen Lyra) which
had leaders who favored democratic and participatory values ended up
reproducing organizational practices similar to those of the other com-
munities, where such a discourse was absent.

As we will see, the objectives of the organization and the context in
which such communities struggled for their interests determined the
organizational forms and practices they chose. In the housing commit-
tees, ‘effectiveness’ was the fundamental objective and ultimately the one
which shaped their organizational form. Since effectiveness was strongly
determined by the conditions imposed by the socio-political context, this
criterion of effectiveness often frustrated the potential of democratic and
participatory practices in these communities.

One reason that democracy and participation didn’t naturally develop
is that such concerns didn’t necessarily guarantee them greater chances
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of success. On the contrary, some organizations with authoritarian and
centralist practices were more successful, in particular because of the role
of the state in developing housing strategies. Simply put, the most effective
way of acquiring a house was, as always, through patronage, contacts, and
friendships with influential public officials and political party leaders. The
same rules applied when it came to postponing an evacuation otder,
installing electricity and tunning water in an illegally-occupied lot, and
negotiating lot boundaries or the size of the houses to be built. Of the
communities studied, all but Carmen Lyra could trace their achievements
to some friendship or political contact. Having such contacts was impor-
tant in the selection of leadets.

Given the role of government officials and politicians, their support
for particular housing organizations served as an important instrument
of struggle. The names that the communities chose for themselves is a
reflection of this strategy. So we find communities like Oscar Felipe,
which have adopted the names of public officials and politicians, as well
as those appealing to religious beliefs, as in the case of El Nazareno. The
effectiveness of this tactic is cleatly seen in Oscar Felipe. On the day the
families wete transferred to the land where they would build their houses,
the community was visited by the Minister of Housing, an entourage of
politicians from the incumbent PLN, and a cluster of public officials who
committed themselves to helping their cause. Three days later, the com-
munity was visited by President Oscar Arias, who donated large sums of
money to the community. The government also donated food to assist
families during the first two weeks of settlement, and the presidential
palace contributed 25 tents and construction materials.

The limitations placed on the communities by government patronage
were also apparent. When the Oscar Felipe community established ties
with a group of militants from a communist party which had been
supporting the community in improving its internal otganization, the
organization’s political patrons ‘recommended’ to its leader (who inter-
pteted the recommendation as a threat) that all ties be severed with the
group in question. The relation between the state and the Oscar Felipe
community stands in sharp contrast to the lack of attention received by
the Guarari and Carmen Lyra communities. Guarari’s ofigins are trace-
able to the housing committees created in 1982 by the leftist COPAN. In
spite of the force of their mobilization efforts, including the marches and
mass protests between 1980 and 1986, this community was systematically
ignored by the government. In addition to their political orientation — or
rather because of it — COPAN leaders who were in charge of the admin-
istration of the committee lacked the requisite political contacts with
government officials or party leaders. Only when COPAN decided to use
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pacifist methods, such as the hunget strikes organized by its local leaders
in 1984, did the government agree to negotiate with them, although it
later reneged on promises made during negotiations. In the meantime,
despite the activism and combativeness of those families involved in its
committees, upon seeing the lack of results many shifted loyalty to com-
mittees offering greater opportunities.

In order to prevent what seemed to be the end of COPAN, its top
officials seized the opportunities opened by the 1986 electoral campaign
to negotiate with Arias and the PLN. In return for promising electoral
support for Arias, COPAN demanded that the Arias government meet
theit housing demands once in power. Immediately after the Arias govern-
ment took office, COPAN declared itself ‘non-communist’ and devoted
itself to nurturing the corresponding political contacts. That strategy
proved fruitful and members were incorporated into the government’s
plan to build 80,000 houses; COPAN teceived vast sums of money to
administer house construction projects as assigned by the government.

The case of Carmen Lyra is similar, albeit with a different ending,
The community was headed by a well-known communist leader from
the Vanguardia Popular who had few political contacts with state offi-
cials or influential politicians and consequently lacked the necessary mark
of approval. This community’s ties with the communist-affiliated ANAVT
was not of much help in establishing ot nurtutring political contacts.
When, after three years of futile efforts, the Carmen Lyra housing
committee finally invaded a plot of state property, they were violently
carried away by police. The scenatio repeated itself when, on two occa-
sions, they occupied a city park. To leave the church where they had
taken tefuge after one of these instances, the communist deputy from
the Vanguardia Popular had to bargain for the suspension of the impris-
onment orders made against the members of the organization. The
Minister of Housing ardently opposed negotiating with this organiza-
tion, which in his view was a ‘rebellious group.’ Fven the priest at this
church denied assistance, branding them ‘communists’ who were of ‘no
help to the church.’ Finally, howevet, the struggle gained momentum as
its cause reached beyond the demands of the housing committees and
became the struggle of all the people in the atea, at which point the
government finally decided to meet the demands of the committee. This
was one of the few cases where a committee’s achievements were not
the direct result of political contacts or patronage (following or
interspersed with collective action and mobilization), but rather exclu-
sively of collective action and struggle. Whatever their importance,
political contacts alone wete not enough. In El Nazareno and Oscar
Felipe, regardless of political ties and contacts, the community had to
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rely on other forms of struggle, including land invasions, protests and
street blockades, as means of exerting pressure.

Democracy and the Satisfaction of Needs

In the communities we studied we found a combination of two
phenomena: first, the reproduction of representative democracy in the
form of delegated power; second, the exercise of direct democracy, ex-
pressed through the right to revoke the powers of those leaders to whom
decision-making had been delegated. Within the housing committees, re-
production of Costa Rican representative democracy allows participation
in the selection of leaders. But it also means in practice that leaders
gradually gain autonomy from the collective will; administration and
decision-making are concentrated in the hands of a few. At the same
time, however, grassroots members have maintained great sanctioning
powers. Just as they have the power to elect their leaders, they also have
the power to replace them. Impeachment of leaders has occurred be-
cause the organization saw no concrete results for a long time and saw
the leader as ineffective; when the leader was suspected (or known to
be) involved in some form of corruption; when the membership feels
the leader has appropriated too many rights or abused power (although
both practices are partly tolerated and considered part of the privileges
of the job); and, finally, when the leader is not representing or adequately
defining group interests and letting external interests (e.g. those of political
parties, leaders from outside the community, or public institutions and
officials) take precedence.

In short, people trustfully delegate power to the leader, but if their
interests in obtaining housing are threatened, they may resort to direct
democracy. This control over leaders is possible in small organizations
where there is physical proximity, little bureaucracy, and a simple organi-
zational structure. The simplicity of the organizations allows members to
act spontaneously if they feel their interests to be threatened. In the
Oscar Felipe community, when the leader refused to resign after having
been accused of stealing money, people organized a ‘silent march’ in
front of his home for several days, sometimes even throwing rocks at his
house, until he resigned. Nevertheless, the removal of a particular leader,
even when done democratically, causes tremendous conflict in these
communities. Loyalties are divided and feelings are deeply hurt. By and
large, these leaders retire completely from the work of the organization,
as was the case in El Nazareno, where the leader set up his house at the
margins of the settlement, removed from other houses, and who, today,
has no contact with the community.
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While the election and impeachment of representatives are seen as
sacred democratic rights, many leaders stay on for years. In Carmen Lyra,
the leader who initiated the organization was still in power after seven
years. In El Nazareno, the Housing Minister chose someone he trusted
to initiate, organize and lead the community’s building project. This per-
son, however, was soon endorsed by the majority of the community and
was officially designated leader since she had successfully advanced the
projects. Meanwhile, leaders officially elected to the job months earlier
failed to win the support of the members, were bypassed in the manage-
ment of the community and relegated to playing a secondary role during
construction.

The upshot is organizations in which much of the work and decision-
making power is delegated to a few. Joint or majority decision-making is
mainly exercised through the election of leaders or in the adoption of key
decisions such as land invasions or organizing a march or a blockade.
These are decisions the leader cannot assume unilaterally as they require
the consensus and participation of the majority to be cartied out success-
fully. Still, given the local and grassroots nature of the housing commit-
tees, the exercise of direct democracy is also possible and is manifested
in sanctioning powers over elected leaders who have failed to represent
the majority’s interests. In this sense, democracy in these organizations is
closely associated with the satisfaction of common needs and the concrete
benefits to be derived from it. According to this definition, acting demo-
cratically means being true to the interests of the community at large.

Of the communities we studied, only Guarari was an exception to
these norms. This community is completely under the control of
COPAN?’s leadership. These leaders assume all decision-making res-
ponsibilities, including the designation of grassroots leaders. The great
power and control they exercise as a result of their close links with the
state has impeded the community from adopting more democratic forms
of organization. This explains why, when one speaks with community
members, the words ‘democracy’ and ‘participation’ are recurrent, and
the main reason why an opposition group within the community formed
an alternative organization called ‘L.a Nueva Guarari’

Democracy, Participation and Leadership

The work and leadership methods, the decision-making processes, and
the particular shape and forms that participation and democracy take
make us think of these organizations as ‘collective spaces for the supply
of services’ The services consist in managing and obtaining housing;
leaders grant the service and families consume them, and when a leader
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does not perform adequately, another is found. Petitioning for housing
requires a great deal of know-how and personal skill. The leader must
know or learn which institutions to apply to, the requirements of each,
who its officials are, who makes the decisions, how they are made, how
the institutions operate, the most effective forms of pressure to utilize
with each, who the best contacts are in each, and how to negotiate with
government officials and politicians. This set of abilities can turn into a
profession in and of itself, in the service of the community. After serving
her own community, one of the leaders from El Nazareno was sought by
another housing organization as a consultant on institutional negotiations.

Under these circumstances, the opinions of the leaders often become
directives and play a decisive role in defining issues and shaping the
orientation of the organization. Whether or not this role means that the
leader will accept responsibility for developing democratic and participatory
practices depends on the specific community and organization. We found
that a leader’s actions and options are conditioned by the aspirations and
expectations of the group as well as by the broader socio-political context.
We repeatedly saw that the attitudes, ideals and aspirations of members
play as important a role as the individuality and convictions of the leader.
Even though the leaders may put a personal stamp on the organization,
they can not impose their personal preferences over those of the group
and people they represent. In order to maintain their leadership role,
leaders must, at least to some extent, respond to the conceptions and
expectations of the community they represent.

A power struggle between two leaders in El Nazareno, and the debate
that ensued over the role and approptiate forms of leadership, is a useful
way to illustrate the problems and dilemmas that confront leaders who
try to promote democracy and participation. In 1987, almost a year after
the invasion, it became clear that an eviction order would be suspended.
The community’s permanent occupation of the land was assured and
Elias Mufioz, the organization’s elected president, proceeded to co-ordinate
the work of the community by delegating as many of the tasks as possible
and encouraging broad participation in community activities. In addition
to the traditional work groups (a general assembly, board of directors,
and treasury board), he nominated 15 working committees to organize
and carry out specific tasks ranging from cleaning and maintenance to
youth activities and sports events. At the time, each committee had be-
tween 10 and 15 members: in all, about 150 people were actively
participating in the management and work of the organization. Each
committee had a co-ordinator.

Several months later, Elias decided to grant greater power to committee
co-ordinators and proposed that the board of directors be replaced by a
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central committee composed of the co-ordinators of each of the 15 work
committees and led by a general co-ordinator. This immediately ignited
a clash between a member of the board of directors, Catlos Corrales, and
Elias, the intended general co-ordinator. For Elias, this initiative was part
of his philosophy of delegating responsibilities and integrating a larger
group of people in the decision-making process. His notion of the role
of a leader was that the leader should become a co-ordinator of activities
and orient others in doing their jobs. Catlos, on the contrary, believed
that the role of the leader was to centralize control in one or a few
leaders so that the otganization could become a consolidated, effective,
and belligerent fighting group. In spite of his efforts to democratize the
leadership and encourage greater participation, Elias was never able to
abandon his fear of losing his own power. For this reason, he had in-
sisted that all committee co-ordinators ultimately answer to the genetal
co-ordinator (himself); he always remained concerned that the membet-
ship ‘might organize a coup d’état’ to oust the leadet, as he told us in an
interview in 1990. In the end, the same democratic and participatory
practices he promoted cost him his position as leader.

It is undeniable that behind closed doors the two leaders waged a
secret war for control over the otganization. Elias attempted to surround
himself with those co-ordinators he had promoted in the hope that they
would help him consolidate his central power in the organization. How-
ever, it is also true that as long as he was leader, he did delegate part of
the work and even ceded some of his powers. The delegation of duties
and decisions was, in particulat, handed over to those responsible for the
working committees. Wotk was also carried out in a more democratic
manner, which contributed to a great sense of communal participation,
the extent of which was felt in the community long afterwatds. Thus,
whereas in the other three communities one finds only one ot two lead-
ers, in El Nazareno it is possible to identify seven ot eight leadets formed
through the experiences provided by Elias. Nevertheless, for Elias, democ-
racy and participation were not vety positive experiences; when he recalls
the episode he warns that ‘if you create hotns, they’ll pluck your eyes
out” Perhaps the most interesting thing about the whole expetience is
that, today, the members of the community interpret Elias’s efforts as
passivity and lacking a leader’s involvement in mattets of importance in
the community. It is also worth exploring Carlos Corrales’ position
regarding the need for a more centralized organization. This other leader
strongly associates institutional strength with centralization rather than
with democracy and participation. His arguments were based on the fact
that, in the case of El Nazareno, the organization drew together many
people who did not really know one another before joining the organi-
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zation. According to Carlos, strong, centralized leadership was required
to give the organization some cohesion. The same thing seems to have
happened in the other communities with respect to the construction of
housing. There wete so many people working and trying to accomplish
a very complex set of tasks that, unless decisions were centralized, nothing
could get done.

Elias’s conceptions about the appropriate role and forms of leadership
are not common among othet community leaders in the housing
committees. Just as democratic and participatory practices are not an
objective for the otganization as a whole, neither are they for its leaders.
In these organizations, being a leader means exercising powet, having the
prestige and the opportunity to satisfy petsonal goals that one could
never expect to realize otherwise. The power of being indispensable,
having the support and friendship of public officials and political leaders,
being a recipient of favors from political parties and the source of admi-
ration for the community are these leaders’ personal aspirations. For
example, Oscar Aguilar, the leader of the Carmen Lyra community, was
elected as a local representative to the municipal government of Turrialba
and had a wotld of opportunities opened to him as a result, and recog-
nition of his efforts as ‘the’ leader of this housing organization. (For a
candidate representing a party as tiny as the communist Vanguardia
Populat, this represented a major political breakthrough and a level of
tecognition and support whether he was re-elected or not)) In spite of
the ideals ot good intentions of a leadet, they ate almost always captive
to their own need and desire for power and prestige.

The power struggles and conflicts that erupt in the organizations are
the cause of a growing loss of legitimacy and credibility among leaders
who are perceived as pursuing personal intetests as opposed to those of
the community. Membets of all the communities referred to these conflicts
as one of the principal factors discouraging greater participation. Does it
make a difference if we are dealing with leaders with leftist orientations?
In Carmen Lyra and Guarari, where both leaders are known leftists, there
wete few differences in the democratic or participatory practices used
within the organization. In spite of COPAN’s rhetoric emphasizing new
forms of organization and community relations, in practice this has not
translated into working methods ot leadership practices which might
achieve such an objective. Actually, it is possible to claim that out of the
four communities studied it was in Guarati where we obsetved the most
centralized, vertical and undemocratic forms of work and leadetship. These
habits, furthermore, had caused a divisive split within the community and
violent conflicts against COPAN’s top leaders. For COPAN, the tradi-
tional notion petsisted of needing a vanguard to think on behalf of the
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membership. Centralization is regarded as a principle method of main-
taining cohesion and organizational strength.

In Carmen Lyra, from the time the committee was formed in 1982 to
this day, the community has had only one leader, Oscar Aguilar, who, as
noted, is 2 member of the communist Vanguardia Popular and its housing
front, ANAVIL. While ANAVI has developed forms of struggle other
than the clientelistic behavior pervasive in government and in the relations
between politicians and other housing fronts, it hasn’t created alternative
mechanisms to make their organization notably different. The organiza-
tional dynamic involved in satisfying immediate needs and providing
concrete results by the most effective means available overshadowed all
efforts at internal restructuring, Moreover, the personal aspirations of the
leader, who at one point even toyed with the idea of running as a deputy
in the Legislative Assembly, got in the way.

The main difference we detected between those housing committees
with leftist connections and those without them was that the former had
more independent relations vis-a-vis the national and local state and main-
stream political parties. In Oscar Felipe and El Nazareno, the organiza-
tion was more vulnerable to the influence and control of government
and politicians, while Guarari and Carmen Lyra were able to develop
more autonomous relations with the state through their leadets, and
therefore maintain community intetests at the forefront. For instance, the
two latter communities settled themselves on lands which offered much
better living conditions than those made available to Oscar Felipe and El
Nazareno. COPAN managed to maintain direct control over the Guarari
housing project by having government funds geared towards the develop-
ment of the housing project allocated directly to them. Guarari and
Carmen Lyra negotiated with government to have power to administer
the socio-economic surveys of their members and to decide on the
classification of beneficiaties and the assignment of lots. In El Nazareno
and Oscar Felipe, on the other hand, these tasks were exclusively left in
the hands of a government official permanently stationed in the com-
munity, who, on occasion, substituted and displaced the otganization’s
system of local administration.

Final Reflections

The achievement of the housing committees has been significant. The
pressure exerted by the collective struggle forced the Costa Rican
government to formulate and implement housing policies which, for the
first time, took into consideration the needs and economic possibilities of
low-income families. As part of its new policies, the state modified the
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profitability critetia and guidelines for the recovery of financial resources
which had prevented state institutions from investing in poor sectors in
the past and helps to account for the dramatic housing deficit among poor
Costa Ricans. This achievement is even more significant once we take into
consideration that state investment in housing for low-income families
took place duting a period of budgetaty restraint and cuts in public spend-
ing resulting from the structural adjustment programme implemented in
Costa Rica from 1985.

Likewise, the electoral victoty which resulted from Arias’s promise to
construct 80,000 houses in response to popular demand cleared a path
which other politicians would follow in the future — that is, ‘the option
for the poor” Nowadays it is difficult to find a politician who does not
advocate social justice, speak of the struggle against poverty, or make
promises which soon become popular demands. On the other hand,
although clientelistic political relations with state officials and political
leaders are crucial in shaping the organizational and fighting practices of
the housing committees, clientelism also presupposes the existence of
general access to state institutions and political organisms, and, even
more importantly, to public funds by organizers, thereby contributing to
the democratization of public expenditures. Through their clientelistic
relations and the contacts and friendships of their leaders, the housing
otrganizations shortened the distance from traditional politics without
having to abandon their position in civil society.

This compression of political distance may very well be an expression
of the democratization of politics, even if, paradoxically, it usually remained
within a clientelist framewortk. The leader of one community — who at 35
years old could bately read or wtite — desctibed how her friendship with
a deputy, who had lent her a desk, typewritet, paper supplies and his
office phone in the Legislative Assembly, enabled her to get the work
done for her housing committee. Nevertheless, it is obvious that popular
discontent did not lead to a questioning of the established social, political
or economic order. Not only was the system capable of confronting the
crisis and containing the conflict but, without much resistance, it converted
the crisis into the process of neo-liberal change and structural adjustment
policies that had such tetrible consequences for the living conditions of
the popular sectors. As of 1986, the belligerence of the housing commit-
tees was turned into support for and co-ordination with state action.

The revolutionaty fervor generated in Central Ametica by the ttiumph
of the Sandinistas and advancements in the revolutionatry processes in El
Salvador and Guatemala during the late 1970s and early 1980s created
both hope and expectation among progressive sectors in the region that
profound social changes would take place in Central Ametica. Today,
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more than ten years later, the situation is quite different. The revolution-
ary path seems exhausted and at a dead end, something recognized by
most of the region’ revolutionary fronts, which have turned to political
negotiation as a means of achieving change.

In this context, the struggle for improved living conditions makes all
the more sense. In so far as the housing organizations represent a fight
by the majority for more dignified conditions, these committees are both
democratic organizations and bearers of participatory and democratic
values. The process of the housing struggle leaves us with a seties of
experiences which we must not forget: the palpable importance of self-
worth, pride, confidence in one’s own abilities, and consciousness of the
power of collective action as a tool for influencing policy. The struggle
was a success because of the creation of a shared common histoty, the
formation of leaders within popular sectors with limited resources, and
possibilities for political activism and the application of such techniques
in fighting other causes. The lessons still shape the possibility of tepro-
ducing the valuable experience of team-wotk and of undertaking tasks
that enrich the quality of life in the community, including otganizing day
care services, youth groups, cultural and spotts events.

Given that we are dealing with a contradictory process, full of tensions
between the individual and the collective will, it is difficult to say what
implications these expetiences will have in the long term. The balance of
attention often tends to tip in favor of individual needs and actions, and
only when there is no other way forward do people seem to rely on
collective action. And even within the collective experience, so many
problems remain: distrust and skepticism expressed towards the organi-
zation, problems of money, corruption, abuse of personal interests and
privileges, power clashes and arbitrary decision-making. Some community
members even argued that it would be best if the government assumed
control over the organization. The possibility of expanding on these
experiences depends on their continuity. Their longevity, unfortunately, is
threatened by the fact that these organizations are often dissolved once
they reach their housing objectives. Although the memory of the experi-
ence remains, the practice gained from it fades with time. Undoubtedly,
though, the struggle for housing constitutes an important collective ex-
perience, which will remain in the memoties of those who participated in
the process as a means of learning and expanding on the democratic
possibilities available in Costa Rican society.
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Notes

1. Two levels of analysis were used in the study. At the micro-level, the study
looked at the internal organization of the Committees for the Struggle for Hous-
ing, with special emphasis on different forms and levels of participation, of
democratic practices and management models. At another level, the study ex-
plored the national and socio-political context in which the struggle for housing
evolved. For the latter level, the investigation concentrated on identifying those
factors that determined the organizational practices of the housing committees as
well as the impact of the housing struggle on the political system.

CEPAS would like to express its gratitude to the communities that participated
in the study and that by doing so have helped to forge a better understanding of
the needs, aspirations and challenges facing their communities.

We would also like to thank Marisol Granados for her collaboration during the
field work, as well as Michael Kaufman and Sheila Knight-Lira from the Centre for
Research on Latin America and the Caribbean (CERLAC) for the ongoing support
they provided through their co-ordination efforts.

Naturally, we also extend our thanks to the International Development Research
Council (IDRC) in Ottawa, Canada. This research would not have been possible
without their financial support and encouragement.

2. See Rafael Guido and Oscar Fernandez, ‘El Juicio al Sujeto: Un Analysis de
los Movimientos Sociales en América Latina,’ in Cuadernos de Ciéncias Sociales, No.
25, (Mexico: FLACSO, 1989); Ruth Cardoso, ‘Popular Movements in the Context
of the Consolidation of Democracy,” Working Paper No. 20, University of Notre
Dame, March 1989; Tilman Evers, ldentidad: ¢/ Lado Oculto de los Nuevos Movimientos
Sociales (Brazil: Materiales para el Debate Contemporineo, 1984), and Eduardo
Canel’s chapter in this volume.

3. Norberto Bobbio, E/ Futuro de la Democracia (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura
Econémica, 1986), p. 33.

4. The bulk of field research in these communities (including preparatory work)
took place between March 1990 and June 1991, although follow-up workshops
were held at later dates. From an inital list of ten possible communities, these four
were selected on the basis of several criteria: to include communities which emerged
out of collective struggle and which demonstrated high levels of organization;
communities which were in the intermediate or final phase of construction of their
permanent housing and infrastructure; one community which had ties with COPAN
and another with ANAVI — both leftist housing fronts which, according to their
leaders, advocate democratic and participatory practices as one of their main or-
ganizational objectives; two communities which did not have permanent links with
a housing front. In addition to observation, we conducted 68 partly structured
interviews around these issues, surveying current and former leaders as well as
grassroots members in four communities which emerged from collective struggle,
and held ongoing discussions with various community members.

5. The formation of COPAN signalled a change in OST tactics from develop-
ing a political party to building a mass organization. The goal wasn’t electoral, but
to struggle day to day with the people. As part of this change, the OST was
dissolved.

6. Bobbio, £/ Futuro de la Democracia, p. 42.
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7. It was not possible to obtain data for La Guarari since COPAN, and not the
state, controls this information and guards it jealously as a result of the conflicts
that have erupted in the community in relation to the assignment of completed

houses.
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Participation and Development
in Cuban Municipalities

Haroldo Dilla Alfonso
with Gerardo Gongaleg Nife

In the eatly 1970s, Cuban political leaders announced their intention to
begin what they called a ‘process of institutionalization’ of the state and
the political system at large, which was to include a sub-system of local
government. At that time, Cuban researchers and others researching Cuba
began to interpret the likely contents of a new, more democratic system.!
Leaving aside the often unimaginative interpretations of some Cuban
academics, which are less useful than official political interpretations, we
would like to dwell briefly on various reactions among North American
Cubanologists.

Although for some, such as Horowitz, institutionalization and the
creation of local government was simply ‘Stalinist, de-politicizing bureau-
cratic integration,”? other intetpretations chose to avoid such indictments
and instead focused on a more objective diagnosis, but often with a
liberal theoretical approach, which left little room for analytical flexibility.
These include Jorge Dominguez and his classic, Cuba: Order and Revolu-
tion. For Dominguez, the issue was simply a formalization of the political
system and the transfer of the pattern of authority from chatismatic to
legal and rational considerations. This was to be complemented by regular
political consultation at the local level as introduced by a ‘consultative
oligarchy’ interested only in petfecting minor details of the decision-
making process.> Meanwhile, for C. Mesa Lago, institutionalization was
‘noted for central control, dogmatism, administrative-bureaucratic features
and limited participation, in the Soviet mold.* In this interpretation, the
new municipal governments had only a very subordinate role to play.
Atchibald Ritter, however, recognized the implications of this process for
the broadening of popular participation, even if within the framework of
central planning and a one-party system, both factors affecting
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decentralization of power and the construction of patticipatory democracy.
These views were shared in essence by Rhode Pearl Rabking.® Efforts in
a different direction were undertaken by William Leogrande and Max
Avzicti on the issue of determining to what extent traditional patterns of
participation were affected and renewed, especially vis-d-vis the creation
of local government bodies. According to Leogrande, this was a new
phase in Cuba’s revolution, one noted for moving beyond the precepts
of direct democracy and for recognizing that more than mobilizations in
support of the government would be necessary for the construction of
socialism.®

Naturally, between these usually critical and often pessimistic assess-
ments of the democratic potential of institutionalization and of local
government on the one hand and the more successful components of
this decentralizing expetiment on the other, there exists a chasm which
can only be explained by the strong ideological bent permeating this
debate. It is also to be explained by the absence of adequate field research
in the municipalities themselves. As no theoretical production is ideologi-
cally chaste, it would be disingenuous to believe that this chapter will
itself escape from a defined ideological proposition. Yet we have tried to
avoid traditional approaches that ignore many of the realities of Cuba in
favor of one particular paradigm. This essay attempts to analyze an as-
pect of the Cuban political system whose creation and dynamics have
constituted a considerable step forward in democratizing the Cuban state
and society. At the same time, the workings of this new system evinces
sufficient weaknesses as to lead to the conclusion that we are not in the
presence of the best of all possible worlds. The undetlying theoretical
proposition is that Cuba’s democratic and participatory matutity will only
be possible within a socialist framewotk, so that democracy and socialism
appear in a direct and inseparable relationship, whereby the latter draws
from the former not just its goals for human realization but, in more
pragmatic terms, the very fundamentals of its own ability to govern. This
is perhaps one of the most distinct lessons to be learned from the East-
ern European expetience.

In this article we develop some ideas about the sub-system of municipal
government in Cuba. First, we give a brief description of the history and
formal design of this system, as well as presenting the design of the
research project. Then we analyze the participatory dimension of local
government, especially in terms of decision-making. We return to some
of the institutional peculiarities, including their hotizontal and vertical
relations. Finally, we examine possibilities for the development of Cuban
municipalities in relation to the entire political system of which they are
a part.
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The Original Design of Local Government in Cuba

Municipalities in Cuba have a long history. Throughout the Spanish
colonial period and especially during the pre-revolution republican stage,
municipalities were significant players in political life, increasing legiti-
macy through the extension of political patronage. However, their role in
regard to regional development or in the implementation of participatory
structures was much more limited, chiefly because of the prevalence of
undue centralization, a perennial lack of resources, and the corruption of
local political elites.

With the onset of revolutionary changes in 1959, the system of
municipalities was replaced by institutions with limited administrative
powers, including the Juntas de Coordinacion y Inspeccion (Co-ordination
and Inspection Boards, JUCEI) and after 1965 by the Poderes Locales
(Local Powers). The latter were administrative councils with stable local
hierarchies and prerogatives delegated by central bodies, which, at the
same time, were intended to play a role as mediators in the electoral
process. Although JUCETIs and the Poderes Locales may be considered
as the institutional forerunners of the present municipal system, the more
relevant antecedent was a strong structure of community participation
centered on neighborhood-based political and mass organizations.
Examples of this were the Comités de Defensa de la Revolucién (Com-
mittees for the Defense of the Revolution, CDRs) and the Federacién de
Mujetes Cubanas (Cuban Women’s Federation, FMC).

The community became an arena for vigorous participation in support
of the new system, for mobilization of human and material resources, for
popular confrontation of counter-revolution, and also for political
socialization. At the same time, patticulatly where the FMC was con-
cerned, organizations became vehicles for sector representation and
application of differentiated policies intended to encourage advancement
of specific social groups. The 1976 creation of the Organos Locales del
Poder Popular (Local Bodies of People’s Power, OLPP), the first municipal
system in revolutionary Cuba, was part of the ‘process of institutionali-
zation,” a project intended to modernize and democratize the political
and administrative system in the country. A decision of this nature raised
at least three difficult issues for its designers:

* First, they faced the challenge of creating an institutional and legal
framework capable of providing local governments not just with
delegated administrative powers, but with the ability to govern their
respective territorial jurisdictions. At the same time they needed to
keep in mind such facts as a centrally planned economy and the pre-
dominance of public property.
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* Second, this had to be done in a sufficiently democratic manner, not
just because of a need to maintain the high degree of popular involve-
ment for which previous stages were noted. There was also a desire
to strengthen participation patterns qualitatively by broadening the
scope of such processes as leadership selection, public oversight, and
popular control over local public administration.

* Third, the process entailed breaking away from political and adminis-
trative methods and styles that were deeply rooted in the public ap-
paratus and the citizenry, and their substitution by a new political
culture.

In short, the new system was based on the need for a local representative
institution, the Municipal Assembly (Asamblea Municipal), made up of
delegates clected by the constituencies through direct and secret balloting,
An Assembly had the power to elect, oversee and recall both executive
(Executive Committees) and administrative agencies, as well as their
representatives to the provincial assemblies and to the National Assembly,
the foremost state bodies. Considering that citizens, as voters, had the
power not only to elect but also to recall their delegates to municipal
assemblies, the system amounted to a chain of successive subordinations
in which delegation of sovereignty was conditional while its effects
transcended the purely local arena. Voters’ recall rights were comple-
mented by the obligation of those elected to be accountable to constitu-
ents and to submit to their scrutiny.

This participatory system contained an interesting combination of
direct democracy and the use of representation as granted by election. In
general, it attempted to provide citizens with the ability to choose the
local leadership, express claims, oversee and evaluate local policy and its
results, and become involved in projects of community benefit. Thus,
although administrative bodies were subject to the authority of repre-
sentatives, they had the prerogatives and resources deemed indispensable
for the practice of government. Above all, the intent was to transfer to
the new institutions the control of a wide range of services and eco-
nomic activities hitherto run by the central government or through dele-
gation of authority. Generally, these activities concerned the provision of
basic social services (health, education, social security, employment) or
such economic services as repairs, restaurants, cafeterias, building con-
struction and maintenance, and so on. Only in very few cases were these
activities related directly to production, which continued to function under
provincial or central government control.

The task of planning the transfer of administrative powers raised two
immediate issues. The first was how to harmonize adequate degrees of
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local autonomy within a centrally planned economy, so as to avoid atomi-
zation, resource waste and uneven regional development. The solution
was felt to be found in the so-called ‘double subordination’ method, which
gave central bodies methodological control of locally subordinated activi-
ties such as factories (here referred to as locally controlled). Methodological
control referred to control over prices, salaries and consumption norms.
Meanwhile local governments were given responsibility for administrative
control. The second issue had to do with making municipal government
actions compatible with the sum of the territorial economy, which in-
cluded nationally subordinated corporations (grandes industrias or industrias
nacionales, here referred to as national corporations). A set of norms was
enacted to prescribe limited jurisdiction of local government over national
concerns. This was variously referred to in official documents as a relation-
ship of ‘control, ‘assistance,” or simply of ‘support.’

As expected, although a single institutional and legal model was
established, later development of the system was affected by conscious
and de facto changes made nationally that affected each local reality. This
makes any general assessment difficult, unless it takes into account the
fact that significant heterogeneity exists. At any rate, 15 years after first
implementation, both the positive and the negative traits of the sub-
system of municipal government can be seen — as well as the fact that
many of the solutions advanced by the original design have become part
of the problem.

Research Procedure and Setting

The previous description implicitly states the two main objectives of this
research — that is, the evaluation of municipalities — as: (a) a focus of
popular participation in leadership selection, decision-making and imple-
mentation of community projects, and (b) government bodies with
decision-making, implementation and coactive prerogatives within their
respective jurisdictions. For purposes of research it was not difficult to
identify the fundamental institutional components of the municipal sphete:
citizens, divided at times by their gender, generational, occupational and
other distinctions; community-based social and political organizations,
including the Communist Party; community representatives (delegates);
municipal assemblies and subsidiary bodies; the Municipal Assembly
Executive Committee; local administrative bodies; national and provincial
institutions located in the territory.

Each of these subjects was studied between 1989 and 1991 through a
variety of methods, including interviews, surveys, observation and dis-
cussion groups, and by a comprehensive documentary review. In some
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cases, subjects proved to be highly complex, to the extent that insights
became possible only through the intetaction of various reseatch tools at
intervals during the project. In-depth, specific research was required by
certain situations through the course of the investigation, and this was
accomplished by designing specific studies.

Given the lack of previous studies and of a reliable statistical founda-
tion, we decided to select a group of four municipalities presenting traits
sufficiently diverse to allow us to obtain a variety of observations which
could then be compared. We considered twelve possibilities and selected
four of them by combining two basic vatiables: population size and degtee
of socio-economic development. First, we wanted a municipality located
in the capital, so we chose Centro Habana, which most acutely showed
the issues inherent to urban congestion and overpopulation. Second, we
wanted a municipality with a well-defined historical background and
considerable population and geographic dimensions, so we selected
Bayamo, in the east of the island. Finally, we picked Chambas and Santa
Cruz del Norte, in the center and western parts of the island, respec-
tively, both small municipalities (population under 40,000) with dissimilar
degrees of development.

Proposing to research the municipal sphere in the absence of other
considerations implied the danger of ending up with a study of the prob-
lems of public policy and administration which ignored the community
dimension. Although Cuban municipalities are in effect political-legal
communities, from a social and historical perspective they actually repre-
sent a multiplicity of communites — a logical result for institutions exist-
ing within a political and administrative arrangement bately two decades
old. Townships and communities with varying degtees of development
and cultural textures coexist within each municipality, occasionally show-
ing so strong a sense of community that they collide with their neighbots.
Consequently, although an understanding of the municipality as a whole
was considered of major importance for analysis of decision-making, it
was not enough for understanding citizen involvement and community
dynamics, whose pace and traits were subject to numetous vatiables, some
extending well beyond the merely political.

Thus, the study focused on the main utban center in each selected
municipality, which in all cases both possessed a more pronounced urban
profile and was the seat of municipal government. Within each district,
between five and seven constituencies were chosen to represent two
different variables: the type of leadership and socio-economic charactet-
istics. In these constituencies the political community is an extension of
the ordinary relationships of daily life, and it was here that we measured
both the political conduct of citizens and the process of participation.
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Centro Habana

Centro Habana is a focal point for commerce, where the complexities of
life in a large city are easily observable. Although this municipality was
created from the merger of five different barrivs, these were sufficiently
interrelated in history to avoid considering the resulting municipality an
artificial creation. It would be an exaggeration to say that Centro Habana
is a marginal or slum area. Highly efficient health, educational and social
security services are available, and unemployment is not a significant
phenomenon. Cultural life is intense and an impotrtant part of the popu-
lation is well educated. Nevertheless, one of its more noticeable features
is the decrepitude of the housing and the attendant social consequences
that may be expected.

We must bear in mind that this municipality, with an area of only 3.5
sq km, is home to over 164,000 persons living in overcrowded conditions
in tenements and rooming houses, whete it is not uncommon to find
scores of people sharing a single bathroom. Most buildings were erected
more than 50 years ago and, practically in every case, have never been
repaired, so that partial or complete collapses do not constitute spec-
tacular news. Although delinquent behavior is not common in compari-
son with other large Latin American cities (Cuban figures are low in this
respect), the rate is up, and local government and community organiza-
tions are responding with preventive policies and integration programmes.
An interesting detail is that these policies and programmes are based on
recovery of the cultural traditions of the barrios and implementation of
community self-development programmes. However, the availability of
resources has proved to be insufficient for adequate implementation of
these programmes.

Of all municipalities selected for study, it was here that conflict and
dissatisfaction indicators were highest, and where local government held
the least legitimacy. Of course, this is determined by the inability of local
leaders to adopt initiatives in a district located in the center of the capital,
housing national institutions outside their control, and burdened by dif-
ficult problems caused not just by its own population, but also by the
large crowds circulating daily through the commercial areas and using the
services run by local government.

Bayamo

Bayamo, in the eastern zone of the country, has many characteristics in
common with Centro Habana, but also notable differences. Among the
former, we can mention population size — it has 187,000 inhabitants,
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two-thirds of them in urban centers. There is also nearly perfect overlap-
ping of the legal municipality with the historical community. This is
possibly the most salient trait of Bayamo, a city boasting long-lasting and
distinct culture and traditions considered their own by all citizens. Being
a bayamés is a condition which gives residents great pride, a fact recalled
to every visitor by the numerous monuments and historical plaques in
the city’s streets. However, unlike Centro Habana, Bayamo constitutes a
highly integrated political and socio-economic system whete municipal
government discharges its duties with great effectiveness, despite being a
provincial government seat and home to numerous national corpotations
not subordinated to local administration. This fact does not pteclude
conflict among the different actors in the municipal atena; conflict, in
fact, springs up with the spontaneity and frankness that characterize
residents. But there is always greater room for the construction and
management of consensus.

Probably the most significant issues faced by municipal government
are unemployment and the status of women. Bayamo is a paradigm of
the prevalence in Cuban culture of disctiminatory patriarchal patterns,
which are expressed with particular intensity in the eastern part of the
country. Although female participation in the workforce is only slightly
under the national average, this has not brought about sufficient changes
in daily life. Although women have discharged their duties well in
municipal and other government posts, only 12 per cent of elected
delegates are women (compared to the 17 per cent national average).
Strikingly, it is usual for women hete to decline nomination publicly on
the grounds of spousal prohibition. Even when true elsewhere, this would
be considered at least inelegant in other regions of the country.

The unemployed here amount to some 14,000, mostly young people,
a fact considered one of the most utgent challenges for local govern-
ment. Their plight is the result of both high birth rates and significant
migration from nearby mountainous areas, a situation only recently
relieved by implementation of special regional development plans.
Migration has led to a proliferation of slum belts around the city, in
some of which community development projects with a strong self-
management component are now being implemented.

Santa Crug del Norte

The Municipality of Santa Cruz del Norte has 40,000 inhabitants, two-
thirds settled into 12 urban communities. The largest of these is Santa
Cruz, with 9,000 inhabitants. This is a quiet, beautiful coastal town whose
inhabitants are interrelated by strong primary ties and where it is possible
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to locate anyone by simply asking a passer-by. Nothing here resembles
the noisy agitation and the insoluble troubles of large cities. Every problem
appears to have a solution and it strikes an outsider that Santa Cruz
seems like an ideal place to live.

However, Santa Cruz does have its problems, some of which stem
precisely from what is considered the source of its prospetity: rapid
industrialization. Of course, industrialization has had some favourable
aspects (including greater quantity and quality of human and material
resources and an increased ability to attain effective social and economic
integration) as well as negative ones (including environmental pollution
and the massive influx of a labor force from the capital).

This has resulted in a peculiar dichotomy: nearly 20 per cent of the
inhabitants are new arrivals, who, according to one local leader, ‘have
their feet in Santa Cruz and their head in Havana.’ Santacrucesios normally
regard them as intruders, while the newcomers disdain what they consider
the ‘uncouth manner’ of the local population. Although the conflict is
usually resolved through mutual indifference, it has been a relevant factor
in decision-making and has affected participation in various parts of the

locality.

Chambas

Chambas, in the center of the island, is a municipality whose population
features are very similar to those of Santa Cruz, but with more agti-
cultural activity and rural population. The 8,000 inhabitants of Chambas,
the capital, are interrelated by primary links that are probably stronger
than those in Santa Cruz. Despite evident development of social services
and significant economic investment throughout the jurisdiction, Chambas
has changed little in the past two decades and thete ate no visible signs
of dramatic change coming soon. It is not as prosperous as Santa Cruz,
but there is no sign of the hardship observed in Centro Habana. We
dubbed Chambas ‘the municipality of consensus,’ whete everyone seems
to agree with almost everything. This appears to be strongly related to
the surprising vigor of the local leadership, where women play a decisive
role, and to the weight of local traditions, which are more accepting of
authority. Daily life in Chambas is permeated by a sense of sincere
hospitality, for which our team was profoundly grateful.

From both a political and a socio-historical point of view, Chambas is
the weakest of the four municipalities selected for study. The coincidence
between legal and historical municipality is almost non-existent, and, save
for the resolve of political leaders, there are no centripetal forces such as
those present in Santa Cruz. The jurisdiction is divided into vatious regions
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with well-defined centers, usually revolving around large sugar concetns
with weak interrelationships. It is not surprising that local leaders have had
to make an effort to avoid what they call localism,” and thus many a local
government initiative must be ditected towards solving ot preventing such
conflict. This municipality has seriously suffered the consequences of the
centralizing tendencies of the provincial government. Resulting cuts in the
size of its administrative apparatus have impaired management abilities
and the capacity to respond to population demands.

In conclusion, the municipalities selected were diverse enough to allow
for comparison and generalizations that may be considered valid for the
entire national spectrum.

The Selection of Leadership: Electoral Process,
Conduct and Results’

Local Electoral Committees ate responsible for otganizing municipal
elections, held every two-and-a-half years. These committees are chaired
by a local leader of the Communist Party and are composed of represen-
tatives of various social and mass organizations, as well as by citizens
with experience in organizing this type of activity. Committees have several
duties, notably organization, mobilization of resources, and guaranteeing
strict observance of the existing legal framework. In general, the process
can be divided into two stages. Voters grouped by constituency elect
delegates to Municipal Assemblies. Delegates then elect the executive of
the municipal government, in addition to municipal representatives to the
provincial and national levels. Let us first focus on the initial voting
process, which we can divide into three phases.

The first may be considered the ‘nomination phase,” and it takes place
through a series of neighborhood meetings where residents decide who
from their community is best qualified for nomination. This 1s followed
by open, ditect voting on all proposed candidates, until those deemed
most adequate are selected as candidates. Each delegate position must
have more than one candidate, to a limit of eight. In the communities we
observed, slightly more than half of registered voters took part in these
meetings, which attracted anything from several dozen to several hundred
people, depending on the size of the constituency. Women and seniors
are the most frequent active participants, not just in debate, but also in
preparing the meeting place, generally a school, small auditorium or other
public building, or simply outdoors. Although there is a ritual for con-
ducting these gatherings, they are also noted for a climate of informal
debate enlivened by the presence of neighborhood children, for whom
these meetings present an excellent recreational opportunity.
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In accordance with a basic rule of municipal electoral procedure, no
organization may submit candidates or publicly support them. This is
intended to guarantee free expression of voter preference and avoid
possible external interference.® Nominations are usually put forward by
individuals, ot informally by a group of individuals. Once the round of
nomination meetings is concluded, the second phase begins. The primary
objective of this phase is to provide information on the background of
the various candidates, so that voters may select the one they consider
most adequate to represent community interests in the local government.
The information procedure is rather laconic, limited to posting biographies
and photographs of the candidates nominated by each constituency. As
in the preceding phase, political campaigning and other acts on behalf of
candidates are not allowed. Finally, secret and direct voting takes place.
All citizens over 16 years old and in full exercise of their political rights
(that is, excluding those in jail and those who are mentally impaired) may
vote. Voter turnout is very high, always higher than 95 per cent, although
this number falls in runoffs. According to our observations, most voters
approach the voting booth with very definite ideas as to the candidate of
their choice. As a result, few ballots are spoiled or remain unused.” Al-
though polls are open until 6 p.m., most voters cast their ballot during
the morning hours. In many places voting constitutes an opportunity for
social interaction, during which neighbors chat and generally linger for a
long time. It is common to see extended families in attendance.

In more than one sense, this political process constitutes a vital moment
in the political life of the nation. Technically, it is the starting point for
the constitution of all state delegate bodies, since municipal assemblies
receive a mandate to elect both provincial and national assemblies. Seen
from another perspective, voting for municipal assemblies provides the
single direct electoral exercise Cubans enjoy within the realm of the state,
and is therefore an experiment of great relevance for democracy-building
and the creation of a culture of political participation.

Above all, since they take place within a single-patty system, the expeti-
ence of Cuban municipal elections may hold an interest that transcends
the purely national setting. Its participatory qualities may perhaps be a
significant indication of the actual possibilities for the development of
participatory democracy within such a political context, including as an
alternative to competitive, multi-party systems with their many limitations.

Of course, the participatory quality of any election is directly linked to
the climate of freedom in which it takes place, including the ability of
citizens to exercise their right to nomination, to select alternatives and to
vote without coercive external interference. The empirical evidence we
gathered indicates that local Cuban elections take place in a climate of
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sufficient freedom to gain legitimacy by the citizenry. This is not to deny,
of course, the incidence of compulsive factors such as a sense of civic
duty or political or ideological commitment. None of the individuals we
interviewed who had made or discussed nomination proposals said that
external forces interfered with the free choice of nominees or with the
process of voting.'

Such a contention no doubt raises an eyebrow or two. After all, more
than 70 per cent of elected delegates are members of the Communist
Party (PCC) or the Young Communist Union (UJC), although member-
ship of these organizations accounts for just 17 per cent of the electorate.
For an important group of Cubanologists, this is perceived as over-
representation of the militancia (the term used in Cuba for PCC and UJC
members) resulting from an Orwellian manipulation of the system for
the purpose of ensuring political loyalty in municipal bodies. From an
opposite standpoint, this fact is narrowly interpreted as explicit indica-
tion of popular support for the PCC, and therefore a definite act of
identification with the political and ideological values it represents.
Although these assumptions appear to be antithetical, they have more
than one point in common, notably the assumption that the vote is
consciously cast in favor of a militant, voluntarily or not.

Reality, however, seems to lie elsewhete — and not exactly midway
between the extremes. The electoral behavior of the communities studied,
and consequently the orientation of the vote, seem to have mote points in
common with ethical considerations than with political-ideological para-
digms. When asked which qualities they considered most important in a
delegate, most of those surveyed referred to such moral considerations as
honesty, solidarity toward neighbors, human sensibility, and so on. Politi-
cal and ideological qualities were mentioned in second place, with con-
cerns about the administrative and managerial abilities of the candidates
ranked only in third place. Fewer than 10 per cent made references to
membership of the Communist Party ot the Young Communist Union as
a desirable quality, although of ten candidates in the five constituencies
studied, nine were members of the PCC or UJC. A significant number
could not remember whether candidates were militants or not.

Of course, this argument does not pretend to dismiss the weight of
political-ideological considerations upon voting patterns, or feign unaware-
ness of the implications inherent in such results, at least in reference to
its incidence on the legitimacy of the leading role of the Communist
Party within Cuban society. The point we wish to make is that, rather
than static readings from either side of the issue, the Cuban community
phenomenon as a scenario for patticipation necessitates interpretations
that take political and ideological factors into consideration, but that do
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not turn them into the sole consideration. Such an analysis ought to be
able to integrate other dimensions, including the sense of community
belonging, the strength of local leadership, and the peculiarities of the
new civil society. This civil society is crystallizing after 30 years of revo-
lutionary life into a collection of political values, norms and conducts
that have become part of the national fabric, however diverse its gender,
cultural, generational and existential texture.!! Yet, even if we consider
that a climate of freedom is necessary for a genuinely participatory elec-
toral process, we have to recognize that this alone is not sufficient. All
elections imply a certain transfer of power (in fact, they are only a chapter
in the circulation of political power), so that their participatory qualities
cannot be reduced to what the liberal paradigm pretends elections to be.
In fact, democratic grading of the vote is directly related to its force as
a conscious act of conditional delegation of sovereignty. This considera-
tion was probably in the minds of the designers of the Cuban municipal
electoral scheme. Compulsory norms were included in this respect, no-
tably accountability before the community and recall rights, which will be
discussed later on.

However, the system lacks the mechanisms needed to go beyond purely
individual action and turn the electoral process into a sphere for citizen
interaction and accord, and strengthen local leadership. The paradox of
this restriction is that the critical factors are precisely those originally
conceived to guarantee free exetcise of the will of the citizenry. This
statement may be illustrated by analyzing the way in which the circulation
of information during elections was conceived. As we mentioned, in order
to ensure equal opportunity for all candidates nominated by the citizenty,
election rules ban campaigning or publicity on the candidates’ behalf.
The biography method desctibed eatlier is used instead. This is so low-
key that it is not a major vehicle for communication. According to our
study in Santa Cruz, for example, only 9 per cent of the population
thought it was an effective information system, and fewer than one-third
had read candidate biographies before voting. The poot dissemination of
biographies shifts the circulation of information to ptimary links among
neighbors, conceivably with such unwanted results as the transmission of
conservative and traditional stereotypes. Moreovert, the biography-based
information system, which is intended to guarantee equal opportunity for
all candidates, in practice achieves the opposite result. It penalizes such
groups as women and youth, whose accomplishments in public or wotrk
life are usually more limited than those of male adults.

This is arguably the greatest weakness of the municipal electoral system,
It is hard to understate the virtues of a leadership selection process that
has managed to avoid demagoguery, mercantilization of the vote and
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fragmentation of the populace around patterns of loyalty to a party or
political boss. Yet, it must be admitted that the focus on moral values
and political conduct as the primary criteria for political leadership has
been overemphasized and has created a serious obstacle to the emer-
gence of dynamic, representative leaders who are capable of facing the
challenge of power.

Although some of these unwanted results will be analyzed later in more
detail, we would like to mention one of them: the under-representation
of women. Eighty-four per cent of elected delegates are male, most over
30 years old. If we bear in mind that this is the result of a direct and
essentially free election, we can only conclude that old patterns of dis-
crimination, which assign to women certain obligations, including those
attendant to their role as mothers, and thus limit availability of spare time
for public service, are very much alive and are expressed during the
electoral process through the casting of votes in favor of men. The inherent
paradox is that women are generally recognized as the most efficient
community activists, while the most successful delegates are those who
ask for the co-operation of women.!?

The degree to which this might negatively influence the quality of
local policies is a debatable issue. Community representatives receive their
mandate from society as a whole and not from a specific gender, genera-
tion or other such sector, so that sociological under-representation should
not automatically be construed as under-representation of interests. There
is no doubt that community representatives try to do their job with great
dosages of social sensibility and spirit of sacrifice. Yet, it is not unreason-
able to believe that the good intentions of an elected representative are
not sufficient for the conduct of a public office requiring an under-
standing of the complex needs of sectors whose daily lives, motivations
and wants they do not fully share.

We must recognize that considerable progress has been achieved since
1976, when the sub-system of local government was first established,
including neatly doubling the number of women in local elected posts.
Yet, these achievements have been slow in coming, and stronger positive
action is necessary. This ought to include substantial reform of the
election advertising and information methods prescribed by the system,
as well as more dynamic and autonomous organization of individual
groups, perhaps in the style of the Federacién de Mujeres Cubanas. Al-
though it may appear irrelevant to promote actions that sacrifice the
effectiveness of popular representation in favor of sector representation,
it does not seem likely that Cuban society will be able to reach higher
levels of equality and renewal if reforms are left to the natural course of
time.
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Participation and Decision-making

In addition to elections, popular participation in Cuba’s sub-system of
municipal government takes place at various moments of the decision-
making process — from expressing demands to defining the issues to
evaluating the decisions made. This is done by means as varied as neighbor-
hoods meetings, involvement in social projects and participation in
accountability and oversight bodies, including committees, people’s
inspections, and so on. Community-based social and political organiza-
tions have a significant role to play in most of these participatory activities,
notably CDRs, the community mobilization agent par excellence, as well as
the FMC and other more informal, yet locally influential, organizations
such as neighborhood and school councils, senior citizens’ associations
and youth clubs.!?

Participation of residents and delegates varies considerably from one
municipality to the next, and from one type of activity to another. In
fact, although group members surveyed generally said they do not have
enough time to conduct their inspection and oversight duties, most
agreed it was a useful job from which they derived great satisfaction. In
Centro Habana, however, the extent of dissatisfaction was much gteater,
given the complexities facing municipal decision-making there as well as
reduced municipal encouragement of this type of wotk, which is con-
ducted on a wholly voluntary basis. The type of activity, on the other
hand, appears to have a direct bearing on the degree of satisfaction,
which tends to be greater in the case of municipal policies that are well
focused, have more central support and enjoy better resources, such as
health and education.

Of the various types of participatory activities in the municipal arena,
arguably the most relevant are the accountability meetings (Reuniones de
Rendicién de Cuentas, RRC — sometimes translated as Meetings to Render
Accounts). These were conceived as a venue for information exchange
between government and community; that is, for expression of demands
by the population and explanation by the government of the scope or
limitations of its work. They also provide an occasion for collective dis-
cussion of local issues and possible solutions. Meetings take place every
six months and are chaired by the local constituency delegate. Govern-
ment and administrative officials are usually in attendance, especially when
deemed necessary or whenever the community requests their presence.

Although 50-60 per cent of constituents usually turn out (anywhere
from 100 to 2,000 attending), audiences often dwindle as the meetings
carry on. Meetings begin with reports from government officials and
delegates. The heart and soul of the meetings, though, is the debate and
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discussion that follows. This period allows the expression of new demands
and discussion of the most relevant issues facing the community. The
length of RRCs varies considerably, depending on the complexity of the
topics debated, the number of accumulated issues, and the skill of
delegates leading the meeting, but they usually last 50—-60 minutes. Those
most closely connected to the community and its issues — that is, women
and senior citizens — are often the most active participants.

To what extent RRCs satisfy the objectives for which they were created
is a relative question. First, as in other community processes, this largely
depends on the type of community and population, and on the ability of
local leaders to mobilize resoutrces and effect a satisfactory outcome. It
is therefore not surprising that the most dynamic meetings take place in
small communities and not in large urban centers, particularly in the
capital, where the sense of community is weaker and the accumulated
issues are more numerous and harder to resolve. And, as might be ex-
pected, some objectives are achieved with greater effectiveness than others.

Let us first consider RRCs as a mechanism for the formulation of
demands. Through interviews with delegates and community members,
and through our own attendance at meetings, we observed that meetings
seemed to enjoy legitimacy as instruments for conveying claims and for
providing feedback to government. Although there are other avenues for
expressing demands (directly to local or national officials or by meeting
privately with delegates), 68 per cent of the 6,571 demands submitted in
the four selected municipalities between October 1989 and April 1990
were presented at RRCs. If we consider the existence of demands limited
to family or personal issues, which people may prefer to discuss in a
more private setting, this figure may be as high as 85 per cent.

The RRCs provide an opportunity for debate and agreement on every-
day issues facing people and their community, for the expression and
transmission of demands, and for effective transmission of information
from the community to both local and national government. Local govern-
ments are aware that they cannot afford to ignore the outcome of these
meetings — a fact well known by citizens and their representatives.

There are, nevertheless, weaknesses in the role and functioning of the
RRCs. The converse flow of information from government to community
is more limited due to the excessive formality of the information pro-
vided in reports, making it somewhat inaccessible and sometimes boring
to the ordinary citizen. This limits the ability of citizens to exercise their
oversight rights over public activity. Nor have the RRCs become power-
ful centers for collective action and accord. RRCs are an occasion for
community interaction which is somehow isolated from other forms of
interaction and organization. There is practically no previous accord
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among smaller otganizations such as neighborhood, women’s or youth
groups, which might facilitate collective construction of demands. This
explains why demands made at RRCs are generally presented in an
individual manner, even when they pertain to collective interests. Of more
than 6,000 demands studied in the four selected municipalities, only 6
per cent showed some degree of prior group agreement. The only chance
to surmount the individual nature of demands seems to occur during
meetings, and to a great extent this hinges on delegate ability and leader-
ship. Although it is not impossible to find outstanding community leaders
who rally constituents together, obtain support from local officials, and
launch self-managed projects without immediate recourse to government
authorities, these are the exception. Needless to say, this creates a de-
mand ovetload for municipal authorities. An inevitable consequence is
the regrettable underuse of the population’s participation potential. Argu-
ably, the imbalance between its successes as a conduit for raising and
addressing demands and the weaker results of the accountability and
accord functions may be a reflection of one of the greatest shortcomings
of the community process: a paternalistic relation between the govern-
ment, on one side, and the community and citizens, on the other. Not
only does this wotk to the detriment of the stated objectives, but, from
a strategic petspective, it is also detrimental to the establishment of a
society where collective action and social self-management are meant to
prevail.

The Institutional Hierarchies of Municipal Government

In any complex social setting, Cuban municipalities included, participation
cannot be limited to direct citizen involvement — hence the need for
inditect participation through representation. It is therefore useful to
analyze institutional relations and the place occupied by representative
bodies in the Cuban municipal system. According to the Constitution
and its regulations, delegate assemblies are the highest state authority in
each municipality. Designers of the People’s Power system granted
assemblies a number of electoral, oversight and recall prerogatives in
relation to the remaining municipal institutions, including executive com-
mittees and the administrative apparatus. Although Municipal Assemblies
are required to meet only for one or two days twice a year, they actually
do so much more frequently. We noted that local governments comple-
ment their scant legislative timetable with informal meetings attended by
all or most delegates, so that in fact they do meet to discuss community
issues and make decisions practically every month. The agenda for these
meetings is set by the respective Executive Committee and submitted to
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the consideration of delegates, who may modify it. They rarely do so, at
least formally, and prefer to introduce issues for discussion during the
course of the debate. Only in exceptional cases do the upper structures,
either provincial or national, order the inclusion of some point of inter-
est to them.

We observed that Municipal Assembly meetings are noted for lengthy,
well-attended debate, particularly when topics related to everyday com-
munity life are discussed. Great efforts are made here toward building
and organizing consensus on contentious issues. Unpopular pronounce-
ments are seldom greeted by signs of disapproval, while delegates will
applaud a point well made. Treatment is respectful and chairpersons use
a democratic style in conducting these meetings.

Apart from meetings, Municipal Assemblies have other means of action.
Permanent Work Commissions (Comisiones Permanentes de Trabajo) are
pethaps the most relevant. As mentioned, these ate specialized groups of
delegates and ordinary citizens charged with supervising and evaluating
vatious economic and social activities in the municipality. Work Commisions
meet periodically to analyze the evolution of production, economic and
social services or other such topics of interest, either at their own initiative
or at the behest of the Assembly or Executive Committee. Subsequently,
they prepare reports and make recommendations which become manda-
tory practices for all local state agencies, once they have been approved
by the Municipal Assembly. To a great extent, commission work helps to
compensate for the rather short time set aside for plenary Assembly
meetings.

However, our analysis of the potential of these commissions indicates
that they are vastly under-utilized, whether because of the shortcomings
of the municipal system itself or because of the manner in which the
various components of local government relate to each other. As noted,
commissions were created to strengthen the accountability of representa-
tive institutions, notably Assemblies. In practice, however, commissions
tend to be subordinated to Executive Committees (in fact, members define
them as the right hand of Executive Committees), and their appearance
at Assemblies is perceived as simply the last step in securing approval for
a job which has already been evaluated by the EC.

If we keep in mind that in actual practice the relationship between
Executive Committees and administrative authotities is closer than desit-
able for maintaining the independent petrformance of either, then it is
not surptising to conclude that democratic control over municipal bureau-
cracies is limited. The same reasons explain why commission reports and
recommendations are often not duly taken into account by decision-
making bodies even though they have been formally adopted.'
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An objective assessment of Municipal Assemblies indicates that they
are important for discussion and decision-making in relation to the issues
facing localities, and function well as a means of representing the interests
of the population. If we bear in mind that no sustained historical experi-
ence of representative institutions exists in Cuba, then we ought to con-
sider Municipal Assemblies as a remarkable step forward in building
democracy, particularly at the local level. Yet it would be unrealistic to
state that Municipal Assemblies have become actual centers of govern-
ment power. In everyday life, different variables have impeded fulfillment
of this role, even independently of the political will of local authorities.

A primary factor is the composition of Assemblies. As noted, they are
composed of delegates elected through direct and secret balloting — by
voters for whom criteria of efficiency or expertise are secondary and
subordinated to ethical and political considerations. The composition of
Assemblies reflects this fact. Although delegates are usually noted for a
deep sense of their duty to represent voters, their governmental vocation
is less satisfactory. As a result, the more sophisticated acts of governing
— for example, discussion of a territorial Economic Plan, the earning
ability of large enterprises, or election of the judiciary — are incompre-
hensible or at least not a major concern to them. Social and other issues
which directly affect the community are thus debated more extensively
during Assembly sessions. This also explains why delegates openly prefer
informal meetings with a flexible agenda, generally focusing on discussion
of the issues facing them in daily life.

This situation has been made worse by other circumstances, including
high Municipal Assembly turnover following elections (about 50 per cent)
and the short duration of their mandate (two-and-a-half years). This means
that each term in government becomes a period of apprenticeship and
training, which is then interrupted precisely when it begins to mature.

A third factor which limits the role of Municipal Assemblies as an
actual locus of government power is the role of the Executive Committee.
As mentioned, the EC represents the Assembly between sessions, which
legally makes it a permanent body. A repository of the highest state
power, its nature is twofold: administrative-executive, as well as repre-
sentative. In order to meet the first requirement, professional members
of the Executive Committee take on control and oversight duties for
vatious social and economic activities within the municipality. They thereby
enter into a direct relationship with specific sectors of the administrative
apparatus in the jurisdiction, whether locally subordinated or not. How-
ever, in order to guarantee its representative nature and strict sub-
ordination to Municipal Assemblies, the designers of the system made
the status of delegate a condition for EC membership. The intention was
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that attainment of this high government office would have to be in-
directly supported by popular vote.

Election of the Executive Committee is the last stage of the municipal
electoral process and consists of submission of a list of candidates to the
Assembly. The list may be modified and is always 25 per cent higher than
the number of posts being contested. It is presented by the municipal
electoral committee, which is chaired by the Communist Party and com-
posed of social and mass organizations. These do everything in their
power to propose persons of sufficient prestige and competence to at-
tract the delegate vote and guarantee at least a modicum of success for
the EC. Delegates then hold a secret ballot to elect Executive Committee
members from this list. Those elected then meet behind closed doors
and elect the three top positions: president, vice-president and secretary.

The method has enough controls to make a satisfactory grade on a
democratic scale. Yet the fact is that the process generally results in a
hybrid that fails to meet either the representative nature or the functional
requisites fully. This method, in fact, transfers a greater quota of power
than was intended to local administrative bodies, the most stable institu-
tions, which therefore become the ones most capable of providing
continuity to local policy.

Several alternative formulas might be discussed, and probably none
would be completely accepted. But if we want to attain a democratic and
efficient institutionality, municipal governments must develop a more
precise definition of their function and structure in order to create a
more open and participatory electoral system than that now in place. The
issue of Municipal Assemblies actually becoming the top state body in
each jurisdiction is not exhausted by discussion of their relationship with
other municipal institutions. This is directly linked to what is in Cuba the
sensitive issue of the real ability of municipal governments actually to
govern, rather than just manage functions delegated by the central
authority.

The Ability to Govern

Evaluation of the actual governing abilities of local government comes to
a positive first conclusion. Comparison of the current situation with that
before 1976 shows that a great decentralizing of Cuba’s public adminis-
tration apparatus has been achieved. Whatever its current shortcomings,
to which we will refer shortly, local government is able to influence
development of territorial economic plans and local budgets, adopt policies
and initiatives that exert considerable local influence, and act as a point
of mediation for nationwide development projects. This is very significant
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in a countty where, just two decades ago, everything was directed in a
centralized manner through subotdinate institutions enjoying almost no
decision-making role.

As noted, various administrative levels may coexist within municipal
jurisdictions, including those under provincial and national control. This
makes for a fairly complex mosaic, whose impact on the functional
exercise of local government is worthy of note. A graphic example is the
case of one of the medium-sized municipalities selected for study, where
a total of 15 locally controlled bodies existed, including six corporations
(housing construction, cafeterias and restaurants, retail, services, etc.), in
addition to a similar number of agencies providing government-subsidized
social services, including the education, health, finance, social security
and employment directorates. Next are dozens of provincially controlled
agencies in this municipality. Although their scope extends beyond the
purely municipal sphere, they also offer services at this level, where they
organize in the form of establecimientos. Grouped in this category are small
producets of construction materials, food plants and small hotels. Lastly,
tertitories ate also home to cotporations whose impact is national in
scope and which operate under national control. In the case of the selected
municipality, there are about a dozen such corporations, including power
plants and agro-industrial complexes.

Given the complexity and asymmetry of the administrative powers
dispersed throughout the jurisdiction, there is a conflict zis-g-vis the ability
of municipal institutions to govern.

FEstablecimientos are created from the elimination of municipal corpora-
tions, or simply because it is deemed unrealistic to create a new concern
and its attendant bureaucracy for small-scale activities. Municipalities exert
or try to exert an influence upon establecimientos, but since cutrrent regu-
lations establish that these are not decision-making areas, the impact
municipalities can have, while greater than is the case with national
corporations, is always limited — even when dealing with units that pro-
duce essential goods or services.

A national corporation generally has material and human resources as
large as or greater than those of a municipality, especially if we speak
about localities of moderate size. Municipal government can exert only
limited influence upon them. This relationship, officially designated as
‘co-operation’ or ‘assistance,’ takes place through such specialized munici-
pal bodies as the finance, labor, social security and statistics departments.
Municipalities receive certain indirect benefits from revenues.

In practice, however, the relationship between municipalities and
national corporations is richer and more fruitful than originally intended.
National corporations can hardly do without the services offered by
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municipalities, which provide essential supplies and the labor force. Also,
their significant local impact means that they are affected by municipal
needs. These relationships are spontancously expressed in the transfer of
human and material resoutces toward municipalities for social service
activities, as well as in the use of secondary production capacity in meet-
ing local needs.

Many an example could be cited of corporation—municipality relation-
ships with a positive impact upon the community. The fact that these
relationships are fundamentally spontaneous — for the law allows for only
modest municipal input — makes the real ability to govern depend on
such variables as the bargaining skills of local authorities or the goodwill
of corporate directors. Obviously, these conditions are not necessarily
present and are quite fragile. All this is connected to a key issue of
Cuban economic organization, which reaches well beyond the municipal
arena: the ability of corporations to make autonomous decisions within
their field.

Another area of conflict is the power of local governments to exert
real control over activities officially defined as locally controlled; that is,
those directly linked to everyday needs — health, education, food distri-
bution, construction of housing and community buildings, cultural and
sports services, and so on. Accotding to the original design, these activities
are to be conducted under the ‘double subordination’ concept, which
grants administrative control to municipal government; this must operate
on the basis of ‘methodological indications’ developed by the central
government and supervised by provincial government counterparts.

The principle of double subordination is not faulty in itself. It is
meant to offer technical supervision to decentralized bodies in order to
avoid wasting of resources and services of inferior quality. It is also
meant to provide practical training for new local authotities #is-d-vis their
prerogatives and function. In practice, the initial concept left little room
for local initiative, which was understandable in a context of the creation
of new institutions. Fifteen years later, however, at a time when municipal
bodies have attained sufficient proficiency, methodological subordination
prerogatives seem excessive. In some regions, they have reinforced the
centralizing tendencies of provincial governments, which often exceed
original premisses and dispense altogether with municipal prerogatives in
favor of supposed administrative efficiency.

Thus the ability of local governments to govern and not just ad-
minister, and in so doing retain sufficient decision-making and coactive
authority, has been rather modest. They have generally wound up in
charge of those tasks more directly linked to everyday life and to the
demands of the population, yet have insufficient resources available for
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an effective response. In addition, their ability to mobilize human and
material resoutces at the local level is hampered by ‘methodologies’ handed
down from the top and by centralizing provincial governments. As a
result, only a very imaginative performance can save local leaders and
institutions from the loss of legitimacy that results from being unable to
make decisions.

Contrary to what may be presumed, the role of Communist Party
Municipal Committees is significant in protecting and consolidating the
authority of local governments. This is so not just because of the great
political weight of the PCC, but for the mote concrete reason that it is
the only local institution whose jurisdiction extends to the entire eco-
nomic and decision-making system in the territory, powerful national
corporations included. This is probably why 77 per cent of delegates polled
expressed satisfaction about the Party role in local government, although
only one-third considered that the Party was involved in this type of activity.

Perspectives

The sub-system of local government examined here is not a mere insti-
tutional formality. On the contrary, even taking into account the limitations
imposed by insufficient material and human resources and other hurdles
noted here, Cuban municipalities have become effective mechanisms for
local development and for meeting the everyday needs of the population,
either through local initiative or as an arena for national plans. No less
important is their role as a stage in the process of building democracy.

However, 15 years after implementation, the sub-system of local
government shows sufficient shortcomings to lead to the conclusion that
reorganization and revitalization have become primary tasks. This has
been officially recognized, and has been placed on the agenda for im-
provement of the Cuban political system. Consensus about the need for
renewal, of course, does not imply consensus as to where and how to
renew. This makes the topic a bone of contention at administrative,
political and academic levels.

A primary component of renewal is participation. Even considering its
undoubted achievements, Cuba’s municipal participation system has been
hampeted by excessive formality and buteaucracy, so that the final result
falls short of what was wanted and planned in the original design. The
system has consequently produced an unwanted result in encouraging a
rather paternalistic, top-down relationship between local government and
the community, all in a fundamentally parochial surrounding, Sustained
community self-government experiences are few, while the differential
appeals of participation remain stark. The meager performance of
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tepresentative institutions vis-d-vis their prerogatives as top state authorities
in their respective territories is also a negative factor. Naturally, rectifying
such shortcomings will unavoidably require specific action designed to de-
formalize and revitalize participation, in addition to the specific institu-
tional adjustments we have noted through the course of this chapter.

Rather than restating the argument, we would prefer to frame our
conclusions within what might be termed a seties of substantial systemic
modifications, without which the constraints faced by community and
local bodies, in terms of both participation and decision-making, may be
difficult to surmount. In the final analysis, community bodies and local
governments are just segments of a larger society and political system,
and the former share with the latter not just their virtues, but also their
limitations, which set the modalities and the pace.

A substantial primary principle is the need to advance more pluralistic
political styles, which will eventually encourage greater vigor and autonomy
on the part of civil society. From a logical point of view, the issue seems
simple enough: every society is diverse — class, gendet, generational dif-
ferences exist, and so democratic public activity can be expressed only
through pluralism. Politically, the issue is much more complex because,
among other reasons, of the rejection professed by most Marxists for the
very concept of pluralism, and also because of the limited use made of
it by the liberal academy, which tends to limit the concept of democracy
to institutional arrangements.

In the case of the Cuban revolution, this is also strongly conditioned
by history. Although there have been different policies aimed towards
certain sectors (such as women), it is also true that unity around the
concept of ‘the people,’ rather than emphasis on diversity, has been seen
as the best guarantor of the revolution’s agenda. Although three decades
later unity is still vital, we ought to acknowledge that unwanted results
have been produced in the process, mostly through unrealistic desires for
unanimity and through holding a falsely monolithic paradigm of society
as a measure of political success.

From this perspective, encouraging pluralism does not signify its re-
duction to the multi-party paradigm or elevate the latter to the status of
a national historical goal. Various concrete theoretical and historical
reasons lead us to believe that a multi-party system would have a counter-
productive effect on furthering democratization and participation in Cuban
society, and that in fact it would degrade many of the virtues of Cuban
public activity in the heat of the political market-place. So far as local
government is concerned, the point may very well be moot, since in
many multi-party systems the dynamics of local activity exist outside
party competition.
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The opening of a space for socialist pluralism implies, above all, greater
autonomy for political organizations participating in civil society, whose
role cannot be reduced to that of a worn conveyor belt moving only one
way — from the top down. This also implies reformulating the method of
reptresentation in state bodies. Finally, it implies recognizing conflict as a
stage in building and guiding consensus, with the resolution of conflict
proceeding through broader and more systematic public debate, both
within and outside the Communist Party, whose political leadership role
is in need of substantial democratization and anti-bureaucratic change. In
the final analysis, within a single-party system, society will be only as
democratic as the Party manages to be.

A second scenario of renewal deals with the status of municipal bodies
as a segment of the public administration system that ought to have
sufficient power to become fully responsible for its assigned govern-
mental duties (i.e. decision-making, implementation and coaction) within
its territorial jutisdiction. In other words, there must be changes in the
balance between centralization and decentralization. This contradictory
relationship (referred to in official documents as ‘the achievement of an
adequate balance between centralization and decentralization’) is now of
widespread importance, not just in reference to municipal issues.

The proven success of municipal government in meeting social needs
wherever thete is sufficient room for local planning, decision-making and
deployment of human and financial resources is pethaps the most eloquent
argument to be made in favor of greater political and administrative
decentralization in Cuba. Only real proximity to power on the part of
actual citizens in an autonomous, dynamic society will move beyond
narrow mobilization and implementation objectives and towards popular
participation that encourages initiative, greater oversight powers and
effective control over public activities.

Far be it for us to suggest that the full answer to the numerous
obstacles faced by the Cuban socialist project lies in the workings of
local structures, or, from a systemic perspective, in the construction of a
more participatory, pluralistic and decentralized system. Almost by defi-
nition, none of these proposals is a panacea, and the issues faced by
Cuban society are, at any rate, extremely varied and diverse. What we
wish to note is that no global solution can do without the democratic
and participation goals explained here, and that, rather than economic
effectiveness or technocratic efficiency, the main guarantee of socialist
continuity will be its ability to move towards its historic goal of building
a structure of human achievement without precedent in history. Such a
goal, and the process of achieving it, is not an abstraction but an
imperative of daily life.
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Appendix: Methodology

Selection of municipalities and communities

One of the most acute methodological issues was selection of the munici-
palities where research would take place. We dispensed with the possibility
of selecting a representative sample, since no previous studies existed
and no reliable statistical basis could be obtained. We decided to choose
a group of municipalities which presented sufficiently diverse character-
istics to provide a vatiety of data that could then be compared. We
analyzed a group of twelve possible candidates, and selected four of
them on the basis of three basic ctiteria: population size, spatial relation-
ship to central or provincial bodies, degree of coincidence between the
legal and historical municipalities.

When selection was completed, we conducted a comprehensive
statistical review of the economic, social and political-administrative
organization in each locality. This allowed identification of both the basic
issues and the main subjects present in'each. Statistical analysis included
a review of demands submitted during a six-month petiod and the type
of response given by local government.

After identifying the principal subjects of our research, we used a set
of instruments adapted to each situation. In general, we avoided quanti-
tative measurement and emphasized the use of more intensive instruments
to allow the active participation of subjects. Case studies were conducted
on particular problems and issues. Initiatives undertaken in connection
with each municipality were as follows:

1. Ordinary citizens A seties of (non-patticipant) observations were con-
ducted at the most relevant direct participation events, including
neighborhood meetings, community projects, elections (one municipality
only), etc. Vatious discussion groups wete created. These functioned as
workshops of great effectiveness, particulatly where women’s groups
were concerned.

2. Delegates A closed survey directed at 170 delegates was conducted.
Some 151 responded. Delegates were also targeted for observation in
places where they participated as community leadets ot local govern-
ment representatives. Lastly, we formed discussion groups in which 24
delegates participated.

3. Maunicipal Assemblies and Executive Committees We made observations at
regular and special meetings, reviewed all available documentation, and
conducted semi- and non-standard interviews. Several rounds of
discussion with presidents and vice-presidents of local governments
were held. Discussion groups were also formed with delegates and
ordinary citizens who sat in Work Commissions.
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4. Administrative Apparatus  We conducted a number of interviews with
administrators in local government, subordinated concermns, and national
corporations in the jurisdiction.

5. Non-governmental political and social organizations Interviews were con-
ducted with leaders in the Communist Party, the Federation of Cuban
Women, Committees for the Defense of the Revolution, labor unions,
the Young Communist Union, and other groups represented in the
community.

We also designed thtee case studies in order to establish the peculiarities
of a locality in greater detail:

A. A study of elections in Santa Cruz del Norte, for which researchers
stayed three months in the community. As elections take place simul-
taneously throughout the country, this could not be used elsewhere as
it would have necessitated the deployment of specialized personnel we
did not have. Methods used included observation, intetviews, sutveys,
and a review of the documentation.

B. An analysis of administrative relationships between provinces and
municipalities, on the basis of acknowledging the strong centralizing
tendencies of provinces. This study was conducted in the province of
Ciego de Avila and in the municipality of Chambas, where the relation-
ship has been mote strained. It included a documentary review, obser-
vations and intetviews.

C. A study of the October 1990 creation of Popular Councils in Centro
Habana. Councils atre construed as an intermediate level between the
municipality and the population. Pueblo Nuevo and Cayo Hueso
Councils were selected, and several rounds of interviews and observa-
tions were conducted. The conclusions of case studies B and C are to
be found in Haroldo Dilla and Gerardo Gonzilez, Participacion y
desarrollo en los municipios cubanos (forthcoming).

Finally, as a contribution to the restructuring process taking place in the
sub-system of municipal government, a number of measutes were adopted
to ensure rapid and systematic circulation of the data collected.

Notes

1. This study was funded with the generous support of the International
Development Research Centre in Ottawa. This kind of study always involves a
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Fernindez (who helped develop the original design and wotked through the first
stage of the project), Aurelio Alonso (who led the project for a time), Ilya Villar,
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search regions and by the National Assembly of People’s Power.
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Un Estudio de Caso,” Caribe Contemporanes, no. 23.

8. This assertion deserves a brief explanation. Certainly this rule was an at-
tempt to keep Cuban elections away from either the then-Eastern European model
ot the liberal-democratic model. On the one hand, the issue was how to avoid the
typical formalism prevailing in the Eastern European electoral system, with its
single candidates with Party support. On the other hand, the proposed scheme
rejected some competitive patterns implicit in the liberal-democratic model of an
electoral market, such as campaigns, individual promotion, etc. The intention was
to give the project a touch of originality, assigning a leading role to the popular
component.

9. No Cuba-wide figures are available on the number of blank or spoiled
ballots. Nevertheless, our own count in five Santa Cruz polling stations showed
low numbers, close to 4 per cent spoiled and 3 per cent blank.

10. This is borne out in our survey answered by 151 delegates. Only 10 per cent
said they had received some suggestion to accept the nomination, while 6 per cent
said they were always or frequently told how to vote. Most of these were from
Centro Habana, where conflict seemed to be more acute. The sources of these
suggestions are varied, and appear to be generally motivated by a desite to secure
a capable Executive body (for reasons we will explain later) or consensus on a
particularly difficult topic.
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Cuba,” Cuadernos de Nuestra América, vol. 111 (July-December 1990).

12. The percentage of female delegates changes considerably from one munici-
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pality to the next. Centro Habana showed the highest figure (21 per cent) followed
by Santa Cruz (17 per cent, similar to the national average.) However, in Chambas
and Bayamo, the two more traditional areas in our study, the figure was closer to
12 per cent. At the same time, both the assembly president and secretary in
Chambas were women. These posts stood first and third in the local hierarchy, and
local opinion was positive about their role.

13. A successful example of citizen involvement in oversight activities is Work-
ing Groups (Comisiones de Trabajo), which assist Municipal Assemblies by
reporting on the status of social services or economic activity in the jurisdiction.
Although the structure of Working Groups may vary from one municipality to
another, they are usually chaired by a delegate and made up of delegates and
ordinary citizens appointed on the basis of expertise or experience in the area to
be supetvised. Estimates indicate that some 20,000 citizens are permanently or
occasionally involved nationwide. Usually, these committees link up with networks
of volunteer ‘people’s supervisors’ involved in the same field.

Our research looked at a total of nine such committees (two per municipality,
three in Centro Habana) involving a total of 122 individuals, 52 per cent of whom
were not delegates, but rather local residents with some degtee of experience in
the type of activity they supervised. For example, the Food Services Committee
(this includes municipally owned cafeteria and restaurant services) in one munici-
pality had eleven members, with nine as active participants. Three of these were
delegates, including the chair, while the rest were there because of their food
services expertise, including two pensioners who had worked in restaurants and
cafeterias for more than 30 years.

Although only one-third of committee members are female, they tend to be
predominant in committees supervising social service areas such as health and
education, where the presence of women is traditionally significant. The presence
of seniors and pensioners is also significant, as they possess the necessary experience
and have more time to spare.

14. FEighty-three per cent of delegates sutveyed thought the work of commit-
tees to be setious and efficient, yet only 23 per cent believed their recommendations
and resolutions were taken sufficiently into account. The latter figure is higher in
Chambas, Bayamo and Santa Cruz, and lower in Centro Habana. Nevertheless,
over half of those asked expressed great satisfaction with the work of their com-
mittees, even if they thought their influence limited.
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Popular Organizations
in the Dominican Republic:
The Search for Space and Identity

César Péreg

This chapter is a summary of the ptincipal findings of research into the
popular organizations that led a massive community-based protest move-
ment, local and national, in the Dominican Republic between 1986 and
1990. It attempts to show how contemporary Dominican political culture,
forged since the 1960s, shaped the otganizational structure of the protest
movement, the way it conceived action, and the manner in which it
related to political life. Some of the most active groups in the protest
movement, those which have had the most influence and impact on the
political system, are broadly desctibed. Special emphasis is placed on
Neighborhood Councils, the type of organization most commonly found
in poor districts; a case study of one particulat council shows some of
the possibilities, prospects, and limitations of this type of otganization,
which is gaining considerable importance in the Dominican Republic.

The methodology employed in the study entailed combining sevetal
different quantitative and qualitative approaches, including sutrveys, various
forms of interview, participant observation and workshops, as well as a
review of primary documents and the daily press. We were able to par-
ticipate directly in several congresses and task forces in at least three of
the groups under study.'

Some Background on the Organizations

A wide variety of popular organizations exists in poor Dominican
neighborhoods and shanty towns. Although many of the most relevant
groups were formed during the early 1980s, others, including the
Neighborhood Rights Defense Committee (Comité para la Defensa de
los Derechos Barriales, COPADEBA) and many of the Christian Base
Communities, have existed since the 1970s.
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The predecessors of these groups wete the Cultural Clubs, social action
groups that operated in neighborhoods and patishes throughout the
country. The Clubs reached their height during the 1960s, following the
death of dictator Rafael Trujillo, who, during his rule from 1930 to 1961,
had repressed all cultural, social, and political organizations of an oppo-
sitional nature. The Clubs, especially those in urban areas, were the first
organizations to be joined by large groups of Dominican youth who
sought new political, cultural, and ideological orientations duting the post-
dictatorship period of the 1960s.

The events of that decade had a strong impact on Dominican society.
The 1960s witnessed the transition from 31 years of dictatorship to more
democratic forms of government, although this process was interrupted
by the US military invasion of 1965, which prevented a broad spectrum
of progressive political forces from taking control of the country.? This
profoundly disruptive petiod ctreated a climate that tended to politicize
all action by cultural, religious, professional, and labor organizations. As
the predominant tendency in Dominican society was to look to these
organizations as political and ideological reference points, the Cultural
Clubs became the focus of significant power struggles among the various
political and ideological cutrents prevalent in Dominican society at the
time. Pethaps most significantly for our own analysis, this political
emphasis was expressed in the propensity to link action immediately to
an overall political line, without working towards raising local issues in a
way that would involve the population in solving its own problems.

Although largely subordinated to the logic of centrist and left-wing
political parties, and under the effects of the heavy repression that
characterized this period, the Clubs played a very important role in
organizing protests and social and political struggles during the 12-year
right-wing Reformist Party government of Joaquin Balaguer between 1966
and 1978.

In 1978, the centrist Revolutionary Dominican Party (PRD) won the
elections, opening up a new political situation. The PRD managed to win
over several groups that had been important agents of social change, in
particular the Clubs and labor unions, with their base among the poor
and marginal sectors, and turned them into loyal supporters of the system
and the government. The unity of the opposition was broken. Because of
the fragmentation of the opposition and because of a pact with the
ruling economic sector, which had been important for the PRD’s accession
to power, during the party’s two terms (1978-86) government policies
ignored popular demands and repression of protest was frequent.

A turning point in popular mobilization began to occur in 1983 with
government cut-backs on social spending as part of an agreement with
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the International Monetary Fund (IMF). This intensified the economic
and political crisis and increased social inequality and spatial segregation,
which in turn rekindled organizational efforts in the neighborhoods. The
popular sector began to raise certain demands, this time without help
from the large parties in the system. The tendency to raise demands
outside a party framework was significantly furthered by the crisis in the
left (the traditional, strong standard-bearer of protest in the country). It
was also furthered by the hesitancy of other opposition parties, including
the center-left Dominican Liberation Party (PLD) headed by former
President Juan Bosch, which lacked a tradition of mobilization and ties
to the popular sectors. Such a situation heightened the inclination for
grievances to be channeled independently of the parties rather than
through them, as had happened in previous decades, and eventually to
replace party loyalty by developing new means of struggle.

The result was to stimulate the creation of populat organizations which
had different attitudes from those of earlier years. By the early 1980s
several new efforts at organization had cropped up in the neighborhoods.
These were encouraged by vouth in Christian Base Communities, ex-
activists and members of left-wing organizations, and members of the
PRD rank and file who favored formation of Neighborhood Councils to
raise specific demands.

The Eruption of Neighborhood Protest and the
Emergence of Neighborhood Councils

Massive protests by slum dwellers and neighborhood and community
organizations began during the first term in office (1978-82) of the
centrist Revolutionary Dominican Party (PRD). Protest appeated in a
moment of transition from a reptessive regime to a government that
would allow room for more democratic forms of patticipation. This factor
was especially important in the subsequent growth of these organizations.

The new regime declared an amnesty and released all the political
prisoners of the former Balaguer government. As part of a policy of
induced demand, mote currency was printed, public sector employment
was doubled, and domestic market incentives were provided. These
measures led to renewed expectations of social participation and to the
channeling of popular grievances within the framework of the regime,
which was perceived to be the opposite of its predecessor. One example
was a reactivation of the labor movement following a Labor Department
resolution recognizing the right to unionize — between 1978 and 1982,
384 new unions were registered with the department.
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During this petiod, the City Council of the central part of Santo
Domingo (Ayuntamiento del Distrito Nacional) promoted the creation
of Neighborhood Councils (Juntas de Vecinos) as grassroots organiza-
tions intended to help implement and promote social programmes and
other City Council-sponsored activities. These Neighborhood Councils
wete able to involve many neighborhood residents in such local improve-
ment initiatives as solid-waste disposal, construction of parks and recrea-
tional facilities, erection of street signs, tree planting, organization of
crime watch groups, construction of sports installations, and other com-
munity activities conducted with municipal government assistance and
with the self-management and self-help of the residents.

Although in many ways a positive and novel development, Neighbor-
hood Councils were also perceived as client organizations allied to the
governing party, whose internal wrangling and power struggles for control
of executive, legislative and municipal office in the next electoral term
they mirrored. The Councils were in fact consumed and weakened by
party politics — that is, they were manipulated by the PRD — which
eventually prevented them from fulfilling their assigned role. In the mid-
1980s, however, this resulted in a breakdown in relations with the PRD,
which led most of them to continue to function autonomously. Some
maintained weak ties with City Hall, but the majority gradually acquired
a clear autonomy.

Economic Reorganization and Social Protest

Owing to a variety of internal and external factors, toward the beginning
of the 1980s it became clear that the import-substitution model in vogue
for the preceding two decades had broken down. The government
responded by reversing and treshaping its economic and social policies,
changes soon evident in drastic monetary and fiscal spending restrictions,
increased unemployment, inflation, loss of buying power, and in a return
to government, police, and private sector intolerance. The new rules of
the game excluded the poor, who responded with major protest move-
ments. These were led especially by labor, and to a lesser degree by
nascent neighbothood or community groups in such municipalities as
Bayaguana, Salcedo and Cotui.

In general, these initial neighborhood protest rallies were in solidarity
with labor grievances; later on, they took up such consumer issues as
demanding price cuts for food and medicine. As the organizations grew,
specific local and territorial demands were incorporated, including
improvement of streets and sidewalks, power and water supply, construc-
tion of sewers and drains, and complaints about police brutality.
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Community and territotial movements in South and Central America
were part of the struggle against military dictatorships or their remnants.
In the Dominican Republic, however, most movements emerged under
governments that were more tolerant of political rights. As a result, actions
didn’t have to be as restrained ot limited to civil rights, but often became
focused on broader economic issues. Also, a vatiety of social and political
actors, including labor and professional otganizations, took part in these
neighborhood movements and otganizations. Their initial calls to action
were spontaneous and without co-ordination between one zone and
another.

The most violent national protests, which included rock-throwing, tire-
burning, firebombing, and looting, took place in April 1984, reaching
their peak between April 23 and 25. Such protests, which focused on
salaties, inflation, and the cost of living, continued throughout the 1980s
and included five national shutdowns or strikes. Following these incidents,
the need for and possibility of co-otdinating a movement at the local,
zone, territorial and national levels were posed. The protest had been put
down in a virtual bloodbath; according to press reports, more than 100
people were killed by army bullets.

In social and popular imagery, the April 1984 street uprising became
a symbol of revolt which deepened the tendency of Dominican political
culture and practice to politicize social issues. To left-wing organizations,
whatever legitimacy the state and the traditional parties had ever had was
lost in these events. They regarded their aftermath as an auspicious
moment to bring about the breakdown of the system through the work
of neighborhood organizations, and set out to push this understanding
within the protest movement. This led the Dominican Left Front (FID,
comprising several small left-wing parties) to call for ‘forming Popular
Struggle Committees the length and breadth of the country, for all the
exploited to join the mobilization, from the bottom up, and to co-ordinate
all sectors that make up the power base and the popular forces that can
defeat official intolerance and the powet of the dominant minority.”

The Communist Workers’ Party (PCT — Partido Comunista del Trabajo,
a pro-Albanian organization), which did not belong to the FID, also
called for the formation of Popular Struggle Committees, because ‘they
are the conveyor belts between the party and the masses, and in them the
close union of the party and the people will become effective’

The labor movement, weakened by division into numerous federations,
low worker affiliation and the massive layoffs caused by hatsh fiscal policy,
also regarded the territorial and community stage as a place to organize
for advancing class grievances, something that was becoming increasingly
harder to do on the shop floot.
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The Neighborhood Otganizations*

The first of the neighborhood ofganizations to emerge was the
Neighborhood Rights Defense Committee (COPADEBA — Comité para
la Defensa de los Derechos Batriales), which in 1979 brought together
clubs, Neighborhood Councils and, in particular, Christian Base Com-
munities from several northern Santo Domingo neighborhoods. Initially,
there was strong influence from supporters of the PRD, an influence that
would undermine its wotk and lead to significant changes later on, in-
cluding a reduction of all party influence. COPADEBA’s immediate goal
was the defense of residents threatened with eviction from the land where
they had built theit homes. Although limited to neighborhoods in the
Northern Zone, Sabana Perdida and the Alcarrizos — two communities
on the outskirts of Santo Domingo — COPADEBA was a well-structured,
consolidated organization.

During the protests of 1984, neighborhood dwellers from various
political backgrounds reformed Popular Struggle Committees (CLP —
Comités de Lucha Popular), which had a presence that was geographi-
cally broader than COPADEBA.? The CLPs served as vehicles for a vast
outpouring of protest and demands among the poor, and sprang up
rapidly and spontaneously across the country. However, they were also
the form of neighborhood and territorial organization to which the
different components of the left laid claim. This had a number of nega-
tive effects, including their fragmentation relative to that of the left, which
led to their eventual demise, the victims of ideological and tactical differ-
ences within the Marxist groups.

The Popular Unity Council (CUP — Consejo de Unidad Popular) was
founded in May and June 1984 from these fragments. This organization
did not emerge from the grievances of specific neighborhoods (such as
a demand for patkland or for empty land to be used for housing). Rather,
it came into existence out of the political or tactical debates that its
members had with the CLPs. Specifically, while it was interested in
organizing and building popular protest within the neighborhoods where
protest was occurring, CUP’ political and ideological view was that
neighborhood demands needed to be linked to demands for political
reform of the state. The main political force in initiating the CUP was
the Communist Workers” Party (PCT, the pro-Albanian party mentioned
above), although many CUP militants were not PCT members. CUP
remained one of the leading neighborhood organizations and was headed
by Virtudez Alvarez, a woman who has achieved national renown for
her leadership, something fecognized even by the President of the
Republic.
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Somewhat later, in 1985, the Broad Front for Popular Struggle (FALPO
— FPrente Amplio de Lucha Popular) was founded to co-ordinate the
CLPs, as well as the Housewives’ Committees, the Student Movement
and the class-based labor movement. Although not a neighborhood
organization per se, it served as a co-ordinating body between such
organizations and other groups. FALPO had neither the institutional struc-
ture not the clout of COPADEBA or CUP, but in several towns and
cities its grassroots organizations have strong local influence.

The last of the organizations with national scope was the Popular
Organizations’ Collective (Colectivo de Organizaciones Populates).
Formed in 1989, it defines itself as a co-ordinating body whete populat
groups can convetge to organize specific protest activities. Initially, the
Colectivo included COPADEBA, FALPO, the CUP, several labor and
professional organizations, and local, municipal and provincial organiza-
tions. This gave it the capacity for mass mobilization, and its ptincipal
leader gained national standing. However, in the period that followed, the
Colectivo adopted the positions of the most radicalized sectors of the
left. This, combined with several failed calls for a national strike, led its
most important member groups to walk out.

All these organizations had their heyday between the mid-1980s and
the early 1990s. There also existed other community organizations with
varying degrees of local influence in various cities, but no others achieved
the national or territorial prominence of those described here. Many of
these smaller groups occasionally worked with each other both locally
and nationally. In addition, there have been several community research
and action centers, and certain NGOs which work in a limited but sys-
tematic way with the people.

In Search of “The Subject’

Increased media access was one element that significantly affected the
emergence and the ultimately political natute of the neighborhood and
community movement. Coverage by the huge number of new local and
national publications, television channels and radio outlets spread the
debate and brought demands for new democratic participation oppot-
tunities to a wider segment of the population.

Through these media, community leaders gained access to a permanent
and rapid means of communicating with the rank and file and with the
population at large. Although this enormously increased their potential
ability to mobilize people, the sudden attention also had the effect of
confusing some leaders, who for a time overestimated their actual capacity
to bring about changes in the system.
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The numerous broad-minded media also facilitated the spread of ideas
and concepts being discussed in Europe and South America about urban
territorial movements. As leaders and activists in community organiza-
tions became aware of them, many began to see their organizations as
the building blocks of a larger movement, one capable of channeling
social demands to the point of becoming an alternative to the existing
political system. They were similarly influenced by a number of social
sectors and political activists who had formed popular education centers
for social action.

As the movement became more politically otiented, it was generally
believed that it would lead to a confrontation with the state, which could
force concessions in the way the country was run, and could eventually
be the spark of a broader social revolution. Step by step, measures were
taken in the neighborhood and community organizations toward political
action that sought to replace the left-wing parties, which were not playing
a major role in the co-ordination of protest actions during these years,
1984-91, partly because of a lack of capacity to do so, partly because of
a lack of will. At the same time, the cost to the popular organizations of
playing this role, was, ironically, 2 diminution in the opportunity to shape
an identity of their own. They weren’t particulatly clear about their ob-
jectives; they tended to believe that their actions would stimulate the
development of a new revolutionary subject which would lead to the fall
of the government. They were trying to voice local demands and link up
with local struggles, but these demands (and presumably their solutions)
were always put into the context of national politics; that is, they were
subordinated to national demands. The struggle was conceived as
progressing hierarchically from local mobilization to marches, to work
stoppages, and to national strikes. Although these strikes were held along
territorial rather than labor-related lines, they did put forward both local
and territorial grievances.

This logic prevailed above all because the mass of the population
generally tends to develop a common-sense view of its actions, which
almost always comes from the political traditions of the social and political
sectots influencing them. However, the political tradition and practice of
Dominican parties obscured the possibility of making a connection be-
tween local and larger issues. Distinction between the demands of each
of the social sectors for purposes other than action was not made, and
thus preservation of their identity and that of their movement was made
more difficult.

These popular otganizations wete the foundation of a broad urban
movement which was at times the main focus of social and political
struggle in the Dominican Republic. The movement is significant because
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it became a disruptive element in the political system. Their importance
lay in their capacity to mobilize the population in a struggle for demands
aimed at the state. The truth is that these struggles did not obtain tangible
results; nevertheless neighborhood, regional and national strikes and pro-
tests had an impact on politicians as well as on the business sector,
which demanded, on several occasions, that the government listen to the
popular concerns. The actions of COPADEBA, for example in 1992,
stopped a massive eviction of residents in La Ciénaga barrio in the capital,
where the government wanted to build a tourist complex. As a result of
this type of work, and in particular the role of national strikes in Domini-
can politics in recent years, these organizations have played a significant
role. And yet, the lack of well-defined internal organizational structures
and institutional mechanisms made the actions of the urban movement
reactive and short-lived. This eventually rendered it incapable of deci-
sively confronting the system, and even jeopardized its continuation.

The popular organizations that first emerged around local problems
were led by a combination of militants and ex-militants of left-wing parties
and Catholic militants influenced by the theoties of liberation theology.
Their ideas of action were very much a product of the left, with its stress
on the party as the historical vehicle of change, its millenarian stance,
and so forth. Their conceptions led them to politicize each action in the
sense of casting demands at the level of national politics. This, in turn,
impeded the development of community-based otganization focused on
concrete problems, and of a solid consciousness of local problems and
how they might be solved. Focused action, based on the mobilization of
communities around concrete objectives, would have been a more success-
ful way of actually forcing the government to help find solutions to
problems and to bring tangible results.

Rather than taking such an approach, the popular organizations tended
to focus on the plane of national political and economic policy without
reference to the immediate needs of a community, or at least to matters
that could be conceived of as obtainable goals of struggle. Because local
matters and actions were quickly taken beyond the community before
struggles and consciousness of the struggle could mature, and because of
organizational weaknesses, the protests in these years had an episodic
character.

A Case Study of the Maximo Gomez Neighborhood Council

At the same time as these movements were developing, the Neighborhood
Councils continued to evolve. Despite their origins as a government effort,
these smaller and less dramatic organizations were dedicated to fighting
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for local issues in a way that put them in a special relationship with the
population.

Although recourse to negotiation with the government has not attained
the rank and permanence that would be desirable, given the level and
frequency of territorial grievances, community organizations have devel-
oped a logic of negotiation with sectors of the system and the state. This
process is sometimes mediated by government bodies, most often by the
institutions of civil society. None has yet been capable, however, of cre-
ating permanent mechanisms for maintaining dialogue.

Among community organizations in the country, Neighborhood
Councils have been noted for a tendency to foster a more permanent
and stable relationship of dialogue and negotiation with the Government.
There are two reasons for the permanence of this relationship: first, their
actual creation was directly encoutaged by local governments; second,
they were the least ideological of all community organizations, perhaps
because left-wing and liberation theology activists consideted them to be
pro-government and tended to keep their distance. As noted, they were
founded on the initiative of municipal authorities during the 1978-82
presidential term. Howevet, only a few wete actually controlled and
manipulated by the Revolutionary Dominican Party when it was in power.
Their gestation, formation and development was faitly spontaneous and
free of political-ideological manipulation from any party. By definition
and objectives, Neighborhood Councils have remained local in scope.
Their protests and grievances are specific and well within the framework
of neighbothood issues, which makes them an acceptable form of organ-
ization even in middle- and upper-income areas.

The Miaximo Gémez Neighbothood Council is a good example for
study. The neighbothood, where some 1,200 families live, is one of many
housing developments built by private developets for working-class and
middle-income families on urban land made more valuable by the govern-
ment through construction of wide thoroughfares.

But the middle-income moniker is deceptive. Neglect by the National
District City Government and the Public Works, Public Health and Police
Departments deprived Maximo Gémez of refuse collection, street signs,
and the ability to stop a ravine running through the community from
being used as a waste dump and contaminated by a nearby meat-packing
plant. The neighborhood had neither green areas nor facilities for sports
ot recreation. Residents tequiting medical cate had to travel several
kilometers to reach a ptivate medical center. Of all the setvices Maximo
Gomez did not have, the most utgently needed were tefuse collection
and running water. Although water mains were installed in the area, they
wete not connected to the supply netwotk. Refuse was never picked up
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because the ncighborhood was too out of the way. Although residents
publicized their grievances, there was never an official response, and so
each family found its own way round these problems. At first, one group
of 30 neighbors pooled their money to pay for garbage collection and
kept a watch to prevent others from throwing their garbage into their
dump. But this solution was limited and temporary, and the garbage
dump kept filling up.

However, the fact that they had joined together had an effect. It
created friendships, solidarity, and a growing awareness of the neighbor-
hood as the place in which the most important moments and activities
of life took place: home, entertainment, rest, study, and, more and more
often, productive work, as a consequence of the expanding informal labor
market. Three months after neighborhood leaders Juan Urefia and Car-
men Payano first put forward the idea, the Committee for a Miximo
Goémez Neighbothood Council was formed. The Council was formally
installed in May 1986.

Over the next six years, five different Boards of Directors were elected,
and three males and two females served as President. Article 4 of its by-
laws defines its objectives: “Through the collective integration of area
residents, to organize and implement development programmes in co-
ordination with public and private institutions, in order to encourage and
improve living conditions for all residents [of the neighborhood].’ The
Council identified ten basic problems requiting solution: inadequate water
supply; biological and chemical contamination by the Torito Dominicano
meat-packing plant; broken and unpaved streets; faulty housing construc-
tion; cracked walls, leaky roofs; numerous garbage dumps throughout the
neighborhood; lack of home collection of garbage; collapse of one of the
neighborhood access streets; no sports facilities; lack of green areas;
recurrent crime.

Once constituted, the Council established formal relations with City
Hall and sought recognition as a non-governmental organization. It also
launched a programme to fight to solve all of these issues, beginning
with access to running water. Five months later, in October 1986, the
Council organized a vigil and picket line outside the People’s Savings and
Loan Association, the private banking institution which had made the
real-estate investment. Five hundred residents took part. This pressure
forced the bank management to agree to talk to a commission and start
negotiations, which culminated in the bank’s agreeing to solve the con-
struction problems and pave the unfinished streets. The bank also issued
a cheque to the Santo Domingo Water and Sewage Corporation (CAASD)
for 25,000 pesos, which covered the cost of linking the neighborhood to
the water distribution network. With responsibility for the water issue
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now in the hands of the CAASD, the struggle took on another dimen-
sion. Now the fight was against a government institution.

The vigils and the picket line wete transferred from the bank to the
CAASD office. Howevet, thete was no response. The Council then
organized a series of matches and night-time rallies around the neighbot-
hood for 15 consecutive days. On the last day, pickets — mainly women,
but also some men and children — blocked traffic on Avenida Principal,
which links the entite atea with downtown Santo Domingo. It was a
Monday mortning duting rush hour, when thousands of people were
commuting to work. With traffic stopped and emotions running high, a
Colonel from the National Police (who was heading the detachment
assigned to keep order) volunteered to mediate between the Council and
the CAASD. The Colonel contacted the CAASD Director and asked him
to meet the Neighborhood Council. Thanks to his intervention, the pro-
test temained peaceful; dialogue and negotiations began between the
Neighborhood Council and the Director of the Water and Sewage Cor-
poration. Eventually the water problem at Maximo Gémez was solved.

The Miximo Gémez Neighbothood Council also carried out a lengthy
battle against pollution of the ravine by the Totito Dominicano meat-
packing plant. This was a thtee-way fight involving Torito, the Public
Health Department and the Environmental Cleanup Commission. As a
result of pressure by the Neighborhood Council, Totito Dominicano was
forced to sign four agreements in which it made a commitment to find
a solution to the problem. Subsequently, since both the company and the
Public Health Department failed to honor these agreements, the
Neighborhood Council went to the Environmental Cleanup Commission.
The Commission, otiginally created by presidential decree, was headed by
Pedro Candeliet, an army colonel with a reputation for being resolute in
fulfilling his orders.

At the request of the Neighborhood Council, Col. Candelier shut
down the packing plant until the company built the installations needed
to stop contamination of the ravine. Although the plant could not be
kept closed until all work was completed, the Council did manage to
force Torito to follow through and put an end to contamination. Accord-
ing to a local activist, this was the result of more than five years of
fighting for the right to a healthy environment.®

The Maximo Gomez Neighborhood Council has been at its most
persistent, however, in its relationship with City Hall, a relationship
desctibed by community leader Juan Utrefia as one of confrontation,
dialogue and negotiation. He explains that the confrontational component
consists of organizing demonstrations, vigils and picket lines, and getting
the news media to speak, for example, of the need for city garbage
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collection to prevent the proliferation of garbage dumps on every corner.
Dialogue, for its part, involves attending City Council meetings to ex-
plain the problems and submit demands and petitions. Negotiation is the
whole process, including discussions to influence city employees with
whom the Council has a close relationship.

In 1990, at the time of new Council elections, the outgoing officets’
report summarized the following achievements: eradication of all garbage
dumps in the neighborhood; regular garbage collection by City Hall;
construction of a retaining wall to prevent a street from caving in; con-
struction by residents of a volleyball and basketball court with assistance
from City Hall; installation of traffic signals and street signs; installation
of running water; reclamation of vacant green ateas; construction of tanks
and filters by Totito Dominicano to stop contamination of the ravine
running through the neighborhood.

In addition, the Council sponsored numerous recreational activities,
games, ceremonies and artistic events. These, according to former Council
President Carmen Payano, help integrate families into the defense of
their neighborhood and the preservation of its identity. The Maximo
Goémez Neighborhood Council holds a Cultural Week on the anniversary
of Miximo Gémez’s birth. (Gomez was a Dominican hero who fought
with Jose Marti in the War of Cuban Independence.) During Cultural
Week, there are block parties, student parades, spotts tournaments, family
marathons, and other activities. At other times of the year, the Council
organizes a Corn Fair, an Arepa Festival, Christmas parties and a Kermesse.
Although these activities get both young people and adults involved in
the Council, most regular participants are adults. Only one of the nine
current officers is under 30. Carmen Payano points out that young people
are in a very special situation. Although they are not part of the Council’s
structure, and not particularly interested in the actual Council, they par-
ticipate in assemblies, in the rallies and protests, and in all the self-help
and self-management activities promoted by the Council.

The participation of women is striking, Women are the most enthusiastic
about the work, arrive first and in greater numbers for protest rallies, and
are the first to show up for meetings and neighborhood assemblies (which
attract 100 or more people.) This may explain why in a previous election
an all-female Board was elected. Gender representation evened out in the
last elections, however, and the current Board is made up of five women
and four men. All positions are voluntary and without remuneration;
members can be re-elected for more than one term. In addition, there are
commissions which have responsibility for particular problems or issues.

Does the Neighborhood Council truly represent the interests and
grievances of the people in the neighborhood? The current Board of
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Directors claims that the Council is a recognized neighborhood force,
which has real authotity to make important decisions about local issues.
For example, if someone wants to set up a sidewalk stand, he or she
tequests authotization from the Council. Whenever someone has a dis-
pute with the Real Estate Bank over housing, he or she goes to the
Neighborhood Council first; if someone breaks the rules of neighborly
life, those affected report the misconduct to the Council and ask that the
offender be reprimanded for violating the Neighborhood Social Code.

Carmen Payano says that this wotks because the Neighborhood Council
does not make decisions without the consent of tesidents at General
Meetings, in home visits made by the Board of Directors, and in opinion
polls. However, well-known leader Miguel Uribe thinks that the Council’s
strength is only relative. Government and municipal authorities make
many decisions affecting the neighborhood without the slightest consid-
eration for the Council, sometimes as if it did not even exist. In any case,
the Méiximo Gomez Neighborhood Council is an example of what a
community otganization can mean and accomplish for a neighborhood.
According to Juan Utrefia, everything has been possible because the
Council has a stable cote of active participants, has become a consoli-
dated organization, follows up on plans, defines clear and attainable
objectives from the start, is not involved in the ideological struggles of
political parties, provides honest management of resources obtained, and
has permanent ties with the community. Part of its success lies in its
political independence. The Maximo Gémez Council has turned down
offets from the city council for modest financial help that it has extended
to some Neighborhood Councils. The rationale is that the Council has
been able to sustain permanent activity precisely because of its financial
independence from the local government. The Council also eschews party
politics as potentially manipulative. Although two of its main leaders are
members of political parties, they function at arm’s length from their
organizations. The Council does believe, however, that councils should
transcend the limits of purely local struggles and should even try to forge
electoral pacts with political parties if it helps in the fight to solve their
problems.

New Neighborhood Councils with broader agendas are being created
all the time in other communities — in all, some 50 or 60 have been set
up. Most manage to get off the ground and attain a certain degree of
recognition in their home ateas. But they have their limitations: they may
be reluctant to engage in political action, they may not be ovetly certain
as to their objectives, and they may have few tangible achievements. But
to the urban population of Santo Domingo they remain the chief refer-
ence point for raising local issues.
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This is borne out by a survey we conducted in the three Santo
Domingo neighborhoods which wete the main focus of the 1984 protest
rallies — Capotillo, Sim6n Bolivar and Las Cailitas, with a total population
of 115,000. In the survey, while 65 per cent of the population said that
they knew about the Neighborhood Councils, only 27 per cent knew the
major popular organizations mentioned in the first part of this chapter.
There is a perception in these communities that by joining together,
residents can solve problems on their own. When asked about the best
way to confront neighborhood issues, 59 per cent said it was by uniting
the people in the neighbothood, 37 per cent said with government help,
and only 6 per cent said with the help of the political patties. Again, this
shows the degree of distrust that exists toward these organizations. This
survey also demonstrates the ctisis of legitimacy facing parties, as well as
the suspicion of mediation between the people and the government: only
slightly more than one-third believe that such mediation can lead to the
solving of community problems.

Other data indicate that people in these areas are mainly concerned
with immediate issues (as opposed to the desire to change the govern-
ment, which some organizations had felt would be their ultimate con-
cern). And so, for example, 74 per cent of those surveyed saw garbage
and the high cost of living as their main problems, while 68 pet cent also
emphasized concern about crime. About 40 per cent considered housing
their principal problem — which pethaps isn’t surprising since the other
60 per cent owned their houses in these areas (although they do not own
the lots on which they are built). This concern with immediate problems
helps explain the tendency to organize around faitly concrete questions
and the lack of interest in the larger issues advanced by populat organi-
zations linked to projects which are national in scope.

Conclusions

It is indicative of their limitations that the larger national popular organi-
zations which had the greatest influence in Dominican politics since the
period between 1984 and the early 1990s ended up facing a marked loss
of influence and diminished growth and objective achievement prospects.
Between 1991 and the mid-1990s, the number of their activities, their
influence, and their impact all diminished. Many of the tasks they under-
took remain unfinished, and efforts to complete others produced mediocre
results. This is not only the conclusion of this research but also the
assessment presented by the head of the Popular Organizations Colectivo
in a report to the ninth General Assembly in February 1992,
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It now seems evident that it will be impossible for these organizations
to achieve their objective of articulating an alternative to the crisis facing
Dominican society. These organizations have stuck with their tendency
to orient their actions towatrds violent confrontation with the state, which
makes it impossible to articulate local demands in a way that would allow
effective negotiation. Even more importantly, this otientation tends to
ptevent community members from actually organizing to find solutions
to their problems as opposed to focusing all attention on the state. Change
in this approach is unlikely until, or unless, the political parties of the left
working within the Colectivo and other otganizations change their own
otientation.

It is equally evident that more focused local organizations, un-
encumbered by the messianic vision of more ideological and political
popular organizations, are now emetging to continue the fight for social
change. Neighborhood Councils, such as the one in Maximo Goémez,
stand out among these new forms of social otganization. Although this
particular expetience is different in many ways from other local efforts,
out observations indicate that these councils have acquired greater promi-
nence in organizing and promoting popular protest.

This makes it clear that the leaders of the groups that led the recur-
rent protests between 1984 and 1990 were unable to interpret correctly
the demands of the Dominican people in general, and those of the urban
poor in the capital and the city of Santiago in particular. A review of the
grievances raised in the last few years shows them to be quite vatied,
with local demands for improved living conditions thrown together with
others of a political or wage-related nature. In general, however, most
demands of the popular organizations, as opposed to those of the
neighborhood councils, dealt with the fight for civil rights and con-
solidation of democratic gains made in the political arena, which, it was
thought, would lead to the replacement of the current government and
state by an alternative power. What the groups did not understand was
that popular demands weren’t yet focused on a change in government or
state, but rather on redressing wretched living conditions.

Some of the factors behind the sometimes violent protests included
the lack of opportunities for democratic political participation, as well as
an awateness of the right of access to the material goods the system
offets but seldom delivets. The ever-more apparent debility of the insti-
tutions in Dominican society impedes the participation of popular social
forces, and has even taken away traditional representation in the formal
mechanisms of the system. Disenfranchisement is compounded by the
fact that Dominican political parties have become almost exclusively
electoral machines, which come alive only every four years, at election
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time. This creates a political vacuum which is occasionally filled by local
protest movements. This, in turn, politicizes these movements and lines
them up against the state, even when their position is merely defensive
or even supportive. Demands of a political nature have certainly been
made by the population, including calls for a change in economic policy
and abrogation of the agreements made with the IMF, which crop up in
the grievance list of every national strike. The mass of the population has
never, however, called for changes in the system or the state.

The leaders and activists in the national organizations studied and
whom we interviewed, as well as many leaders in left-wing groups, see
the protests and the neighborhood movement as the setting in which a
new social subject will emerge, a subject capable of making much-needed
economic and political transformations. This wishful and, it seems to me,
rather flawed interpretation of the role that Dominican popular organi-
zations can and should play has been a determining factor in bringing
about the current state of paralysis in which they find themselves. Such,
too, is the criticism by a leader of the Miximo Go6mez Neighborhood
Council who suggested to us that the positions taken by popular organi-
zations have not contributed to the battles fought by Neighborhood
Councils to solve local problems. Simply put, the national popular
organizations have not adequately understood the struggle of the
neighborhood councils and the struggles at the neighborhood level.

Finally, we have noted the weakening of the larger organizations such
as the Popular Unity Council (CUP), the Broad Front for Popular Struggle
(FALPO), the Popular Organizations Colectivo, and the Neighborhood
Rights Defense Committee (COPADEBA). This is due primarily to the
fact that these groups used work stoppages and national strikes as almost
their sole form of struggle, and neglected the fight for local issues,
including mobilizing people to solve their own problems. Organizational
weakness severely hampers the chances of creating an identity as a com-
munity movement and makes it harder for leaders and groups to maintain
links with the grassroots. This is probably why current trends in the
protest movement point to greater difficulty in organizing and maintaining
links with the masses.

Most importantly, however, the struggle of the members of the
Dominican neighborhood and community movement reflects the need to
entrench respect for their rights as citizens. It also reflects their desire for
social integration on the basis of awareness of these rights and of the
need to phase out the old forms of participation and representation that
focus more or less exclusively on labor unions and political parties.

The legacy of these struggles in Dominican society is strong, Although
poorly channeled at present, they helped make the political class aware of
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the need to take the people’s grievances into account. Although the parties
in which the political class is organized have not yet incorporated popular
demands into their platforms, at least some are beginning to refer to the
issues raised by the broad-based protest movement of the past six years.
The fight has been continued by a vatiety of neighborhood organizations,
which have taken up the legacy left by the struggles of the 1980s. The
passing on of this torch is one of the most relevant factors in the deepen-
ing of democratization in Dominican society.

Notes

1. This study was financed by the Ford Foundation and was catried out with
the assistance of José Leopoldo Artiles, research associate, and Pedro Hernandez,
research assistant.

2. The progressive forces were headed by the Revolutionary Dominican Party
(PRD), a centrist, populist party and the leading coalition member, by the Social-
Christian Revolutionary Party (PRSC), and by the pro-Cuba July 14 Revolutionary
Movement.

3. FID manifesto, quoted in César Pérez and Leopoldo Artiles, Movimientos
Sociales Dominicanos (Santo Domingo: Instituto Tecnolégico de Santo Domingo,
1992), pp. 100-101.

4, 'This discussion of the various organizations is greatly abbreviated from our
analysis in Pérez and Artiles, Movimientos Sociales Dominicanos.

5. The first CLP actually started a year earlier as committees in solidatity with
union leaders fired by CODETEL, the telephone company. These committees got
off the ground in a number of barrios.

6. Although the role of Colonel Pedro Candelier might seem unusual, it is not
so unusual in the Dominican Republic to establish a working relationship between
an individual in authority, some community organizations, and those they are in
conflict with. This was successfully done in several parts of the country.
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Popular Organizations and the
Transition to Democracy in Haiti

Luc Smarth

The popular movement that was so evident in Haiti between the over-
throw of the Duvalier regime on February 7, 1986 and the return from
exile of popular leader Father Jean-Bertrand Aristide in October 1994
was felt at all levels of society, in all regions of the countty, and in all
aspects of national life. Mote than any other new factor — the role of the
army being nothing new — it shook the very essence of the country as
it took shape in an ongoing process inside the fragmented Haitian society.!

The precursor of what would become a vast movement for freedom
of expression had begun by 1974. A group of journalists, mostly young,
decided to break through the wall of silence imposed by the Duvalier
dictatorship. Partly through a long stream of newspaper articles on social
and economic conditions, but most importantly through radio, they helped
shape a broad, solid current of critical opinion, which slowly gained
support among virtually all sectors of the population.

This awakening of national consciousness, helped along by Jimmy
Carter’s term as US president, would later become a widesptead cultural
upheaval. Theater with clear social and political overtones and veiled yet
persistent criticism of the dictatorial regime met with instant success.
(From this struggle, a talented young writer and journalist named Evans
Paul emerged as a leader. Later, as head of one of the most important
Popular Otganizations in the country, he played 2 significant role in the
democratic struggle following the overthrow of Duvaliet, and, in the
general election of December 16, 1990, was elected mayor of Port-au-
Prince with 85 per cent of the vote.)

Protest became mote generalized and full-blown for a time in the late
1970s. Starting in 1978, the newly created Ligue Haitienne des Droits
Humains added its voice to the fight for human rights. The following
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year, two Christian Democratic political parties were founded that were
cleatly in opposition to the dictatorship. Intellectuals were part of this
cultural and social awakening, and denounced censorship of the press
and theater; in 1979, twenty of them created the Association of Haitian
Writers.

The wave of defiance which began to take shape in 1974 came to a
brutal end in November 1980. Journalists, leading opposition politicians,
and intellectuals who criticized the tegime were arrested. Some were
expelled from the country; others chose to go into exile. It was a hard
blow to the nascent democratic movement.

But in the following year, Radio Soleil — which had started up in 1978
— resumed broadcasting. Its new place on the public scene was a turning
point in the process of rebuilding the broad-based popular movement
which would eventually break onto the political stage following the over-
throw of the Duvalier dictatorship. This radio station, owned by the
Catholic Chutch, gave new life to eatlier efforts undertaken by a group
of young, independent journalists, most notably through Radio Haiti Inter.
It reinforced the defiantly democratic otientation of Haitian broadcast-
ing, which was among the most combative and militant in the whole
continent.

Broadcasting to the entite country in Créole, the language of the
people, Radio Soleil played a leading role in the shaping of an anti-
dictatorial, critical and progressive awareness. Dissemination of the social
gospel of libetation theology fanned sentiments of justice, dignity, equality
and solidarity. This helped surmount the ubiquitous fear of Duvalierism
and turned the station into, as it called itself, ‘the voice of the poor and
the opptessed.’ Its lead was soon followed by Radio Lumiére — owned by
the reform churches — Radio Métropole and othets.

This was also the time when Chtistian Base Communities (CBCs —
which first emerged in 1968) were consolidating their presence all over
the country. Along with neighborhood organizations, they were the most
direct forerunners of the Popular Organizations (POs) that came into
existence after the fall of Duvalier. Since their inception, the CBCs played
a basic role in shaping a critical and democratic consciousness and in
sowing the sceds of hope, challenge, mutual aid and participation. (Into
the early 1990s, the CBCs remained the most functional structure in the
nation’s democratic movement, but theit presence in the years following
the return of Father Aristide in October 1994 was greatly diminished.) In
contrast with previous popular movements, the winds of freedom were
now blowing not only in the cities but also in remote corners of the
country. This led, in many places, to the organization of the peasantry,
which was an important step in the development of democratic forces.
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In May 1984, in the midst of a deepening economic crisis, the climate
of collective reawakening led to renewed popular mobilization. Termed
‘food riots’ by some because food was taken from foreign relief depots,
these events were both an expression and a symbol of the discontent of
the poor. Crowded in slums by the tens of thousands, these people were
tejecting both a way of life and a decomposing political regime. Within
two yeats, many activists who led these mobilizations become militants
and leaders of the POs.

Popular protest continued in 1985, the Year of Youth. With the support
of the Catholic Church, a crowd 40,000 strong took to the streets to
show its opposition to the government of Jean-Claude Duvalier. This
opposition became more evident and wider in scope, and by July 1985
the country had become ungovernable. Besieged by internal and external
pressures, Duvalier resorted to calling a referendum on the issue of his
holding the presidency for life. Voter indifference was neatly complete.

The critical moment in the escalation of rebellion came on November
28, 1985. Duting a demonstration in Gonaives, a town in the center of
the countty, the army murdered three schoolboys. The immediate effect
of this triple crime was an upheaval throughout the entire country —
except for the capital, which would only join the national uprising at the
end — which lasted until the regime was overthrown on February 7, 1986.

It would be incorrect, then, to believe that the 29 years of the Duvalier
regime caused political life to disappear. For the people of Haiti, those
long years of dictatorship were a period of difficult, yet intelligent,
apprenticeship. Their centuries-old wisdom and capacity for political and
cultural resistance stood them in good stead in finding the most adequate
forms of struggle and in patiently undermining the foundations of the
Duvalier edifice. In the same movement, they were building up steam to
conquer and create a new democracy.

The Emergence of Popular Organizations

As soon as Jean-Claude Duvalier fled the country, all social sectors came
forward to exercise the right to patticipate in political and civil life.
Organizations were created to formulate and fight for long-postponed
grievances. Students, teachers, peasants, city laboters, journalists, lawyers,
doctors, artists, street vendors, priests, soldiers, young people, women,
shopkeepers, businessmen, all joined together in fighting for their rights
and making their voices heard on the issues and decisions concerning the
future of the nation.

Their efforts were helped along by the new political morale and strong
determination instilled into society by liberation theology, the new press,
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independent militants and, to a certain extent, opposition political par-
ties. Help also came from the emergence of democratic movements in
many parts of the world (including Latin America), the existence of which
broadcasters and some newspapers had taken care to publicize among
young people.

Neighborhood Committees were a creation peculiar to the period
immediately following Duvalier’s overthrow. Although in incipient and
informal existence since the last years of the Duvalier regime, on February
7, 1986 they literally sprang up overnight and had a massive presence in
all working-class and in some middle-class areas of the capital, in all
provinces and in parts of the countryside. Base Committee activities
included street upkeep and such urban improvement initiatives as planting
trees and painting colourful graffiti and murals with political and social
content. They also enlisted government help in attending to such com-
munity issues as water and power supply, construction of schools and
medical care centers, and organization of adult literacy campaigns.

In addition to community work, a further factor unifying Neighbor-
hood Committee members was the fight against Tontons Macoutes and
other diehards of the Duvalier regime — in fact, some committees distin-
guished themselves in monitoring and, in some cases, capturing and
executing Tontons Macoutes. Thus, although formally apolitical (some
members, in fact, sympathized with ideologies and candidates outside the
‘popular camp’), Neighborhood Committees were actively involved in
mass mobilization against neo-Duvalierist governments, to the extent that
they later played a crucial role in the massive January 7, 1991 uprising,
which thwarted a coup attempt led by Macoute leader Roger Lafontant.
But they also played a role in the transformation of physical space and,
for example, took on the enormous task of cleaning up the capital for
the February 1991 inauguration of President Jean-Bertrand Aristide, con-
sidered a symbol of the popular struggle.

A factor of interest in analyzing the role of Neighborhood Committees
was their sense of opportunity. An example of this concerns a hotel
abandoned by its owner, a Duvalier follower, which was then taken over
by young Committee members in that area. They cut off vehicle access
to the area, then marched to the Ministry of Education and successfully
demanded that the hotel be converted into a public school for the
neighborhood. (Even after the coup of September 30, 1991, this secondary
school still functioned and also hosted neighborhood dances and handi-
craft sales.)

The democracy-building process in Haiti benefited from the method
of operation used by most Neighborhood Committees. They often had
no leaders or steeting committees of any sort; instead, members participated
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in one of several possible sub-committees (relating, for example, to culture,
spotts, maintenance, or finances) which had no chair, secretary or general
co-ordinator. Weekly meetings, often held on Sundays, were chaired by a
moderator chosen from among those in attendance.

Along with CBCs and current ot former members of underground
left-wing parties, Neighborhood Committees played an important role in
building social and political awareness among the population, notably
young people, after the fall of Duvalier. Dozens of youth groups sprang
up in slum areas of the capital and provincial towns, with members
constantly debating issues of national and international interest. Emerging
from the intellectual freeze of a dictatorship started before they were
born, they showed a tangible hunger for knowledge and an obsession
with the need to organize the people.

These youth groups were the origin of the so-called Popular Organi-
zations, which emerged throughout the country, especially in the capital
and larger provincial towns, after the flight of Duvalier. From their in-
ception, they defined themselves as spreading and defending the rights
and claims of the popular classes, but as organizations with little similar-
ity to traditional groups, which they dismissed as part of the existing
political system. From theit petspective, political parties, the left wing
included, were incapable of standing for the rights of the majority: part-
ties were seen as an outdated proposition which stood for patronage and
sharing in the spoils of state powetr. As far as POs were concerned, the
people could only count on their own autonomous forms of organiza-
tion. They took on this mission, which also entailed the ideological edu-
cation of the poor and oppressed.

The birth of POs was warmly welcomed in the neighborhoods. The
reasons for this reception included a complex and subtle mix of emotional,
cultural and historical factors directly connecting POs to the daily life of
their communities. In spite of setbacks and the repression of young
militants following the September coup, POs remained the most solid
conveyor belt of the feelings of the people, and were regarded by most
as the front line of anti-Macoute, anti-Duvalier fury. Moreovert, though,
POs symbolized repudiation of the values and practices embodied by the
Haitian ruling class and political system. They constituted an obstacle to
what had been, effectively, a political class — and here I refer not only to
the traditional, backward-thinking group of politicians noted for manipu-
lation, corruption, and violently excluding the country’s majorities, but
also to the new group of mostly foreign-trained politicians who fancied
themselves as the torch-bearers of political modernity. These new politi-
cians saw themselves as practitioners of realpolitik, and opposed any kind
of populism or meaningful transfer of social and economic power. (The
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influence of these politicians was greatly diminished by the election of
Aristide and, in December 1995, of his successor René Préval).?

Popular Organizations opposed concentration of power in the hands
of those they saw as professional politicians. They ascribed much more
value to ‘the power of the street’ and to popular participation in the
country’s social and political life. They were radically opposed to tradi-
tional, elitist practices that excluded ot suppressed the will of the major-
ity. Their chief mission, in their view, was to control the state and so,
when possible, they applied pressure on its apparatuses to force it to act
in the interest of the oppressed. Next to participation, they demanded
social justice for the downtrodden and challenged the corruption that
had permeated the exetcise of political power since the inception of the
Haitian state, corruption which had seeped through interpersonal relation-
ships as well.

Consequently, the POs of this era of mobilization and change can be
seen as part of the political current flowing through Latin America and
much of the wotld which propounded an entirely new manner of practis-
ing politics based on the primacy of ethics. In Haiti, these currents were
encouraged by the considerable influence of liberation theology upon a
traditionally devout nation, by the complete suspicion of political leaders
due to the existence of a ‘political class’ noted for retrograde ideological
and cultural thinking, and by 29 years of repression under the Duvalier
regime.

In other words, Haiti’s POs came into existence because of a powerful
historical need for political renewal, for the emergence of a new political
subject. They were part of a process whereby the people evolved into a
subject, rather than an object, of history. This explains the quick ascend-
ancy of POs and their strong presence in different walks of Haitian life,
in spite of being much debated and considered an enigmatic phenom-
enon.

The Popular Organizations remained something of a riddle to political
observers. Although on the surface they gave the impression of playing
no specific political ot social role, they multiplied quickly throughout
different social strata. POs were formed by students, youth, women,
residents of a particular area, former soldiers, artists, street vendors, lit-
eracy workers and the unemployed. The ‘OP-17" (the September 17, 1988
PO), for example, was formed by democratic soldiers who tried to over-
throw the undemocratic government of General Henti Namphy. ‘Veye-Yo’
(We Must Be Vigilant) came into existence when the Church hierarchy
attempted to expel Jean-Bertrand Aristide, leader of the rebellious youth,
from the country, at which time groups of young people kept a round-
the-clock watch on Aristide to prevent his expulsion from his parish. Several
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POs were born on the morning of Januaty 7, 1991 as the people mobilized
¢n masse to stop a coup attempt by Duvalier zealot Roger Lafontant.

Liberal and conservative political parties continued to attack them as
the enemies of democracy. Popular Organizations were seen as arrogant
and intolerant; their inflammatory rhetoric exciting passions and their
threats to use ‘the necklace’ (some Tontons Macoutes were executed by
means of a burning tire around their necks) instilled terror in those who
disagreed with their political ideas or attitudes. Although it was not used
neartly as widely as the conservative press maintained, the popularity of
this form of execution (known in street jargon as Pére Lebrun, after a tire-
shop owner) was a sign of their lack of any faith in the justice system.
In spite of this lack of support by some political parties, others (such as
KONAKHOM, which has connections to the Socialist International) have
gone out of their way to try to enlist the support of at least some POs.

Throughout Jean-Bertrand Aristide’s first seven months in office, from
February to September, 1991 — the government that was called Lavalas,
ot avalanche — Parliament waged a veritable war against the executive
branch of the government. Its most serious criticism was leveled at the
allegedly intimidating and intolerant behavior of POs toward the Chamber
of Deputies (which along with the Chamber of Senatots makes up the
Haitian Parliament) and all ‘true democrats.” Nevertheless, the Chamber
of Deputies once publicly sang the praises of SAJ (Solidarity Among
Youth), one of the most radical of these otganizations, for its ‘correct
understanding of democracy,” and invited it to meet with Deputies, who
were attempting to exploit differences between SAJ and President Aristide.
The SAJ leadership, however, berated Deputies for being opportunists
who wanted to capitalize on the political performance of the POs, and
urged them to clean up the Chamber and throw the Macoutes out.

A common charge was that certain corrupt leaders had created POs
for the sole purpose of lining their pockets, with no real concern for the
organization or the country. The truth was different: most of these leaders
were dedicated fighters who stood up to vety brutal repression and were
ready to give their lives.

In short, the least that may be said is that POs wete an unusual
creation, which aroused the curiosity and intetest of social and political
analysts. Their very existence constituted something of a mystery. How
can one account for the fact that groups with such an apparently loose
structure managed to maintain an active presence and become active
participants on the social and political stage? Did they have common
elements which would allow precise identification of a group as a PO? I
will attempt to find answers to these and other related questions through
an analysis of the internal life and structure of Popular Organizations.
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Inside Popular Organizations

Save for certain exceptions, notably SAJ, which operated underground
since the twilight of the Duvalier regime and surfaced in public in early
January 1986, most Popular Organizations were born following the
February 7, 1986 overthrow of Jean-Claude Duvalier. Arising in im-
poverished areas of the capital and provincial towns, and to a much more
limited extent in the countryside, they were, at first, small groups of
restless, politicized youths, often university students or pupils of popular
education centers, who would meet to discuss the political situation and
the future of democracy in the country.

Many of these youths came from the ranks of Neighborhood Com-
mittees and CBCs, and from the political parties or groups which had
been working underground prior to Duvalier’s overthrow. As they led
political agitation against the regime, they evolved into experienced
militants. Only a few had much ideological training, acquired mostly from
reading, analysis of the militant print media, popular education, discussion
of liberation theology with priests, and, in some cases, political training
provided by revolutionary groups. In a country emerging from dictator-
ship, the sophistication of some of these youths on international issues
was often surprising;

Their thirst for knowledge was remarkable. They would attend every
meeting or debate of a social and political nature which mushroomed
throughout the capital and some provincial towns after the flight of
Duvalier, as well as popular education workshops. They would miss no
opportunity to invite intellectuals to address their organizations, and
followed with particular interest the upheavals in Eastern Europe and the
Middle East. The day the Gulf War broke out, for example, many stayed
up through the night, watching news reports on television and discussing
events with friends and neighbors. They took pains to instill this thirst
for knowledge in other youths and adopted the custom of administering
a short quiz before starting the guest talks they secured for their groups
— including questions on Haitian history, recent international events,
chemistry, physics, or an article of interest in the current issue of Le
Monde Diplomatigue.

However, their sectarianism was also evident. Although their visceral
hatred of the Macoutes was understandable, their outright rejection of
anyone who disagreed with their propositions concerning the political
struggle, as well as their exaggerated self-esteem and their contempt of
those who differed, were disconcerting. They professed nearly blind faith
in the idea of “final victory, thus excessively underrating the strength of
those opposed to changing the political system. Nevertheless, they
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sometimes showed openness and political maturity, especially when an
acute crisis required the unity of democratic forces. That happened, for
example, in March 1987, when they joined a coalition of 56 political and
civic organizations very dissimilar in their ideological orientation. In the
general election of November 1987 they supported the Front National
de Concertation (National Coalition Front) to form a united opposition
to Duvalierism.

The self-importance and sectarianism of PO leaders did, however, seem
somewhat understandable. In the first place, in the context of national
politics, they enjoyed considerable success and prestige. Their substantial
ability to identify with the oppressed, interpret their deepest hopes and
understand the problems they faced in daily life, and their readiness to
formulate, channel and support these aspirations ~ in short, their marked
sensitivity to all things ‘popular, as well as their significant charisma —
earned them a leading role in the process of democratic transition.

Meanwhile, political parties, supposedly leaders in the construction of
democracy, were playing a practically marginal role in the Haitian demo-
cratic process during these years. This marginality was due to three factors:
first of all, the country didn’t have a tradition of political parties; as a
result, most parties were still cutting their teeth, most had only a few
members and were little more than a collection of leaders motivated by
dreams of political and economic power. They had no real social base in
the population, a problem linked for many of them to their ties with
traditional interests. Second, they simply were not trusted either politi-
cally or morally. Such distrust stemmed from two centuries of betrayal by
Haitian political leaders and was one of the reasons why religion and
POs were having such a great political influence in the country. Third,
the loss of influence of political parties and the growing impact of new
social movements were part of a worldwide phenomenon with its own
expression in Haiti.

Popular rejection of the political system and of the perversity of the
political class was so obvious in Haiti that POs considered the slightest
concession to the status quo or tolerance of traditional politics in-
admissible, even immoral.

Forming Popular Organizations

In many cases, 2 PO came into existence as a small core, announcing its
presence to the community, and then growing on that basis. Through
press releases, residents became familiar with its acronym and political
stance and such releases were an important vehicle for groups that seldom
had resources to produce their own papers. These press releases served
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to attract new members, convey grievances, denounce police repression,
attack government maneuvering to stave off demands for free elections,
expose black marketeering, and fight price increases for basic staples.
Press releases were used to state a position on topics ranging from pro-
posals for a general strike or a demonstration against Tontons Macoutes
or the government, to a response to national elections or a coup d'état.

As groups started to make their presence felt, they took steps to
formalize their existence. Organizers found a regular meeting place — a
school, someone’s home, a training center, a church or a parish commu-
nity center. It was through these initial encounters that political and ideo-
logical affinity was consolidated and the complex web of friendship and
shared experience that supported the life of a PO was spun. ‘Let the
current run through,” as their leaders said. They then undertook writing
their by-laws and statutes, usually a drawn-out process which produced
by-laws that were never final or complete, with regulations added or
repealed as circumstances dictated. This behavior was explained by one
of the golden rules of POs: always learn from practice and experience.

This allegiance to the dictates of reality and the particular situation
also helps explain how POs multiplied so rapidly after the fall of Duvalier.
If deemed necessary by circumstances, it was not uncommon for some
leaders to leave their organization, normally on friendly terms, in order
to create new POs in other neighborhoods. At other times several small
POs would band together to form a larger one. (We shouldn’t discount
the possibility of a leadet’s egotism playing a role in some of the splits
and the tendency for new POs to be founded.)

This process of forming new organizations was particularly strong in
telation to the PUCH (Unified Communist Party of Haiti). Dissatisfied
members who thought the party was distancing itself from the masses
often left the ranks and formed POs, spreading through working-class
areas of the capital to train and organize young people. In the process they
created close organizational links amongst the new groups.

Were there special circumstances motivating the creation of a PO?
The elections of December 16, 1990 provided an example when groups
were created ‘to prepare for the elections,’ as their new leaders said.
Another particular moment of formation was the coup attempt by
Tontons Macoutes leader Roger Lafontant — the fight against the Macoutes
and other Duvalier supporters became a reason for the creation of new
POs. However, these events appear as something of a pretext. While
there was a desire to organize and a sense that a PO answered the need
to struggle, the actual goals of a PO were usually much less well defined.

As noted, POs were formed by such diverse groups as street vendors,
artisans, artists, women, youth, students, ex-soldiers, and peasants;
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neighborhood and area POs also existed. While many of these POs included
workers, especially young workers who might even dominate particular
groups, there were no POs formed specifically by labor.

Popular Organizations originated in the hunger to organize felt by the
people who, in however disorderly a way, suddenly stormed the political
stage, and who together were determined to become fully fledged political
actors. These people remained in search of otganizational alternatives which
fitted both their day-to-day and long-term hopes and aspirations, their
cultural traditions and their desire — really, at the time, one could talk of
their fever — to participate effectively in public life. All this was happening
within a society that was in the process of breaking away from its archaic
social and political past, starting on a difficult road to democracy.

The ‘disenfranchised majorities’ quickly realized that political parties
were not up to these very difficult tasks. The leaders of the mytiad
political parties which emerged after the overthtow of Jean-Claude
Duvalier on February 7, 1986 were too inept and timid when faced with
the unknown. In those years, the eagerness of dozens of men to become
President or otherwise gain admission to the corridors of power only
kept them away from the masses.

Popular Organizations benefited from being the offspring of the
people, shating their joys, anxieties and wants. Although immature and
searching for the way forward, they played a role in filling the organiza-
tional vacuum of the post-Duvalier years. As people said about POs, to
paraphrase a widespread attitude, “They may be ugly, but they are our
own. The challenge now is to make them beautiful.’

Internal Structure

To understand POs better, let us delve deeper into their internal workings.
As noted, most members and sympathizers come from working-class
backgrounds, and although most were young, members over 40 were
found in almost all groups. In some, notably those formed by street
vendors, professionals or former soldiers, the average age was over 30.
As a rule, there were no eldetly members. While males tended to pre-
dominate, men and women coexisted in neatly all POs (although 1 was
aware of one group composed exclusively of 15 young men).

Women’s groups also existed which, in addition to the political and
social role common to all POs, articulated and defended specific wom-
en’s rights. For example, some women’s groups were made up of street
vendors, others of factory wotkets. But even the POs that organized
specific groups of women played a more general role in challenging sexism
in theit communities.
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Their organizational structure appeared rather undefined and amot-
phous, at least from the outside. But they actually took several more or
less defined forms. Most opetated within restricted geographical zones,
but those POs that aspited to be national in scope (never fully attained
in those years) had a pyramid-like structute. Local committees at the city
and municipal level elected a steeting committee, which sent a repre-
sentative to the departmental level. Each departmental committee, in turn,
sent a delegate to the national co-ordinating committee, which elected a
general co-ordinator. Aiming to maintain a unified strategy, groups tended
to favor centralized organizational structures and rigid discipline in order
to combat what they saw as liberal tendencies and the propensity to
division of the various component patts. That said, only three organiza-
tions actually fell within this category: KID (Unified Democtatic Confed-
eration), ANOP (National Alliance of POs), and APN (National Popular
Assembly).

The most prevalent type of PO, those with a more limited geographi-
cal focus, steered cleat of such structutes, as they too closely tesembled
the centralized powet which defined the Haitian political system. They
felt the pyramidal arrangement tended to foment competition for positions
of influence and to associate powert closely with individuals, two features
of the Haitian political class. Nearly all POs prefetred to work through
committees charged with specific tasks. Common committees included
communications, education, public relations (also known as the contacts
committee), finance, secretarial (which took notes, drafted documents,
and ran off copies), and organization. Other groups had human rights,
litetacy, cultural, secutity, international relations and popular economics
committees.

These committees notmally had five to ten members, with each
committee sending a tepresentative to the top body, called the General
Sectetatiat by some groups. There was usually no chairperson, secretary
or co-ordinator of the committees of the PO as a whole. Representatives
to the General Secretatiat, which in some cases included women, in theoty
rotated every year ot so.

The committee atrangement, then, could be an incentive to internal
democtacy. It encoutaged teamwork, fosteted a sense of responsibility in
those assigned specific jobs (the usual practice called for committee chaits
to submit a teport at meetings), and, as they had to work together, improved
communication between the top echelons and the rank and file.

A few organizations had a chairpetson, deputy chairperson, general
secretaty, and adjunct general sectetary. In these cases, the usual result
was that the responsibilities for the entire organization were usually car-
tied by one ot two leadets who became political jacks of all trades. This,
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in the end, blocked the practice of intetnal democracy. According to our
interviews carried out before the coup of September 1991, leadership
elections were held every 12—-18 months, although in some organizations
still being formed, elections had not yet been held. It appeared that most
leaders who had been active on the political stage since the flight of the
Duvaliers had not yet been replaced.

Selection of new members was conducted in a democtatic and solemn
manner. New recruits needed two members of the otganization to vouch
for them. In the case of PO fronts (distinct from the national fronts
mentioned above), acceptance of a new group officially needed the sup-
port of two member organizations. In practice, however, the process was
sometimes less formal — the POs usually didn’t have the otganization ot
capacity to be so precise or to have such control over new members; not,
for that matter, were they usually particulatly strict when it came to
building the organization.

One of the component features of POs was the rather ethereal nature
of their organizational and membership structures. Many otganizations
seemed to disappear into thin air at times of political ebb or police
repression, only to come back later with much effervescence and deter-
mination. There were no membership rosters, and loose citcles of sup-
porters and sympathizers were an important part of the group. Few had
offices, since most members wete unemployed and had no money — the
few that did wete made up of craftspeople or students. Leaders did not
get paid. None of the POs had a newsletter or any kind of internal
information papers.

Another factor that contributed to their elusive nature was that there
were many small POs which had only three ot four memberts — pethaps
half of the POs were this tiny. Their popularity depended on their one
or two charismatic leaders and their rhetotical power and determination
to fight. But even in the bigger POs, the personalities of a very few
leaders could be decisive, although members continued to have a strong
and active role. At the same time, this special role of the leadership was
not so much a sign of the desire of these leaders to be stars as of the
lack of an organizational tradition in the country and the fact that the
POs were a new and emergent type of organization.

All in all, this flimsy nature tallied with the spontaneity of their daily
practices, a fact seen in the haste with which mass demonstrations were
organized and the dynamic manner in which the most appropriate means
of action and communication wete determined.

In the Haitian context, flimsiness was in no way the exclusive preserve
of POs. The dozens of political parties that came into existence after
February 7, 1986 did not possess a meaningful organizational structure,
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significant membership, or even a defined social base. (For a time, the
Christian Democrat Party of Haiti was an exception, but they lost what-
ever popular support they had by supporting the September coup.) Several
of the parties were just an empty shell for one or two presidential or
cabinet hopefuls, who were often completely ignorant of politics and
were incapable of getting even a modest mobilization of public opinion
in their favor. This situation owed as much to the fragmentation of civil
society and the absence of democratic traditions as to the ongoing search
for new forms of political expression and social coexistence taking place
within the process of democratic apprenticeship.

The Work of the Popular Organizations

I have commented on the presence of the POs on the political and social
stage, yet just how and when did their presence become evident — exactly
what did they do? Let us look at some common PO activities, chief
among which was keeping Tontons Macoutes under watch. To protect
the population, POs often exposed these thugs and turned them over to
the community. When the Macoutes went on a rampage, POs deployed
‘watch brigades’ in various neighborhoods of the capital to thwart their
attempts to SOW terror.

Popular Organizations were skilled at marshalling and using many
forms of communication, including word of mouth (‘mouth radio’), typed
or handwritten leaflets, and radio and television. Through these means
they spoke of the need to control prices, fight black-marketeers and stop
tax hikes affecting low-income earners. In 1987 they organized nation-
wide campaigns against taxes and called for taxpayers’ revolts, although
with little success. Members enjoyed the advantages of ‘being out there’
and blending in with the poor, who understood their language and trusted
them because they identified with their ideals and their way of life. They
would send out ‘their people’ to various parts of the community to pass
on news, rumors, or calls to action. Most members seemed rather fear-
less about the possibility of repression and scoffed at danger. Although
there might have been a bit of machismo in this stance, it was a way to tell
people that they had defeated the fear that paralyzed people under
Duvalier’s regime.

In short, PO members made excellent political agitators, something in
evidence during street rallies or whenever a general stoppage was called.
The national mobilization called to stop the coup attempt of January 7,
1991, which tried to prevent the inauguration of President Jean-Bertrand
Aristide (who was elected on December 16, 1990), illustrated their skills.
Although all working-class and some middle-class sectors took part in
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affirming the democratic aspirations of the people, the leading role seemed
to be played by POs.

As we heard in a number of interviews following these events, several
PO leaders were able to move into action against Roger Lafontant simply
because they were in the habit of going to bed late — a habit acquired
while keeping an eye on Tontons Macoutes and coup-prone generals.
When Lafontant appeared on national television at 2 a.m. to proclaim
himself the new President, PO leaders immediately alerted colleagues in
the provinces by telephone and issued a call for everyone to mobilize
and block streets and roads. They immediately spread the word from
door to door and asked for all available weapons to be assembled. People
contributed rifles, revolvers, machetes and clubs; streets were blockaded
by burning tires, and the billowing smoke alerted the rest of the popu-
lation that mobilizations were occurring,

This was a frenzied night for the leaders of the POs. Throughout the
entire country they helped or led people to erect barricades, which com-
pletely stopped all traffic in cities and on highways. They went into police
stations to convince policemen to join them in the street. An impressive
throng converged from all points on the National Palace, singing their
resolve to ‘get Lafontant out of there’ Along the way, they killed some
Macoutes who tried to resist, and in some areas the homes of notorious
Macoutes were ransacked.

On the morning of January 7, members of POs and Neighborhood
Committees launched an assault against Macoute Headquarters in the
Port-au-Prince suburb of Delmas. The attackers hauled out a security
guard who stood watch at a shop owned by a wealthy merchant and
commanded him to fire on the Macoute stronghold. They taunted the
Macoutes and stoned the building, running quickly back into hiding. The
Tontons Macoutes fired wildly, finding it difficult to hit their attackers.
After shooting down three attackers, their ammunition ran out. The mob
then overran the barracks and began hacking Macoutes to death with
their machetes. Twenty-two were killed.

This offensive against the killers who protected the Duvalier dynasty
expressed the pent-up rage of the people against a regime which had
systematically denied them the right to life. They put their hearts into
this attack, forgetting about their children, spurning death. ‘On January
7, said a proud and intense young leader of a PO, ‘we went out to seal
the victory of December 16 [when Aristide was elected president] with
our own blood.

Popular Organizations fought against more than Duvalierism and the
Macoutes. They opposed all forces or institutions which, in their judge-
ment, posed a threat to popular hegemony. They fought with Parliament
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because it ttied to control an Executive which, despite occasional dis-
agreement, they regarded as best placed to carry their dreams to fruition.
Their skirmishes with Parliament also tevealed their potential for in-
tolerant and authortitarian behavior, since they did not accept opposition
and did not always see dialogue as the means to solve differences. PO
leadets, howevet, claimed that they actually prevented the burning of the
Legislature at one point by those who wanted more dramatically to vent
their irritation with certain members of Patliament.

The POs didn’t function exclusively in a defensive mode — protecting
the population against the Macoutes, fighting police repression, and
denouncing the politics of exclusion. Some of their activities had a less
defensive character and constituted a promotion of positive measutes.
For example, in the clean-up of the civil service and the construction of
an efficient public administration undertaken by the Aristide government,
while PO members played an important role along with militant civil
servants in rooting out Macoutes and Duvalier diehards and in removing
incompetent, dishonest ot negligent public employees, they also considered
it important to join the public service themselves as a way of exerting
influence on the state apparatus, a consideration which dovetailed with
the aspitation for decent employment among the hitherto disenfranchised.

Popular Organizations also patticipated in a commission of the Min-
istry of Commetce that was chatged with controlling black-marketeering
as part of the fight against rising costs. The Senate protested against this
initiative and asked Ptime Minister René Préval to appear before them to
explain the role of the POs in his government.

They made attempts to build other alternatives. For example, in the
populous Port-au-Prince neighbothood of Bel Air, the largest PO in the
atea (RADEB — the Rassemblement pour le Developpement du Bel Air)
took over the moribund Centre Educatif du Bel Air. It appointed some
of its members — including several technicians and a RADEB leader who
was a trained engineer — to get this public technical school started again.
In the context of a more general public service reorganization, talks
began with government authorities to transfer the school formally to the
community. RADEB was successful and the school was scheduled to
reopen, but the coup on September 30, 1991 prevented completion of
this plan.

Many POs took community improvement initiatives on their own. In
addition to demanding that the state supply power, drinking water, and
educational services, POs and local residents often cartried out street
paving work, literacy and Créole courses, sporting and cultural events,
and concetts. (At least two POs were composed entirely of artists.) Some
started Caisses Populaites (savings and loan funds) while others taught
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financial management courses to shopkeepers who wished to improve
their business skills.

Some leaders went much further and aspired to seats in Patliament. In
the patliamentary elections of June 1995, no PO members ran directly,
although three senators with close working relations with the POs ran
for the Organisation Politique Lavalas (OPL, the party of Aristide’s sup-
porters.) Mote dramatically, though, the new mayor of Port-au-Prince,
Emmanuel Chatlemagne, was a candidate for one of the POs and was
elected with 45 per cent of the vote among many candidates. (His PO
changed the first word of its name from Pouvwa Rasambleman des
Oganizasyion to Pati, the créole word for party, in order to qualify to run
in the elections.)

The financial straits of POs were often the most significant obstacle
to the implementation of their stated goals. Most were financed entitely
from membership dues, which were either voluntary or a portion of the
member’s income. Since most members were unemployed, and those who
had jobs often earned a pittance, these groups had no financial muscle.
Although a few received occasional conttibutions from foreign NGOs
for specific projects (such as literacy programmes or street paving), most
chose to be financially autonomous from foreign organizations. They
chose this course to maintain ideological independence and to avoid
corruption among leadets.

A few POs were created with the main putpose of attracting foreign
donations, although this didn’t mean theit leaders were any less militant
ot committed to the popular cause. And in those cases whete corruption
might have occurred, although one can understand it in the light of the
deplorable economic situation of certain leaders, it did have a deleterious
ripple effect in stigmatizing other POs.

In spite of their economic weakness, the POs possessed important
resources: the generosity of professionals who supported their fight, shared
their ideals and often acted as volunteer advisers; and training centers and
development education organizations, which often lent support for writ-
ing press releases and running off photocopies. Nevertheless, even those
few POs with a modest bank account barely managed to tread water.
Although it is a sign of otganizational narrowness, this state of permanent
destitution did not seem to worty the leaders of these otganizations.

Their Gatherings

Until the temporarily successful coup of 1991, most POs held general
membership meetings twice a month, although some held them as often
as once a week; steering committees generally met once a week. General
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meetings were usually attended by anything from 15 to 60 core militants,
plus sympathizers and the ‘periphery’ of the organization. Discussions
centered on the political situation, planning for upcoming demonstrations,
ot issues such as participation in elections. There were discussions on a
wide range of issues, from ethics in the public service to the nature of
the state and the question of the IME (As for internal affairs, more
delicate matters were usually dealt with by steering committees.)

The tone of these gatherings was democratic, with rank and file
members being encouraged to participate actively and express their point
of view with no testtictions. It was common for an ordinary member to
be asked to speak at the next meeting on a certain topic or to ask him
ot her to chair that meeting, Given that one of their distinctive features
was a strong ‘grassrootism’ which called for careful consideration of the
views of the rank and file, this anti-vertical behavior among PO leaders
was not surprising. This approach, in fact, explained certain criticisms
before the coup to the effect that President Aristide did not find the
time to visit and discuss political strategy with them and so, in their
judgement, was drifting away from the grassroots. Popular Organizations,
they claimed, could have informed him of the signals they were picking
up from ‘street power.’ They also wished to voice their deep concern that
he was surrounding himself with what they saw as bourgeois advisers.
(When Aristide teturned to Haiti, he met with the POs, but infrequently.
At this point, he did not deal with them the same way as before, as a
supposedly homogeneous group, but met the leaders who supported him
and his policies. His successor, René Préval, has been even more distant.)

In short, our interviews gave us the sense that most PO leaders were
aware of the need to establish egalitarian relationships between leader-
ship and membership, and of the importance of practising full internal
democtacy. This obsetrvation also guided the fight against male chauvin-
ism within these otrganizations, although everyone recognized that this
objective was difficult and would take a long time to accomplish.

Conclusions

The feat of January 7, 1991, when the masses thwarted Lafontant’s coup
attempt, could not be repeated late on the night of September 29, 1991.
This time the Armed Fotces laid siege to all populous areas of Port-au-
Prince and quickly took control of the capital and provincial towns. POs
castigated President Aristide for failing to pass word of the impending
coup, of which he first heard on the night of September 27, following his
return from the United Nations. Had they been told, they say, they would
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have once again occupied the entite country and aborted the military
assault.

It is not possible to guess the effects of such an uprising. Some say
it would have halted the coup; others that it would have brought an even
bloodier outcome. (Most observers estimate that between 3,000 and 5,000
people were murdered in the three years following the coup.) The fact
remains that the coup, which was meant as preventive surgery with a
broad range of economic, social, and political goals, lashed out most
brutally at popular sectors, especially POs. The wretched and illiterate
should never again dare to leave their ghetto; they should never again be
allowed to challenge law and order and ‘the decent people’ The coup
leaders in effect said to them, “What is the matter with you? In Haiti, you
have always been considered as dogs and that is what you are” Upper-
class and comfortable middle-class individuals agreed that those filthy
slums ought to have been cleaned out once and for all.

As surgery, the purpose of the onslaught against POs and the populat
sector was to remove a vital organ from President Aristide’s Lavalas
government and from the progressive Haitian movement in general. The
POs seemed to reptresent an obstacle and threat to a system of domina-
tion neatly two centuries old. The brutality of the offensive against the
POs was evidence of their standing and their potential. They challenged
the system and its repression, segregation, social injustice, bureaucracy,
manipulation, intrigue, embezzlement, mediocrity and ignotrance. They
stood in the way of those individuals and institutions who propped up
the old system — notably the Macoutes and Duvalier followers and the
Armed Forces. Armed Forces members, particularly the most senior, had
taken seriously the PO threats to use the necklace against them if they
should attempt a coup d’état.

The represssion of the POs in the three years following the coup had
a lasting effect on their activities: many leaders were killed, others went
into hiding (which meant the groups had difficulty functioning); some
leaders went abroad as boat people and never returned.

The Catholic Church hierarchy was — and remains — setiously weak-
ened by the presence in its midst of the Base Communities, the com-
rades-in-arms of Popular Organizations. The Church had played a pro-
gressive role in the overthrow of Duvalier. But immediately after, the
Church hierarchy opposed the popular movements; such opposition con-
tinued to the extent that it is widely believed that it played a part in the
coup against Aristide. Only one bishop, Mgr Willy Romélus of Jérémie,
Grand-Anse province, consistently showed a combative attitude in favor
of change. Meanwhile, at the base of the church, there was a group of
democratic, even revolutionary, priests, who saw Aristide as their leader
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and who remained committed to radical change. There was a division
between the popular and official church, although the spokesmen for the
latter maintained that there was, and always will be, only one church.
Although the church hierarchy has still not regained its prestige, since
Aristide’s return there have been no outright conflicts between it and the
popular church, as there had previously been.

Earlier, T alluded to the watchdog role of POs in the process of
breaking down the old order and bringing into being a new Haiti. For
example, the numerous political parties which sprang up after February
7, 1986, and which were subsequently called upon to join in the demo-
cratic struggle, aroused suspicion, animosity and even outright rejection
among the POs. Until the coup of September 30, 1991, Parliament,
brought back to life after a long dormancy under the Duvalier regime,
suffered incessant harassment by POs, which consideted it to be an enemy
of the systemic transformations they sought. Popular Organizations played
a leading role in the Lavalas government initiative to clean up, restructure
and bring functionality and efficiency to the public service, a notorious
stronghold of Duvalier supporters and a sanctuary for mediocrity, pa-
tronage and corruption. All in all, POs were extremely conscious of their
role in the functioning of territorial communitdes — the foundation of
local government and true seat of democratic power — which the Lavalas
government unfortunately failed adequately to build. Perhaps more gen-
erously, I should say it had yet to build what were called ‘territorial
collectivities’ or communities, something that was planned but not yet
implemented at the time of the coup.

Since the restoration of constitutional government (signaled by Aristide’s
return in 1994), this issue of territorial communities has begun to be
addressed. PO leaders and militants of the radical left have continued to
push for the establishment of local structures as mechanisms of partici-
patory democracy. OPL, the President’s party, supports such measures. It
is now written into the constitution. Howevet, building such local structures
won’t be easy for several reasons: the Haitian state has no money, not even
for elections (its national budget is similar to that of a small North
Amefican city); thete atre crucial matters that are taking precedence, such
as negotiations with the international community for financial ‘help,’ the
issue of ptivitization, and the whole problem of developing and adopting
a national budget; finally, thete is inadequate public awareness of the
importance of local government — Haitians ate used to a centralist, presi-
dential political system.

The presence of the POs in the post-Duvalier transition was, as a
whole, a positive factor. Yet was it true, as certain leaders asserted, that
POs were the pillars of democracy? Such a viewpoint seems to be an
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exaggeration. First, as opposed to their internal conduct, their behaviot
on the political stage aroused doubt as to their adherence to democratic
principles. For example, there was the necklacing threat against the ‘enemies
of democracy’ It is true this was used by all popular sectors and not just
POs — widespread mistrust of the justice system, as well as the role of
the threat in keeping the destructive power of the Macoutes and the Armed
Fotces in check were reasons. Nevertheless, did this not represent a threat
to democracy as well? Such a question also applies to the pressure they
exerted on Parliament in its dispute with the Executive. It is true that their
rather vitriolic attacks against Patliamentarians were intended more to
dissuade than to disrupt the role the Deputies were playing, Yet, is there
a democratic tenet in whose name one can claim the right to step on
democracy, even for the avowed purpose of defending it? This type of
stance brings to mind the arrogance and sectatianism of vanguatds who
claimed the right to put everyone else in their place because they felt
science and history were on their side. This apptoach by some POs
mirrored the authoritarian practices of the ruling political, intellectual and
financial elites. Such practices have existed throughout the history of Haiti
and profoundly pervaded the political and civic culture of its people.

Second, legitimate reservations exist about the political productivity of
POs. In other words, were they in fact able to act efficiently upon the
political system and would they have eventually democratized it? Their
spontaneity, amorphous nature and otganizational weakness were obvi-
ous constraints to such productivity. What is more, this deficiency (which,
we recall, was also their source of strength) represents a potential danger
for the construction of democtracy. Anyone may create ‘his” PO and use
it for his personal use or for political manipulation. This has been seen
in a number of cases since the coup. Both befote and just after Aristide’s
teturn, there was talk of establishing a mechanism to channel the energy
of the POs in order to implement theit democratic potential. But such
talk has waned, and this possibility seems incteasingly unrealistic.

Another shortcoming was the POs’ limited institutional substance.
Ultimately, democracy tests upon solid institutions. Yet POs received their
strength from ‘the street,” not from developing structures that institution-
alized democratic norms or provided mechanisms of teptesentation and
delegation of the will of the masses. Statements like, ‘in the next elec-
tions we will have representatives in Parliament’ started to ting rather
hollow, particularly since the POs regarded the institutions of the state
and civil society with scorn.

The events of September 30, 1991 illustrated this. Patliament, derided
and underrated by both POs and the Executive, played a leading tole in
the violent overthrow of President Aristide. The constitutional President
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was, after the coup, forced to negotiate with a deceitful Parliament, despite
its transparently unconstitutional complicity in the coup.

Their understanding of the concept of power was another weaknesses
of POs as regards the democracy-building process. Their concept of
powet was grounded in their strong ‘basism’ according to them, real
power was not the power of institutions but the ‘power of the streets,’
which has to control the institutions of the state. They did not care too
much about constructing political strategy and a programmatic platform.
That position was shared in part by the first (pre-coup) Lavalas govern-
ment and President Aristide. This probably contributed to the success of
the Coup.4

These limitations should not be used to minimize the significant con-
tributions made by POs in the social and political era that began the day
Jean-Claude Duvalier left for exile. To downplay or dismiss their role
would be a mistake. Six yeats of transition to democracy brought forth
new social actots who had, of necessity, to undergo a long and difficult
learning process. Political parties, patliament, the executive branch, Presi-
dent Aristide and POs all suffered from being inexperienced, following
almost two hundred years of authoritarian rule, and lacked sufficient
tools to develop an adequate programme and strategy of change.

By the time their shortcomings and mistakes are finally rectified, a
high price will have been paid; these actors themselves will undergo further
change. The learning process has been made much more difficult by the
generalized confusion that has characterized the entire post-Duvalier
period. Before the coup, POs were clearly inspired by the principles of
participatory democracy, which they saw as entailing a radical break from
the entire system of domination and from all traditional forms of political
engagement. On the other hand, a great part of the national democratic
movement felt their goal was representative democracy, and for its achieve-
ment they needed to act with caution, be realistic, and avoid the confusion
between speed and haste.

In the years since Aristide’s return, Haitian politics has continued to
evolve. For the majority of Haitians, the road to democracy seems to be
getting clearer at the same time as they know that change will not be as
easy as they thought. They have fewer illusions about the type of changes
that will be possible in the near future. It is also now clearer that partici-
patory democracy should not be opposed to representative democracy,
contrary to what many POs still think.

After Aristide’s return in October 1994 and the subsequent elections
in June 1995 (patliamentary and municipal) and December 1995 (presi-
dential), the POs played a less pronounced role. This diminished role is
not surprising. The POs emerged at a time of popular mobilization with
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a clear mandate to challenge the system. The beginning of the institu-
tionalization of alternatives ushers in a moment, at least for the time
being, when the POs, at least as previously conceived, have less of a
political tole to play.

However, this much is true: something unprecedented took place in
Haiti. The political process that unfolded there since 1986 — and that
remains, in spite of the tremendous obstacles — has historical implica-
tions which go well beyond the borders of this small country. The type
of democracy to be built in Haiti, although perhaps based on the lessons
and achievements of Western societies, will also be inspired by the history
and culture of Hait, which are so different from those of democratic
countries. Of this culture and history ~ and the first successful slave
tebellion in history — the POs can claim to be a legitimate child. In this
sense, Popular Organizations stand as an original experience, the value of
which must not be underrated. At the very least, they have earned a
tribute for their audacity and courage. They had the honor of daring to
introduce utopian dreams into a society in which, as Max Weber said of
a different era, ‘whoever goes into politics enters into a tactical pact with
the Satanic powers surrounding the powerful, and where ‘the genies or
demons of politics live in eternal strife with the god of love.®

Notes

1. The bulk of field research was conducted during 1990, although work was
continued in subsequent years The research project was made possible by a grant
from the Ford Foundation. I would like to thank Lovely Chéry and Bethy Casty
for assisting me in the interviews.

Interviews were conducted in Port-au-Prince with leaders of various POs, the
Federation Nationale des Etudiants Haitiens (FENEH, National Organization of
Students), a trade union that worked closely with the POs, other neighborhood
and community otganizations, and with Father Jean-Bertrand Aristide before he
ran for President.

2. One social democratic party, for example, was led by politically ambitious
intellectuals who had been living in Europe At first, this party had strong ties with
the French Socialist Party. Following Duvalier’s exit they took government and
other positions and progressively moved to the right in the name of realpolitik. This
climaxed, after the coup, with a public claim of neutrality, which in effect meant
openly standing alongside the most repressive and conservative forces in the
country.

3. The ‘necklace’ was mainly used in the capital just after Duvalier’s exit in
February 1986 — used by people in popular quarters and slums against those who
had spread terror for decades. The Catholic Church, which had played an impor-
tant role in the overthrow of the regime, called on the people to cease its use. Since
then, it has been mote uncommon: two Macoutes wete killed immediately following
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the aborted coup of Roger Lafontant, the main representative of Duvalierism, on
January 7, 1991. It has been used several times as a warning to Macoutes — for
example, at the time of the trial of Lafontant, and in August 1991, when there were
threats to depose Aristide’s Prime Minister, René Préval.

4. Following the return of Aristide, attempts were made to address these is-
sues by building a real political party (the OPL — Organisation Politique Lavalas)
and a political grouping composed of the OPL, the Pati Louvri Barye (Créole for
the party that will open doots), and the Mouvement Ouvrier Paysan. On the other
hand, my own thinking on these issues continues to evolve. It sometimes appears
to me that the articulation of a strategy and platform doesn’t necessarily, in our
context, mean that pressing problems will be solved. Faced with such daunting
problems as the drastic situation of the economy, the almost complete absence of
money, the problem of a public administration characterized by inefficiency and
corruption, negotiations with international financial institutions, and huge pressures
concerning privatization, it does seem that a government that does a good job as
regards these problems (especially the issue of reconstructing a public administra-
tion largely free of the crippling problems of the past) would be taking a giant and
decisive step forward. Having a well-articulated political strategy and program-
matic platform might mean that these issues are all addressed in words. But such
a strategy and platform does not necessarily guarantee the political capacity and
economic resources to implement them.

5. Max Weber, The Politician and the Scientist (Mexico: Premia Editorial, 1981),
p. 57.
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The Hidden Politics of Neighborhood
Organizations: Women and Local

Participation in the Poblaciones of Chile
Veronica Schild

An important legacy of the authoritarian experience in Latin American
countries is the proliferation of urban grassroots organizations.! Chile is
no exception: for the last decade poor neighborhood self-help groups
such as economic workshops, soup kitchens, cultural groups, and the like
have multiplied in a context of economic and political repression. The
primaty objective of these organizations is to aid people in poor neighbor-
hoods or poblaciones® in their struggle to survive. These self-help groups
are not entirely new, for they have their roots in eatlier neighborhood-
based collective experiences.

What is new, however, is the leading role played by women in the
neighborhood organizations. Indeed, women are the dominant force be-
hind these organizations in the poblaciones of Chile’s capital, Santiago,
making up over 90 per cent of those participating in self-help groups.
More important still, there is a new kind of solidarity and social identity
evident in the groups, which, though only embryonic, does nevertheless
raise interesting questions about the nature and potential of poor
neighborhood organizations.

The phenomenon of neighborhood organizations has been studied
primarily in terms of the problematic of social movements.® In Chile, as
in other countries of the region, initial euphoria about the potential of
urban collective action has given way to more subdued appraisals of the
phenomenon. Some researchers have assumed that these organizations
constitute 2 movement, a term they use descriptively.* Others have
concluded that these initiatives do not constitute 2 movement after all.®
With some exceptions, however, most studies have unnecessarily reified
the phenomenon of urban grassroots organizing. They have conflated
neighborhood with community, and have assumed 2 degree of homoge-
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neity of conditions, both in terms of relations to forms of production
and to authority structures, as well as of interests, which simply do not
hold on closer scrutiny. Moteovet, because these studies are gender-blind,
they have also ignored the importance of women in urban grassroots
organizing,

Poblaciones are neighborhoods without a unitary character or a single
principle of collective action. For one thing, people’s social relations are
shaped not only by forms of power which are class-based but also by
others such as gender. Gender relations, moreover, defined here as
relations of unequal power based on sexual difference, have contributed
in fundamental ways to shaping the heterogeneous character of poor
neighborhoods and the forms of collective action found there. Thus,
how women and men ate differentially located in the home, neighborhood,
and organizations needs to be accounted for to understand the complex
nature and significance of these organizations. Why are women pre-
dominantly involved in neighbothood groups? What is the nature of these
collective experiences from the point of view of the women involved?
What are the possibilities and limitations of these collective efforts?®

In this chapter I will argue that neighborhood organizations are spaces
in which women contest telations of power. In this sense these organi-
zations are spaces for local-level participation or political learning. For
women, to become involved in collective neighborhood activities means
in the first place learning how to question the routines and norms that
govern their everyday lives. It may also, by that token, mean developing
new decision-making and activist capacities.

Gender and Local Participation

In Participation and Democratic Theory, Carole Pateman, relying on Almond
and Verba’s important study of the development of adult political
competencies, argued that ‘lower-level’ participation, for example self-
management in the workplace, has a positive impact on adult political
socialization. Having access to decision-making power in an area directly
relevant to people’s lives predisposes them toward ‘higher’ forms of
participation. By making decisions, and monitoring their own wotk, people
acquire a sense of self-confidence, as well as of personal and political
efficacy. Almond and Verba argued that ‘the structure of authority at the
wotkplace is probably the most significant — and salient — structure of
that kind with which the average man finds himself in daily contact” The
question remains, howevet, as to what are the most significant structures
of authotity for people who are cither self-employed, domestics or unpaid
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workers — as, for example, is the case with many adult women. What
forms may participation and political socialization take in these cases?
Although Pateman’s argument focuses exclusively on the workplace, she
recognizes that ‘one person whom the opportunities for participation in
industry would pass by is the full-time housewife. And she suggests that
the housewife ‘might find opporttunities to participate at the local
government level.”?

Even for the adult woman who continues to be engaged in paid
wotk, the home and the neighborhood, not the wotkplace, are primary.
These settings have distinct structures of authotity. In fact, the experi-
ences of most adult women suggest that there are contexts where
disempowerment results from relations of inequality that are not exclu-
sively work-based. Thus gender, as well as race and other sources of
unequal social relations, existing alongside unequal relations of produc-
tion, either make possible or hinder personal and political effectiveness.
In 2 more recent critique of Almond and Verba’s study, Pateman argued
that although their empirical findings show differential participation
based on sex and class, these authors failed to problematize their
findings. She suggested that to account for this unequal distribution of
personal and political competencies we need to explore the crucial fac-
tor of socialization inside authotity structures of everyday life.® Pateman
and others have argued that neither a conception of what constitutes
political competencies nor one of how these are developed, if both are
ultimately based on the experiences of the workplace, offer a viable way
of understanding how women’s different political competencies and pat-
ticipation are shaped.

New research proposes a different definition of politics and of politi-
cal socialization; it offers a fruitful way to understand hindrances to
participation and the development of political competencies in sites other
than the workplace. This research, influenced by the work of, among
others, Habermas and Foucault, follows the so-called ‘linguistic turn’ in
the social sciences and focuses on language as a site of domination and
on politics as a discourse by which people establish common goals and
‘determine who they are and who they shall become as social beings.”
The feminist implications of this recent work are important: it leads to
an understanding of politics which includes struggles against limiting
gender identities, and of political learning as acquiring, among other things,
cultural resources to forge alternative identities.

In the following pages these definitions of power and politics will be
employed to understand what occuts in neighborhood-based organiza-
tions, but befote tutning to the organizations, the national forces that
have shaped life in the poblaciones will be described.
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The Broader Context

The military coup of 1973 led by General Augusto Pinochet put an end
to a process of increasing social and political mobilization which had
been initiated in the early 1960s and had culminated with the socialist
government of Salvador Allende. This social process, which involved
industrial wotkets as well as many women and men from poblaciones
and the counttyside, was suppressed by the dictatorship with unusual
brutality. Deprived of the support of the left-wing parties, of the politi-
cally significant trade unions, and of the government-sanctioned,
neighborhood-based organizations, millions of people affected by massive
unemployment and 2 sudden drop in their standard of living found them-
selves without a public voice. Thus, after years of depending on a govern-
ment which had played a significant social role, working-class people and
the poor were left to cope on their own with the devastating combined
effects of the recessions and the economic policies pursued. Even by the
late 1980s, in the midst of Chile’s economic boom, 42 per cent of the
population (5 million out of 12 million) could not meet their basic needs.!?
In shortt, the working class and the poor ultimately bore the brunt of the
radical economic transformations brought about by the authoritarian
regime, the so-called ‘modernization’ of Chile !!

Pobladotas (wotking-class homemakers) have been the hardest hit by
the devastating economic transformations of the past two decades.
Although the political context changed with the election of a civilian
government in 1989, the economic situation of the poorest segments of
Chilean society, and particularly of women, has not improved signifi-
cantly. For these women, work possibilities, which were never very good
but had been improving steadily during the 1960s and eartly 1970s, greatly
deteriorated during the Pinochet yeats; consequently, open female un-
employment increased sharply.!? In addition, many worked in unstable,
exploitative conditions without the right to unionize. In a labor market
characterized by a strong gendeted division of labor, women have typically
wotked in low-status, low-skilled, and low-wage occupations such as
domestic and other service jobs, as well as artisanal and low-wage factory
jobs (predominantly in the textile and food sectors). With age, women’s
participation in the labor force has traditionally tended to decline in
formal employment and to increase in informal work. These trends in
women’s employment have become accentuated in the past 20 years.!”

Increasingly, women constitute an important number of those em-
ployed in the new, dynamic sectors of the export economy. The work
conditions in these sectots are highly unstable and exploitative.'* Recog-
nizing women’s massive, and subordinate, presence in today’s economy,
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critics of the present economic model refer to the “feminization’ of Chilean
labor. Put differently, the restructuring of the labor process in that coun-
try increasingly also has a woman’s face.!”

Over the years women have learned new strategies to cope with the
effects of these devastating economic changes. During the economic
recessions of 1975, and particularly of 1982, for example, women in the
urban areas who were expelled from the formal labor market did not
retreat to their homes. Instead, these women, and many wives of un-
employed workers who had not worked before, joined the informal sector
in massive numbers.'® These homemakers, in fact, compensated for a
dwindling family income by undertaking paid work in addition to their
domestic duties. And, in so doing, they acted as mediators or ‘shock
absorbers’ of the economic crises in their families.!” Since the physical
survival of their children and husbands was often at stake, many
pobladoras not only increased their work at home, producing those goods
that the family could no longer afford to buy, but also accepted any
remunerated activity whatsoever outside the home. Usually these
precarious economic activities constituted an extension of the skills and
activities women deploy in their domestic work and really amounted to
‘strategies of survival’ only. During the 1980s, neighborhood-based eco-
nomic organizations, sponsored by the Catholic Church and by NGOs,
offered pobladoras one possibility to supplement the family income. These
organizations did not constitute a long-term viable economic alternative
for women, however, and pobladoras knew it. Nevertheless, the groups
offered women immediate help and a space for collective action.

Since the installation of the civilian government in 1989, many women
have withdrawn from neighborhood organizations, possibly — in some
cases at least — because they or their men found more adequate means
of carning an income.'® Indeed, neighborhood leaders and NGO workers
interviewed recently suggest that at least some types of organizations are
diminishing in numbers, although exact figures for this trend are not
available."”

Life in the Poblacion®

The organizing of poor neighbothoods is primarily, though not exclusively,
an urban phenomenon, and it is especially prevalent in Santiago. Roughly
1,400,000 people, one-third of the capital’s population, live in peripheral
poor neighborhoods or poblaciones. A long-established poblacién is a
poor and very heterogeneous neighborhood — in terms of both its physical
appearance and the kind of people who live in it. Historically, most recent
poblaciones have originated from campamentos (shanty towns), which are
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typically the first outcome of an organized illegal land seizure; older
poblaciones were the outcome of callampas ot spontaneous land invasions.
Also, a2 numbet of poblaciones wete built by eatlier governments, and
some even by Pinochet’s government.

An established poblacién is a place charactetized by deep cultural
differences. Though people in the poblacién identify themselves and their
neighbors as pobladores, this genertic definition hides complex strategies
of differentiation in which factors like gender, place of origin, ethnicity,
degtee of schooling and work experience, as well as political experience,
are deployed by women and men in the poblacién to establish differences
between themselves. Commitment to a particular party ideology has
traditionally been a strong differentiating element among Chilean men,
including poor and working-class men. For most women, party politics
has never played this tole. Indeed, during the authotitarian period any-
thing sounding ‘political’ elicited suspicion, distrust and fear among these
women (and also among a considerable number of men). Marta, 2 member
of a women’s group and a Church group in the Southern Poblacion
explains why people in the neighbothood wete aftraid of politics: “This
regime really keeps us in constant fear ... we have seen the repression,
that is, we have felt it, because either they take a neighbor away or a
young man disappears.’

The passivity of people in the poblaciones in the 1980s, however,
should not be equated with tacit support for the regime, nor, for that
matter, with tacit identification with the left. In fact, although many of
these people did not dare join in any collective activities, neither did they
abandon their political commitment. Informal interviews reveal, for
example, that the whole political spectrum was represented in the
neighborhood, including the tight-wing parties which emerged after the
coup and wete referred to as ‘the civilian arm of the dictatorship.’
Moteovet, political ideas and commitments continued to divide the
neighborhood as they had before the coup. Particulatly in the case of
men, political choice, even when not accompanied by activism, seemed
to determine which people they would socialize with, whom they would
toletrate, and whom they would simply distrust. Thus, the distinction ‘us/
them’ was present within the poblacion, as well as between pobladores
and outsiders. This should make us awate that a populist collective iden-
tity such as ‘the pobladotes’ is neither consistent nor coherent.

Social relations based on sexual differences are central in the articu-
lation of neighborhood heterogeneity, defining the charactetistics of
approptiately male and female practices and discourses. Equally impor-
tant are those relations based on differences within gender. Furthermore,
the discourses of muachismo and marianismoe, which legitimate gender
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inequality on the assumed bases of biology and religion, are an important
aspect of relations between the sexes throughout Chilean society, as in-
deed throughout Latin Ametica. These discourses are deeply entrenched
in the poblaciones. Machismo and marianismo are not merely dominant
ideas which reflect the material subordination of the pobladora; rather,
they are an effective cultural resource through which gender identities are
constructed and maintained in everyday life. In other wotds, these dis-
courses which determine what it is to be a man or a woman provide the
framework wheteby a power hierarchy is made possible in gender relations,
both in the poblacién and in the society at large. These legitimating
discourses of sexual/gender inequality, together with other practices, dis-
courses and institutions, make up the Chilean and Latin American ‘sex/
gender system.”” Thus the sex/gender system is present in the poblacién,
and indeed throughout society, as a kind of subtext buttressing all social
practices: the work people may engage in; the forms their relations to
authority structures may take; the tesponsibilities they may have to the
community and to the immediate and extended family; as well as the
collective activities they may engage in, and their access to a public voice
and to decision-making power.

The Homemaker’s Everyday Life

A young pobladora’s expectations are shaped by the ideal of domesticity,
which includes a view of family life that envisions the man as economic
provider and the woman as homemaker and mother. For almost 30 years
there has been a concerted effort on the part of the state, with the help
of an army of middle-class women volunteets, to disseminate this ideal
in the poblaciones. Thousands of women were trained, and continue to
be trained today, in the tasks of responsible motherhood and competent
homemaking through government-sanctioned Mothers” Centers. This
attempt to ‘domesticate’ pobladoras has been central to the disciplining
of the working class.?? However, although social legislation with respect
to wages, health, schooling, and social benefits made it possible in the
past for some pobladoras to become full-time homemakers and for many
to desire a domestic lifestyle, most still had to wotk to supplement the
family income.

The ideal of domesticity promoted by the Mothers’ Centets, which
were tightly controlled by the authoritarian government, jars against the
reality of increasing pauperization.”? Most young pobladoras work out-
side the poblacién, either in domestic and other service jobs or in a
factory, before marrying and starting a family, and with few exceptions
these young women still desire a full-time domestic lifestyle. However,
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most martied pobladoras are forced to undertake paid wotk at one time
ot another to supplement the family income. Indeed, in the last ten years
a great number of them have become the main income earners in their
households while retaining their domestic duties. For most women this
change in their economic role has not meant major changes in their
everyday lives. These pobladoras’ everyday lives are charactetized by an
endless work process, a series of repetitive, time-consuming, arduous
routines crucial to the functioning of the family.

The material hardship faced by the pobladora is underscored by her
subordinate position in the family. Accordingly, the predominant relation-
ship between wives and husbands resembles a parental one, with the
husband as authority figure. A clear illustration of this is the prevalence
of the vocabulary of ‘permission’ in interactions between husband and
wife. Obtaining permission to go out with friends, to join organizations,
to seek paid work, or alternatively challenging imposed decisions, makes
up an important part of the wifes interaction with her husband. In con-
crete terms, her subordinate position places the pobladora in a position
where she is responsible for the material and psychological well-being of
the family, but in most cases has no part in important decision-making,
The actual domestic expetriences of pobladoras vary according to their
education, theit income, their experiences outside the home, and their
success in negotiating arrangements with other family members, includ-
ing husbands, mothers and sisters. Ultimately, however, the responsibility
for the household and children rests exclusively with them.

Today younger, mote educated men and women struggle for equal
relationships and against limiting gender identities. Nevertheless, these
younger couples still have to contend with the judgement of family and
neighbors, who are the keepers of traditional values — that is, ‘respectability’
and ‘decency’ — and of traditional domestic roles. Most women who are
older or less educated must still grapple with husbands who limit and
control them. As Mercedes, leader of a workshop on the north side of
Santiago put it, ‘ninety per cent of the women do not participate fin
activities outside their homes, such as wotkshops], because of their men.

For many women, challenging the authority of their husbands may
even invite verbal or physical abuse.?® As mentioned already, however,
women in the poblaciones do not go along with their subordination
passively. For most pobladoras their unequal condition entails maneuvering
with greater or lesser degrees of success in a situation with very restricted
possibilities for independent action. Moteovet, the fact that many women
join and stay in self-help groups is an indication of their resistance to
their disempowered condition.

The economic hardship which pobladoras and their families have had
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to endure for the past two decades has cleatly made the dream of being
exclusively a homemaker and mothet mote unattainable than ever. Ironi-
cally, these difficult times have also brought about new opportunities:
many women have found in these organizations a space where they have
begun to question their subordinate role vis-d-vis their families and, in
some cases, to challenge authority structures outside the home.

Women in the Organizations

Until 1983 the predominant kind of self-help group in the poblaciones
wete comedores populares (popular canteens) and comedores infantiles (children’s
canteens), opened by the Church with the volunteer work of pobladotas.
However, by 1983 these early initiatives had been replaced by more
permanent groups, ollas comunes (soup kitchens). After 1983 other perma-
nent self-help groups flourished. These neighborhood groups have been
classified into three general types, according to their explicit goals. Some
generate income ot setvices and goods for their members. Others act as
pressure groups, demanding collective solutions to common problems
such as unemployment, utility or mortgage debts. And still other groups
promote cultural and educational activities. In the eatly 1990s, oflas
comunes and other self-help groups that sought to address the problem of
hunger seemed to be disappearing. This trend may very well be a teflec-
tion of the government’s employment policies. Wages improved slightly
for some sectors and unemployment steadily decreased after 1991,
though as the Minister of the Economy himself tecognized — and the
leaders of the powerful Central Unica de Trabajadotes, ot CUT, reminded
him — the quality of jobs had not imptoved.”

Of the three general types of organization, the groups where mem-
bers take part in economic activities were dominant until very tecently. In
November 1982, for example, 495 economic type groups wete counted
in Greater Santiago. In March 1984 the number of these groups had
increased to 702, and in July 1985 to 1,103. By 1986 there were 1,386
groups in Greater Santiago. In 1982 these organizations had reached
22,567 people, including members and beneficiaties, while in 1986 the
number had increased to 190,239.%

Furthermore, according to some estimates, between 1986 and 1989
economic type groups doubled in number.”” These groups became known
as cither ‘popular economic groups’ or ‘groups for economic survival’
The exact number of economic type groups in existence today is not
known, although as mentioned before it seems to be declining,

Economic type groups are distinguished accotding to the activities
they engage in. In fact, two basic sub-types of these groups have been
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identified: consumer groups and handicraft workshops. The former
produce goods and services for their members’ own consumption. For
example, there are family vegetable gardens, bulk purchasing groups,
bakeries, and soup kitchens. There are also health workshops, housing
and debt otganizations, sindicatos de trabajadores independientes (unions of
informal sector workers and unions of unemployed workers).

The handicraft workshops otient their production to the market, and
are far more numerous and enduring. Of the 1,383 organizations regis-
tered in the 1986 survey, 415 were workshops. These absorb almost 90
per cent of people organized in economic type groups, most of whom
are women. For example, in 1986 (the last date for which detailed infor-
mation exists), of 364 groups, 344 had an exclusively female membership.
Of a total of 6,483 people directly involved in these groups (as producers
of goods), 6,412 were women.”® Although today the overall number of
organizations may be declining, there is no teason to suspect that this
gendered pattern of involvement has changed. Women continue to be
the majority of those engaged in the groups. Handicraft workshops have
an average of 18 members, and a flexible meeting schedule. Activities
include knitting, crafts, sewing, carpentry, electricity, hairdressing, print-
ing and bookbinding, and repair and manufacture of shoes, toys, and
textiles.

Pobladoras who decide to join a workshop have, more often than not,
done so after having waged a battle at home for ‘permission’ to join.
This constraint is probably the reason why most organizations operate
during the hours when husbands are away. In the workshops women
engage in activities which may not necessarily be those they desire, for
much depends on the resoutces made available to them by the sponsor-
ing agencies. The organizations are, therefore, not an outcome of the
spontaneous decisions of women, though it may seem so at first sight. In
petiods of ctisis, women desperate to find something for ‘the pot’ have
got together and decided to start an organization. Typically, they make
this decision because they know in advance, from neighbors, friends, and
other women in the community, that the Church and other NGOs give
them material support to get started. They also know that domestic type
economic activities are supported, so they tend to set themselves up as
knitting or sewing groups. At the same time, pobladoras are well aware
that these activities are pootly paid and that, therefore, they are not
equivalent to ‘real’ work. They are also aware that they do not always
learn marketable skills in the workshops.”’

The Church, through its social office or Vicariate, played a major role
in the creation of these organized activities in the mid-1970s, and was for
a long time their main supporter. In fact, the Church relied on its vast
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experience with pobladoras for its social work during the authoritarian
period. Historically, the Church was engaged in programs to help poor
women and their families, which subsequently became the basis for
government efforts in the poblaciones in the eatly 1960s.** Considering
itself as the protector of the family unit, the Church has traditionally
sponsored activities designed to help women ease their families through
periods of economic hardship. Thus women have opted for strategies to
increase the family income in a context of limited alternatives.

Appealing to the government’s commitment to repay the so-called
social debt to the poor, the Church ceased to support neighborhood-
based activities it began to consider to be beyond its jurisdiction.’' In-
deed, the dismantling in November 1992 of the Vicaria de Solidaridad,
the office established after the coup by the Church to co-ordinate human
rights and other forms of assistance to the poor, is a good indication of
the institution’s shifting priorities.

Typically, most women who join workshops plan to leave them as
soon as the economic situation of their family improves. In today’s
changed political context poor and working-class families have experienced
some, however minimal, economic improvement, and NGO personnel
and government officials working with women share the perception that
at least some women are indeed opting out of workshops. However, the
continued importance of the workshops, and more specifically of women
in them, was highlighted by the actions of the government itself. For
example, the Ministry of the Economy promoted a program for ‘micro-
enterprises’ whose aim was to help handicraft workshops become eco-
nomically viable. In addition, the government granted funds to NGOs
promoting work-related-skills development programs for women, in the
context of its program for micro-enterprises.*?

Economic type groups seem to be sufficiently significant to be the
centerpiece of economic programs geared to low-income groups. This
importance is also suggested by the promises made to organized women
by candidates running for the municipal elections in June 1992. Invari-
ably the candidates’ appeals to organized women — regardless of what the
nature of their particular organizations was — centered on promises to
help them promote and sell the goods they produce.®

Whatever the present trend may be, what is certain is that a consid-
erable number of those women engaged at one point or another in
economic type groups have become committed to the organizations. For
them, the appeal of the groups has ceased to be economic and has
become social and political. The extra-economic appeal of these organi-
zations is linked to the intangible aid women have received over the years
from supporting institutions in the form of educational workshops on
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such topics as sexuality, family violence, parenting, the legal rights of
women, and leadership training, Curiously, on the one hand, much has
been said to date about material aid; that is, supplies and money that
neighborhood groups receive, and about the long-term effects this form
of aid may have on people’s capacity to act autonomously.** On the other
hand, very little has been said about the intangible aid that the organi-
zations receive, and patticulatly about the long-term effects this form of
aid may have on women. The political-educational function, which I argue
is central, is related precisely to this aspect of the organizations.

Pobladoras who patticipate in educational workshops enter into a
network which I would call ‘symbolic’ because it consists of an exchange
in language, and because what they obtain through it are cultural re-
sources. In other words, through this network women acquire new meaning-
making resources with which to make sense of their world and their own
place in it. Through this symbolic network, pobladoras come into contact
with professionals, in the form of popular educators, social workers, law-
yers, and psychologists. This in itself is not new: pobladoras have histori-
cally been in contact with such middle-class women, for example through
the government-sanctioned Mothers’ Centers. One could argue that the
interactions between middle-class professionals and pobladoras are of
questionable benefit to pobladoras because they are relations of unequal
power: the former possess knowledge, while the latter simply receive it.
While there is a tradition of middle-class women working for the poor,
what is new today is that many of the professional women working for
NGOs (many of whom lived in exile during most of the Pinochet yeats),
with whom organized pobladoras come into contact, are on the left and
are feminists. These women’s political inclinations shape theit relations
with pobladoras and translate into a commitment to work with pobladoras
as opposed to for them. For pobladora leaders this means that the terms
of their relationship with these professionals are in principle open to
challenge; this is exptessed in their everyday speech as a demand to be
recognized for their own worth and to be treated as equals.

Ironically, then, the feminist discourse, with its strong emphasis on
equality and rights, not only encourages pobladoras to speak differently
about themselves and their place in the wortld, but also encourages them
to question their relations with middle-class feminists. Therefore the
interaction between these two groups of women is not facilitated by
shared experiences — class relations shape these women’s lives differently
— but by a discourse which makes it possible to question and challenge
paternalism.

Thus the encounters between these pobladoras and middle-class femi-
nists can be problematic; conflicts of needs, interests, and expectations
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continually arise. Their relations may at times be characterized as pater-
nalism, underscored by subtle, or not so subtle, prejudice on the part of
the middle-class women, and suspicion and frustration on the side of the
pobladoras.

Some have suggested that the new economic role of pobladoras has
led to changes in their domestic roles. Economic need, according to this
view, forces women to come out of their homes and to start collaborating
with others. Carrying out duties competently in spheres other than the
home, and sharing similar experiences, allow women to question their
personal situation in a wider context; this in turn leads them to become
conscious of their class and sexual oppression, and to develop a sense of
solidarity based on theit common identity.®® If this is a mechanical and
partial account, it is because the mediating role of ideology is unrecog-
nized. There is no such thing as a unitaty sub-stratum of women’s
experience, which, once discovered, leads to a total identification or sense
of ‘sameness.” Instead, pobladoras expetience gendered and class-defined
everyday life differently and are able to speak to this through a combi-
nation of their own linguistic resources and those derived from their
interactions with middle-class feminists. In other words, solidarity for
these women is not the outcome of discovering an identical experience,
or essence, which lies beyond language; it is rather a negotiation of dif-
ferences and similarities #hrosgh language.

Depending on their level of education, their degree of involvement in
the organization, and especially their past organizational experience, the
pobladoras will benefit in different ways from participating in the sym-
bolic network through their organizations. Some, for instance, regard the
otganization primarily as a friendly meeting place whete, as many put it,
‘they can overcome their sense of isolation, and exchange personal experi-
ences’ as well as ‘learn new things” Most of these women tend to be
either older or less educated, and have little ot no previous organizational
experience. For them the group is a first window to the ‘outside” Many
of these women use their experience in the group to develop a sense of
self-confidence and competence, a sense of personal autonomy. Maria, a
member of a workshop in Renca, explains: ‘We are a great number of
women who, because of our living conditions, didn’t have any possibility
of education and have found this oppottunity to acquite it ... I don’t
believe that any of us could once again limit ourselves to the home ...
this is like a seed that has been sown and is germinating’

Other women see themselves in what T would call 2 more active re-
lation to the organization; they are the doers and movers and may have
leading positions. These leaders learn to speak in terms of rights, which
means not only confronting recalcitrant husbands but also other people
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in positions of authority with whom they are in regular contact, for
example doctors, social workers, school teachers and, the professionals
with whom they wortk. Hacerse respetar (to elicit respect from others) as
well as pelear por sus derechos (to fight for one’s rights), figure prominently
in the speech of these organized women. Being in regular contact with
middle-class professionals may be an important factor that contributes to
the development of these women. As Mercedes, the leader of a work-
shop in Renca, explains:

In the beginning we went to the Vicaria because of the concern over subsist-
ence, because they helped us with food ... now I go because of the courses
they offer, and because I like the environment. In institutions like CEMA [the
government-sanctioned umbrella organization that co-ordinates the activities
of Mothers’ Centers] they are distant and cold and everything comes to us as
if by charity ... as if they were saying poor women. It is not like here where
we are all the same. Just because someone has a title doesn’t make her better
than someone who only knows how to clean pots.

The notion of feminism has, interestingly enough, become an impor-
tant differentiating tool for many of these women; it allows them to
distinguish between themselves and organized middle-class women. The
label “feminist’ is one which these women flatly refuse — with very few
exceptions — to approptiate for themselves. When asked about feminism,
one typical response was: ‘Feminists are extremists, just as machistas are.
They want everything to be done their way, just as men want things done
theirs,” said Eli, 2 member of a2 women’s group in the Southern Poblacién.
Women who have a mote subtle understanding of feminism reflect an
awareness of class-based differences, which is expressed as a recognition
of their limited possibilities compared with middle-class ‘others.” To quote
Eloisa, 2 member of a workshop on the West side of Santiago: T say I
am not a feminist because they [middle-class feminists] speak a lot about
liberation but we will always be conditioned by our children ... if they
lack food, we have to provide it for them.

For many pobladoras the most important outcome of participating in
the neighborhood groups is developing a new sense of self-confidence,
of their ‘own voice” Furthermore, it would seem to be the case that,
once developed, several factors contribute to strengthening this new sense
of self-confidence. It is true that the authoritarian regime’s propaganda
promoted a very traditional view of women and that the Church re-
inforced this view. But the Church, through such activities as promoting
collective wotk among women, has also set up conditions for women to
question this view, and in some cases to openly challenge it. In addition,
the main tool of government propaganda, National Television — which
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boasts of reaching just about the entire tetritory — may also have been
the pobladora’s greatest ally against traditional images, owing to its per-
sistent presentation of images of apparently autonomous, competent
women who wrestle with the tribulations of balancing cateer and family
life.3

Some of the women in the organizations, usually those in leadership
positions, develop the confidence to make decisions and to speak outside
their organizations, and also develop a desitre to expand their collective
work. Indeed, frequently a gap is created between the expectations of
regular members and leaders as a result of this difference, which may
result in conflicts about leadership. When several members in an organi-
zation become active, they may redefine the goals of the group, giving
primacy to the educational and political aspects. Others, however, tend to
join different organizations, quite often in addition to their original group.
A woman may, for example, belong to a church group, a workshop and
a women’s group simultaneously.

Certainly, this increased interest in simultaneous group activities was
shared by most of the members of a women’s group in the Southern
poblacién, for whom joining this organization was altready an expression
of their further commitment to this kind of work. Some, like Julia, who
was the co-ordinator of the group, chose deliberately to concentrate their
efforts in organizing women through women’s groups. She and most of
the other members of the group had finished high school, had worked
until getting married (some in skilled jobs, othets as maids or waitresses),
and some had continued to work afterwards. Moreover, most came to
the women’s group with previous organizational experience acquired in a
variety of settings, such as the gitl scouts, catechism groups, Mothers’
Centers, or wotkshops. For them, joining a women’s group was the next
logical organizational step. What they wanted out of the women’s group
was a chance to address common concetns, and, more importantly, to be
able to set their own agendas and not, as Julia put it, to ‘waste time in
useless activities like embroidery and crocheting’

This women’s group did not tecruit new membets on the basis of
political preferences. In fact, its approach was pluralistic: the two princi-
pal rules for tecruitment wete a commitment to show tolerance and
respect for one another, and a willingness to work together. For this
group, establishing the meeting time became a political statement. They
deliberately chose 7 p.m. because, as they put it, ‘they had a right to
establish their own schedules and priorities.” As was to be expected, this
choice of time became a major stumbling block in their recruiting efforts.
For Julia and two others, Filomena and Maria, the commitment to a
women’s group has translated into a commitment to otganize women in
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their poblacion. Toward the end of 1988, these women, in co-ordination
with middle-class professionals, had set up the local branch of an ambi-
tious city-wide women’s network, which was designed to help pobladoras
find solutions to their problems, and they were busy making the presence
of the network known to their neighbors.

Today this women’s group in the Southern poblacién continues to
recruit women through a pluralistic approach, and to meet on a weekly
basis, although many of the original members are no longer part of it.
Some of those women have moved away from the poblacion, while others
continue organizing but in new settings. Julia and Filomena have, in the
meantime, left the city-wide women’ netwotk they had joined in the late
1980s and have been tecruited by a nationwide NGO committed to
popular participation for social change. They continue, now as paid staff,
to organize women from their poblacién, as well as from adjacent
poblaciones. Increasingly, however, these women’s own commitments are
at odds with the changing ptiorities of their employer. This NGO, and
for that matter many NGOs working with poor people today, share the
government’s own conception of the role of popular participation for
social change. This conception considers empowerment and participation
in the context of a narrow economic definition of povery, and poverty
itself as a problem for which technical solutions can be found.”” This
shift, in a context where no substantial gains are perceived by many in
the poblaciones, is expetienced by Julia and Filomena as a betrayal of the
otganization’s commitment to meaningful change. The struggle over or-
ganizing priotities and aims waged by Julia, for example, has led her to
redefine the work of people like her as ‘political” In a recent interview
she stated that, ‘back in the 1980s when I joined the women’s group and
started otganizing other women 1 saw our work as social. Today, how-
evet, 1 realize how naive 1 was; our work is political’

Finally, it should be noted that in the course of acquiring a sense of
personal and political efficacy, women who choose to participate in
advocacy groups with men face the toughest challenge. For it is one
thing to develop a capacity for decision-making and to acquire a public
voice in a ptedominantly female context; it is quite another to carry these
achievements into contexts where unequal gender relations have histori-
cally approptiated for men both the public voice (with its distinct political
vocabulary) and the power of decision-making. One of the reasons why
efforts to otganize the various neighbothood groups into viable regional
bodies have failed may be the difficulties women leaders encounter in
these organizations. The leaderships of these regional or middle-level
bodies tend to be party-affiliated men. Women leaders of neighborhood
organizations often complain of the authoritarian leadership structure of
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such bodies, which in effect is a union or party leadership model. These
women also complain of being effectively silenced and, therefore, of
being marginalized from decision-making. These women often feel that
the politically motivated leaders ignore the needs and wishes of the grass-
roots and impose their own logic on grassroots collective efforts. Feeling
marginalized and angered, many lose interest in these middle-level
organizations. Elsa, a member of a workshop on the West side of Santiago
summarized the frustration of pobladoras with their treatment by male
activists: ‘Women are not taken into consideration when plans and deci-
sions are made. These are men’s things. But they sure are taken advan-
tage of when it’s time to go to a demonstration or to build barricades in
the streets.

Concluding Remarks

In many respects the phenomenon of self-help organizations in the
poblaciones represents a new will among the poor in Chile, as elsewhere
in Latin America, to cope in an active way with the severe economic and
political situation first imposed by authotitatrian regimes. A key charactet-
istic of these organizations — that they are predominantly a female phe-
nomenon in a context shaped by distinct gender-based power relations —
is largely absent from studies of the phenomenon.

My field work in a poblacién in Santiago gave me an oppottunity to
study how gender telations structure everyday life, and to examine the
activities of organizations. While the findings of other observers (noted
at the beginning of this chapter) provide interesting leads to understanding
self-help organizations, for the most part they fail to pay attention to the
vital role of women in these groups. Ignoring how gendet relations struc-
ture both opportunities and hindrances to neighborhood-based forms of
collective action, their wotrk ovetlooks the political significance of the
groups. Unless we problematize the massive presence of women in these
organizations and consider how gender relations have shaped and continue
to shape their possibilities for action, any tefetence to a gendet-neutral
popular movement is at best inconclusive and at worse distorted.

Contrary to the approach of these investigators, I found strong
evidence for the fundamental role of gender relations as a constitutive
factor in the functioning of the otganizations as well as in their future
potential. I realize that my conclusions are based on a limited study and
that, therefore, they ought to be treated with caution. However, in the
light of information from other tresearchers in this area, I would argue
that the gender-specific political function of neighbothood organizing is
not limited to Santiago, nor to utban areas. Moreovet, my findings are
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corroborated in part by studies of poor neighborhood organizing in other
Latin American cities.*®

Neighborhood otganizations in Santiago function as places for local-
level patticipation fot many women. Developing a sense of self-confidence
and competence is the fundamental first step in a process of participatory
learning. How successful these women ate in appropriating for them-
selves a public voice and a shate in decision-making in the broader political
arena is another issue. It would be naive to think that pobladoras, suddenly
armed with a distinct sense of petsonal and political efficacy, would easily
manage to establish teptesentative advocacy groups or join mixed groups
en masse in otder to struggle for change. The political arena, even at the
local level of the poblacién, remains male territory; pobladoras will most
ptobably not be invited there, and will have to muscle their way in. In
any case, the political effectiveness of Chilean women in general, let
alone pobladoras, has traditionally been limited by prejudices which are
deep-seated in Chilean political institutions and culture. However, given
the outcome of the plebiscite of 1988, when an overwhelming number of
women said ‘No’ to General Pinochet, it would be rather irresponsible
for politicians to tesort to the old truisms about women’ political
behavior.

The expetience of pobladoras suggests at least the potential of their
emergence as important social actors. Just how important pobladoras
might be was intimated by the attention lavished on them by candidates
during the municipal elections in June 1992. These, mostly male, candi-
dates running for office as councillors, and indirectly for mayor, met with
women’s otganizations duting theit campaigns. Assuming that these
women’s demands were primatily economic, the candidates promised them
economic solutions such as spaces where they could sell their handicrafts.
However, for the women this offer was not good enough. They had very
cleatly in mind something else, and invariably replied: ‘what we want is

a space of our own where we can choose what we do’¥®

Notes
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Differential Participation:
Men, Women and Popular Power

Michael Kanfman

The muddy road sloped down towatrds the gully that carried away the
sewage from the surrounding houses. The house we were in, like all
those in La Nazareno, was simple but sturdy, built out of concrete and
zinc sheets, equipped with electricity and running water. The thing most
noticeable was not the house but the tremendous pride of the men and
women sitting around the kitchen table. They were from two of the 350
families that had occupied this land several years before and forced the
Costa Rican government to buy the land and provide building materials
and basic infrastructure. Catlos Corrales was the first president of the
community association, a job that was now carried out by Yadira Umafia,
his wife. At one point we asked her if she had changed since she joined
the urban housing movement. She said no, she didn’t think so. Her
husband smiled his modest smile at her, and said simply that she had
changed, that she was speaking in public, that she was leading a com-
munity. She smiled back in acknowledgement.

We asked him if he had changed. He said no. But he hinted at a new
found respect for his wife and the women in his community. Women are
better leaders in the community, he says, ‘because they are closer to the
problems of everyday life” He said, however, that many men try to keep
their wives from getting too active.

A couple of thousand miles away, elections were being held for the
Executive Assembly in Santa Cruz, a Cuban community to the east of
Havana. Following a decade-old model, the Municipal Assembly was
choosing its executive and its mayor from among its elected members.
One candidate for mayor was a woman who had received the highest vote
in the local elections, an acknowledgement of her skills, energy, and sup-
portive style of leadership. Another was a man who was capable — but by
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many accounts not neatly as capable as the woman — and quite authotitarian
in his leadership style. The man was elected the mayor, the woman his
deputy. It was hard for Cuban observers from outside the community to
make sense of the choice on the basis of the candidates’ capabilities.

To the south and east, in a crowded neighborhood of Port-au-Prince,
Haiti, a group of men and women gatheted outside a house. One person
was from one of the many groups within a network of grassroots organi-
zations that had mobilized over the past decade, first against the Duvalier
government and then against the military. In this group, as in some
community groups in Haiti, there wete no leaders, for in a country where
two centuties of male leaders have promised solutions and brought only
misery, there was a massive distrust of leaders. The women and men
were forging a new style of social activism and social leadership.!

These stories have some common features. Each is part of an attempt
to develop new forms of popular participation and grassroots mobiliza-
tion, directly aimed, in the first community, at providing housing and a
decent life, in the second as part of a delegate system of formal govern-
mental power, and in the third as an attempt to otrganize and mobilize
the poor. Another common feature is that within these structures of
power and empowerment, we see an ongoing struggle to define the degree
and the style of participation by women and men.

Among activists and progressive intellectuals in much of the world,
there is increasing interest and debate on the interlocked themes of
democracy, popular participation, and social transformation. Democracy
bereft of popular power is better than nothing but is a limited democ-
racy; social transformation without democracy is eithet impossible or
incomplete; development without some form of popular participation
has little chance of transforming the relations of socio-economic power.
The fundamental issue in emerging conceptions of change is how to
build inclusive structures of social, economic and political powet, ones
that overcome existing inequalities and that fundamentally shift the basis
of social power.

Perhaps there really are different ptoblems buried within this one
statement. One problem has to do with the need to develop democratic
structures of participation and empowerment throughout the society as
a whole. Another is to ensure that these new structures are as fully
participatory and democratic as possible. This is distinct from the first
problem because we can not talk of popular participation or popular
empowerment in general. Rather we must acknowledge the existence of
what 1 call differential participation?

This chapter explotes the problem of differential participation, and
defines two aspects of it. The first locates the source of the problem in
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structures of inequality, the second within the hegemonic definitions of
power that exist within patriarchal society. It examines solutions to the
first within the framework of participatory democratic or critical liberal
democratic theory, while solutions to the latter require a redefinition of
power and the development of radically different structures of social
power. It concludes by looking not only at how women, but at how men
as well, are negatively effected by the very structures in which they have
differential power and privilege.

Throughout, I will draw on the case studies presented in other chapters
of this book.

The Two Aspects of Differential Participation

Participation does not exist in the abstract. Participation is defined through
specific institutions, processes, and ideological and cultural factors. It is
defined through the individuals and groups of individuals involved (or
not involved) in a participatory process. Within any participatory structure,
overall forms of social inequality and oppression are usually reflected and
maintained. The challenge we face is to develop not only participatory
mechanisms of empowerment but the means to overcome the structured
inequalities in social power. These structured differences in participation
apply to the many categories of social hierarchy and oppression — relating
to class, sex, colot, age, religion, nationality, physical well-being, and sexual
otientation. These categories are often intertwined and mutually determi-
nant — the categories of race and class in the Catibbean being one obvious
example. This chapter will focus on aspects of differential participation
between men and women, but we could just as well develop parallel
studies of other groups.

Different possibilities, capacities, and modes of participation by men
and women ate the outcome of the structures of women’s oppression
and the ideology and practices of male domination. There are two aspects
to this problem of differential participation. First are the ways that existing
structures and ideologies relating to women’s oppression have tended to
marginalize women in many economic and political institutions or have
shaped the practice of participatory institutions. This aspect, as we shall
see, can be addressed theoretically by an extension of a participatory
democratic theory, or what we might call critical liberal democratic theory,
to deal explicitly with issues of sex.

The second, which we will look at later, is more fundamental. It is my
belief that the underlying problem shaping differential participation is
not inequality between men and women in the narrow sense but the very
conception of power that has become hegemonic in patriarchal societies
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throughout the world. This is a definition in which power is understood
as the capacity of certain humans to control and dominate other humans
and control social and natural resources. Such a conception of power is
not simply a matter of ideology but is the organizing principle that is
embedded in a vast range of political, social, and economic telations.
While it shapes the capacity of all humans to participate, men’s capacities
to exercise power in this form have been less limited than women’s.
Nevertheless, as we shall see, men’s own capacities for participation are
distorted and limited through this process. In other words, differential
participation negatively affects men as well as women, although differen-
tially of course and, in most cases, not as severely.

Women and the Dynamics of Differential Participation

Men’s overall social domination is reproduced within participatory and
democratic bodies, bodies which ate supposed to be a means for all of
the population to be equally represented or involved in democratic
processes. In terms of sheer numbers and positions of importance, men
control political parties and trade unions, government bureaucracies and
many voluntary otganizations. Other social institutions that we might like
to bring under democratic control — corporations, the media, the education
system, and so forth — are similarly controlled by men, although for this
chapter I will focus on explicitly political and governmental institutions,
especially those at the local level.

This control by men is petpetuated in different ways. The most obvious
is that men still tend to be valued more highly as social leaders than are
women. For example, in Cuba in 1986, only 17 per cent of delegates to
the municipal government — the Otgans of Popular Power — were women,
a figure typical or even high compared to other countries. Commenting
on the results of his study of the electoral process in the municipality of
Santa Cruz, researcher Haroldo Dilla suggests with only a little hyperbole
that the women who managed to win seats have a level of educational,
political and work experience three times as great as their male opponents.?

This valuation of men’s abilities over women’s as social leaders can
have the effect of reducing men’s participation in organizations where
women do play an important role. The Dominican Republic, for example,
hosts a range of social movements that carry out organizing work and
education in the poot barrios of the cities. In some of these groups women
make up a majority of the membership and leadership. This majority can
be self-reproducing because the tesponse by some men is that they are
not intetested in participating in what are perceived as women’s organiza-
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tions. These organizations have had to encourage men to participate in
spite of the high percentage of women in the membership and leadership.*

In societies where the work that men tend to do and the qualities that
men have nurtured are valued most highly, men have an automatic ad-
vantage in any electoral process for positions of leadership within com-
munity and national bodies. In one example, also drawn from our Cuban
study, 2 woman and a man were opponents for a seat in the municipal
assembly. The woman had lived in the community only three years but
in that time ‘had developed a notable prestige for her social sensitivities
and her high level of community work’ Her opponent, a man born in
the area, was a leader in a factory where many of the people in the area
wotked. His prestige came basically from this work relationship, accord-
ing to interviews with voters. The man won the vote. The study doesn’t
say he was a bad choice, although it is implied that the woman was a
better one because of higher capabilities as 2 community leader. Rather,
it is making the point that the existing structures of social prestige and
power reproduce themselves within the electoral process: ‘the status of
leadership in a wotk center helped teproduce masculine supremacy in the
community setting.’®

Overall social values shape the conception of the electoral process
itself. In Cuba the only written form of campaign literature is a bio-
graphical sketch of each candidate, which is posted in the neighborhood
to show his or her capacities to carry out the job. Education, wotk, and
political expetience form the centetpiece of these sketches. Those capaci-
ties that can be quantified in terms of experience will have weight over
other qualities that cannot be listed. This format, concludes Dilla and co-
researcher Armando Fernidndez, ‘tends to privilege adults and those who
are male because they are able to demonstrate the richest level of partici-
pation in politics and wotk and, on the other hand, it tends to penalize
women because of their double wotkday as members of the community
and as the ones tesponsible for the family’¢

The same privileging is true in other cases of electoral democracy
where the qualities that are valued in a leader have traditionally been
those values that men have nurtured or the areas of skill and prestige
that men have had greater access to. Such privileging is also seen in cases
where substantial financial resoutces are a requitement of candidacy, a
requitement that has a major impact on the possibility of a woman being
a candidate (as well as anyone who is working class, a small farmer, poor
or young).

This process of penalization of women goes beyond formal electoral
processes. If women have most responsibility for child care and domestic
work, and especially if they also have work responsibilities outside the
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home, then they will be hard pressed to find the time or the energy to
prioritize leadership roles within the community. If women have to clean
dinner dishes and put children to bed at night, ot if in some countties
they are scrounging for a scrap of food to feed their children the next
day, they are less able to participate fully in community meetings which
typically happen in the evenings or on weekends. These demands, and
the resultant limitations on women’s participation, is a story repeated
throughout the wotld and forms the single major impediment to women’s
participation in political organizations.

Forms of blatant sexism also limit women’s participation. In Costa
Rica, where a squatters’ housing movement arose during the 1980s, land
was occupied and the government was pressed to give squatters land and
supplies to build modest houses. In the months ot years of organizing
that would lead up to an occupation, and in the subsequent negotiations
with politicians and civil servants, women played an increasingly important
role in many communities. Many occupations were backed by road-blocks
of key highways — road-blocks staffed by women and children that lasted
only a day at a time until the government agreed to negotiate. Despite
this role played by women, some men placed limits — or tried to place
limits ~ on their wives’ participation. They were jealous of their wife
going to town with another man from the community or meeting, and
possibly having a meal with, a politician or bureaucrat. Some women
struggled against this, others didn’t.” Similar problems arise in the self-
help economic organizations of poot women in the poblaciones in Chile. In
these communities, where material deptivation is high and the threat of
political repression was an ever-present feature for two decades, vatious
forms of workshops emetged to produce goods for consumption or trade.
Veronica Schild comments:

Housewives who decide to join the workshop have, more often than not, done
so after having waged a battle at home for ‘permission’ to join. How very
difficult it is for a woman to take part in an organization has been illustrated
by Filomena, a young mother of two who is active both in a Church group and
in the women’s group in the Southern Poblacién: ‘when there is a meeting, and
the husbands are at home, even if they are chatting at the corner with friends
from the club, the women can’t go.®

We can also think of the hotrible impact that violence against women
has on women’s participation. If a woman suffers from wife-battering
(studies in North America suggest that about one in four women have
been hit by their spouse; with a smaller, but still sizeable, number being
assaulted on an ongoing basis), het self-confidence and sense of self-
worth might well be reduced. As a result, her ability to see herself as a
contributor to society, as someone worthy of respect, as someone with a
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valid voice might well be limited. Ot if women in the community are
subject to sexual harassment or derogatory remarks in public, this too will
reduce their capacity to act as community leaders. Finally, fear for safety
in the streets at night will limit women’s participation outside the home.

Pethaps the most subtle but also most telling example of differential
participation is the extent to which the whole problem is rendered in-
visible. Of those oppressed, marginalized, or subordinate, their presence
or absence in the democratic and participatory organizations is often
rendered invisible. Because their specific concerns have been treated as
secondary in the dominant economic and political discourses, we cannot
assume that their concerns are addressed in existing forms of social
expression, including within forms of popular participation.

In spite of such examples, the notion of differential participation isn’t
meant to imply that men participate and women don’t.” After all, one of
the characteristics of many community-based, grasstoots movements of
popular power is the high percentage of women among the active
membership. The experience in much of the Third World is of women
taking a leadership role within community affairs. Some of this might be
explained by the greater presence of women within communities during
the day. This, however, isn’t the only factor, for the communities where
grasstoots/community organizing is highest are often poor communities
with high levels of unemployment among men and, in some cases, a
relatively equal level of paid employment among women and men,
particulatly when one counts the informal sector.

Another factor is thus of importance: the impact of women’s traditional
role as care-givers to children and as the ones responsible for domestic
affairs. For women, these responsibilities can build an awareness of issues
concerning health, education, food supplies, water and sewerage, garbage
disposal, and community safety. Participation in community organizations
is an extension of overall roles and responsibilities. The daily work of
making ends meet, the preoccupation with the health and safety of the
family, wortying about those unglamorous details of daily life, are matters
that many men simply are not concerned about. In some parts of Central
America and the Caribbean, for example, this lack of concern has its
extreme exptession in the large number of men who abandon their
families, or who come and go as they see fit.

Women have traditionally created many forms of informal networking
to otganize matters of daily life: neighbors look after each other’s children
while one shops or takes a child to a doctor; neighbors shop for each
other or sew together; they speak on the street, in the home, or at the
market about their common problems; in many countries, women set up
informal co-operative savings networks. The very factors of crowding on
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to small lots, in dwellings, where climate allows, where front doors and
windows (if the houses actually have windows) always stay open, can
increase informal contact among neighbors. Thus the formal organization
of workshops, neighborhood organizations, or community political action
groups is a logical extension of these networking activities.

Pethaps another reason for women’s high representation in community
affairs is that within both the political systems and forms of popular
organization in First and Third World countries alike, matters of health,
food, social services, and education have tended to be seen by men as
less prestigious endeavors for male political leadership than the supposedly
gutsy tasks of business and workplace organization, international diplo-
macy, the army, police, and large-scale economic and infrastructural
development. One reason for women’s role in community affairs is that
men have abdicated responsibility.

If these are some dimensions of the problem of differential, how
might they be addressed?

Critical Liberal Democratic Theory and
Differential Participation

Emerging within a democratic socialist tradition over the past three
decades, a new body of thought has recast the debate on socialism and
democracy. Until that time, socialists had been split into two broad camps
on this issue; to be rather simplistic:

1. Many Marxists more or less axiomatically equated democracy with
socialism. Capitalism could boast only a sham democracy; without
state or popular ownership of the means of production, there could
be no real democracy; liberal democracy was democracy only for the
ruling class. Within this camp were Stalinists who ignored democracy
because socialism, ¢7ge democracy, had already been achieved in half
of Europe and Asia. Others, such as Trotskyists or non-aligned Marx-
ists, argued that these countties were neither socialist nor democratic,
but tended to agree that capitalist societies were not democratic either.

2. The other broad camp was the social democratic left, which saw the
liberal democratic state as the vehicle for social change and for mak-
ing gains for working people. This tradition tended to downplay the
Marxist critique of the social power of capital and ignored the critique
of the capitalist nature of the state. However, the two traditions wete
united, as Nicos Poulantzas argued, by positing a statist solution and
a statist pathway to socialism and democracy.’®



Michael Kanfman 159

In the 1960s, the writings of C.B. Macpherson began to recast the
debate on socialism and democtacy. Macpherson’s goal was modest but
innovative: to look at the different, and sometimes contradictory, meanings
of liberalism and liberal democtacy, and to retrieve for socialist theory
one strain of liberal democratic thought. Macpherson reaffirmed the liberal
democratic goal of individual development, but said that the goal of
achieving one’s potential was hindered by the socio-economic and politi-
cal realities of a capitalist market society."

Together, quite a number of theorists and activists — inspired in part
by new social movements that stressed issues of democracy and mass
participation, and, in the late 1980s, by the upheavals in Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union — have recast the debate on socialism and democ-
racy. Without getting into the differences among these thinkers, or the
strengths, weaknesses, and complexity of the debate, we can lump to-
gether their wotk under the rubtic of critical liberal democratic theory or
participatory democratic theory. Among the elements in this approach
that T find most useful is the belief that all societies have at least some
degree of democracy at some level of social, economic, or political life.
Thus, says Frank Cunningham, we must look at the degree of democracy
of any society and not assume, « priori, that a certain economic system is,
or is not, automatically democratic. Nevertheless, the challenge is to
develop what Cunningham calls an extensive democracy.'?

The point developed in different ways by many thinkers is that a society
with an extensive democracy would be one in which democratic control
permeates all social relationships: in terms of formal liberal democratic
political rights and liberties; within different realms of social life — in
education, the family and home, the media, religion, cultural production;
and through the control of the economy, in part through public and co-
operative ownership and control of the means of production and distri-
bution (although certainly not through complete state ownership and
bureaucratic centralization of the economy) and in part through demo-
cratic control over whatever forms of private ownership might remain.

This whole approach to the issue of democracy is an attempt to
understand the complex of economic, political, and social co-ordinates
which structure domination and control in a society. For example, the
approach taken by Herbert Gintis and Samuel Bowles, inspired in part by
both Gramscian and feminist analyses, seeks to understand the ways in
which the economy, the family, and the state all have appropriative, dis-
tributive, political, and cultural aspects that need to be brought under
democratic control.!?

The possibility of developing extensive and intensive forms of
democracy relies on the empowerment of the population — the word
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‘empowerment’ probably being the most significant contribution of the
English language to the radical vocabulary. While most writers tend to shy
away from anything that seems ovetly prescriptive, a common feature of
much of the discourse on democracy, socialism, and empowerment is a
recognition of the need to develop forms of popular participation. Popular
participation, through social activism and forms of direct and representa-
tive control throughout the institutions of a society, is seen as a means to
tap unharnessed energies of the population, to identify human and material
resources, to recognize problems as they emerge, and to mobilize the
population to find solutions, whether at 2 workplace, school, neighborhood,
region, or beyond. While popular participation has been a theme with
deep roots in the progressive tradition, the failure of state socialism and
the limits of state social democtacy have given new urgency to this theme.
Democtatic participation was a means, said Macpherson, to turn people
from political consumers into political producers.'*

But what if everyone cannot participate equally? What if, among the
economically oppressed, the existing social structures of inequality and
oppression have selectively shaped the natute and structure of oppression?
As we have seen, the unevenness of power in a society is reproduced as
differences within any neighbothood or workplace. Even when some sort
of participatory institutions exist, to the extent that these institutions
reflect the overall divisions and contradictions of a society, they do not
automatically challenge deeply embedded hierarchies of power and control.
This suggests that in any participatory institution there will be differ-
ences, latrge or small, in the nature and type of participation of particular
individuals and groups. These differences are based not only on indi-
vidual capacities, talents, or efforts. They are based on the systemic forms
of power and hierarchy that exist within a given community. If new
forms of popular participation continue to marginalize the voice of women
or certain racial groups or peasants or the young, then we would have to
question the extent to which these institutions ate truly ‘popular’

The greater these inequalities, the less real is the actual participation,
The greater these inequalities, the less is the capacity of a given institu-
tion to act as a means of empowerment. The less it can act as a means
of participation and empowerment, the less it will be able to confront
fundamental inequalities of social power.

In as much as critical liberal democratic theory problematized the
issue of economic inequality and differential access to the means of
political powet, it began to challenge both the theoretical and the structural
limits of mainstream liberal democratic theory. But it largely ignored the
issue of unequal participation based on sex. Although this is an impor-
tant oversight, it is one that can be addressed within its own theoretical
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framework. After all, the aim of this body of theory is to redress in-
equalities of social power and social voice. The analysis and solutions
presented by critical liberal democratic theory/participatory democratic
theory are able to address those aspects of differential participation having
to do with various forms of inequality or unevenness of power among
the oppressed or exploited.

If the goal of a radical, participatory liberal democracy is to develop
the social, intellectual, and productive possibilities of all, if it is to be a
means of human liberation, then we don’t have to go far to see that so
long as one group has its capacities limited by being born into one half
of humanity rather than the other, then this is not a society of full
human liberation. It is consistent with such theory that democratic and
participatory bodies address the issues of full participation. Women’s
equality within such bodies is a requirement if these institutions are to do
their basic emancipatory and participatory job. The possibility of such
participation hinges on women’s equality throughout social and economic
structures, the equalization of household responsibilities so that women
are able to participate, the de-privileging of the particular skills or
capacities that men have excelled in, and conscious programmes to ensure
equal participation by women and men.

In reverse, incremental changes in the participation of women can
challenge men and can shift other responsibilities. For example, a2 woman
in the small city of Bayamo in the eastern part of Cuba told me of the
results of her increased participation in various community and trade
union bodies. She went to her husband and said he'd have to take more
responsibility around the house. He was reluctant and used the excuse of
not knowing how to cook or do this or that. She pushed him and within
a few months he was showing considerable pride at his new-found skills.
Six months later she heard him arguing with his brother-in-law about
how he should be doing his share of the housework. His in-law refused
but the husband persisted and finally the brother-in-law broke down and
agreed to do some of the cleaning, Similarly, in the Costa Rican example
cited at the beginning, the increased role of women as leaders and militants
within the neighborhood organizations has led to increased prestige and
self-esteem for women.

Patriarchy, Power, and Differential Participation

Equality, though, is not enough. Equality equalizes the chances for
participation and individual development. But, narrowly defined, equality
doesn’t necessarily address the rules of the game. A woman can become
Prime Minister or the head of a trade union or corporation — and this
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may affect certain policies — but her role may not touch the undetlying
structures and assumptions of that organization ot system.

Thus the second aspect of differential participation is that partici-
patory and democratic structures reflect not only the inequality between
men and women (or other social groups) but also the centuries-old out-
come of that inequality. Patriarchal societies split those values that came
to be associated with women and those associated with men. Of these,
the outlook and beliefs of men have become hegemonic, reflecting men’s
overall social power. The conceptions that frame the exercise of power
ate themselves rooted in a particular structure of oppression. Certain
conceptions of power that have been championed by men become part
of the common-sense assumptions of a society, the way things are done.
Not only would a certain view of power infect the hegemonic social
institutions; without a conscious challenge to the exercise of patriarchal
powet, it will infect counter-hegemonic institutions as well. T.et me very
briefly address this, the second, aspect of differential participation.

Although we might be creating new structures for the redistribution
and exercise of power, we are developing structures that in their very
conception will be based on a concept of power we are all familiar with,
Powet, at least in the way we understand it in developed societies, is
shaped by uneven human and social relationships. We think we cannot
have power unless we have control either over someone, over our own
unruly emotions, ot over certain material resources. Power, in this con-
ception, is based on control and domination. It is based on our ability to
exploit differences within human telationships; power is a measure of
those differences. To have power means to have greater control over
tresources ot greater control over other people or oneself than does some-
one else. Power becomes the capacity to dominate others, ourselves, and
the wortld around us.

Of course there are alternative ways to understand power; there are
other ways that we experience it. Power could be thought of as a positive
connection with natute and the world around us; as a fluid understanding
of our capacities, abilities and limitations; as a sense of what we can
achieve and how we can positively influence and live in harmony with
the social and natural wotld around us. There is the power to meet our
basic needs as humans, power to fight injustice and oppression, the power
of muscles and brain, the power of love. All men and women, to a
greater ot lesser extent, experience these other meanings of power.
Whatever our individual limitations, we ate all complex and diverse human
beings.

In spite of these diverse ways to expetience power, I believe that the
dominant conception of power in our wotld is a capacity to dominate
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and control. It is a definition of power that has emerged over thousands
of years in societies where a series of divisions have been important
bases of social organization: divisions based on the control by certain
minotity classes over economic resources and politics, control of men
over women, and, in some cases, control by one ethnic, color or religious
grouping over others. It is only logical that human beings within these
societies learn to experience their own power as their inborn or learned
capacity to succeed within such a world."®

This has important implications for the concept of differential partici-
pation. The uneven capacities of men and women to be participants and
leaders in democratic and participatory institutions is not only a result of
sexism and inequality in the narrow sense. It is also the result of the
different values that men and women have internalized as they have
created their gendered self-identities. If men are dominant within these
societies they will have greater tesources, but, just as importantly, they
will have a greater stake in achieving and expetiencing a certain type of
power. Power as control is equated with the hegemonic conceptions of
masculinity — however differently masculinity is defined among different
classes, national, or color groupings.'® Achieving and expetiencing this
type of power becomes a confirmation of one’s manhood.

By learning the rules of becoming ‘real men’ (however our own social
grouping defines such a thing) and by going through the prolonged social
and psychological process of creating one’s masculinity, many men detive
a built-in advantage as social actors because they come to embrace, identify
with, and celebrate the type of social actor and social action most highly
valued in a given male-dominated society. Whether it is expressed through
the power of words, force of personality, or physical domination, they
embrace a certain definition of power. In turn they create social insti-
tutions which embody this notion of power, within which the next
generation of men and women are shaped. Because men embody a certain
definition of power, they are more likely than women to have the personal
attributes and outlook necessaty to succeed in the social institutions men
have created.

Our social institutions, both more democratic and less democratic,
patticipatory ot not, will, to a greater or lesser extent, embody the con-
ception of power that is dominant in society. It is not simply that there
exists a hegemonic understanding of power, but that this is part of the
basis of the way we conceive of and develop our democratic and partici-
patory bodies. The structure and function of these bodies are themselves
a particular discourse on power and its exercise. For example, dominant
views of social mobilization reflect this discourse on the exercise of power.
Many experiments of more or less radical social change have included
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elements of popular mobilization. In most conceptions, a radical govern-
ment or political militants see their role as educators and mobilizers who
attempt to draw into action the mass of the population. Radical leaders
know that to counter the power of the national and international status
quo and the weight of tradition, the energy of the population must be
directed towards supporting the new measures being promoted by the
government. People are exhorted to work harder and to participate in
everything from demonstrations to voluntary work projects.

This type of mobilization can have a positive impact on the process
of change, but it remains, essentially, a process in which an enlightened
and paternalistic leadership mobilizes a population to follow the well-
meaning plans of that leadership. What is lacking is a process in which
relations of power are shifted between leadership and led. What is lack-
ing — or at least is kept tightly controlled — is a practice of mobilization
in which people are given the tools and the resources to take control and
powet into their own hands. The population remains political consumers
— albeit of a beneficial and often enlightened and popular system — rather
than political producers. The result of this is a limitation of the possibilities
of social transformation, a huge reduction in the possibility of mobilizing
the creative energies that lie dormant in the mass of the population. The
result is also that, as circumstances change — for example, as an eco-
nomic crisis intensifies or as foreign destabilization or war takes its toll,
it becomes increasingly hard to mobilize the population behind a govern-
ment because people’s doubts increase and energies wane. Faith in a
government, however popular and well-meaning, cannot last forever.

These problems results from many factors, but one of the most im-
portant is an essentially paternalistic conception and style of leadership,
an approach that sees the exercise of political, economic, or social power
as something that can be (and, in some conceptions, should be) in the
hands of a skilled technocracy, a powerful bureaucracy, or a trusted
political directorate.!”

What impact does all this have on the differential participation of men
and women in participatory bodies? The overall result, as indicated above,
is that men more than women come to embody the definitions of power
most prized in a society. This not only allows them greater access to
positions of leadership, but it gives them a greater personal stake in
becoming militants and leaders: after all, if a certain definition of power
is equated with masculinity, then social leadership in itself can become a
confirmation of one’s male power.

Beyond this 1 am still finding it difficult to be concrete on the impact
of a certain definition of power on differential participation. This is an
area where more research and thinking need to be done. But it might
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explain the particular rhythms to women’s participation within processes
of social mobilization. Magaly Pineda points to a ‘higher presence of
women in certain violent actions in acute moments of a crisis of in pre-
revolutionary situations (such as in the last years of the Somoza dictator-
ship in Nicaragua, or in April 1984 in the Dominican Republic) but a
subsequent reduction of women’s presence in the organizational structures
that grow out of these actions’

As with the majority of men, women’s participation peaks in periods
of extreme social conflict. Mote particulatly, argues Pineda, women seem
to participate when ‘there doesn’t exist any possibility of mediation
between civil society and the state” Pethaps the change in participation
is, in part, because women see mediation as a principal means of elimi-
nating conflicts until even that fails.!® In other wotds, if women haven’t
fully embraced or identified with the hegemonic definition of power in
patriarchal societies, their interest and identification with certain political
bodies and activities may well be limited. Such things may be important
to these women, but might seem one step removed from their lived
expetience and their own social knowledge, which might well be based
more on mediation and co-operation than on domination and control.!’?
Coupled with this is the outcome of the first aspect of differential par-
ticipation. Pineda suggests that the structures of participation ‘are not
sufficiently flexible to accommodate the possibility of women’s partici-
pation, ot that the structures fail to express women’s interests, or simply
that the roles assigned to women — in particular the care of children and
housework — make it impossible for them to sustain their participation.’?

These issues of power, and the structures we create for the exercise
of powet, have implications for other instances of differential participation.
For example, although youth may play a prominent role in petiods of
intense social mobilization, participatory bodies often privilege older
people. The lower patticipation of youth was noted in the Cuban study
cited above and also in the study of Community Councils and community-
based economic otganizations in Jamaica.?! Young people, by definition,
cannot have the same power as adults, if power is understood as control
over material and human resources. The same is true of other oppressed
or exploited groups.

Men and Differential Participation

Let me conclude with a brief comment on men and differential partici-
pation: the problem of differential participation is not just women’s
problem. Differential participation is a description of the different
character, dynamics, and possibilities of men’s and women’s participation
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within bodies of political, economic, and social decision-making. It is also
a description of the way that these bodies have embodied a definition of
power that is rooted within the values of a male-dominated society.

As I have argued elsewhere,? the values and structures of men’s power
have not only been oppressive to women and destructive to the planet,
but have been detrimental to men themselves. Men have, I believe, contra-
dictory experiences of power. The very ways that men have defined their
power and privileges come with a price to men. That price is alienation
from many of our human capacities and possibilities as we try to fit into
the straitjacket of hegemonic forms of masculinity. Until recently in male-
dominated societies, the powers and privileges of men outweighed the
price, or at least made the price feel acceptable. You might have to die
in the metaphortical of real battles of life, but what glory and rewards you
would reap in the meantime. But with the rise of modern feminism the
fulcrum has shifted, certain powers and privileges have been diminished
in some societies, and men are increasingly aware of the costs to men of
men’s power.

Even without self-consciousness of the problem, we could argue that
if the hegemonic forms of masculinity include an alienation from our
own capacities and possibilities, then the liberal democratic vision of full
and free human development is not being fulfilled. This doesn’t mean
that there is one natural form of human freedom and development, but
simply that a vast range of possibilities are shut down for men who must
squeeze themselves into the tight pants of masculinity. The developmental
objective of liberalism has its gender dimension not only for women but
for men.

Men, like women, are affected by the two aspects of differential
participation. By privileging ‘high’ and prestigious positions of state, eco-
nomic and social power we tend to distance ourselves from the demands
of community, children, and domestic life that form so much of the
pleasures, difficulties, and texture of human life. By the styles that we use
to participate — developing forms based on competition, one-upmanship,
and the star system, whether in state bodies, political parties, academia,
or popular organizations — we reinforce the competitive, hierarchical,
success-oriented, performance-oriented values of class and patriarchal
society. We reinforce and validate the characteristics of masculinity that
are, simultancously, the source of our power and of our own pain and
alienation as men.

By the way we have come to define power, we set up a situation
where most men can’t have actual powet, something even more true for
women, even though men within a given class or social group tend to
have power over women of the same group. But because men equate the
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exercise of a certain type of power with masculinity, to lack power is to
be inadequate as a man. The way that we have defined power becomes
a source of unconscious insecutity and inner tension. It is the source of
anxieties about performance and success that distort men’s lives at work,
in politics, on the streets, and at home. Men direct these anxieties at
women and children in their lives, at other men, and at themselves, as
seen in the unconscious doubts or even self-hate, the alcoholism, work-
aholism, and ulcers that are part of the lives of many men.

To the extent that participatory and democratic bodies do not break
from the hierarchical, competitive forms of the exetcise of power, they
are not only less functional as participatory mechanisms but they work
against the empowerment of the women and men who are supposed to
benefit in the first place.

In conclusion, if differential participation is a reality of all existing
democratic and participatory institutions, then it is a reality that is in
need of change. We are able to address the problem of differential
participation partially through an extension of the theoretical and practical
frameworks of critical liberal democracy/patticipatory democracy to
include sex and other determinants of inequality. Just as important, though,
is to challenge the received conceptions, and institutions, of power. Taken
together, this provides a means to reach down to the roots of social
disempowerment. It is a step towards developing an extensive and pat-
ticipatoty democracy with a true liberatory potential.
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Masculinity and the Triad of Men’s Violence,” in Beyond Patriarchy: Essays by Men on
Pleasure, Power and Change (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987); and ‘Men,
Feminism, and Men’s Contradictory Experiences of Power.’
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Political Decentralization and Popular
Alternatives: A View from the South

Haroldo Dilla Alfonso

The theme of state decentralization occupies a privileged place in current
academic and political debates.! Perhaps it is not untelated to the topic’s
own conceptual malleability, but the paradigm of a decentralized state has
become common ground for those as diverse as international financial
agencies, governments and political organizations of left, center and right,
and important sectors of the academic wotld. Such a heterogeneity of
advocates — and one can assume major differences between a high official
of the World Bank and 2 community leader in Lima — invites the sus-
picion that behind this apparent consensus lie substantial differences.

My purpose in this chapter is to explore some of the more relevant
issues attached to the debate on decentralization, and I have done so in
three main parts. First, I will discuss some theoretical and methodologi-
cal matters concerning state decentralization, stressing matters of local
government. Second, I will present a brief historical overview of the
evolution of decentralization proposals and their relationship with the
market and the ideal of a participatory democracy. Finally, I will focus on
the place of a decentralized state within viable popular alternatives in
Latin America.

Defining Decentralization

From the viewpoint of formal logic, decentralization has been perceived
as the antithesis of centralization; however, in actual life both conditions
are expressed solely as ditectional ptinciples of organization which are
interrelated. A totally centralized or decentralized system — at least, any-
thing complex enough to be called a system — simply cannot exist. From
this starting point, we can define decentralization as a process of trans-
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ferring responsibilities and resources from the decision-making top
towards intermediate or base levels. Consequently, whatever its peculi-
arities, every act of decentralization implies a circulation and redistribution
of power. This gives it an eminently political content which not only
includes institutional and normative aspects, but other complex issues,
such as the transformation of the behavior of individuals (officials, political
leaders, citizens) and of the political culture in general. When we speak
of decentralization, we are inevitably implying a new way of ‘making
politics, which requires a process of socialization of new values and
social pedagogy.

State decentralization — even viewed in the narrow sense of adminis-
trative decentralization — is an umbrella term used to designate different
processes. Within it are posed several key problems, including the role
and nature of the agencies involved in such a process, the form in which
they supposedly interrelate, and the quantity and quality of decentralized
powers. From the start, one distinction to be aware of is whether in the
transfer of powers we are dealing with agencies that have a territorial
basis (thus, territorial decentralization) or with entities that have specific
state functions — that is, functional decentralization. In the first case,
territorial decentraligation, a specific territory — a municipality, region, or in
some cases even a nation — is granted a greater level of responsibilities
and control than it previously had, through the transfer of such power
from a ‘higher’ or more central level of government. On the other hand,
functional decentralization refers to the transfer of functions from central
agencies to other intermediate or basic levels in a specific sector of public
administration.

Territorial decentralization has tended to receive more attention than
the functional variety. With the former it is possible to accomplish more
important aims in democratization and in finding solutions to basic needs.
Functional decentralization has more limited objectives and is usually
linked to administrative flexibility or the distribution of state resources
for patronage reasons. With functional decentralization, the transfer of
responsibility and control — that is, political power — is more constrained
than in territorial decentralization. Even considering these suppositions,
we must bear in mind that functional decentralization can be linked with
complex aims, including democracy-building and social control — such as
in the workplace, especially in economies with a preponderance of public
enterprises. Thus there are numerous points of relation between the two
forms of decentralization. For example, the development of decentraliza-
tion in public companies takes place in a given territory and involves a
human community which acquires a double status as consumer and
producer. As we will later see, the effective linkage of both types of
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decentralization has been a historically conflicting issue, particularly in
economies with a strong public sector.

Whether functional ot territorial, decentralization also implies the
establishment and functioning of a netwotk of channels through which
decentralized entities relate to their environment. Even though I will deal
only briefly with this matter, I believe it represents one of the essential
aspects of state decentralization and of theoretical debates on its per-
tinence, since it opens a discussion on the issue of planning and the
market. Of course, there are simplistic renditions of this debate which
irreconcilably oppose the concepts of planning and decentralization, or,
in the same sense, reduce the latter to the activity of the market. As we
shall later see, the issue is more complex.

In sketching a framewotk of analysis and action, we find we must
define the type of relation between the decentralized entity and the central
government. If it is over-regulated, paternalism and re-centralization may
follow; if left to itself, it may provoke atomization and uneven regional
development. Even consideting the fact that decentralized entities can
incorpotate new horizontal interrelationships, the vertical relation with
the central government is necessary as a means of securing the efficiency
of certain specialized setvices, the training of human tesoutces, and in-
stitutional development in general. On the other hand, such a vertical
relation is also a channel used by the decentralized entity to affect national
decisions and make them reflect the particular interests that it represents.
Of course, both in its vertical relations with the central government and
in the horizontal ones with similar entities, newly decentralized institutions
can develop different types of relations, such as information sharing,
market ties, programme co-ordination, or co-operation in local planning,

Another aspect for evaluation, and closely linked to these previous
points, refers to the amplitude of the powers being transferred. This will
affect the capacity of the decentralized otganism to operate with suffi-
cient decision-making autonomy in relation to the centet. One of the
most widely known theoties in this regard is that of Dennis Rondinelli
and his colleagues at the Wotld Bank, who propose four different levels
of decentralized powers. The first and most basic, which they call de-
concentration, is a redistribution of routine administrative functions between
offices dependent on the central organisms. The center retains basic
decision-making power in this limited horizontal distribution of functions.
The second level, delegation, is the transfer of very specific decision-making
functions from the immediate and direct control of the central govern-
ment. The third, dezolution, implies the creation of autonomous govern-
mental entities with sufficient diversified implementative and decision-
making powers, within specific geographical limits. Last, accotding to
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Rondinelli, is privatization, which implies the accordance of public func-
tions to private entities, individual or collective. Leaving aside for the
moment the last category, the scheme of Rondinelli et al. contains con-
siderable taxonomic utility, particulatly in the difference between de-
concentration and the other types. Of course, as the authors remark,
such ideal types are never found in a pure form in actual life, but appear
mingled in complex realities.?

Even with its potential for democratization and de-bureaucratization,
decentralization is far from being a formula for the solution of the basic
ptoblems of contemporary societies. It is not difficult to recognize that
state decentralization possesses many virtues, which have been discussed
(with few innovations) since the comprehensive report published by the
UN in 1962. According to this report, state decentralization encourages
quicker and more realistic development decisions, greater flexibility in the
co-ordination and offering of setvices, relief for the congested functions
of central governments, and the creation of more adequate political spaces
for popular participation in public decisions, especially in matters of
everyday life.?

Of course, each of these advantages can be offset by undesirable
effects such as political atomization, unequal regional development, an
impoverishment of social services ot the creation of corrupt and authori-
tarian local elites. The upshot has been that in certain situations, centrali-
zation constitutes a more efficient formula for the achievement of politi-
cal aims, particulatly in emergency situations (for example, post-war
Europe), or in the often grim structural realities of Third World societies.

In short, every decentralization process results in a complex frame-
work of political, technical, historical, cultural, and social considerations
that mark its thythm, modalities and potential viability.* Because of this
complexity, a decentralization project may or may not be appropriate,
desirable, or possible. As Diana Conyers has declared,

Most of the objectives which decentralization is supposed to achieve — such as
efficiency or coordination, national unity or popular participation — are them-
selves complex issues for which there are no easy or obvious recipes, and
which cannot be achieved by decentralization whatever form it takes. The most
obvious implication is the need for a realistic approach to decentralization, one
which does not regard it as a panacea for all evils ... but which recognizes that
in many situations some form of decentralization can go some way in helping
to achieve certain development objectives, although it may also make it more
difficult to achieve others.®

For obvious reasons, the enterptise and, above all, the municipality(’
have become preferential objects of decentralization. In the specific case
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of municipalities, decentralization is a direct consequence of the challenges
imposed by an uninterrupted urban growth and by the systematic in-
capacity to satisfy the demands of the complex social subjects inserted in
the rigors of everyday life.” Particularly in the Third World, the dynamics
of urban growth acquites dramatic dimensions considering the deformed
characteristics of urbanization and extreme poverty in the cities.?

Curtent tendencies towards the cteation of municipalities within varying
political systems, for example, originate in the consideration that it is
mote viable to face such challenges through the use of decentralized
decision-making schemes than through a more centralized approach.
According to Botja, municipal decentralization constitutes a key part of
state decentralization. Strengthening local powers can ‘bring administra-
tive functions closer to the citizenship, allow a greater knowledge of
citizens’ needs and attitudes, improve the efficiency of information and
personal setvices and the implementation of citizen participation in local
management.’9

Even with varying degrees of decentralization, the municipality is a
complex component of the political and state system towards which
popular demands often focus. It is where a variety of conflicts, linked
with what have been called the ‘diffuse rights’ of citizens that are derived
from the needs of everyday life, are displayed in all their intensity. It is
also the municipality — as the political covering for residential communities
~ which can become an important mediator for the family reproduction
process, the socialization of values, cultural standards, and social and
political ideas.

The complexity of urban life and the complex relations affected by
municipal power raise the question of what is the best balance between
the execution of efficient municipal management and the implementation
of mechanisms for the construction of an effective participatory democ-
tacy. Considering that the municipality constitutes a complex system, a
consistent decentralization policy can only become viable if it has an
integral vision regarding the types and amounts of power that are trans-
ferred, so that the existence of one permits the materialization of others,
and, as a whole, has the necessary attributes to achieve an effective
mobilization of resources. In this respect, some consider that in a con-
sistent municipalization process such powers should be directed towards
strengthening the decentralized entities’ capacity to decide not only which
are the necessary means to achieve certain goals but also the determina-
tion of the goals that are to be set, within the limits of a conclusive,
implementative and coetcive autonomy.

This presupposes, in the first place, the enjoyment of financial powers,
through the municipality’s management of its own income and respon-
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sible administration of expenses, even in the case of organizations sub-
sidized by the central state. Second, it is important that the decentralized
entity can establish effective control over its bureaucratic and technical
staff and its appointments, promotions or demotions. At the same time,
municipalities form part of a political system and a national community.
Local power thus exists in reference to its systemic environment. This
obviously implies the acceptance that municipal power faces limits in
order to guarantee the consistency of central policies with the general
interests and aspirations of the national community. This might include
the ability of the central or regional government to plan regional develop-
ment or to control the basic normative structures.

Whether this inner tension generates conflict or not depends mainly
on the capacity of the institutional and normative bodies to guarantee a
fluid and reciprocal relationship between the center and local govern-
ments, including on matters of central policies. Such relations can refer
to representative structures, which could provide municipalities with a
permanent ptesence in national legislative bodies, but they must also
include other connections with bureaucratic netwotks for decision-making
and information transmission. This issue becomes especially complex in
those countries with an extensive national public sector in which the
administrative ‘centet’ physically lies within the municipality’s territory, in
the form of both public enterprises and delegate or representative insti-
tutions. However, the decentralization/centralization equilibrium in a
context of municipalization has historically encountered strong bureau-
cratic resistance. Frequently this is based on a sort of short-term calcu-
lation of costs versus benefits, according to which the decentralized units
are incapable of attaining good quality results except at a high cost, or at
least at a higher cost than that achieved by centralized entities.

Of course, any political and administrative system is forced to evaluate
the effectiveness and efficiency of its structures. But short-term bureau-
cratic reasoning omits the long-term requirements of developing a new
political and administrative cultute. The short-term perspective is a blue-
print for bureaucratic inertia: mechanisms in place are always most con-
venient. This inertia has repeatedly produced bad co-ordination between
national and local institutions, frequently concerning scarce resources and
inadequate capacities. This clash provokes an unequal risk distribution
between the central state and local governments, a rapid decrease of the
legitimacy of basic governmental structures, and higher economic and
political costs.

In any case, municipalization does not escape the problems attributed
to decentralization in general, alteady noted at the beginning of this chapter.
The cteation of municipal governments can encourage participatory and
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democracy-building projects. Howevet, it can also encourage new forms
of authoritarianism because it opens a preferred space for the develop-
ment of local elites, and also, accotding to Cerroni, because it can allow
fundamental decisions to be taken in a barely controlled manner.!® We
shouldn’t forget that one of the most sophisticated institutional exercises
of Pinochet’s regime in Chile was precisely the development of a con-
sistent project of regionalization and municipalization. Needless to say,
that project had nothing to do with strengthening democracy and popular
patticipation, but with the institutionalization of authoritarian patterns.

The transformative potential of decentralization and municipalization
does not reside basically in their technical rationality but in the political
context that constitutes their environment and to which they relate
organically. The issue is highly complicated. Maybe that is why it is ap-
propriate to analyze mote deeply the dilemma between the technical im-
perative and political convenience.

From the Commune to the Market

The idea that a decentralized state has sufficient advantages to be adopted
as a practical proposal has a long history in modetn times, even though
originally this bhad little in common with the reasons for its current
popularity. It is not difficult to find in nineteenth-century political thought
— from a revolutionary such as Marx to a conservative such as Chatles
de Maurras — the idea that a decentralized order has advantages over its
opposite. At the time, as in the ptesent, arguments were put forth re-
garding the advantages of the identification of the citizen with the com-
munity, his or her greater political involvement, and the existence of
more flexible and cheaper administrative organs.

However, it is not by chance that the challenge to the Leviathan State
had its origin among those whose objectives were social and democratic
transformations, particularly in non-classist utopian thought and in revo-
lutionary Marxism. As a rule, non-classist utopian experiments in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries started as small self-administered
bodies. These communes were based upon solidarity and were to favor
direct democracy with the result of a considetable simplification of ad-
ministrative functions.!! The undoubted aesthetic attraction of utopian
thought had a considerable effect on later social thought, including the
romantic vision which identifies the decentralized state with individual
liberties and social solidatity, and its opposite, centralization, with
despotism and oppression.

Classical Marxist thought was not immune to this heritage. One of its
key starting points was the consideration that class societies, as well as
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the state, constituted transitional histotical entities, doomed to be replaced
by a communal order based on the ‘self-government of producers.’ In the
Marxist tradition, therefore, the socialization of power operates as a
process of absorption of public functions by a society exempt from
antagonistic cleavages. Such a process, preceded by the revolutionary
disabling of bourgeois power and its mechanisms of domination, was not
guided by the antithetical relation of society to state (so that the former
would result as an alternative to the latter), but by a mutual transforma-
tion of the character and content of both.??

In these various approaches, the commune was the social repository
of solidarity and of popular self-management, guaranteed by direct democ-
racy and popular representation based on the principles of accountability
and recall. In these approaches the role of the market was seen as limited
or non-existent, considering that, especially in Marxism, socialist change
was petceived as an alternative to the market’s anarchy and its unequal
social tresults.

Howevert, eatly liberal thought did not put much emphasis on decentral-
ization. This was because eatly capitalist accumulation needed a strong
centralized state as an antithesis to feudal fragmentation, to maintain the
tetritorial space and social control by extra-economic means, to support
the accumulation of capital at home and through adventures abroad, and
to regulate the newly emergent market. Furthermore, the liberal approach
of this eta saw private property and the free action of the market as the
guarantors of human rights, and so a specific discourse on decentralization
was not needed.

The theme of decentralization of the state appeated only in a frag-
mented form and in relation to well-defined utilitarian objectives which
would increase the potential of emergent bourgeois society to integrate
subotdinated classes. This was the case, for example, with Alexis de
Tocqueville and, above all, John Stuart Mill. In de Tocqueville’s case, the
existence of local government and local liberties would be the best
scenario to develop individual liberties and to harmonize ‘major private
issues’ with ‘minor public issues.” For Mill, participation in decentralized
spaces, in industty ot the community for example, was the optimal way
to motivate the popular classes to focus on what was at hand as the
means to meet their everyday needs, while, at the same time, reserving
‘high politics’ for the owning classes and the educated elite.”?

This relative lack of intetest in decentralization continued into the
twentieth century. Particulatly during the period after the Second World
Wat, economic expansion and capital concentration constituted the back-
ground for ongoing political and administrative centralization, and favored
Keynesian policies and the modernization of state programming and
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controlling agencies. These changes were made possible by the existence
of a large economic surplus which aligned the loyalties of subotdinate
regional and social actors.™

In the second half of the 1960s, the cycle of capitalist economic
expansion that had sustained the welfare state was beginning to show its
exhaustion. This provoked a shift not only of economic organization and
its correlated social policy, but also of the way in which the state was
supposed to assume its double role of guarantor of accumulation and
legitimizer of the social order. As Curbelo writes, there have been new
relations of the internationalization of capital and economic globalization,
within which high levels of capital concentration are articulated with
decentralized production methods, and whete ‘the tendency of national
states towards decentralization is explained as much by the logic of the
demands imposed by accumulation as by the consequent logic of a capi-
talist state in a period of crisis.’?

It is in this context that a new viewpoint regarding state decentral-
ization has gathered force. Of neoliberal inspitation, it is included in the
structural adjustment packages favored by the International Monetary
Fund, the World Bank, and other international financial agencies. From
this perspective, decentralization is a process with a strong technoctatic
imprint, directed towards the achievement of higher efficiency through
the use of de-statization and the disintegration of social activity in the
kingdom of privatization and free market.

One of the most illustrative examples of this evolution and of its
results is the change of focus that occurred in US aid policy. In a certain
way, the perception of decentralized political-administrative models as a
proper background for development had been a constant component of
US foreign aid policy since the end of the Second World War. This was
exemplified by the implementation and development of community
projects in more than 25 Third World countries. However, such projects
were conceptually guided by a strong ethnocenttism which consisted of
transferring North American experience regarding local leadership and
institutions to petipheral countries.

From the last years of the 1950s, these programmes were subjected to
severe criticism by many developmental theorists in that the programmes
seemed more oriented towards the performance of macro-economic
variables than in local development. Even though such a community
perspective was in decline towards the middle of the 1960s, it had a
considerable and tragic impact during the Vietnam War where the
communal development experiences of the US Agency for International
Development (AID) were used for the implementation of counter-
insurgent strategic hamlets.
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At the end of the 1970s, the decentralization proposal was again
strengthened in AID programs, and by 1979 almost half of its projects
were concentrated at local levels. Two yeats later, during the Reagan
administration, AID offered a more explicit formulation of its policy based
on the construction and teinfotcement of a decentralized organization
system capable of offering services through the invigoration of market
incentives, as well as through an increase in the capacity of non-govern-
mental otganizations to assume a larger number of functions in place of
traditional public administration structures. ‘During the early 80s,’ says
Rondinelli, ‘AID further focused its assistance on transferring appropriate
technology to improve productivity and raise the incomes of the poot, on
promoting ptivate enterprises as an alternative to direct government pro-
visions of goods and services, and on institutional development as a way
of increasing the capacity of a wide vatiety of private, voluntary and local
otganizations.!®

Democratization and the extension of participation entered through
the back door: in this framework, participation was considered as a more
responsible relation between a diminished state and a stronger private
sector. Thetre was also the notion that private intetests would assume
new roles in a free market unhindered by governmental interference. In
essence, democracy is here considered, as Von Hayek defined it almost
half a centuty ago, as ‘a utilitatian device for safeguarding internal peace
and individual freedom’!’

The limits and rather perverse effects of the neoliberal proposal deserve
a more detailed comment. One point refers to the role of the market and
ptivatization. Truly, it is now difficult to conceive of a practical process of
decentralization, be it tetritotial ot functional, that doesn’t imply the ex-
istence of market relations and even the privatization of certain areas and
functions. Thete can be a considerable advantage to the creation of a
competitive framework that stimulates resource mobilization, an increase
in the quality of services and production, and a more dynamic circulation
of information between buyers and sellers. As has been widely acknowl-
edged, the failure to recognize this advantage remained a permanent eco-
nomic and social bottle-neck in the ‘actually existing socialism’ experiences.

But this practical advantage should not lead us to ignore the negative
consequences of those processes, such as an increase of social inequality
and regional imbalances. We mustn’t forget that we are not speaking
about an ideally competitive market but of one which takes place in a
wotld marked by the prevalence of oligarchical interests and by an inter-
nationalization process advantageous to world capitalist centers.

Consequently, neoliberal decentralization can only lead, and in practice
has led, to the strengthening of the existing power structures, a technocratic
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centralization policy and a deepening power asymmetry between ever-
weaker Third World countries and stronger transnational blocs.!® We should
remember that the most successful development experiences that have
taken place during the post-war period, even in capitalist economies, have
counted in their favor a strong state presence in planning and economic
regulations, and even in the ptopetty system.

Socialism, Decentralization and Market:
Guides to a Mistaken Dilemma

The consignment of decentralization to the laws of the market, with the
petception of the latter as the ideal space — or at least a2 more propitious
one — for democratic realization, has not been the exclusive tertitory of
neoliberalism and capitalist restructuring projects. In fact, with a different
emphasis and perspective, it has also gained a considerable space in recent
Marxist thought and in debates on socialist strategy.

One of the peculiarities of the debate about decentralization in socialist
projects has been the considerable emphasis put upon what we have already
called functional decentralization. In a pragmatic sense this is linked to
the demands inherent in economies in which the state and planning play
— or are supposed to play — a leading role. But even beyond the boundaries
of this relationship, the predominance of the functional critetion has its
roots in the core of the classical Marxist tradition, in which ‘producers’
self-government’ was a formula used to challenge the primary niche of
bourgeois power — that is, the enterptise. It was also seen as a means to
overcome the liberal division between politics and economics and to
substitute the concrete notion of worker for the abstract one of citizen.
In this context, the workers” council, a crucial issue of Marxist discussions
since the 1905 Russian Revolution and a central idea in the work of Lenin,
Trotsky, Gramsci, Luxemburg, Korsch and Adler, became the theoretical
touchstone of the democratic construction process in the framework of
new power relations. It was also the original conception behind the Soviet
institutional model, based on decentralized governmental units with a
singular combination of geographic and workplace communities.

As we may suppose, emerging conceptions of municipalities or smaller
communities as significant areas for the consolidation and institutionali-
zation of democracy and popular action had at that time very little space
within revolutionary Marxist thought. It is even possible to find within
the Bolshevik tradition a purposeful banishment of the issue, unless it
dealt, as Bukharin used to present it, with a clear distinction between
‘proletarian municipalities’ and ‘boutgeois municipalities’, whatever this

was supposed to mean.!’
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In any case, decentralization was always linked, at least in theory, to
democratization and the consolidation of wortkers’ power, with very little
ot no space for a mercantile scenario. It was only after the victory of the
Russian Revolution, when the theoty had to submit to the tests imposed
by the tough teal wotld, that the matket was included in this discussion,
even though it was done in a utilitarian and tactical way, as one concludes
from the debates in the 1920s about the New Economic Policy.

It wasn’t until well into the 1930s that the market, as an organizational
principle, acquired an otrganic space in Marxist thought. This was partly
because, in Stalinism, the three paradigmatic pillars of socialism — equality,
socialization of ptopetty, and democracy — suffered, shall we say, a severe
erosion. Whatever might have been positive about democratic centralism
became obliterated by bureaucratization.

One of the first to propound this new petspective, and probably the
most prolific and well-known, was the Polish Marxist economist Oscar
Lange. For Lange, the centralization/decentralization relation constituted
a basic dilemma for socialism. He did not hesitate to recognize the relevance
of planning in the socialist economy, even though he discussed its mag-
nitude and the temporality of its constitution. He considered that during
the first stages of a transition to socialism, the plan should be extremely
centralized, with a strong political component, in order to solve the initial
tensions of the transition. But in a second stage, it should advance towards
a decentralized phase in which ‘extra-economical forces’ must give way to
‘economic laws’ in otder to produce a gradual separation of the national
economy administration and the extra-economic state activities.

According to these considerations, decentralization offered a relevant
space for the market, even though it also appeared in combination with
an active non-detailed planning (of major impottance for the construction
of the new society), and above all with the construction of effective
workers’ participation. Lange conceived this decentralization process as
the beginning of the communist dream of the disappearance of the state.?

Lange’s work, as well as that of other contemporaty economists such
as Dickinson and Lerners, had a germinal effect in the enrichment of the
debate regarding the viability of socialism as a system whose ethical values,
economic efficiency, and forms of participative democracy either seemed
like contradictory goals ot as impossibilities within extreme centralization
and bureaucratization. A considerable part of the rich theoretical discus-
sions on the issue of economic reforms in the USSR and Czechoslovakia
during the 1960s, as well as the postulates of Yugoslavian self-management,
teflected this search for new avenues.

It wasn’t until the following decade that the market erupted into
socialist theory with an emphasis that transcended its earlier utilitatian
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meaning and historical temporality. It was increasingly seen as an organiza-
tional principle of society and of democratic construction. This theoretical
perspective — generically called ‘market socialism’ — was an attempt to
present a pragmatic, ‘feasible socialism’ as an alternative to the Soviet
centralized bureaucratic model. But it has also been a challenge to tradi-
tional forms of participatory democracy. Here, the emphasis on producers
has been transferred to the consumers, so that to a certain extent the
tealm of democracy is narrowed to relations between buyers and sellers
in the marketplace.

According to Alec Nove, one of the best-known and most consistent
supporters of ‘market socialism,” in order to achieve the construction of
‘feasible socialism’ it is necessaty to face the technological and consumer
challenges imposed by the world capitalist economy. This is possible only
through intensive and rational economic growth. Consequently, after
exploring the weaknesses of Eastern Europe’s centrally planned econo-
mies and of the USSR, he concludes that only the market (to which he
attributes great potentialities for the rational distribution of resoutces
and for the stimulation of efficiency) can confer to socialism the necessary
levels of efficiency and competitiveness to guarantee its continued exist-
ence. State property, centralized planning and popular participation assume
a significant role, but always in subordination to the variations of the
market. Consequently, ‘market socialism’ deals with a decentralized social
model that occurs in, and is created for, a market context. The only kind
of decentralization that works automatically is the market, says Nove, and
it has to be competitive. Accordingly, when the issue under discussion is
decentralization, it becomes a discussion about decentralization of types
of markets.?!

Nove’s work, like that of other Marxist theoreticians in this tendency,
constitutes an intellectual challenge which should not be dismissed out of
hand. It contains novel proposals based on the knowledge of a socialist
reality which was to demonstrate a fragility that not even Nove could
foresee. But it is also necessary to tecognize that the socialist market
model is open to many doubts about its capacity to achieve key socialist
goals, particularly when we consider not only the industrialized North
but also the underdeveloped South — matkedly dissimilar scenarios for a
‘feasible socialism.’

Every society, regardless of its political system, is sustained by some-
thing more than calculations of technical efficiency; this is especially true
of the complexity (political, ideological, cultural, and international) of the
socialist project. The market is a mechanism too powetful to be con-
sidered as a docile instrument of socialist advance. It would be naive to
think that a market society could produce adequate levels of social equity,
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rational consumer patterns, co-operative relationships, a healthy ecosystem,
or an effective framework for popular participation. But it is essential not
to confront the market socialism proposal with one of bureaucratic
centralized state omnipotence; the authoritarianism, relative economic in-
efficiency, ecological breakdown, and spiritual dissatisfaction of the latter
are well known.

At the same time, just as decentralized management cannot be equated
with the distribution of resources as a function of price fluctuations in
the market, planning (even that which takes place centrally) is not nec-
essarily a synonym for bureaucratization. As Lukdcs pointed out, it is
necessary to transcend the oppressive dilemma between the ‘substance of
Stalinist methods’ and the ‘introduction of the methods that rule in the
West.?2

I would like to believe that between centralized bureaucratic planning
and the supposedly unfettered market there exist many intermediate levels
of decentralized planning, technically efficient and democratic, that can
process market signals and involve a transparent network of administrative
and political relations of co-operation that go beyond the simple criteria
of competitiveness. That would be a true political economy of a viable
socialism.

Back to the Commune?

This discussion on the range of meanings attached to the notion of state
decentralization raises the possibility of considering to what degree it can
be conceived as a crucial component of a popular political alternative not
only to ‘actually existing capitalism’ but also to known socialist experiences.

From my point of view a popular alternative in Latin America and
perhaps elsewhere in the Third World must plan for and bring about a
society capable of avoiding the omnipresence of a powerful central bureau-
cracy, a socialist leviathan. The goal of socialism is inseparable from
democracy, and democracy means, among others things, the right of
common people to participate in the decision-making process, to decide
how to participate and to control their own lives and destinies. Stimulated
by the frustration with the social change ‘models’ of past decades, sup-
port for the paradigm of a decentralized state (either as a means or as an
end) has rightly gained ground in the Latin American popular movement.

The importance of decentralization of the state in the context of
building new social movements becomes polemical, however, when it is
turned into an extreme ‘localist’ approach — as Carlos de Mattos has
critically named it.2* In this sense, some grassroots leaders and theore-
ticians are returning to the idea of a sort of utopian commune, with its
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invitation (charged with a heavy ethical load) to question the prevalent
notions of development and to rescue traditional patterns of social life.
In this context, the building of a participatory democracy is being
conceived as a combination of forms of economic self-management and
grassroots democracy drawing on regional corporations, plebiscites,
popular assemblies, open chapter councils, sectoral citizens’ councils, local
elections, and so forth. Such things are seen to exist in an environment
dominated by ‘public spheres’ opposed to both the state and to private
activity.2*

None of these proposals is irrelevant. If brought into existence, such
instruments might well manage to improve self-confidence and the sense
of a participatory political culture among people who have long been
socially and culturally without power. Such proposals should be consid-
ered a fair reaction against corruption, anti-democratic practices, repres-
sion and other long-standing features of Latin American states. But, un-
fortunately, they remain at best primary steps and very partial solutions.

At the end of the twentieth century it is impossible to discuss develop-
ment without questioning the predominant paradigms. As Wolfgang Sachs
has pointed out, ‘the idea of development was once a towering monu-
ment inspiring international enthusiasm. Today, the structure is falling
apart and in danger of total collapse. But its imposing ruins still linger
over everything and block the way out. The task, then, is to push the
rubble aside to open up new ground.” Undoubtedly, this process is one
of the most relevant points in any popular agenda. But ‘to open up new
ground’ cannot ignore the complexity and interconnections of world
economic, social, and political affairs. And to downplay capital’s tendencies
towards power centralization (independent of the degree of decentraliza-
tion of the institutional forms) is to engage in a useless intellectual
exercise. The goal of sustainable development cannot be reduced to a
sort of splendid self-sufficiency and to a belief that we can reproduce
atavistic patterns of social life. This is all the more true when we con-
sider that the globalization of the world economy is an ongoing design
of a ‘market colonialism’ affecting the livelihoods of more than 80 per
cent of the world’s population.?®

Lastly, so long as central states — even decentralized states — remain
at the core of political power, the state must remain a strategic target of
the popular movement. As 1 discussed previously, the central state is a
unique ensemble of relations able to carry out a2 set of important tasks
concerning development planning, distribution of national revenue, inter-
national negotiations, and national defense, among others. Consequently,
grassroots democracy, the relevance of which I do not doubt, appears to
be an indispensable but partial way to achieve a meaningful democrati-
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zation of the political system and the society as a whole. Without a clear
reference to the central state and to ‘high politics,’ grasstroots democracy
will reverse into a niche of self-management of minor themes, prone to
be subordinate to clientelistic relations.

The pertinence of decentralization as part of a petspective for change
continues to be secondary in my mind to the well-aimed Marxist percep-
tion of power and domination as a chain that reproduces itself. Even
though a break-up of the political logic of peripheral capitalism is not
sufficient for a substantive decentralization and for a democracy-building
process, as Slater has stated, it remains a necessary historical condition.”’
Only with a challenge to this logic can the state become not an antagonist
of the self-expression of civil society, but its supporter. And through this,
we will overcome the irrational, or at least counter-productive, antago-
nism of state versus society.

The challenge of decentralization is not simply the option of putting
power ‘closet’ to the citizens (which in any case leaves a breach between
the two), ot of creating niches of self-sufficient reproduction of the neces-
sities of daily life. The ultimate goal must be to allow the reappropriation
of power by concrete and diverse individuals and their collectivities. A
real process of popular empowerment will convert the ordinary citizen
from a passive political consumer into an active political producer. But
more than this, it will be a process of re-evaluating the very concept of
powet. Macpherson’s views of the potential power of humans to develop
their own abilities and capacities for self-definition will be instructive in
this context.?®

Searching and finding realistic means along this pathway is an intellec-
tual and practical challenge bordeting on conceptual subversion. We must
be capable of producing adequate responses to the increasingly complex,
interrelated problems of our era. Although it was fashionable a few years
ago to speak of the end of history, I would prefer to see this as a new
beginning,
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New Social Movement Theory and
Resource Mobilization Theory:
The Need for Integration

Eduardo Canel

Two distinct theoretical paradigms dominate the study of social move-
ments (SMs) in contemporary societies: the first is the European new
social movement approach (NSM); the second is the North American per-
spective known as resource mobilization (RM).! Both seek to explain the
emergence and the significance of contemporary social movements in
(post-)industrial societies. In so doing, both approaches have reformulated
traditional theories of collective action on each side of the Adantic.

The theotetical issues each perspective addresses are to a great extent
determined by the different scientific traditions and contemporary debates
in each region. NSM theory, for instance, questions reductionist Marxism,
which assigned the working class a privileged place in the unfolding of
history. RM theoty, in contrast, ctiticizes Durkheim’s view of collective
action as anomic and irrational behavior resulting from rapid social change,
and it questions ‘relative deprivation’ theory, which assumes a direct link
between perceived deprivation and collective action. Each perspective
developed in relative isolation from the other, and until recenty there
was little theoretical interaction between them. It is commonly assumed
that the theoretical premisses of these paradigms are incompatible, but a
close examination indicates otherwise. Although there are significant
theoretical differences, these ate partly due to the fact that each approach
examines SMs at different, but complementary, levels of analysis.

The NSM perspective emphasizes the cultural nature of the new
movements and views them as struggles for control over the production
of meaning and the constitution of new collective identities. It stresses
the expressive aspects of SMs and places them exclusively in the terrain
of civil society, as opposed to the state. This approach also emphasizes
discontinuity by highlighting the differences between the new movements
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and traditional collective actors. RM theory, in contrast, stresses the
political nature of the new movements and interprets them as conflicts
over the allocation of goods in the political market. Hence, it focuses on
the strategic-instrumental aspects of action and places social movements,
simultaneously, at the levels of civil society and the state. It also places
emphasis on continuity between the new and the old collective actors.

Reactions against Traditional Paradigms

Both the NSM and RM theories point out that traditional theories ex-
plained collective action in reference to structural dislocations, economic
ctisis, and exploitation. The older theories assumed that the passage from
a condition of exploitation or frustration to collective action aimed at
reversing the condition was a simple, direct and unmediated process. The
new paradigms, in contrast, proposed that this passage from condition to
action is a contingent and open process mediated by a number of con-
junctural and structural factors. NSM and RM theories differ, however, in
their definition of which central factors mediate the transition from con-
dition to collective action.

NSM theorists suggested that two types of reductionism prevented
Marxism from understanding contemporary SMs. The first, economic
reductionism, is the assumption that a single economic logic provides the
unity of a social formation and determines its political and ideological
processes. Thus economic reductionism gives theoretical primacy to eco-
nomic factors and treats politics and ideology as epiphenomena of the
economic realm. The second reductionism in Marxism is class reduc-
tionism: the assumption that the identity of social agents is given to them
overwhelmingly by their class position. Thus all social actors are, ulti-
mately and fundamentally, class actors, and their identity only reflects
economic class interests (Mouffe, 1979: 169; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985: 76).

The two reductionisms have prevented Marxism from understanding
the new conflicts in modern societies. NSM theorists argued that new
collective actors had moved to the center of contemporary conflicts and
displaced traditional working-class struggles. These new actors were not
class actors as their identity was not constituted by their place at the level
of production. Their primary concern was not with economic issues but
with collective control of the process of symbolic production and the
redefinition of social roles. They raised non-class issues related to gender,
cthnicity, age, neighborhood, the environment, and peace. Their identity
was defined in relation to these issues and not by class position. Thus the
identities of contemporary SMs could not be a mechanical reflection of
economic interests. They were themselves the product of ideological and
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political processes. NSM theorists made it clear that economic and class
reductionism had prevented Marxism from explaining the mediated nature
of the passage from condition to action. In the new framework this
transition was said to be mediated by ideological, political and cultural
processes.

Resource mobilization theory challenged the functionalist basis of
collective behavior theory — which emphasized integration, equilibrium
and harmony — and proposed a conflict model of social action. Collective
action, they argued, is triggered by well-entrenched cleavages in society,
not by short-term strains resulting from rapid social change. They also
pointed out that in traditional studies of collective behavior the object of
analysis was not the social movement itself but the system’s sources of
disequilibrium which led to the rise of collective actots. Resource mobi-
lization theotists, for their part, made social movements the object of
analysis.

While collective behavior theotry viewed collective action as non-
institutional, irrational responses by those displaced by social change,
the new approach suggested that participants in the new movements
were rational, well-integrated individuals or groups developing strategies
in pursuit of their intetests. They theotized that collective actions opet-
ated at the political-institutional level so that the distinction between
institutional and non-institutional action was not pertinent to the study
of social movements. Rational actors, employing strategic and instrumen-
tal reasoning at the political-institutional level, replaced the irrational
crowd as the central object of analysis in studies of collective action
(Cohen, 1985: 674-5).

The critique of relative deprivation theory centered on the relation-
ship between condition and action. Relative deptivation studies assumed
that collective action resulted from perceived conditions of deprivation
and the feelings of frustration associated with these petrceptions. RM
theory pointed out that grievances and inequalities could only be
considered a precondition for the occurrence of social movements.
Relations of inequality and domination, they argued, were found at every
level of social life, but only in some instances would the legitimacy of
these relations be questioned, and even when this occurred, the forma-
tion of organized movements aiming to change these relations was only
one possible outcome. The existence of inequalities and/or the
subjective perception of these inequalities were not enough to explain
why social movements emetge. RM theory proposed that the passage
from condition to action was contingent upon the availability of re-
sources and changes in the opportunities for collective action (Tilly,

1978: 99).
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New Social Movement Theory: Explaining the Emergence
of Social Movements

A number of theotists — Habermas and Offe, rooted in German critical
theory; Laclau and Mouffe, with their synthesis of post-structuralism and
neo-Gramscian Marxism; and Touraine with his sociology of action —
explain the emergence of SMs in reference to structural transformations
and long-range political and cultural changes which created new sources
of conflict and altered the process of constitution of collective identities.
Habermas views new social movements as struggles in defense of the
‘life world.” Offe explains SMs within the context of late capitalist societies
and focuses on the contradictory role of the capitalist state, as it must
ensure, simultaneously, the conditions for capital accumulation and bour-
geois legitimacy. Some authors (Habermas, Offe, Laclau and Mouffe)
highlight the notion of ¢risis (of hegemony and legitimation) in contem-
porary capitalist societies and conceive collective actions as rational
tesponses to such crisis. Laclau and Mouffe explain SMs in terms of the
availability of democratic discourse and the crisis of the hegemonic for-
mation consolidated after the Second World War. Touraine focuses on
the emergence of a new societal type, post-industtial society, character-
ized by increased levels of reflexivity.

The crisis of legitimation

Habermas argues that system integration and social integration possess
distinct logics that require different types of rationality: system integra-
tion (the steering mechanisms of a society) results from mechanisms of
domination, such as the state and the mass media; social integration (the
legitimating normative structures) is obtained through socialization and
the creation of a ‘life wotld’ of meaning (Cohen, 1982: 203-5). A crisis
develops when the expansion of steeting mechanisms (system integration)
disturbed the processes through which norms, values and meaning were
produced (social integration). Habermas identifies the present intrusion
by the state and the market into areas of private life — the ‘colonization
of the life-world” — as the source of the present crisis of legitimation
(Habermas, 1981: 35). NSMs, he argues, represent defensive reactions
seeking to retain or re-create endangered lifestyles. They operate at the
level of social integration and are concerned less with redistributional
issues than with the ‘grammar of forms of life’ (33—4). Thus the new
movements arise ‘at the seam between system and life-world® (36).
Offe explains the tise of new movements within the context of the
ctisis of legitimation resulting from the new relationship between state
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and society in late capitalist societies. He views the state as a network of
steering mechanisms, whose role in securing system integration, given the
inadequacy of market mechanisms, has greatly increased. The capitalist
state must secure, simultaneously, the conditions for capital accumulation
and for bourgeois legitimacy. Offe argues that given this new role of the
state as regulator of social and economic processes, the administrative
and normative subsystems acquite greater autonomy from the economic
level. Thus, since the economic subsystem cannot be isolated from political
and administrative mediation, conflicts cannot emerge from purely eco-
nomic concerns.

The basis for the present ‘crisis of crisis management’ is found in the
irony that state regulation can secure the stability of the capitalist system
only through ‘non-capitalist’ means. The state must ‘compensate for the
failures of the market mechanisms’ without infringing on ‘the primacy of
ptivate production,” but it cannot do so without expanding ‘non-commodity
forms of social relation[s]” (Jessop, 1984: 108-9). The ‘decommodifi-
cation’ of growing areas of social life — which results from the expansion
of non-productive forms of labor and the increased provision of ‘public
goods’ by the welfare state — threatens capital accumulation and bourgeois
legitimacy. The conditions for capital accumulation are affected by the
withdrawal of capital from productive activities, resulting in fiscal crisis.
The expansion of non-commodity relations etrodes bourgeois legitimacy
because it politicizes economic relations, making it possible to challenge
the view that market fotces should be the main allocators of wealth and
resources in society.

Given its role as a ‘ctisis manager,” the state has become a central
source of inequalities and power differentials. As Cohen (1982: 198)
explains, Offe sees the political system as a ‘filtering mechanism’ that
determines what interests and demands can be selected for political
articulation. The interests and demands which are excluded are those that
cannot be associated with specific interest groups, or those coming from
sectors that are not fully integrated into, or do not have functional sig-
nificance fot, the economic and political system. This filtering process
has important consequences for the legitimacy of the ‘crisis manager’
The inability of political parties and trade unions to meet and/or to
articulate the multiple demands raised by numerous interest groups
produces a ‘ctisis of mass loyalty’ and contributes to the emergence of
new collective actots.

For Offe, the emergence of new social movements must be under-
stood as a treaction against the deepening, broadening, and increased
irreversibility of the forms of domination and deprivation in late capital-
ist societies. The deepening of the mechanisms of social control and



194 Community Power and Grassroots Democracy

domination — the expansion of steering mechanisms — takes place as
more and more areas of private life come under state regulation ‘through
the use of legal, educational, medical, psychiatric, and media technolo-
gies’ (Offe, 1985: 846). This process, paradoxically, has contradictory
effects on state authority: on the one hand, it strengthens it as more
areas of civil society come under state regulation and control; but, on the
other hand, state authority is weakened as ‘there are fewer nonpolitical —
and hence uncontested and noncontroversial — foundations of action to
which claims can be referred or from which metapolitical (in the sense
of “natural” or “given”) premises for politics can be derived’ (818).
Following from the above, contemporaty conflicts center around two
different projects. Neoconservatives fight for a restrictive redefinition of
the political and the reptivatization of issues and conflicts that political
authority cannot satisfy. NSMs, by contrast, expand the political by po-
liticizing civil society and reconstituting it in ways that make it ‘no longer
dependent upon ever mote regulation, control, and intervention’ (820).
The negative effects of existing economic and political arrangements have
been broadened as feelings of deprivation have expanded from the work
role to other social roles such as citizen, consumer, client of bureaucratic
decisions, and so on. The increased irreversibility of forms of domina-
tion and deprivation refers to the ‘structural incapacity’ of existing political

institutions to reverse the problems and deprivations that they have caused
(844-7).

The emergence of post-industrial society

While the conditions for the reproduction of capital are the starting
point in Offe’s discussion of SMs, Touraine relates the rise of NSMs to
the emergence of a new societal type, post-industrial or programmed
society, which has brought ‘a new culture and a field for new social
conflicts and movements’ (Touraine, 1985: 781). This said, Touraine is
against any type of reductionism, and rejects the view that society is
driven by a single inner logic. Social relations, he argues, cannot be under-
stood only in reference to position in the process of production, since
they are a ‘normatively oriented interaction between adversaries within a
cultural field open to opposed interpretations’ (Cohen, 1982: 212). Society
is a ‘hierarchized system of systems of action’ of actors defined by cultural
orientations and social relations; the key to understanding it is to focus
on the origins of norms and the conflicts over their interpretation
(Touraine, 1981: 61).

A central concept in Touraine’s sociology of action is Aéstoricity, a
property of modern societies. Historicity refets to the capacity of society
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to ‘act upon itself’ in otder to teshape the set of cultural models that
guide social practices. It is ‘the set of cultural, cognitive, economic, and
ethical models by means of which a collectivity sets up relations with its
environment; in other words, produces ... a culture’ (Touraine, 1988: 40).
But for Touraine a culture is mote than a general framework of social
relations: it is the fundamental object of historical contestation. A culture
is ‘a stake, a set of resources and models that social actors seek to manage,
to control, and which they appropriate or whose transformation into
social organization they negotiate among themselves’ (8). Culture, in other
words, is 2 product, the result of social conflict over the appropriation of
historicity.

Touraine’s typology of modern societies divides them into three dis-
continuous types — commercial, industrial and post-industrial — each with
its own cultural model, type of investment and central conflict. The cen-
tral conflicts in commercial societies (which are culturally ofiented to
exchange, and possess a type of investment in the sphere of distribution
that includes goods and rights) involve struggles for civil liberties and
political rights. The central struggle of industrial societies (which are
culturally oriented to production and have a mode of investment that
transforms the means of production and the organization of work) is
between capitalists and workers. Class domination in industrial societies
is based on Taylotrism and the ownership of capital, leading to conflicts
around questions of material production, such as control over the forces
of production, the otganization of the labor process and other economic
issues.

In post-industrial societies investment is made at the level of produc-
tion management, and class domination is based on the monopoly over
the supply and processing of data and on the control of the ways of
otganizing social life and the production of meaning Hence, the central
conflicts of post-industrial societies ate no longer over political rights or
matetial concerns, but rather over the ‘production of symbolic goods’ —~
in other wotds, over the apptopriation of historicity (Touraine, 1985:
774). The central actors engaged in these struggles are those who control
the production of meaning, the technoctrats, and those who resist it and
struggle for the collective reappropriation of historicity (Touraine, 1981:
62; Cohen, 1982: 219).

In contrast to other NSM theorists (who argue for dispersion and
plurality in contemporary social conflicts), Touraine proposes that in any
society there is a central conflict, and that the ‘greater the diversity of
struggles, the more each society is animated by a single social movement
for each social class’ (Touraine, 1981: 94). The term ‘social movement,’
indeed, must be reserved for these ‘truly central conflicts’ which call into
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question the social control over historicity (1988: 26). Touraine’s use of
the concept of social class is designed to stress the centrality of certain
conflicts and the consequent division of society into two opposing camps.
While retaining the basic language of class theory, however, Touraine
transforms the reductionist meaning given to it by Marxism. Classes are
not defined in reference to position at the level of production, but rather
by being in a position of dependency or domination wis-d-vis the appropri-
ation of historicity. Thus he expands the concept of class conflict to include
the question of control over cultural models (Arnason, 1986: 144).

From Touraine’s petspective, a social movement is, therefore, the action
of a subject calling into question the social form of historicity (Touraine,
1988: 68). If historicity is the set of cultural models (cognitive, ethical,
economic), SMs are the groups that ‘contend in order to give these cultural
otientations a social form,” to transform them into concrete forms of
social organization (42). This is why SMs are central to the functioning
of society and to the process through which it is created (Cohen, 1982:
213). They ate ‘the fabric of social life’ (Touraine, 1981: 94).

Touraine makes a sharp analytical separation between the diachronic
and synchronic axes of a social system, or between its pattern of develop-
ment and its mode of functioning. Changes from one societal type to
another, system contradictions, revolutions, development and steering
mechanisms are located at the diachronic level. Touraine argues that the
transition from one societal type to another — which implies a radical
break with the logic of the existing social system ~ requires an agent and
a logic of action from outside the system. Such an agent, Touraine
explains, can only be the state (1981: 104). The state, therefore, is the
central actor at the diachronic level and becomes the ‘central agent of
development’ (117). The functioning of a social system — the self-
production of its historicity — is located at the synchronic level (104). It
includes the conflictual genetation of norms, social institutions and cultural
patterns. Touraine argues, like Habermas, that this is the terrain where
SMs operate. The state is marginal at this level because it is located along
a different axis. Thus, while SMs deal with the production of meaning at
the synchronic level, other actors deal with politics and the state at the
diachronic level.

Decentered subjects and political articulation

In contrast to Touraine’s view, which sharply separates the social from
the political, Laclau and Mouffe assert the primacy of political articula-
tion and the broadening of politics. For them, the unity of a social
formation results from the contingent and open process of political
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articulation (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 76—7; Laclau, 1981: 45). Identities
and interests do not have a pre-discursive existence; nor do they derive
their unity from a single economic logic (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 90).

Laclau and Mouffe suggest that social agents are ‘essentially decentred’
(that is, they do not possess an essential unity), given that they are the
locus of multiple subject positions ‘corresponding both to the different
social relations in which the individual is inserted and to the discourses
that constitute these relations’ (90). Because the identity of these agents
is contingent upon political processes, it can be nothing more than an
‘unstable articulation of constantly changing positionalities’ (Laclau, 1983:
23). For Laclau and Mouffe, hegemony is the process of discursive con-
struction of social agents. But hegemonic practices can never fully fix
these identities because the social, by its very nature, is always ‘open.
Since each subject position has the potential for multiple constructions,
the subjectivity of every subject position will always be provisionally fixed
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 86-7).

Laclau and Mouffe explain the emergence of new social movements
in reference to the availability of the democratic discourse and the
consolidation of a new hegemonic formation following the end of the
Second Wotld War. According to them, ‘the democratic revolution’ that
began with the French Revolution of 1789 made possible the prolifera-
tion of new antagonisms by extending the democratic principles of lib-
erty and equality to new areas of social life. This democratic revolution
constructed individuals and groups as subjects in a democratic tradition,
placing the values of equality and liberty at the center of social life. The
‘subversive power’ of the democratic discourse was to spread these values
into increasingly wider areas of social life. Hence, the availability of the
democratic discourse permitted the emergence of collective actors who
challenged the view of society as a natural and rigid hierarchical system
of differential positions.

The significance of the democratic revolution to explaining the origins
of social movements becomes clearer when Laclau and Mouffe introduce
the analytical distinction between relations of subotrdination and relations
of oppression. The former refers to a situation where an agent is subjected
to decisions of others without questioning the power telation; relations
of opptession refers to a condition where the agent challenges these
relations of subordination, turning them into sites of antagonism (1985:
153—4). What are the conditions whereby a trelation of subordination
constitutes itself as the site of an antagonism, thus giving rise to a social
movement? Laclau and Mouffe suggest that an antagonism may emerge
when the identity of a given subject is negated by other discursive
practices. This negation of subjectivity could take two forms: one, negation
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of rights, when acquired rights are called into question; two, contradic-
tory interpellation, when, as a result of social transformations, certain
social relations which previously had not been constructed as relations of
subordination begin to be constructed as such (Mouffe, 1988: 94; Laclau
and Mouffe, 1985: 159).

Laclau and Mouffe also link the rise of SMs to structural transforma-
tions. They view them as responses to antagonisms which developed
with the consolidation of a ‘new hegemonic formation’ after the Second
World War.? The new formation brought about fundamental changes in
production, in the nature of the state and in culture, which resulted in an
increased commodification, bureancratization and massification of social life.
Unlike Offe, they argue that there is an increased commodification of
social life resulting from the penetration of capitalist relations into wider
spheres of social life (Laclau and Moulffe, 1985: 160-61; Mouffe, 1988:
92). Changes in the labor process brought about by ‘scientific manage-
ment’ led to increased productivity and created the basis for the transfor-
mation of society into a big marketplace in which new ‘needs’ were
constantly created and more and more products of human labor were
transformed into commodities. The rise of the welfare state led to an
increased bureaucratization of social relations and a deeper penetration,
by the state, of a growing number of spheres of social life, thus blurring
the distinction between the private and public spheres and giving rise to
a variety of new areas of conflict. The process of massification of social
life resulted from changes in the modes of cultural diffusion and the
establishment of a mass culture presenting a homogeneous way of life
and cultural pattern (Mouffe, 1984: 140-41; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985:
163-4).

Social movements as discontinuity

In spite of the wide array of theoretical propositions among them, NSM
theorists converge in their emphasis on rupture and discontinuity when
comparing the new movements with traditional struggles and collective
actors. These new actors are said to be at the center of contemporary
conflicts, to raise new issues, to be the carriers of new values, to operate
in new terrains, to employ new modes of action and to have new organi-
zational forms,

The first aspect of rupture with traditional collective actors is that in
contemporary struggles the contending actors do not constitute funda-
mental (economic) social classes; instead they are aggregates of various
social groups whose identity is not defined by their place in the process
of production or with reference to traditional ideologies of left, right and
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center. As Offe puts it, ‘the universe of political conflict is coded in
categories taken from the movement’s issues: gender, sexual orientation,
locality, etc.’ (Offe, 1985: 831).

Discontinuity with previous struggles is also seen in the issues and
values raised by the new movements. NSM theorists stress that the new
actors struggle for collective control over the process of meaning-
production and are primarily concerned with symbolic issues and the
constitution of new identities. In contrast to traditional actors, political
parties and trade unions — which operate at the strategic-instrumental
level of action and are concerned with material reproduction and distri-
bution — the new movements operate at the communicative level of action
and are concerned with cultural reproduction, social integration and
socialization (Cohen, 1983: 106; Habermas, 1981: 33). They fight for the
right to realize their own identity, for ‘the possibility of disposing of their
personal creativity, their affective life, and their biological and interpersonal
expetience’ (Melucci, 1980: 218). They are struggles for ‘the reappropri-
ation of time, of space, and of relationships in the individual’s daily
experience’ (219).

The movements raise a wide array of issues: the eradication of discrimi-
nation and oppression, the rejection of traditional roles (worker, consumer,
client of public services and citizen), the reappropriation of physical space
(neighborhood, locality, the city), the cultural and practical redefinition of
our relationship with nature (environment, consumerism, productivism)
and the constitution of new identities (based on gender, age, locality,
ethnicity, sexual orientation). They advocate the values of equality and
participation, autonomy of the individual, democracy, plurality and differ-
ence, rejection of manipulation, regulation and bureaucratization. One
effect of bringing to public discussion issues which were previously con-
sidered private — like sexual orientation, interpersonal relations, biological
identity, family relations — has been to blur the traditional lines of
demarcation between the public and private spheres (Offe, 1985: 817;
Melucci, 1980: 219; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985).

Another sign of rupture with traditional conflicts is observed in the
field of action of contemporary collective actors. NSM theorists point
out that the creation of new meanings and the reinterpretation of norms
and values take place at the level of social integration, not at the level of
steering mechanisms (the state). Thus, they argue, the field of social
conflict has shifted from the political sphere to civil society and the
cultural realm (Touraine, 1985; Melucci, 1985: 789). They say that new
movements are transforming civil society by creating ‘new spaces, new
solidarities and new democratic forms® (Cohen, 1983: 1006). It is in the
context of these ‘liberated’ spaces, where alternative norms and values
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guide social interaction, that new identities and solidarities are formed.
This reasoning resembles Gramsci’s discussion about the need to move
from a war of maneuver to a war of position. In this case the new spaces
would be the new trenches that Gramsci said had to be conquered and
secured in the process of building a counter-hegemonic project.

There are differences, however, in how each theorist assesses the
linkages between the new movements and the political system. Touraine
places SMs at the level of civil society (social integration) and excludes
them from the political realm (system integration). Movements operating
at the political level are not SMs proper: they are either historical move-
ments (fighting for historical change) or struggles operating, according to
him, at lower levels of social action (politico-institutional). Laclau and
Mouffe, in contrast, argue that the multiple points of antagonism that
have emerged have led to the expansion of the political through the
proliferation of political spaces. As social conflict expands into new areas
of social life, the field of politics is enlarged (Mouffe, 1988: 96). These
new movements, they explain, are contesting the state’s redefinition of
the public and private spheres and thus transforming private issues into
political issues (Mouffe, 1985: 161-3; 1988: 93).

Other theorists (Habermas, 1981; Offe, 1985; Melucci, 1985) place
SMs in an intermediary space between civil society and the state. For
Habermas they operate in a sub-institutional, extra-parliamentary terrain
located at the ‘seam between system and life world’ (Habermas, 1981:
36). Offe argues that the new movements challenge ‘the boundaries of
institutional politics’ by tearing down the traditional dichotomies between
private and public life, institutional and non-institutional action, political
and civil society. In doing so they politicize civil society ‘through practices
that belong to an intermediate sphete between “private” pursuits and
concerns, on the one side, and institutional, state-sanctioned modes of
politics, on the other’ (Offe, 1985: 820). The actions of SMs, Offe argues,
politicize civil society but in ways that do not teproduce existing forms
of control, regulation and state intervention.> Melucci also refets to an
‘intermediate public space’ where SMs make society hear their messages
and where these messages enter the process of political articulation. The
movements, however, retain theit autonomy: they are not institutional-
ized; nor do they become political parties. All they seck is control of a
field of autonomy #is-g-vis the political system (Melucci, 1985: 815; 1980:
220).

The organizational structures of NSMs are said to have features
different from those of traditional collective actors. While most NSM
theorists tend to neglect the organizational dimension of SMs, Melucci
argues that movements do not exist only in their cultural dimension: they
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also assume organizational forms (Melucci, 1985: 813). But these forms
are different from traditional formal organizations. They are loosely
articulated networks of participatory democratic organizations permitting
multiple membership and part-time or short-term participation and de-
manding personal involvement both inside and outside the organization.
These otganizational forms and modes of action de-emphasize other
traditional dichotomies, such as the distinction between leaders and led,
members and non-members, private and public roles, means and ends,
instrumental and expressive action (Offe, 1985: 830; Melucci, 1985). The
distinction between leaders and led is undermined by a strong emphasis
on democratic participatory structures, the absence of elected officials
for regular intervals, and minimal organizational bureaucracy (Melucci,
1980). Limited formal requirements for membership allow for a loose
definition of who belongs to the movement. Since participants are
expected to ‘practise’ what the movement ‘preaches’ in their day-to-day
life, the distinction between ptivate and public roles is also diffused.
NSM organizations are not instrumental in the sense that they are not
conceived as means to achieve broader political goals: they make no clear
distinction between the movement’s goals and means. Thus the distinction
between instrumental and expressive action ceases to be relevant. The
organization is itself an integral component of the message. Melucci
explains that, since ‘the action is focused on cultural codes, the form of
the movement is 2 message, a symbolic challenge to the dominant patterns’
(Melucci, 1985: 801). In other words, ‘the medium ... is the message’
(801). The movements challenge established cultural codes and show, by
the things they do and how they do them, that an alternative is possible
(812). This makes the categoties of success or failure inappropriate for
assessing the impact of SMs, because their very existence is a gain in

itself (813).

Assessment of the NSM paradigm

The NSM petspective presents a non-reductionist approach to the study
of modern societies, offering important insights into the nature of
contemporary social conflicts. By moving beyond economic and class
reductionism, the new petspective can identify new sources of conflict
that give rise to new actors. The emphasis on processes of constitution
of new identities and on the novelty of some features of contemporary
movements has allowed NSM theorists to undetline the degree to which
these movements tepresent a break with past traditions.

The strength of Offe’s model is that it explains the ‘crisis of crisis
management’ in reference to structural factors and political and cultural
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processes. Offe highlights the politically mediated nature of social rela-
tions, including economic ones, and offers a non-reductionist approach
to the constitution of conflicts and identities in modern societies. Steering
mechanisms (the state) are presented as sources of power and conflict,
and not as mere epiphenomena of the economic base. New actors emerge,
therefore, as a result of the growing intervention of steering mechanisms
in regulating economic and social life. In consequence, their identity is
constituted in the intersection between the state and civil society.

Laclau and Mouffe’s analysis focuses on the process of constitution of
new identities. By reformulating the concept of hegemony, they highlight
the open, contingent and relational nature of social identities. In explaining
the rise of NSMs they point to the emergence of new antagonisms created
by the new hegemonic formation consolidated after the Second World
War. The new conditions are given by a reotganization of the production
process and the expansion of capitalism into wider areas of social life,
the emergence of a new type of state and new mass culture, plus the
availability of the democratic discourse. As a result, the field of social
conflict is enlarged, and multiple new sources of social antagonisms give
rise to a multiplicity of social movements.

Touraine’s action theory attempts to tescue the subject from all forms
of reductionism and seeks to achieve a balance between structure and
actor. Post-industrial society, with new technology and increased reflex-
ivity, gives rise to new conflicts and actots. His emphasis on the function-
ing of society (the synchronic dimension) and on normative contestation
highlights the significance of the new movements. The emergence of new
actors struggling over non-economic, non-political themes demonstrates
the increased reflexivity of post-industrial society regarding the social
construction of reality. There are, however, five important shortcomings
in this approach.

First, NSM theory offers an incomplete account of the origins of SMs
and neglects to identify all the processes which intervene in the passage
from ‘condition’ to ‘action.’ It explains the meaning of SMs in reference
to structural, historical, political and ideological processes, but it does not
integrate into its analysis the strategic-instrumental dimension of social
action — that is, the processes by which individuals and groups make
decisions, develop strategies and mobilize resources. The emphasis on
identity comes at the expense of considering strategic questions. It is
assumed that a given social group develops an identity first, and only
subsequently engages in strategic-instrumental action. NSM theorists study
only the first stage, which they consider to be the most important. This
stage conception of the development of SMs and group identity is flawed.
Identity develops only in the process of interaction with other social
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forces, and organizational and strategic concerns are an integral part of
it. It is simplistic to see these two levels as sequential.

Offe’s powerful analysis, for example, limits itself to identifying the
‘structural potential’ for SMs by focusing on how structural transforma-
tions and political intervention create the conditions for the rise of new
actors. Laclau and Mouffe rightly suggest that the transition from
condition to action is not explained by structural potential or by the
condition of subordination itself. Yet, is the existence of the democratic
discourse a sufficient condition for the emetgence of new forms of
collective action? Reference to the democratic imaginary alone cannot
explain why the new movements emerged during the 1960s and not
before. Moteovet, in their effort to emphasize the openness of the social
they fail to point out that the constitution of social agents is not an
arbitrary process. Shared experiences, imposed by structural conditions,
set limits to the possible group identities that might emerge. This neglect
of extra-discursive elements leads Laclau and Mouffe to replace economic
and class reductionism with ‘discoutse reductionism’ (Assies, 1990: 57).
Yet, when it comes down to explaining the rise of the new movements,
they are forced to refer to (new) structural conditions: the expansion of
capitalism and the welfare state.

In assessing Touraine’s analysis of the otigins of SMs the circularity in
his argument is clear: on the one hand, NSMs are new actors because
they exptess new conflicts cortesponding to a new societal type — that is,
post-industrial society; on the other hand, post-industrial society is new
because it has led to the rise of new collective actors who fight over
histoticity (Cohen, 1985: 702). Moreovet, Touraine’s sharp distinction
between synchrony and diachrony prevents him from addressing the
dynamics of mobilization, in which collective actors emerge (or fail to do
so) as a result of decisions, strategies, organizational structures and changes
in the opportunities for collective action. By placing structural factors,
system change and the state on another axis, he only displaces this stra-
tegic-instrumental component of social action to another level. SMs are
left, by definition, without any insttumental or political dimension. The
question of the relationship between actor and structure does not find an
adequate solution (Cohen, 1982: 216).

Second, the various definitions of NSMs are based on a radical, and
untenable, opposition between SMs and politics, civil society and state.
This results from an exclusive focus on the cultural aspects of the new
movements and on the proposition that civil society is the only arena for
SM activity. This way of defining social movements has stripped them
away from their political dimension. It has also inhibited NSM theorists
from exploring the connection between civil society and the state, and
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between SMs and political reform. Thus NSM theory cannot explain the
processes and the mechanisms that intervene in the institutionalization
(or the absence of institutionalization) of the new values and social
practices that NSMs are said to be developing within civil society.

Laclau and Mouffe, for example, insist that every new social conflict
is political, as politics expand to civil society, but fail to discuss the
institutional aspects of politics, the relationship between NSMs and politi-
cal parties, and the institutional process through which the democratization
of the state can be achieved. Such separation between SMs and the
political system can potentially contribute to the de-politicizing of SMs.
This is most ironic, given that the purpose of their argument is to dem-
onstrate the expansion of the political. Likewise, Touraine’s radical oppo-
sitions (diachrony versus synchrony, pattern of development versus mode
of functioning, state versus civil society, organizational and institutional
levels versus historicity, historical movements and struggles versus social
movements) fail to realize that SMs are mote than cultural phenomena:
they are also struggles fot institutional reform. In other words, Toutaine
focuses on normative contestation, but excludes from his analysis what
is actually institutionalized.*

Third, NSM theory has tended to ignote the organizational dimension
of SMs. NSM theorists have little to say about otganizational dynamics,
leadership, recruitment processes, goal displacement, and so on. Given
their emphasis on discontinuity (de-differentiation of roles, participatory
democtacy, etc.) no attempt has been made to compare SM organizations
with more formal organizations and to apply organizational theory to the
study of SMs.

Fourth, NSM theoty does not explote all aspects of continuity between
the new and the old actots in terms of their modes of action, otrganiza-
tional structures and their relationship with political institutions. A closer
examination shows that the rupture is not as radical as some suggest.
Thus it is perhaps more approptiate to replace the term ‘new SMs’ with
‘contemporary SMs,” as suggested by Cohen (1983).

Touraine’s sharp separation between struggles over civil and political
rights, matetial production, and historicity, which is said to characterize
each societal type, cannot easily be found in practice. Isn’t the common
denominator of these struggles, old and new alike, that they seek to de-
mocratize political, economic and social life? Labor struggles of the past
were not restricted to redistributional questions. They were also struggles
for the constitution of new collective identities (Thompson, 1975).

Other NSM theorists, howevet, explore the question of continuity. For
Laclau and Mouffe, contemporary SMs contain aspects of continuity and
discontinuity. Continuity is provided by the permanence of the egalitarian
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imaginary which links the struggles of the nineteenth century with those
of contemporary SMs. There is discontinuity because SMs extend the
democratic tevolution to new social relations by challenging the new
forms of subotdination created by the new hegemonic formation. Offe
argues that what is least new in contemporary SMs is their values.
According to him, there is a growing awareness of the contradictions
that exist within the modern set of values, but this does not lead to a
tejection of these iz fof0. Rather, some values ate emphasized over others.
SMs, thetefore, do not represent a value change but a selective radical-
ization of these values and a change in their mode of implementation
(Laclau and Moufe, 1985: 849-54).

Fifth, the emphasis on theorizing the ‘why’ of SMs has come at the
expense of empirical studies (Touraine being an exception). Most NSM
theorists have concentrated on developing general theoretical postulates
on NSMs but have neglected the micro-contexts where these movements
operate. More empirical studies can help to show the wide variety of
forms and orientations displayed by contemporary SMs. More compara-
tive studies, across Eastern and Western Europe, between Europe and
North America, could offer new insights.

In summary, the strength of NSM theory is in identifying long-term
transformations that create new conditions — structural, political, cultural
— which affect the potential for the emergence of SMs. Its central con-
tribution is to stress the cultural dimension of these movements, as
processes of constitution of new subjects and new identities, and to iden-
tify the newness of contemporaty movements. As we have already
mentioned, Melucci argues that this paradigm is oriented to explaining
the ‘why’ of SMs, at least in so far as the answer is restricted to broad
structural conditions and does not include how the actors mobilize re-
sources. It does not, however, explain the ‘how’ of SMs; that is, how
strategies, decisions, resources, opportunities and other factors converge
to give rise to an SM. NSM theory excludes from its analysis the dynam-
ics of mobilization, the instrumental level of action, political action, the
relationship between SMs, political reform and institutionalization of civil
society and organizational dynamics. These are precisely the aspects in
which RM theory is strongest.

Resource Mobilization Theory: Its Explanation
of the Emergence of Social Movements

While NSM theory explains the origins of social movements with refer-
ence to macto-processes and identifies the structural potential for social
movement activity, RM theory, in contrast, focuses on a set of contextual
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processes (tesource management decisions, organizational dynamics and
political changes) that condition the tealization of this structural potential.
It takes the issues, the actors and the constraints as given, and focuses
instead on how the actors develop strategies and interact with their
environment in order to pursue their interests. RM theory, therefore,
employs a ‘purposive model” of social action and explains social move-
ments in reference to the strategic-insttumental level of action (Tilly,
1985: 740-41; 1978: 228-31). The emergence of social movements, and
the outcomes of their actions, are treated as contingent, open ptrocesses
resulting from specific decisions, tactics and strategies adopted by the
actors within a context of power relations and conflictual interaction.

There are two main approaches within RM theory: the ‘political-
interactive’ model (Tilly, Gamson, Oberschall, McAdam) and the
‘organizational-entreprencurial’ model (McCarthy and Zald). The first
employs a political model to examine the processes that give rise to
social movements. It focuses on changes in the structure of opportunities
for collective action and on the role of pre-existing networks and hori-
zontal links within the aggtieved group. It examines issues of political
powet, interests, political resources, group solidarity, and so on. The
second model focuses on otganizational dynamics, leadership and
resource management. It applies economic and organizational theories
to the study of social movements and, metaphorically, makes reference
to such concepts as social movement industty, resource competition,
product differentiation, issue elasticity, packaging, social movement
entrepreneurs, social movement organizations, and so on. (Perrow, 1977:
201). Organizational theoty has been applied as researchers in this tradi-
tion argue that formal organizations act as carriers of social movements
(Zald and McCarthy, 1987: 12). Researchers have focused on two aspects
of organizational analysis: the interaction of social movement organiza-
tions with their environment, and the otganizational infrastructure which
supports social movement activity (Gamson, 1987: 2—-4).

RM theorists argue that affluence and prospetity tend to foster SM
activity. Prosperous societies generate a number of resources (such as
means of communication, money, intellectual classes) that can aid SM
mobilization (McCarthy and Zald, 1973; 1977b). These societies also open
opportunities for ‘grievance entreprencuts’ to develop and market new
SM ‘products”’ Affluent societies also give rise to ‘conscience constitu-
ents’ who donate resources to SMs (McCarthy and Zald, 1973; McAdam
et al., 1988: 702-3). The growth of the welfare state is also identified as
a soutce of increased social movement activity. Yet, while NSM theory
refers to the penetration of the life world by steering mechanisms, RM
theorists argue that state agencies facilitate mobilization by providing
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resources to grassroots organizations (money, manpower, facilities)
through community development programs.

The dynamics of mobiligation

Resource mobilization theoty focuses on how groups organize to putsue
their ends by mobilizing and managing resources. A ‘resource management’
perspective views resoutces as being permanently created, consumed, trans-
ferred and lost (Oberschall, 1973: 28). Social conflict, therefore, is conceived
as the struggle for the appropriation of existing resources and the creation
of new ones. Resources can be of a material or non-material nature: the
former include money, organizational facilities, manpower, means of com-
munication, etc.; the latter include legitimacy, loyalty, authority, moral com-
mitment, solidarity, etc. (Jenkins, 1981: 117).> Mobilization is the process
by which a group assembles resources (material and/or non-material) and
places them under collective control for the explicit purpose of pursuing
the group’s interests through collective action. But mobilization is more
than resource accumulation; for mobilization to take place, these resoutces
must be placed under collective control and must be employed for the
purpose of pursuing group goals. As Tilly explains, without mobilization
‘a group may prosper, but it cannot contend for power [since] contending
for power means employing mobilized resources to influence other groups’
(Tilly, 1978: 78). According to RM theory, four central factors condition
the process of mobilization: organization, leadership, political opportunity
and the nature of political institutions.

Organizgation and leadership

Oberschall (1973) argues that social networks providing group coherence
and strong horizontal links are key facilitators of collective action. These
links promote the development of group identity and group solidarity.
They also foster communication and encourage the development of
organizational skills and leadership experience. In other words, they
facilitate mobilization by providing precarious organizational bases from
which more complex forms of organization can develop. It has been
argued that these semi-informal networks, or ‘micro-mobilization contexts,
provide the linkages between the micro- and macro-levels of group
formation, and constitute the basic ‘cell structure’ of collective action
(McAdam et al,, 1988: 711).6

RM theory stresses the importance of leadership in the emergence of
SMs. Leaders identify and define grievances, develop a group sense, devise
strategies and facilitate mobilization by reducing its costs and taking



208 Community Power and Grassroots Democracy

advantages of opportunitiecs for collective action. While RM theorists
agree that outside leaders will tend to play a central role in mobilizing
groups with low organization, power and resources, they disagree in their
assessment of the relative role of leadets and masses in initiating mobili-
zation and sustaining SM activity. For instance, McCarthy and Zald (1973)
argue for the centrality of leaders and suggest that in many cases leader-
ship availability takes precedence over grievances in facilitating SM
mobilization. They even argue that issues and grievances may be manu-
factured by ‘issue entrepreneurs’ (1977b: 1215). Gerlach and Hine (1970)
say that the masses play a more fundamental role than leadership avail-
ability in the emergence of social movements. Freeman (1983: 26) argues
that the relative weight of leaders and masses will vary from case to case.

The structure of political opportunities

Resource mobilization theotists point out that opportunities for collective
action come and go. The challenge for social movements is to identify
and seize opportunities for action. This implies a cost-benefit assessment
of the likelihood of success, given their evaluation of the possible out-
comes of their actions and the responses of their adversaries as well as
those of their allies. In their day-to-day activities, collective actors develop
strategies, make tactical decisions, form new alliances and dismantle old
ones. But the environment in which social movements operate is not
passive: it is composed of social forces which are actively trying to influ-
ence, control or destroy the social movement (Gamson, 1987: 2). This
means that the outcomes of their interventions in the social and political
fields face ‘considerable uncertainty’ (Oberschall, 1973: 158).

The structure of political opportunities refers to the conditions in the
political system which either facilitate or inhibit collective action. Political
and cultural traditions, for example, will determine the range of legitimate
forms of struggle in a given society. The degtee to which civil liberties
and individual rights are respected in a given society will also facilitate
ot inhibit collective action. But repression and facilitation are not deter-
mined unilaterally by sympathizers or enemies of social movements: they
are the result of conflictual interaction and political struggle. According
to Tilly, many of the changes in the patterns of collective action result
from drastic changes in the structure of repression—facilitation. He also
argues that the swal of the action and the power of the aggrieved group
will determine the degree to which these actions will face repression and/
or facilitation. In general terms, the broader the scale of the action and

the less powerful the group the mote likely it will suffer repression (Tilly,
1978: 115).
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The nature of the political system

Tilly’s work has focused primarily on the political sphete and the mobiliza-
tion of political resources. He views collective actions as efforts by new
groups (‘challengers’) to enter the political system (Tilly, 1978: 52). He
explains that the relative openness of the political system to incorporating
the interests of new groups will affect the emergence of SMs. Tilly’s
model has proved useful for historical studies and could be applied to
contemporary exclusionary political systems. It is, however, less germane
to the study of modern SMs. Participants in these movements are not
challengers in Tilly’s terms, because they come from well-integrated social
groups that are already members of the polity. What they seek is not
entry into the polity but access to decision-making spheres to influence
policy-making,

By drawing attention to the nature of political structures at the national
and local levels, RM theorists have assessed the differential potential for
SM activity among industrial societies, in contrast with NSM writers who
seem to assume a certain similarity of conditions and SMs across industrial
(ot post-industrial) societies. Ash-Garner and Zald (1987) suggest that
the emetgence and nature of SMs ate conditioned by the size of the
public sectot, the degree of centralization of the state and governmental
structures, and the nature of existing political parties.

The relative size of the public sector will influence SM activity in at
least two fundamental ways. First, a large public sector places resoutces
(employment and/or grants and social action programs) in the hands of
the state; these resources can then be used to co-opt, neutralize or destroy
SMs, and/or to promote SM activity by channeling resources to grass-
roots organizations. Second, the size of the public sector determines the
potential politicization of issues and the legitimacy of vatious courses of
action available to SMs. Societies with less interventionist states with
smaller public sectors are more likely to have mote autonomous and less
politicized SMs (Ash-Garner and Zald, 1987: 311).

Ash-Garner and Zald also suggest that the greater the spatial and
functional decentralization of a given political system, the more likely it
is that SMs can be effective and autonomous (310). For instance, SMs
can more effectively press for their demands at the local or regional
level in countries with powerful local or regional governments. Similarly,
the effectiveness of SMs will be increased in those political systems
which provide some degree of autonomy to various branches of govern-
ment. In these cases, the tatget of mobilization can be mote clearly
identified, as SMs make demands to specific branches of government.

Political systems that most encourage SM activity are those with multi-
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class parties, with diffuse ideological views and weak party discipline,
representing large combinations of interest groups (312). This type of
political structure is found, primarily, in societies with a low degree of
political polarization along class lines. In highly polarized societies, by
contrast, political parties take a central role in mediation, thus reducing
the space for SM activity. These features also influence the degree of SM
autonomy. In societies where political parties do not tightly control the
elaboration and transmission of demands, SMs tend to enjoy a high degree
of autonomy in their membership, strategies, and policy decisions, and in
the selection of channels to place their demands in. In contrast, in societies
which are highly politicized and mobilized by parties and corporatist
groups, SMs tend to be aligned along party lines and enjoy limited
autonomy from the political system (295).

Social movements as continuity

In contrast with NSM theory, which focuses on social integration, nor-
mative contestation, control of cultural production and expressive action
(constitution of new identities), RM addresses themes of system
integration, political processes and instrumental action. While the NSM
paradigm concentrates on discontinuity by highlighting the ‘newness’ of
SMs, resource mobilization focuses on continuity in organizational forms
and action.

For Tilly, contemporaty social movements are no different, in the
form and content of their actions, from early-nineteenth century collec-
tive actors, since they both employ the same ‘repertoires’ — that is, the
limited range of legitimate actions available to collective actors. The
consolidation of capitalism and the growth of the national state in the
eatly nineteenth century caused a shift from communal to associational
forms of collective action. The emphasis on democratic freedoms (to
assemble, to speak, to demonstrate, to organize) encouraged the creation
of special-purpose organizations and voluntary associations and the con-
solidation of civil society. These transformations gave rise to the forms
of collective action that charactetize representative democracies: rallies,
strikes and demonstrations (Tilly and Tilly, 1981: 19-23; 44—6 and 99—
101; Tilly, 1978: 151—71).7 In contrast to European collective protests in
the eighteenth century, collective struggles in the nineteenth century
became proactive as they sought access to new rights or resources (Tilly,
1978: 143-51). According to Tilly, these basic features and repertoires
still characterize collective action.
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Organizational dynamics

The emphasis on continuity has directed RM theorists to explore simi-
larities between SMs and formal organizations. The foundations for this
line of teseatch wete provided by Zald and Ash (1966), McCarthy and
Zald (1973, 19772, 1977b) and Zald and McCarthy (1987). By applying
theoties of formal organizations to the study of SMs they have exposed
the wide variety of otrganizational arrangements that modern SMs have
developed. They suggest that the development of democratic-participatory
organizational forms, which is almost taken for granted by NSM theory,
is only one possible outcome among many. The main vatiables that affect
the organizational structures of SMs are the following: the nature of the
movement and of its goals (expressive/instrumental, single/multiple issue),
the type of recruitment process (individual or bloc), the role of leaders
in the formative stages, and the influence of third parties.

McCarthy and Zald distinguish between SM and social movement
organization (SMO), or preference for change and otganized action for
change. A social movement is ‘a set of opinions and beliefs in a popu-
lation which teptesents preferences for changing some elements of the
social structure and/or reward distribution of a society’ (McCarthy and
Zald, 1977b: 1217-18). A social movement organization is the ‘complex,
or formal organization which identifies its goals with the preferences of
a social movement ... and attempts to implement these goals’ (1218).
They suggest that SMs ate never ‘fully’ mobilized, because those holding
opinions and beliefs favouring change will always outnumber those who
participate in SM activities and SMOs. They argue that, in most cases,
formal ot complex SMOs will become the cartiers of SMs, as informal
netwotks (so essential in the formative stages) cannot co-ordinate the
complex challenges facing SMs after their emergence. Thus the task of
determining the movement’s goals and program, strategy and tactics, will
tend to be cartied out by formal SMOs.

McCarthy and Zald (1973) argue that the more typical contemporary
SMO is formally structured, with centralized, hierarchical structures and
a clear division of labor and roles, and that the trend of SMs (in the
United States) is towatds greater professionalization of structures and
leadership. ‘Classical SMOs,” they explained, had part time, volunteer
indigenous leadership and membership. In contrast, present-day SMOs
ate ‘professional SMOs’ because they tely on a small group of full-time
leaders, ‘social movement enttepteneurs, who usually do not belong to
the aggtieved group. These leaders are professionals from the new middle
class who possess the necessary skills to lead SMs in contemporary



212 Community Power and Grassroots Democracy

‘organizational societies™ they know how to deal with the state; they can
create images and symbols and handle the communications media.?

The nature and goals of the SM will affect organizational forms and
leadership structures. Zald and Ash (1966) argue that different tasks
demand different types of organizational structures. Centralized structutes
can be more effective for institutional change, but have more difficulty
in promoting grassroots participation. Decentralized structures can obtain
more membership involvement, greater satisfaction and group main-
tenance, but will tend to score low in strategic-goal attainment (329),
Instrumental movements seeking to achieve short-term goals will tend to
develop centralized, hierarchical organizations possessing a clear division
of labor and roles. In this case, otganizational survival will not be a
concern, beyond obtaining the movement’s goals, and all resources will
be invested in goal-attainment. Expressive movements seeking attitudinal
and value transformations and the re-creation of collective identities will
tend to have long-term goals and emphasize organizational survival. In
this case, the SM will develop decentralized, segmented and reticulate
organizational structures with a vaguely defined division of labor and
roles (Freeman, 1983: 204).

According to Oberschall (1973), organizational structure is also deter-
mined by the nature of the recruitment process to collective actions.
‘Bloc recruitment’ (the integration of whole otrganizations into the group
secking collective action) will be more typical among constituencies
possessing strong organizational networks (Obetschall, 1973: 125).° In
this case, each organization will bring into the movement its own leader-
ship structures and resources. As various types of leadership coexist within
the same SMO, they will establish a2 number of checks and balances, and
consequently the otganizational structures will tend to be more democratic
and decentralized. ‘Individual recruitment’ will be more typical when pre-
existing organization is weak or non-existent. In this case, individual lead-
ers will play a central role in the formative phases, and consequently the
organizational structure will tend to be more hierarchical and centralized.

Resource mobilization theotists warn that the goals, strategies and
actions of SMOs are not always those of the social movement as a whole.
Several studies have found discrepancies between the leaders’ beliefs and
motivations and those of SMOs’ rank and file. Jenkins warns that because
SMOs enjoy relative autonomy from the movement’s membership, ‘the
convergence between SMO program and membership interests ... should
be assumed to be problematic’ (Jenkins, 1981: 126). Furthermore, SMs
are ‘rarely unified affairs’ because they are integrated by diverse SMOs
putsuing different goals and employing different tactics. Possibly these
SMOs can engage in ‘all-out war against each other’ as they compete for
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limited resources and support (Zald and McCarthy, 1987: 161). Common
intetest, therefore, does not necessarily lead to co-operation.
Endogenous factors alone cannot account for the rise of SMs. RM
theorists also assess the tole of outside forces, or third parties, in the
development of SMs. McCarthy and Zald argue that ‘conscience constit-
uents’ (individuals and groups who shate the movement’s goals and donate
resources, but who do not stand to benefit directly from goal-attainment)
play a central role (McCarthy and Zald, 1977b: 1221). The flow of re-
sources from these sectors to SMOs is of crucial importance in the
process of mobilization, especially in cases where the aggrieved group
comes from the lower end of the social ladder (Oberschall, 1973: 159).

Assessment of the RM paradigm

The main contribution of RM theory is to explain the dynamics of
mobilization, to identify the type of resources and organizational features
that condition the activities of SMs, and to focus on the relationship
between the movements and the political system. By focusing on re-
source management, tactics and strategy, it calls attention to the impor-
tance of strategic-insttumental action. It examines a level of social action
where the actors’ decisions affect the outcomes of conflicts, and influence
the future and the effectiveness of SMs. By focusing on social networks,
otganizational dynamics and political processes, it successfully identifies
elements of continuity among contemporary collective actors. As
mentioned earlier, Melucci argues that this approach is useful to explain
the ‘how’ of social movements; that is, how strategies, decisions and
resources are combined to determine the emetgence of an SM.

McCarthy and Zald’s useful distinction between SMs and SMOs
permits us to examine the organizational dynamics of social movements
by applying organizational theory. Their analysis of the role of SM ‘entre-
preneurs’ and the trend towards ‘professionalization’ highlights tendencies
in SMs that remain unexplored in NSM literature. By taking into consider-
ation strategic-instrumental action, they can argue that the search for
effectiveness (at this level of action) can undermine potential democratic-
participatory tendencies. Thus, the degree to which SMs develop demo-
cratic structures — something taken for granted by NSM theorists —
becomes a contingent matter.

The emphasis on ‘political processes’ provides useful insights into the
relationship between SMs and the political system. The focus on the
‘structure of opportunities’ makes it possible to identify a set of political
factors that constrain or facilitate the emetgence of SMs. Moreover, this
approach makes it clear that SMs engage in politics, although sometimes
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employing ‘different means,” and therefore the field of operation of SMs
includes both civil society and the political system. RM theory sees social
movements as political actors that operate side by side — sometimes in
competition, sometimes in collaboration — with traditional political insti-
tutions, an aspect neglected in the NSM literature.

The usefulness of Oberschall’s work is its focus on the relationship
between social networks, group identity and solidarity, and collective
action. It calls attention to the importance of shared experiences in the
emergence of social groups and collective action. It also highlights the
potential mobilizing role of tradition and organization in closely knit
communities.

Resource mobilization theory has five basic weaknesses.

First, by focusing exclusively on rational-instrumental action and limiting
the actions of SMs to the political realm, RM theory neglects the norma-
tive and symbolic dimensions of social action. SMs tend to be reduced
to political protests. As Gamson points out, collective actors are presented
as managers of resources in pursuit of common material interests, but
their actions are devoid of cultural meaning (Gamson, 1987). Contemporary
SMs are more than political actors pursuing economic goals and/or secking
to exchange goods in the political market and/or to gain entry into the
polity. As NSM theory points out, they are concerned with control of
symbolic production, the creation of meaning and the constitution of new
identities.

Second, exclusive focus on the ‘how’ of social movements — on how
strategies, decisions, resources and other elements converge to give rise
to an SM — has been detrimental to explaining the ‘why,’ or the meaning,
of collective action. Touraine has argued that by neglecting structural
problems, RM defines actors by their strategies and not by the social
relationships, especially power relationships, in which these actors are
involved (Touraine, 1985: 769). Absent from this tradition are explanations
of SMs by reference to systemic contradictory developments (such as the
penetration of the life-world by steering mechanisms, crisis of legitimacy
and/or of hegemonic formation, multiplication of points of antagonism,
increased reflexivity, and so on.) This prevents RM theory from assessing
the full significance and the stakes of contemporary conflicts.

Third, RM theory employs an individualistic conception of collective
action and a restrictive view of rationality. It assumes that collective action
is an aggregate of multiple individual decisions based on a cost—benefit
assessment of the chances of success. But these individuals appear to be
socially isolated and, as we explained, broader macro-processes are not
taken into account. To be sure, the emphasis on rationality was a healthy
antidote against collective behavior theory, which conceived collective
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action as irratonal. Yet RM theory reduces the rationality of collective
action to the ability to maximize the strategic accomplishment of interests
in a given context. This narrow focus on rationality precludes any assess-
ment of the advantages of collective action from a non-strategic stand-
point. Only if one identifies ‘solidarity and identity as goals of group
formation, in addition to other goals, can one see that, with respect to
these goals, collective action is costless. One cannot, however, simply add
a consideration of solidarity, collective identity, consciousness, or ideology
to the RM perspective without bursting its framework’ (Cohen, 1985: 687).

Fourth, RM theoty does not fully account for the passage from con-
dition to action. RM theoty cannot explain the processes of group for-
mation and the origins of the organizational forms it presupposes; it fails
to explain how a social category — an aggregate of people with shared
characteristics — develops a sense of identity and become a social group.
RM theoty assumes that collective actors have common interests and
focuses instead on the processes that hinder or facilitate collective action
in pursuit of those interests. This conception is not very different from
that of simplistic Marxism or relative deprivation theory. The processes
of definition of common interest are not determined by objective con-
ditions alone; interests are constituted and articulated through ideological
discourses and therefote do not have a prior existence independent of
the awareness of social actors.

Fifth, by placing so much emphasis on continuity, on political-
institutional processes and instrumental action, RM theory misses the
differences between the new movements and traditional collective actors.
Similatly, it does not cleatly define the distinction between SMs and
interest groups, because these two categories are placed together as
‘consumer movements, ot forms of goal-otiented action, in a pluralistic,
otganizational society. Tilly’s discussion of ‘challengers’ and ‘contenders’
points out that what distinguishes SMs from interests groups is that the
former lack institutionalized access to the political system. Yet even Tilly’s
work does not include the idea of SMs as collective actors struggling for
control of historicity, operating in new terrains and developing new modes
of action and organization.

The Two Paradigms

In spite of the existence of significant differences between the two para-
digms, there are some important points of agreement. Both paradigms
have criticized traditional theoties of collective action and made SMs the
object of their theorizing. These are no longer perceived as reflections of
structural dislocations, economic ctisis or class exploitation. Neither are
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they discussed as the irrational behaviour of anomic masses or the rational
outcome of ‘natural’ laws. For both paradigms, SMs involve modes of
action and organization which are specific to advanced industrial societies.
Collective action is the normal form of contestation in modern pluralistic
civil society, and participants are rational, well-integrated members of
otganizations. The two theories agree that the passage from condition to
action cannot be explained by the objective conditions themselves, be-
cause these conditions are mediated by discursive practices, ideologies,
political processes, or resource management.

Writers working within each tradition have begun to bridge the gap
between the two approaches. Some NSM theorists, for example, have
discussed the importance of the instrumental, goal-oriented dimension of
social movements (Cohen, 1985; Melucci, 1985). Melucci has commented
that RM theory opens up important theoretical space to expliin how
movements produce themselves. He also suggests that this theory has
provided useful insights in the study of SMs with its ‘intelligent and
fruitful’ application of organizational theory (Melucci, 1989: 193—4). Some
writers in the RM tradition have recently emphasized discontinuity by
linking the emergence of SMs with new features of contemporary capitalist
societies (Zald and McCarthy, 1987: 294-304).1°

Nevertheless, significant differences remain. Each paradigm, as we have
seen, tends to stress the opposite features of social movements. These
differences in emphasis can be summarized as follows:

Resource Mobilization New Social Movement
Continuity Discontinuity
System integration Social integration
State Civil society
Political realm Cultural realm
Instrumental action Expressive action

RM theory emphasizes continuity. It explains SMs in relation to
tesource management, organizational dynamics, political processes,
strategies, social networks, and so on. It highlights the instrumental aspects
of SMs as they address their demands to the state. SMs are said to seek
transformations in the reward-distribution systems of modern societies,
to operate at the political level, and to be concerned with system integra-
tion and strategic action.

NSM theory stresses discontinuity. It identifies the structural potential
for collective action by focusing on macro-structural analysis, which
explains modern society’s increased capacity for self-production, the
constitution of new identities around new points of antagonism, and
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crisis of legitimation. It emphasizes the expressive nature of SMs and
points out that their field of action is civil society. They are concerned
with cultural issues, symbolic production, normative contestation and
social integration.

Studies from the two perspectives have shown the variety of forms,
orientations and modes of action found within and across contemporary
SMs, which indicates that the new movements should not be seen as
unified and coherent actors. It is more useful to assume that ambiguity
and contradiction will be integral features of contemporary collective
actors and that aspects of the oppositions (polarities) presented above
(continuity—discontinuity, system-social integration, state—civil society,
political—cultural, instrumental-expressive) will coexist, sometimes in
harmony, most often in conflict, within SMs. The specific mode of co-
existence and the relative weight of each of these factors wis-a-vis its
opposite vary across movements and can be determined only through
careful empirical research.

Thus contemporary SMs, which are primarily concerned with social
integration, also operate at the level of system integration. They deal with
symbolic production and the constitution of new identities, but they also
direct their demands to the state and political institutions. They do not
deal exclusively with historicity, as Touraine suggests, because they also
operate at the institutional and organizational levels. Thus they combine
expressive and instrumental action and operate simultaneously at the
cultural and political levels. Some organizational structures stress partici-
patory democracy and de-differentiation of roles, but others will develop
centralized organizations with clear division of labor and roles. SMs stress
autonomy from traditional political actors, but they do not operate in
isolation from political institutions, and from time to time they enter into
alliances with traditional actors. The degree of autonomy they will obtain
will vary from case to case. Hence, each SM possesses a specific combi-
nation of new and traditional features and of continuity and discontinuity.

Given this ambiguous and contradictory nature, SMs can best be
studied through a more eclectic approach that borrows from both new
social movement and resource mobilization paradigms. The analysis must
account for structural constraints and the range of possibilities available
to SMs, but it must also examine how the actors interact with their
environment, manage resources, and devise strategies in order to pursue
their goals. SMs must be explained in reference to six factors operating
at two distinct levels of analysis.

The first set of factors deals with macro-processes. At this level of analysis
a theory of SMs must explain the following: first, the structural potential
for SM activity, identifying systemic tensions, contradictions, and conflicts
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that can give rise to new actors; second, the nature of the political system
and the relationship between the state and civil society, including such
factors as political processes and changes in the structures of political
opportunities; third, the processes through which collective identities are
constituted and legitimized, including political and cultural traditions,
common sense, ideology, and hegemonic practices.

The second set of factors refers to micro-processes and to factors that
involve strategic-instrumental action. At this level of analysis the theory
must explain: first, the dynamics of mobilization — resource management,
strategies and tactics, the role of leaders, responses of adversaries and
allies; second, organizational dynamics — the nature of recruitment
processes, the role of leaders and of third parties, type of goals, and goal
displacement; third, existing social networks — the nature of these net-
works, the degree to which they have helped the group develop new
leaders, communication channels, and a sense of group identity.

Only a theory that takes these factors into account can provide an
adequate explanation of SMs and explain the linkages between micro and
macro, civil society and the state, instrumental and expressive action,
politics and culture. Neither NSM nor RM theory can, on its own, address
all of these six factors, which makes the argument to integrate the two
approaches more compelling: NSM theoty is better equipped to deal
with the first set of factors, while RM theory can best explain the second
set.

Notes

1. For a comparison of the two approaches, see Cohen (1985); Klandermans
(1986); Melucci (1984); and Salman (1990). An eatlier version of this chapter was
published in 1991 as a working paper for the CERLAC community power project,
and then, in a somewhat different version but under the same title, in Carroll
(1992).

2. Mouffe defines a hegemonic formation as ‘an ensemble of relatively stable
social forms, the materialization of a social articulation in which different social
relations react reciprocally either to provide each other with conditions of existence,
or at least to neutralize the potentially destructive effects of certain social relations
on the reproduction of other such relations’ (Mouffe, 1988: 90).

3. A movement is political or has political significance only when it places two
types of demands on other social and political actors: one, when it demands rec-
ognition of its means of action as legitimate; two, when it seeks to ensure its goals
become binding for the wider community (Offe, 1985: 826—7).

4. Cohen (1982: 227) argues that SMs must address institutional questions if
they are to have long-lasting effects. Civil society is more than a field of operation
for SMs: it represents the institutionalization (as sets of rights) of certain associ-
ational forms and conventions for public life. The institutions of civil society
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provide a normative framework that conditions the actions of the state and forces
it to operate within legally defined spaces, sharing power with non-state elements,
and controlled by political rights. Thus collectivities cannot build democratic forms
without being bound by organizational and institutional imperatives. This is why
any attempt to reconstitute social spaces without reference to further institutional
reform would be politically naive and condemn social movements to political
marginality.

5. Rogers (1974) differentiates between ‘instrumental’ and ‘infra-resources’;
Jenkins (1982) makes a distinction between ‘powet’ and ‘mobilizing’ resources;
Tilly (1978: 69) refers to ‘land,’ and ‘technical expertise’; Freeman (1979: 172-5)
distinguishes between ‘tangible’ and ‘intangible or human’ assets (see Jenkins, 1983:
533).

6. Micro-mobilization contexts are defined as ‘any small group setting in which
processes of collective attribution are combined with rudimentaty forms of organ-
ization to produce mobilization for collective action” (McAdam et al., 1988: 709).

7. The eighteenth-century repertoire, in contrast, was composed of public
festivals and rituals, assemblies of corporate groups, food tiots, land invasions, and
rebellions against tax collections (McAdam et al., 1988: 709).

8. While McCarthy and Zald argue for the ‘professionalization’ of SMs, others
point out the variety of organizational forms and leadership structures. Freeman
(1983: 9) suggests that SMs have a center and a periphery. At the center of a
movement there will be a core of groups or organizations with greater influence
in determining policy and goals. Gerlach and Hine argue that SM structures are
segmentary, decentralized, polycephalous (more than one head) and reticulate (net-
work-like) (Gerlach and Hine, 1970: 55).

9. Freeman (1983) has argued that the existence of these networks is not
sufficient, as they must also be co-optable to the ‘new ideas of the incipient
movement’ (9).

10. Since this chapter was first published as a working paper for the CERLAC
community powet project in 1991, a number of publications have attempted to
integrate the two theoretical perspectives. See Escobar and Alvarez (1992) and
Morris and McClurg Mueller (1992).
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The authors of the present book, in refreshing contrast to the
tendency to skate over the internal divisions and stratification
that characterise all communities, ask the hard questions. Of
course, it is exciting if community participation can lead to
social and personal empowerment, economic development and
socio-political transformation. But what of the obstacles — the
power of central bureaucracies, the lack of local skills and
organizational experience, the impact of national and
transnational structures, and social divisions?

The scholars from Central America who have worked together
for many years to research these and related questions in their
own countries have produced here a path-breaking book. Not

only does the reader learn an immense amount about the
strengths and weaknesses, the limits as well as potential, of
community initiatives in the South, but the new social
movements approach is skilfully married with resource
mobilization theory to develop a more nuanced and inclusive
theoretical paradigm. This can help us to understand and
advance community-based forms of popular power in all their
rich variety, considerable constraints, but also real potential as
one part of the solution to the development crisis in which so
much of the South is now trapped.

This is an insightful book which eschews any temptation to
romanticize and which combines a closeness to what is
happening on the ground with considerable theoretical

sophistication.
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