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A DISORIENTED LEFT

Any discussion of the Latin American left and its capacity to bring about
aternatives to the existing capitalist order should first address the
ambiguity that surroundsthe very term 'left’. From one point of view this
is a positive thing, testimony to the fact that particular organizations,
ideological affiliationsor international policy options no longer enjoy a
monopoly of 'the left'. At the same time, however, it suggests a need for
some necessary clarification, so that it isclear what we are talking about.
In this latter sense, in what follows | understand 'left’ to simply refer to
that broad range of collective actors (parties, fronts, alliances etc.) who
consider themselves as belonging to that part of the political spectrum.
This does not eliminate the ambiguity that surrounds the term left, but |
hopeit will provideaframework for this discussion.

In fact the objective situation of the Latin American left is itself
ambiguous. It performs a relatively important role in the institutional
political life in several countries (such as Brazil, Uruguay, Bl Salvador,
Venezuda, Nicaragua, Mexico, Argentina), as recent elections have
shown; yet it has still not been able to move beyond parliamentary
minoritiesand control of some areasof local government—that is, areas of
Latin American politicsthat have been traditionally weak in relation to the
centralization of power in the executive. Despite the critique of strong
presidential regimes that has been developed in some academic circlesin
the United States, and echoed by their colleaguessouth of the Rio Brawva,'
it remains the case that the most important political decisions, in actual
factsaswell in legal provisions, are made by the executive.

It isclear, however, that this new configuration of the electoral mapis
leading the left to pay closer attention to institutional areas which it had
regarded until recently asof only secondary importance. The expansion of
the ingtitutional horizons of the political left is taking place along with
increasing involvement of social actorsin local and sectorial issues. This
coincidenceof perspectivecould have asignificantimpact on the ability of
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the left to create asolid electoral base. In any event, it hasto be acknowl-
edged that the left option isstill much morenotoriousin the socia sphere
than within the framework of institutional politics. Left wing politica
parties are facing hardshipsin mobilising that mgjority of the electorate
whose living standards are currently in steady decline. While recognising
the electoral advancesthat have been made, it isa so obviousthat a large
proportion of the electoratewho belong to the popul ar classesand the petty
bourgeoisie still do not see the left as an electoral option. In thissense the
link between social dissatisfaction and electoral- preference has been
broken.

The ingtitutional involvement of left wing partiesand political organi-
zations has been accompanied by a smoothing in their programmes and
proposals. The Latin American left has entered the electoral processwith
uneven results; however that involvement has not led to the formulation of
political strategies offering alternativesto the current state of things. Their
energiesare devoted to criticising the prevailing macroeconomicorder and
the policiesto implement it, and any proposals for change tend character-
istically to be sectoral and local in their concerns. There are differences
between one case and another, of course. In Argentinathe Frente Grande—
a political coalition gathering several progressive tendencies which left
Carlos Menem’s governing Partido Justicialista (PJ) due to the neoliberal
policies being implemented - is placing the emphasis on exposing the
corruption, fraud and authoritarianismof the political regime; demandsfor
openness and public morality were central to its 1995 electoral campaign,
while its critique of economic policy was not accompanied by any
meaningful alternative proposal. In Venezuela, Causa R is in a similar
position. The Brazilian Workers Party (PT) and the Frente Amplio in
Uruguay, on the other hand, did show themselveswilling and able to offer
proposals rooted in an alternative socio-economic framework. In Mexico
the Partido de la Revolution Democratica (PRD) has focussed on the
question of democracy, but seems lessforceful when it comesto economic
drategy. In B Salvador, the FMLN is till involved in the specificities of
the post-war setting — most of al, the full accomplishment of the peace
accords; in Nicaragua, by contrast, the tension between the struggle to
defend what remainsof the revolutionary achievementsof the past decade,
and the consolidation of constitutional democracy, has produced a split in
the FSLN. With very few exceptions, the Chilean left has opted to follow
in the wake of Christian Democracy in administering a political system
that still retains many of the features that date back to the military dicta-
torship of Augusto Pinochet.

So what proposalsfor global, structural change there are, are sporadic.
The Latin American left appears motivated by the need to adapt to the new
scenario emerging out of recent global and regional political changes— the
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end of the cycle of the Central American revolutions, the crisis of Cuban
socialism, the acceleration of global financial integration, the end of the
cold war system — rather than by its overal transformation. In fact, the
changesin that scenario are leading the left to modify its own ideological
orientations, programmes, organi zational structuresand range of action.

Thisisan issue of central importancefor the discussionof alternatives
to the present neoliberal capitalist order and its negative impact on the
perspectivesfor development and social progressin Latin America, and
indeed the future of the democratic process itself. Political optionsdo not
arise in a vacuum; they are always proposed by collective actors claiming
to represent the objectives, needs, interestsand aspirationsof given groups
and social classes. A group of intellectualsmay offer an alternativeproject
that is technically viable and theoretically consistent, but it can only be
politically effective when it istaken up by people. This does not in itself
guaranteeitsviability, still lessitssuccess— but without it thereis not even
prospect of victory. And given that the relation between theintellectual s(in
the Gramscian sense) and the popular classesis never direct or immediate,
the discussion should also address the question of the organizational
mediations that will tranglate the intellectual blueprint into a politica
proposal for socia change.

To what extent or in what senses are we withessing to a new situation,
and to what extent or sense are we facing a renewal or updating of the
dilemmas and conflicts that the Latin American left has been debating
sinceitsvery beginnings?Arewefacing somethingquite new, or rather the
recomposition of a political scene which, notwithstanding what is new
about it, seems very like the traditional panoramaof Latin America? The
next section will address these issues; section 1l will then consider the
transformationsof the socio-economicstructureof Latin Americaand their
impact on the redefinitionsof the left. The third section examinessome of
thetensionsthat have arisen between the contentsand achievementsof the
proposals of the left, and the institutional framework of representative
democracy — the case of the EZLN in Chiapas providing a particularly
graphic illustration of these tensions. Findly, section IV offers some
thoughts on the spaces within the existing structures and institutions to
which the left apparently hasaccess. | would like to stress that the purpose
of this piece is to identify a problematic, rather than to discuss dl its
contents and projections.’

I. RUPTURES AND CONTINUITIES

Any discussion of the current situationof the Latin American left involves,
to agreater or lesser degree, an implicit comparisonwith the past. Whereas
in previoustimesthe left attempted to confront and eventually overcome
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capitalismand build somesort of socialist alternative, today it merely tends
to graft sectoral reforms, focusing more on neoliberalism as a particular
variant of capitalism than on capitalism as an overall socioeconomic and
political structure. So it seems appropriateto begin by considering whether
al those projects which were presented or considered as alternatives to
capitalism, were in fact alternatives — independently of their capacity to
inspiregreat strugglesor high levelsof popular mobilisation.

It can be asserted without risking revisionism that most of Latin
American left-wing organizations, parties, fronts etc, including the
mgjority of those calling themselvessocialist or communist, in fact stood
for approachesand policiesfor reform, however wide-ranging the modifi-
cations they proposed? The characterization of these organizations and
regimes as 'of a socialist orientation' arose out of the discourse of the
protagoniststhemselves, from their positioningwith regard to the interna-
tional political conflict — their antagonism to the United States and their
support of the Soviet Union — aswell from thefear and ideological rigidity
of their adversaries, as much as a reflection of the content of their projects
for confronting, reforming or replacing the capitalist system. From the
triumph of the Cuban Revolution onwards, the radicalism of anticapitalist
perspectives tended to be assessed in relation to one specific type of
political action — the armed struggle. Throughout the period of the Cold
War, however, thefocus and political assessmentson domestic actorswere
severely overdetermined by the development of the bipolar conflici.* A
circumstance that confirms the peripheral character of Latin America in
relation to the capitalist system, and the determininginfluenceof itscentra
actors over the processes and initiativesthat develop in peripheral, semi-
sovereign countries.

The profound political and socio-economic transformations demanded
by the Central American revolutions— and which in the case of Nicaragua
were carried out in the early yearsof Sandinismo— had a clearly popular,
democratic and anti-imperialist character, but not necessarily an anti-
capitalist ane.” This is not to diminish in any way the heroism of the
revolutionariesnor the importanceof theserevolutions; but it doesexpress
clearly the correlations and coalitions of forces that have driven these
processesforward. Even where somevariant of socialismdid figurein the
initial revolutionary project, the intention became ensnared in the
dynamics of subsequent political conflicts. In Cuba's case, the revolu-
tionary design followed the inverse course; a revolution that initially
presented itself asa popular and democratic movement for nationa liber-
ation became socialist asa result of itsvery dynamicsand of the decisions
made by the revolutionariesin the context of their defensive confrontation
with United States aggression. In other words, socialism was the result of
a political practice articulated to a particular configuration of the interna-
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tional system, rather than the result of a preexistingideological blueprint.®
Inturn, U.S intervention crushed Popular Unity in Chile(1970—-73) and the
New Jawel experiment in Grenada (1979-83) at such an early stagethat we
cannot offer anything more than general hypotheses on how these
processes might have evolved.

Furthermore,from thelate 1940son, with afew and outstanding excep-
tions such asin Chile, Uruguay or Peru, Socialist and Communist parties
have lost gound in Latin Americas popular classes. The political identity
and loyalty of rural and urban workers, aswell aslargesectorsof the petty
bourgeoisie, became tied to the parties and organizations of a populist,
Social-Christian, or nationalist appeal, much more than to Marxist or
Maxist-Leninist organizations. This posesa complex political problem, of
course; for the hypothetical actorsof |eft politicsdid not feel themselvesto
be addressed by the conventional socialist or communist parties. In fact
thisis not the correct way to pose the problem; such aformulation should
begin by asking which left it wasto which the working masses were indif-
ferent, or perhaps even hogtile. In other words, the approach should takeas
itsstarting point the specificity of the social formationson the periphery of
the capitalist world, aquestionthat inspired a number of important debates
within the Comintern. However the Latin American left has been reluctant
to consider thisproblematic, possibly becauseit might have led to aserious
questioning of its own perspectives.” The question arose again in the
context of the Central Americanrevolutions,athough, dueto the particular
characteristics of those processes and that scenario, the discussion
developed with very little referenceto that held in the Comintern.”

To sum up, then, asfar asthisfirst point is concerned, the situation is
not entirely new. Only in afew exceptional cases was the Latin American
left systematically anti-capitalist, even if it did opt for radical methodsand
strategiesof struggle. The reason for it isto be found, as suggested earlier,
in the specificity of capitalist developmentin the region and the identity of
the actors whose interests, demands and expectations provided the
foundation of the projectsfor change. And here, asin so many things, the
analyst mugt take care not be be taken in by the discourseof the actors.

II. CHANGES IN THE SOCIOECONOMICSTRUCTURE

Acknowledgingthat the present situation of the left has antecedentsis not
tantamount as saying that we are dealing with a linear process. The devel-
opment of sectoral perspectivesand piecemeal proposalsfor change and
adaptation has occurred within a context of structural transformations,
cultural changesand institutional modifications, set in the framework of a
redefinitionof the international arena.

Thecrisisof theeightiesand the responseto it from the Latin American
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governments has produced profound changes in |abour markets, deepened
social inequality and impoverished large segments of the working classes
and the middle sectors. These were manifestationsof theimpact of techno-
logical change and global capitalist restructuringon Latin America; state
intervention reinforced its negative impact on some groups and classes,
forcing them to carry the burden of adjustment. Taken together these
changesand policiesfoster even deeper differentiationswithin the popular
classes. In the context of shrinking formal employment and downgrading
of both working conditions and wage levels, some small sections of
workers have been ableto improvetheir relative position in termsof wages
and living standards, while the mgjority has been Ieft out. This differenti-
ation has had an impact on the traditional forms of trade union militancy
too. On the one hand, the overall fall in the number of jobsand in forma
employment has reduced the level of union affiliation, to which the
processesof flexibleaccumulation hasal so contributed. On the other hand,
the growth in informal employment has meant that increasing numbers of
workers find themselves outside the reaches of trade unions. Findly, a
growing participation of middle class elements in the leadership of trade
unions introduces additional imbalances between the union rank-and-file
and their leeders’

This aspect of the current problematic marks a difference from past
situations. The proletariat has never congtituted a numerical majority
among the popular classes as a whole. The industrial proletariat in
particular, which is central to the thinking of the socialist and communist
left, has usually been a relative minority among the urban labouring
classes, which encompasslarge numbers of self-employed, unpaid family
workers, seasonal labourersand the like, which are either not involved in
wage labour, or are only in an intermittent manner. However, from its
earliest times the working class movement attempted to represent the
working class as a whole — including both proletarianized and not yet or
not fully proletarianized workers. Moreover, the proletarianization of the
labour force — in the sense that it became wage-earning and not solely in
terms of its disengagement from a source of reproduction— wasagoal of
both the trade unionsand the left. Thisgoal derived from the understanding
of the dynamics of capitalism and on its objective tendencies of devel-
opment, which were supposed to lead to an increasing conversion of
non-wage into wage labour.

What we are now witnessing is a process of proletarianization that
divorcesgrowing numbersof the working population from their conditions
of reproduction, together with expelling them from the formal labour
market, de-waging them and as a result weakening the extent to which
feelingsof collectiveidentity are ashared referencepoint. Thisisan aspect
that did not enter into the left's calculations, since its magnitude and its
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relation to the processes of accumulation go far beyond any discussion
about a 'reserve labour army’. In some sense the past ability of the [abour
movement to represent the broad spectrum of the popular classes was
based on capitalism's tendency to integrate the labour force into the
production process in the interests of capital. Today the prevailing
tendency is towards the accumulation of capital combined with social
exclusion. The unemployed are no longer a reserve army of anything, and
the concept of marginality, questioned and questionablein the sixties, has
now gained legitimacy.

Classesand subjects

Thisis the context in which we have to address the issue of the apparent
dissolution of classes into a broad spectrum of subjects and actors who
would congtitute themselves outside and independent of any stable
collective articulation to the processes of accumulation. From this
perspectivegrowinginternal differentiationaf thetraditional social baseof
the Lain American left (waged workers, professional middle sectors,
technicians, small businessmen etc.) is also expressed through the
emergence of a broad spectrum of 'new social subjects whose ways of
organization and demandsrelate only uneasily to the traditional organiza-
tionswho werethefocusof the politicsof theleft, namely partiesand trade
unions. The factors that define the identity of these new subjects and the
issues around which they organize— e.g. gender, ethnicity, sexua prefer-
ences— arearticulatedin acomplex and often tenseway with classcriteria
These actors and movements do have class references, insofar as they
express, and act within, a framework of poverty, oppression and
exploitation; yet in no sense can they be reduced to a crude class determi-
nation.

In its most extreme manifestationsthe current theoretical shift in the
discussion of social mobilisation presents it as the sum of individual
motivationsand problems, so that the possibility of a collective recompo-
sition remains always contingent and unstable. If the concept of ‘worker'
or 'peasant’ assesses a substantive relationship to class, the concept
'subject’ in most cases suggests transitory identifications deriving from
conjunctural motivations— or at the very bottom motivations that ariseless
from objective situations than from the way particular subjects 'read’
them.

Any meaningful discussion of this question should start by acknowl-
edging that it refers to rather complex processes, embracing widely
differing contents, outreachesand characteristics; and that it worksin quite
different ways and with quite different meanings for different social
classes. The destructuring of the popular classes is not matched by any
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equivalent processamong the ruling classes. The lossor transformationof
identity among social actorsis much more the experience of the poor than
of therich, of the workersrather than the capitalists, of trade unions more
than enterprises. Structural changesare reducingthe 'classical’ proletariat,
transformingwhat remainsof it and driving the peasantry asaclassto the
very brink of extinction. Flexible accumulation calls for the drastic
reduction of labour costsasaconditionof the recovery of business profits.
This economic condition demands certain political conditions too — the
destructuring of the labour force into a sum of differentiated subjects or
actors separated one from the other. While the concept of classimpliesa
hypothesisof shared interestsand arelatively clear consequent direction of
collective activity, one individual is much like any other (with the result
that the distinction between classes |oses all meaning), or alternatively is
so different from every other individual that any class-based grouping also
becomes a merefiction.

The destructuring of the working class, the peasantry and other actors
in the world of labour has its counterpoint in the strengthening of the
organizationsand strategies of the capitalist class, increasingly supported
by the state, the mass media and the international financial agencies. This
forces us to develop an approach accounting for these changes, but
obvioudly it is not enough in itself to invalidate the heuristic potentia of
the concept of class."

The new plurdity of socia actors and the specificity of their agendas
evolved mostly independently of partiesand trade unions — which hasto
do with a number of interveningfactors. First among them is the context
of authoritarianismand dictatorship which took shape in Latin America
from the 1960s onwards and persisted well into the 1980s. Throughout
those more than two decadesthe partiesthat mobilized popular and middle
sector votes and demands were persecuted, banned and driven under-
ground; their leaders and rank and file experienced violent persecution,
harsh repression or were forced into exile. The history of human rights
violations and of state terrorism is to a great extent the history of the
repression against the members and sympathisersof these organizations,
and indeed of anyone who had anything to do with them.

In the past these parties had taken on many of the demands that later
would beraised by the'new movements —such as housing, accessto basic
services, nutrition, the political rights of women etc — while usually subor-
dinating the specific demandsof each sector to the political perspectivesof
the party, where these actors and their demands came to lose their speci-
ficity. The 'indigenous question' was reduced to a matter of land as land
was reduced to a meansof production; the question of the social condition
of women was addressed from the point of view of the labour market, or
of theright to vote, not in termsof gender. Together with other factors, the
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elimination of partiesand trade unionsfrom the publicarena, or at |east the
limits imposed on them, opened a space where these as well other more
traditional demands— such as local or community-basedissues— could be
openly expressed and sometimesdid not have to confront authoritarian or
repressive responses.

Thisis not the time or the place to draw up a balance sheet of advan-
tages or disadvantages of one or other kind of relationship. It is
appropriate, however, to point out that as a result of these quite different
origins and paths of development, the relationship between social
movements and political parties has become one of the most complex
issues, aswell asone of the most conflictive, that the Latin American left
has had to face. It isno accident that the most successful expressionof the
Latin American left — the Brazilian Workers Party (PT) — is also the one
where the relationship between the social actors (trade union movement,
community organizations, women's movements, and Christian Base
Communities) and the party is, relatively speaking, fluent and without
severe conflicts. At the other extreme, the Mexican PRD, Causa R in
Venezuelaor the Frente Grandein Argentinaall point to thetravailsof both
sets of actorsin the search for forms of agreement and coordination. The
recently founded Democratic Front for a New Guatemaa (Frente
Democratico Nueva Guatemala), if it managesto overcomethe inevitable
initial difficulties, could become a successful example of how social
organizations have given birth to a political organizationthat will fight in
the electoral sphere.?

In every case political questionsare posed which, notwithstandingtheir
links to the theoretical issues raised above, do require a differentiated
approach. For here, specific as well as conjunctural circumstances bear a
heavy burden, often to the point of determining the success or failure of a
particul ar experiment.

III. PROPOSALS FOR CHANGE AND INSTITUTIONAL
FRAMEWORKS

Do on-going changes in the ingtitutional setting, with a relative consoli-
dation of the mechanismsaf electoral representation, play any role in the
left's programmatic redefinitions, or are they rather the result of transfor-
mations in the international arena? Is there a reformist or even a
conservative tendency in the institutional setting of representative
democracy which might lead the |eft wing partiesto soften their program-
matic demands and convergeon the centre?

Thearticulationof programmesand strategieswasvigorously discussed
by the First and Second Internationals. In those instances two principal
questions occupied the centre of the debate: 1) is it possiblefor a prole-
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tarian party to achievecontrol of the bourgeoisstate apparatusappealing to
that state's apparatusesto that end? 2) If the answer isyes, isit possibleto
transform the bourguoisstate while preserving those same institutions?"*
Although Latin American Socialist and Communist parties opted at an
early stage for the electora road, the issue was confronted in a concrete
expressionfor thefirst timein 1970, when the Chilean Popular Unity won
the elections and Salvador Allende became President. However, this was
the last time the issue was debated. The tragic end of the Popular Unity
government through a military coup encouraged and supported by the U.S

government proved that, in that conjuncture, those who had responded
negatively to those earlier questions were correct; there was no institu-
tional road to radical change. The Chilean experiencedid havean influence
on the revolutionary organizations of Central America— a region where
concern for legal institutions was conspicuously foreign to the political
performanceof the ruling classes.

Furthermore, the breakdown of the evolutionary road in Chile
reinforced the identificationof the political programmeof the left with the
means to achieve it. This confusion of levels and dimensions, which as a
matter of fact began to take place after the triumph of the Cuban
Revolution, became more obvious in the Central American case. In some
sense the left reproduced, with its own ideological imprint, the
Schumpeterian reductionism with regard to democratic regimes.
According to Joseph Schumpeter, democracy points to a set of electoral
procedures (disregarding such fundamental questions as the balance
between or independence of the different branches of government, the
accountability of civil servants, the rule of law etc.), whilefor agreat deal
of the Latin American left the radicalismof proposalsfor change should be
evaluated first and foremost by reference to the means chosen to achieve
them. The armed road, whose purpose was to undermine the state
apparatus and deliver aseries of insurrectionary situations, was considered
the identity card of a revolutionary perspective; in asimilar vein the'insti-
tutional road' to the global transformation of the capitalist system was
rejected almost by definition. Put this way, the question of which road to
follow took precedence over the question of the substantive content of
proposalsfor change, in a markedly voluntaristic framework.

These elements makestill sharper the contrast with the current situation,
when the issue of the articulation of programmesand methods has disap-
peared from the agenda. The generalization of electora processesand the
much-debated assessment of the Central American revolutionary experi-
ments have led to the reverse position from that assumed in the face of the
Chilean conjunctureof 1970. It is now explicitly accepted that for the left
thereis no alternativeto the electoral road. At the sametimeit isgenerally
accepted that the proposalsfor change have to be moderated in order not
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to threaten the stability and consolidation of the democratic regimes. The
issue of the relation between the project and the methods or ways to
achieve it has now reentered the debate through the literature, largely
vulgar in character, about governability. What is a issue here is to avoid
overburdening the state apparatus, thus ensuring it will not overheat or
seize up, while preventing panicking or excessively threatening the actors
situated on the right of the political spectrum.™

The theoretical and practical complexity of the issuesinvolved in the
debate about means and contents was overcome by the simplicity of the
slogan 'Don't make waves. At bottom it suggests an acknowledgement
that the negative responseto the questions posed a century ago was and
remains the correct one, with the differencethat today that conclusion, far
from leadingto a creativesearch for alternatives, hasthe effect of blocking
such asearch and limiting the content and perspectivesof any project for
change to what is acceptablewithin the institutional layout of the political
system — i.e. within the current balance of power. Thus, just when the
discourse of the autonomy of the political system in relation to its struc-
tural base becomesbroadly accepted, the existenceof that systemislinked
to or identified with the preservation of a given structural configuration—
the actually existing capitalist system in a given country — and subse-
guently with a specific class domination.

In a particularly graphic and poignant way, the split of the FMLN in E
Salvador into two different organizations points to the complex nature of
the issue in both its theoretical and operative projections.’* While internal
strategic, methodological as well as operative differences existed within
the FMLN from itsvery inception in 1980, they deepened during the peace
negotiationsand surfaced after the January 1992 accords with the right-
wing ARENA’s (Nationalist Republican Alliance) Salvadorean
government. Under the leadership of Joaquin Villdobos, the ERP re-
named itself as 'Expresion Renovadoradel Pueblo' thus wiping out any
referenceto revolution while keeping the origina accronym. After several
open confrontations with the leadership of FMLN - including accusing
them of ‘ideologism', militarism and destabilization of the post-war
political process— ERP together with RN formally abandoned the FMLN.
In addition to the former Socia Democratic MNR (Maovimiento
NacionalistaRevolucionario, by then a minor political party which keeps
its affiliation to the Socidlist International) the former guerrillas opted to
build the new Partido Democratico (Democratic Party, PD). In May 1995
PD submitted a 'San Andrés Pact’ to other political parties and the
government. Focusing on economic policy issues, the Pact reproducesthe
on-going government's programme af macro-economic adjustment and
was repudiated by the entire opposition. The Pact waseventually signed by
its proponentstogether with ARENA and the government, thus projecting
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theimage of an appendicular adherenceof former guerrillasto the political
leadership of B Salvador's right wing hard-liners.'" The three organiza-
tions which remained as FMLN decided to dissolve themsel vesin order to
transform the Frente into a political party made up of internal tendencies—
much as Mexico's PRD or Brazil's PT. Yet the priority attention paid to the
still unaccomplished socioeconomicand human rightscommitmentsof the
Peace Accordsin order to have the government honouringthem —such as
land distribution and effective dismantling of death squads - puts FMLN
in a defensive stance vis-8-vis the government, ARENA and former
leftists' claims to look forward and leave the past behind.

The social and the political

This abandonment or postponement of global proposalsfor changefosters
the development of a digunction between social protest and political
behaviour that has been going on in several countries. Downgradingliving
standards of broad layersof low incomeand middle classes— expressed for
example in massive impoverishment, social marginalization, growing
inequality, unemployment, personal insecurity — has not resulted so far in
any shift of that population towards political options involving electoral
opposition to incumbent governments. When they enter the voting booth
the poor and those who are growing poorer tend in general termsto avoid
the most radical options — even those sectors of the population who had
turned to radical political optionsin the previousdecade. Takefor example
thereelectionof Alberto Fujimori in Peru and CarlosMenem in Argenting;
the mgjority vote for Fernando H. Cardoso rather than Lulain Brazil; the
steady growth of the conservativePAN (National Action Party) in Mexico
whilethe PRD (Revolutionary Democratic Party) experiencesa humber of
electoral setbacks; the electora triumph of ARENA in the municipal
districts where the FMLN guemllas had gathered consistent popular
support during the revolutionary war. So the hypothesis that a sharp and
general deteriorationin the conditionsof life of the people will necessarily
lead people to move to the left of the political spectrum has proved
problematic once again." It would appear that after a cycle of military
dictatorships, revolutions, wars, counterinsurgency and crisis, Latin
American politics is resuming its more traditional profile: conservative
domination resting on the electoral acquiescenceof the dominated.

While avoiding excessive generalizations, it can be suggested that we
are facing a shift in the political mood of segmentsof the Latin American
working classes who in the recent past were willing to support, and even
bring about, proposalsfor quite profound social and political change; or
who a the very least had participated in important mobilizations
supporting democratization, movements which implicitly or explicitly
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embraced projects of far reaching social transformation. The return to
electoral democracy that is going on unevenly across the continent, and
whichin area sense isan outcomeof those mass movements, has never-
theless shaped a scenario in which the options for social transformation
and the perspectivesof the left are either severely diluted or quite smply
absent. The social deterioration that has occurred in the course of the last
decade within the framework of institutionalised democracy has provoked
often very violent protests and no less intense repression in return — yet
there is till no sign that social frustration and protests are likely to be
transformedinto political opposition. The reorientationof the left towards
sectoral isues has contributed to keep peopl€e's dissatisfaction within the
bordersof the social realm.

Thereisa reciprocal causal relationship between these two aspects. On
the one hand, changes in the internationa scene and in domestic life
(political, socio-economige,institutional and cultural) have produced in the
organizationsof the left a disorientationand a search for new directions,
inhibiting or at best postponing the formulation of integral alternative
proposalsat the very moment when such proposalswould be most timely.
On the other hand, the absence of alternative proposals reinforces the
demohilization of people who are suffering as a result of the current
situation and underlines their lack of confidence that they will find in
politicsany solution to their setbacks. The electoral support for characters
such asFujimori and Menem, therefore, can be understood asevidencethat
people are seeking an aternative to the lack of change and to the elegant
and increasingly incomprehensiblerhetoric of most conventional politica
actors. The roomfilled by these neo-populist neoliberal political caudillos
isto a large degree the room the left has been unable to fill, or whence it
was ousted by repression.” It is precisely at this level that the biggest
political failure of the Latin American left becomes apparent — itsinability
to definea discourse or a solid and stable rel ationship with the oppressed,
the impoverished and those exploited by the capitalist system.

Amid ruptures, reciprocal challengesand guilty self-justifications,some
of the parties in Chile, Mexico, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Argenting, the
Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Colombia who would describe
themselves as left-wing, or reformist a the very least, are accepting the
concept of democracy suggested by liberal political theoristsin the U.S
(e.g. Schumpeter, Dahl) and Europe (e.g. Bobbio). Here paliticsis robbed
of any potentia for progressivechange whilerestrictedto a range of insti-
tutional or forma practices— so it should come as no surprise that the
peopletreat it with distrust and seek other ways to express their protests.
Nor should we be surprised that people opt for authoritarian leaders and
highly personalized optionswhen so many actors on the left display intent
on demonstrating that there are no possible alternatives and that the
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hypothesis of global change is utopian and impractical and should be
abandoned. Simultaneously concepts like 'people’, ‘'working class,
‘popular classes, which expressed and mobilized the social and political
identity of the exploited and the oppressed, have been emptied of their
traditional meanings— an expression of the crisis of socia and politica
identitiesin broad sectorsof the population. The popular identity, whichin
the political history of Latin America opened the way to citizenship for
workers, women and indigenous peoples, is now substituted by the margin-
aization of the people and their replacement by a citizenry of isolated
individuals whose reciprocal aienation is reinforced through the institu-
tional reproduction of the social exclusion of most of the population.

Chiapasand the Left: a failureto connect

The uprising of the EZLN (Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional —
Zapatista National Liberation Army) in Chiapas brings a particularly
dramatic example of the uneasy relations between socia and politica
actors, between socia conflictsand political strategies. The entire Mexican
political spectrum was taken by surprise by the Zapatistas, and the initial
responses of support or condemnation should be understood asa function
of that surprise rather than aresult of reflection. Both political partiesand
the government had dismissed without asecond thought the possibility that
such athing could happen in the Mexico of globalizationand NAFTA, or
in the post USSR's witheringaway era.” The PRD in particular, despitethe
state repression of its members and persistent denunciations of electoral
fraud, inssted on the institutional road as the only way to achieve
democracy and socia change in Mexico; at the same time Carlos Salinas
de Gortari was pronouncing the end of the Mexican Revolution from the
Presidential chair. The Chiapas uprising, therefore, arrived for most people
like a thunderclapon a sunny day.

Militarily, Chiapas was a noteworthy operation in armed propaganda.
Thesuccessful seizing of five medium-sized towns, the combats during the
first week, the subsequent orderly withdrawal, together with a most
efficient resort to mass media, placed the rebels at the centre of nationa
and internationa political life. Weapons were instrumental in turning
world attention to Chiapasand the EZLN, much morethan meansto seize
state or even loca power, nor were they ever intended to be — the armed
confrontations ceased after a fortnight. The communiqués through which
the EZLN made itself known summarised the claimsof the Mexican left —
the illigitimate nature of Carlos Salinas de Gortari’s government; the
repressive stance of the Mexican state; PRI’s (Partido Revolucionario
Institucional — Institutional Revolutionary Party, the main government
party) authoritarianismand corruption—aswell asitsdemandsfor agrarian
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reform, popular structural changes, historical rights for ipdigenous
communities, sweeping democratization, competitiveand clear elections.
The synthesis of denunciations and demands was placed in a symbolic
framework which referred to an uninterrupted popular and nationa liber-
aion revolution (e.g. the appeal to the national popular hero Emiliano
Zapata) relying on the armed struggle.

It is not yet clear what it was that proved too much for the Mexican
political left to accept; whether it wasthe fact that their demands had been
presented in a format emphasising their confrontational potential, or
whether it was the appeal to a symbolism and a method that the left had
largely given up in the process of seeking acceptance as an actor by the
system (of which, however, it remained critical). In thissense it isstriking
that most appeals issued during those early months by subcomandante
Marcosweredirected to ‘civil society' rather than to the left-wing parties.™
A widerangeof social organizationsinserted themselvesinto the vacuum
that opened up between the guerrillas and the parties; they forced the
government of Carlos Salinas to order a ceasefire and stop the bombing,
and in February 1995 they were able to stop a new government offensive.

The activism of the social organizationscontrasts with the ambiguities
of the PRD, which criticized the EZLN for its recourse to arms, but was
not in a position to accept the legitimacy in certain conjunctures, of this
form of political struggle. Despitethefact that it wasthe most severecritic,
and the most visible victim, of the fraudulent and authoritarian Mexican
political regime, the PRD could not bring itself to admit that in certain
extremesituations, the right to resist oppression by whatever means people
felt to be most effectiveisaright in itself — a right whose acceptance goes
back to both Greek classical political philosophy and medieva Christian
political theology. In a country with a tradition of political violence like
Mexico's, the question of violence was buried in a stream of rhetoric and
in the unconditional defence of the actually existing legal system.

The trip of Cuauhtemoc Cardenas — PRD’s presidential candidate — to
the Lacandon jungle on the eve of the electionsof August 1994 proved to
be a disaster. The EZLN misinterpreted Cardenas initiative as a cynical
move to gain votes, as a result subcomandante Marcos made a public
criticism of the lack of democracy and centralizationof power within the
PRD which was widely disseminated by those media that supported the
government. In asociety like Mexico, where authoritarianismis also part
of the political culture of the popular classes, the image of a Presidentia
candidate taking verbal abuse from an anonymous masked man could not
have been more negative. The electoral consequencesof these and other
failureswereclearly seen in August 1994. The PRD did not incorporatethe
EZLN's demandsinto its national electoral platform —they were |eft asa
matter for local political campaigning. Ye the PRI won Chiapasagain, and
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the complaints of electoral fraud did not succeed in getting the elections
annulled. After afew monthsthe 'rebel government' of the PRD candidate
for Chiapas governor — a well respected social activist — dissolved into
nothing; in these circumstancesthe central government decided to remove
the PRI governor and appoint an interim government which included one
of the principal intellectual supportersof the EZLN rising. Moreover, when
new local €eections were held on November 12, 1995, Subcommander
Marcos called for electoral abstention and plainly disengaged the EZLN
from any formal or informal association to PRD. His appeal prevented
victoriesof the PRD’s candidates— which, according to PRD sources, had
been nominated by grass-rootsand Mayan village organizations— and, on
the contrary, objectively led to PRI’s triumph even in districts under
Zapatistacontrol.

The failure to find common ground between Zapatistas, PRD and the
smaller organizationsof the political left occurred in acontext in which the
government and the PRI have access to resources which enable them to
encourage divisions and combine negotiation with threats. In fact, the
situation affords the government additional room for manoeuvre. Two
yearson, the EZLN hasbeen limited to alocal force and seemsto belosing
the palitical initiative. Its expectation that similar upheavalswould show
up in other parts of Mexico suffering as much or even more poverty and
exploitation as Chiapas proved astray —nothing of that kind occurred even
where there were large concentrationsof indigenous people. The support
of 'civil society' has proved to be disorganized and it is now declining,
amidst economic crisisand political scandals featured by membersof the
Salinasde Gortari's family. The absenceof acommon ground for both left-
of-centre political parties and Chiapas' rebels has prevented thus far the
emergence of an integrated social/political left. Finaly, after two years
marked by neither military actionsnor other spectacular events, the EZLN
and Marcosare slowly disappearingfrom the headlinesof newspapersand
from prime time television news.

In a setting where the return to arms is no longer an option for either
side — because of shortages of weapons and interna divisions within the
EZL N on the one hand, and the national and internationa political pressure
on thegovernmentaswell as differencesof opinion within thearmy, on the
other — the plebiscitedf August 1995, which produced a mgjority of votes
supporting EZLN’s conversioninto a 'political force' (sic), could provide
the EZLN with both an opportunity for an honourableexit and athreat with
having to face up to its disappearance as a political actor even on a local
level. The first would allow the guerrillas to present the laying down of
their arms as a democratic recognition of the will of ‘civil society'. The
second, because the EZLN cannot individually aspire to becoming
anything more than aloca political party, losing its national presenceand
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even havingto competewith national political partieswithin Chiapasitself
— unless some sort of coalition could be built. And furthermore, since
Mexican electoral law forbids building loca political parties, the obser-
vance of the democratic mandate of ‘civil society’ would drive the
Zapatistasto enter very long and complex constitutional negotiations.

Meanwhile, time is working against the rebels. Their social base, even
within the indigenouscommunities, isbeingeroded by thelack of supplies,
the difficulties of communication, and fatigue. The contrast between the
steady flow of food and supplies sent by the government to communities
outside the EZLN 'liberated zone' and the situation within the zone, is
enormous. The Mexican government is investing huge sums from itsown
resources in Chiapas, in addition to a $450 million loan from the World
Bank. More government money hasgoneinto Chiapasin the last two years
than in the previoustwo centuries. In thisfinancial sense the armed propa-
ganda operation of January 1994 was aso success, athough for the
moment their beneficiariesare the communities that did not answer the
Zapatistacall.

At the sametime, the willingnessof the Mexican governmentto include
in its negotiationswith the EZLN the question of indigenouscommunities
throughout Mexico, and not just in Chiapas, offers the indigenous
commanders (the 'Revolutionary Clandestine Committee’) the chance to
become spokespersonson behaf of all the indigenous peoples, including
those who have not been part of the conflict, or do not live in Chiapas;
indeed they can becomethe legitimate, perhapsthe exclusiveinterlocutors
of governmenton theseissues. But thisopportunity would mean the disen-
gagement of the demands of the indigenous peoples from the overall
political project within which the original Zapatista pronouncements had
articulated them. In this sense there could emerge a differenceof perspec-
tivesand perceptionsbetween the indigenousleadersof the EZLN and the
mestizo military commanders, with Marcos outstanding among them. In
fact, as government-EZLN talks proceed, there is an evident protagonism
of indigenousZapatistacommanderswhich contrastswith Marcos former
visibility.

The present position of the Zapatistauprising (for we cannot yet talk of
a final outcome) reveals the effect of a combination of the negotiating
experienceof the Mexican government and the failures of the left to seize
the moment. Ideologically disarmed, the political left was not up to the
challenge presented to it by Zapatismo, and this opened a space for
manoeuvrefor the clientilisticand cooptative methodscharacteristicof the
Mexican political tradition—wheregovernment is magter. It may beargued
that, in all, the Mexican political left read the EZLN in a non-politica way,
or out from a power perspective. It isdifficultto avoid the impressionthat
the left paid more attention to the symbolism of Zapatismo- the romantic
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mystery of the masked commanders, the literary strength of Marcos’
writings, the reassessment of Emiliano Zapata, the risk or promise of
heroic deaths —than to the political project submitted to civil society and
the left and democratic parties, chief among them the PRD.

V. CONCLUDING REMARKS: THE POSSIBLEAND THE
DESIRABLE

It isan empirical fact that the mgjority of organizational expressionsof the
political left in Latin America have postponed or rejected the formulation
of proposalsfor a global alternative to capitalism. Given that that is the
case, there is wide room for them to consolidate their position in the
political system and even to lay the ground for further major advances both
in termsof electoral support and of formulating more far-reaching alterna-
tives. The actually existing capitalismsin Latin America have a series of
exposed surfaces on which the left can write its critical proposals even
without going so far as to criticise capitalism as a global system. When
somewhere between two-fifthsand three-quartersof the population livein
poverty — and between a third and a half of them in extreme poverty — it
does not requirea great leap of imagination to see that there are enormous
objective possibilities for the development of democratic and popular
political perspectives. The effective occupation and expansion of these
political spaces by the left might in fact provide a starting point for a
strategy for gradua social change.

In thissenseand within theselimits, electoral processesand experiences
of municipa or regiona control are particularly relevant. At a time when
large segments of the popular classes are distrustful of politicsand politi-
cians, local and regiona administrationscould proveto peoplethat the left
not only claimsto be better, but actually is better. At thesame time political
power at theselevelscould providethe left with experiencein dealing with
matterswhich it hastraditionally disregarded asirrelevant — such asfacing
concrete problems; the need to bring about effective and appropriate
answers to them; budget management, among others. This is particularly
relevant at a time when many people place greater emphasis on the
management of local resources and on solving municipal-level problems
than on national palitics. It may also be that the presence of theleft in these
areas could have the important result of enhancing the reach of loca
administrations, taking advantage of the current emphasis by multilateral
financial agencies on administrative decentralization and community
participation. In this sense, this type of experience could help the parties
and other organizations of the left to develop political responses to the
problems they face, as opposed to the strong academic or ideological
biases which has characterised many of its arguments and much of its
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language until now.

However, if the left aspires to something else than the loca
management of macroeconomic policies defined elsewhere it must be
capable of articulating these loca and regiona levels with nationa
politics. Poverty, social margindization, insecurity, external debt, financial
speculation, the reactivation of industry, democratization... al these
issuesinescapably cal for an involvement at the national level, if thereis
to be the dlightest hope of having even a minima impact on them. In a
context in which there is no global critique of capitalism, and in which
furthermore the continued existence of representativedemocracy is taken
asa point of absolute principle, it is nevertheless possibleto overcomeits
limitations by articulating it with the many and varied forms of partici-
patory democracy. In this sense, too, the experiences of loca and
provinciad government in Brazil, Uruguay, Venezueda, Mexico among
others provide some successful examples.

The combination of experiencesof popular participationwith the insti-
tutional procedures of representative democracy can also lead to a
reelaboration of the concept and the practice of citizenship on the basis of
the initiatives and interests of the popular classes, going beyond the
distorting and limiting effect of the individualism through which
citizenship is conceptualized in capitalist ideology. A reelaboration of
citizenship which emphasises that part of its meaning which arises from
social strugglesfor a decent life and for the collective design of a shared
dedtiny. That is, a citizenship in which the exercise of individual rightsis
rooted in and enriched by the day to day practice of collective action. At
bottom it isaquestion of recreating the concept of citizenship— just asthe
ruling class does it although from and in its self-interest, when calling for
the collective exercise of their civil rights through corporate business
pressures, manipulation of the mass media, mobilisation of government
agencies and multilateral financial institutions, much more than through
the exercise of the conventional principle of ‘one person one vote'. From
the point of view of the popular classes, it is a matter of legitimating a
concept of citizenship which embraces the experiences of progressive
collectiveaction and of itsown labour, settlers, women's, indigenous, or
any other, organizations. In this sense, representative democracy would
come to mean continuity and not rupturewith the history of struggle and
bargainingforged by the popular classes.

Tentatively then, and without being ingenuous, my hypothesisis that
the current situation offersinteresting possibilitiesto a left that is prepared
to take them on board. Systems of representative democracy should not be
seen asobstaclesto projectsfor overall transformation; after all, the recent
democratizationof Latin Americais, in the first instance, the result of the
mobilizations, the strugglesand the sacrificesof popular organizationsand
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the organizations of the left. It could be argued that this was not the
democracy that they fought for, but without popular involvement and the
participation of the left, not even this would have been achieved. On the
other hand, the attempts to develop aong a revolutionary path have not
been able to offer, thus far, very much more successful results. It is
important, therefore, that we avoid fetishizing forma institutions and
procedures— either from a positive or a negativestance.

Representativedemocracy is much more than the restricted — and often
fraudulent and corrupt — versions'actually existing' in several countriesin
our region. To accept the rules of the democratic game in these circum-
stances may mean doing democracy the greatest disservice, or at the very
least accepting the blackmail of those who use the forms of democracy to
reproduce the domination of minorities and further pervert the living
standards of the popular majorities. Yet the refusal to participate in this
farce does not automatically imply a turn to violent confrontation. A
creative politicsmust be capable of finding or inventing effective ways of
getting through thesequestions.

Once again the Latin American left must face the challenge of
endowing democratic institutions with a real capacity to social transfor-
mation from the perspectiveof the popular classes. That is, to assess and
strengthen the value of democracy without legitimating capitalism or
abandoning the project for global socialist transformation. This involves
searching and striving for sectoral or everyday improvements while
focusing on the overall capitalist system as the very enemy to confront.
When things are seen in historical perspective, we have to acknowledge
that the difficultieswe face today are neither greater nor lessthan thosewe
have had to overcome in the past — but they are different. If the Latin
Americanleft wasablein theviolent, repressiveand fraudul ent contextsof
the recent past to build a bridge of communication and representation to
broad sectors of the popular classes, it would be foolish to suggest that in
the present context, when possibilities are opening up within the institu-
tional make-up, the enterpriseis bound to fail. The efficacy of the Latin
American left in buildingasolid popular base hasaways been founded on
people's hopesrather than on their fears or just their needs. However, when
odds look so deceitful, hopes have to be nurtured and raised by political
education and commitment. Or, as Oliver Crommwell allegedly put it:
Trust in God, and keep your powder dry'.

Translation by Mike Gonzalez
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