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Introduction: The ‘Process of
Becoming’ Alternatives

Melisa R. Serrano
Edlira Xhafa

In Brazil, workers occupied a bankrupt factory that manufactures container barrels
and container tanks. These workers have been running this factory, albeit with many
challenges, for eight years now. The rise of ‘popular ventures’ such as worker-run
factories and other forms of solidarity economy, and the recognition of the need to
imagine and construct alternative forms of work and social relations in production,
prompted the Brazilian trade union Central Unica dos Trabalhadores (CUT-Brazil),
in 1999, to establish an agency for the development of solidarity economy. On
another front, poor working people occupied several empty, abandoned and decrepit
buildings in Sao Paolo and transformed them into livable dwellings, as a way
of drawing the government’s attention, and that of the public in general, to their
struggle for the ‘right to the city’, a concept outlined in this country’s 1988 National
Constitution.

In the Department of Antioquia, Colombia, despite decades of union
repression, persecution, and systematic union assassination campaigns, in 1994
a rural-based trade union took over the running of a manufacturing factory. This
factory, however, is presently facing a reversion to its past private enterprise status
due to overwhelming debt and a lack of internal organizational cohesion.

Such initiatives, taking place right across South America, underscore this
region’s seismic national government shift ‘leftwards’. However, while such
political redirections have not, as yet, gained momentum elsewhere, many grass-
roots and worker-propelled emancipatory projects have begun in various parts of
the world. Right across the Latin American continent, a ‘new’ left formation is
unfolding. In Canada, disappointed at the historical fragmentation of the left and
its weak responses to the financial crisis and the ensuing assault on workers and
the poor, many activists and intellectuals from various trade unions, traditional left
organizations, and community groups in Toronto established in 2009 a workers’
assembly, an explicitly anti-capitalist, broad-based workers’ organization. The
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assembly aims to increase working class capacities to ‘fight back’. Prior to the
establishment of the workers’ assembly, an anti-poverty movement had already
emerged in the 1980s in Ontario. This movement empowers the poor and the
disenfranchised to fight for themselves, individually and collectively, via direct
actions. Meanwhile, in a First Nations’ community in Canada’s freezing Northwest
Territories, a group of aboriginal peoples and immigrants began initiating and
running community greenhouse gardens as efforts towards guaranteeing food
sovereignty and food security in the region.

Crossing the Pacific, in Southeast Asia, the process of building solidarity
economies is also taking place. In South Korea, the Korean Confederation of Trade
Unions (KCTU), like the CUT-Brazil, has recently embarked on a political project
of building a workers’ cooperative movement to create a stronger link between
trade unions, communities and peasant organizations, and as a stepping stone
towards a broader vision of creating an alternative economic system to that of
neoliberal capitalist globalization. In Metro Manila, The Philippines, a successful
multi-purpose cooperative organized by informal workers (i.e. market vendors) has
ventured into providing health care and health insurance to its members and their
communities, as a response to their exclusion from the public and private health
care system of their country.

In Nigeria, angered at the continued despoliation of their lands and the
profound state of poverty which they and their families lived in, women in
communities around the Niger Delta located themselves at the center of popular
struggles, resisting economic exploitation, socio-political oppression including
traditions of patriarchy, and environmental degradation.The so-called ‘women
wars’ of 2002 have led women from the margins of politics to grasp a new lease
of power as a means of affecting change, challenging the traditionally-ascribed,
second-fiddle role of women in their societies.

All these snapshots of stories of peoples’ on-going struggles across the globe
are testaments to the determination of people to resist exploitation and injustice, and
imagine and construct their own narratives of economic and political difference;
to demonstrate that there is a different alternative that can arise out of and beyond
capitalism.

This book critically engages with and evaluates, via 10 case studies, how
various forms of people’s economic and political initiatives and struggles in six
countries — namely Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Nigeria, Philippines, and South
Korea — might become spaces of or provide ‘actually existing’ opportunities or
moments for the development of consciousness and capacities which are critical
in challenging the dominant social, economic and political relations, and also in
pursuing projects and initiatives beyond the capitalist canon. By doing so, the
book aims to contribute to the debate on alternatives to capitalism by identifying
indicators or expressions of critical consciousness and transformative capacities
from the struggles studied, as well as uncovering the factors that influence the

2



Introduction

development (or the stunted growth) of critical consciousness and transformative
capacities. Finally, via the 10 case studies, this book brings to light the language
of peoples’ struggles; what inspires them to take action to change their material
conditions.

We regard the cases as spaces — both material and symbolic — “within which
something radically different in terms of dominant social relations, way of life,
productive capacities and mental conceptions of the world can flourish” (Harvey,
2010: par 25, lines 11-13). Many of these spaces hold the promise of facilitating
and enabling the ‘process of becoming’ alternatives. In an earlier paper, we
conceptualize an alternative as “an ongoing, non-deterministic process of economic
and political struggle of people trying to move beyond the capitalist logic, be it at
the macro, meso or micro level, and simultaneously transforming themselves in
the process” (Serrano and Xhafa, 2012: 289). At the core of any alternative is “the
pursuit of the full development of human potential based on equality, solidarity
and sustainability, and through democratic participatory processes’ (ibid).

Here, we identified different socio-economic arrangements that go against
and beyond the main tenets of (neoliberal) capitalism: collective ownership and
management of production as against private ownership and capitalist-controlled
production; the market as a redistributive mechanism rather than being a tool
for private accumulation; the solidarity economy rather than the market-dictated
economy (or the economy of expropriation); decent and socially-useful labour,
instead of fragmented and alienated labour; flexibility for workers to balance work-
time and free-time against the contemporary paradigm of work intensification;
a broad-based and democratic working class politics instead of politics based
on vanguardism and sectarianism; city space as part of the commons rather than
grounded in models of urbanization that exclude the poor; female empowerment and
self-determination as against women’s exploitation and oppression; and reclaiming
the commons and environmental justice as against industrialization based on the
exploitation of fossil fuels.

Hence, spaces for transformation and for building alternatives that challenge
the predominant captive consciousness shaped by capitalism and its institutions
may well fit into what Panitch and Gindin (2000: 6) have in mind when they
highlight ‘possibility as capacity’ as being at the core of Bloch’s concept of ‘concrete
utopias’:

And what is especially important is that conceiving freedom and justice
on the terrain of capacities leads beyond mere dreaming: it links the ideal
to the possibility of change and so to what is politically achievable. This
is what Bloch meant by ‘concrete utopias’ which, always operating on the
level of ‘possibility as capacity,” incorporate the objective contradictions
that create an opening for socialist goals (‘capability-of-being-done’), the
subjective element of agency (‘capability-of-doing-other’), and therefore the
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possibility of changing ourselves and the world (‘capability-of-becoming-
other’). (Underscoring ours)

For Panitch and Gindin, building capacities and finding the organizational
means to accumulate the capacities to develop an alternative to capitalism are
fundamental steps along the path to realizing ‘concrete utopias.’

The 10 case studies included here are or have the potential to become ‘actually
existing’ spaces for the development of critical consciousness, a concept which we
perceive as encompassing the following intertwined dimensions: an understanding
of the systemic nature of oppression and injustice based on the lived experiences
of people; an understanding of the need to resist the underlying causes of peoples’
oppression and exploitation; and a recognition that people have the capacity to
act to change their circumstances. This critical consciousness propels people to
struggle and in the process they transform themselves and develop capacities to
become agents for social change. It is in this light that we place an emphasis on
the emancipatory and transformative potential of the struggles analyzed in the case
studies.

In analyzing the case studies, we were guided by the analytical framework
illustrated in Figure 1.

External variables

Support networks: left and progressive
political parties, unions, cooperatives, social
movements, NGOs, state agencies, etc.

Politico-
economic and
legal landscape (both national & international)

Internal variables

» Structures of inclusiveness

» Democratic processes

* Programs & strategies

* Leadership vision & practices

Political and i ’ Critical Consciousness
_o_lt_lcg and economic Development
initiatives as spaces

for tranformational

processes ‘ Transformative
Capacity- Building

Source: Adapted from Serrano, Melisa and Xhafa, Edlira (2011) ‘Beyond the Capitalist Logic:
Theoretical Debates and Social Experiences’, Serrano, M. et al. (eds) Trade Unions and The Global
Crisis: Labour s Visions, Strategies and Responses, Geneva. International Labour Organization
(ILO), 26.
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There are two sets of variables that, depending on a specific context, may
either constrain or facilitate the emancipatory and transformative potential of these
initiatives. The two major external variables are: a) the politico-economic and legal
landscape, and b) the extent of support given by solidarity networks such as leftist
organizations and other progressive groups and activists, trade unions, cooperatives,
social movements, the Church, and State agencies. The concrete politico-economic
and legal landscapes, without doubt, have an effect not only on the existence of
solidarity networks but also on their scope and degree of operation.

A number of internal variables also affect the emancipatory and transformative
potential of the initiatives studied. These variables include: structures (degree
of inclusiveness), processes (internal democracy), programs and strategies, and
leadership. The dynamics of these internal variables may either facilitate or inhibit
emancipatory and transformational processes in these spaces. These internal
variables may also be influenced by the two external variables. For example,
the possibilities provided by a law that enables workers to take over and self-
manage either bankrupt or abandoned factories expropriated by the State may
have an influence on programs and strategies, and leadership vision and practices.
Similarly, the same internal variables may be influenced by a law that provides an
enabling environment for forms of solidarity economy to access financial, technical,
and marketing support designed according to their needs. Similarly, as Harvey
(2010a) argues, non-government organizations (NGOs) may have contributed to
improvements in specific areas such as women’s rights, immigrants’ rights, health
care, and others, but their work, particularly that of the donor-driven ones, is at
best ameliorative. Also, the existence of a broader alliance of social movements
engaged in protest politics may open up spaces for the further radicalization of
autonomous grassroots initiatives and organizations and help them understand that
their specific problems are systemic in nature.

The book is organized into two parts. Part I discusses and analyzes: the
emancipatory moments of the 10 initiatives; several indicators of and factors
influencing the development of critical consciousness and transformative capacities
in and through these initiatives; the emancipatory elements that the initiatives
embody; and several lessons and insights drawn from the case studies. Finally,
Part I highlights contemporary themes of resistance, representing the language of
struggle of the cases studied and sums up the main points and arguments put forward
in this book. Part II presents the 10 case studies in full. These case studies were
directly undertaken by some alumni of the Global Labour University (GLU) and
their colleagues, as part of the research project “Visions, Constructs and Capacities
beyond the Capitalist Canon”. This research project was coordinated by the editors
of this book and was funded by the Bureau of Workers’ Activities of the International
Labour Office in Geneva.
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PART |

Emancipatory Moments, Critical
Consciousness and Transformative Capacities






The Emancipatory Moments 1
of Struggles and Social
Experiments

Melisa R. Serrano
Edlira Xhafa

Despite the dominant there-is-no-alternative (TINA) dictum, political and economic
struggles and social experiments are sweeping across countries. This indicates
that people continue to imagine and construct different political, economic and
social relations beyond the capitalist canon. The 10 case studies presented in
this book show that despite apparent differences of motivations and spheres of
struggle in contesting the dominant ideology, people can gradually develop critical
consciousness and transformative capacities. In short, people can create their own
spaces or emancipatory moments for transformative self-change.

The following sections provide an overview of the case studies presented in
this book. The last part of this chapter identifies and examines the emancipatory
moments in each of the initiatives studied.

Chapter 3 by Lygia Sabbag Fares is a case study of a worker-run factory
(Flasko) in Brazil.

Flaskd produces plastic container barrels and tanks for water, perfume and
other liquids. Like many factories in Brazil, the severe economic and social crises
of the 1990s fomented by the harsh neoliberal policies of the time and coupled with
bad management, led to Flask6’s bankruptcy and its subsequent abandonment by
the owners. Inspired by other factory occupations that had taken place earlier in
Brazil the workers occupied the factory in June 2003.

As Flasko struggled against various attempts by the State to put the factory
into bankruptcy trusteeship and to auction the factory’s machineries, not to mention
paying off the debts of the former owners, the initial goal of preserving workers’
jobs and ensuring workers’ salaries was broadened to demanding the nationalization
of the factory under workers’ control. Corollary to this goal, Flaskd workers also
endeavored to organize the community and to provide support to social movements
to support their daily fight.
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More than merely focusing on factory production, Flaskd maintains links
to the local community, integrating these workers’ struggle with the community’s
broader struggles. The community, as such, has been strongly involved in supporting
the Flask6 workers’ petitions and demands concerning the nationalization of the
factory. Flaskd workers assisted in organizing a neighborhood association to fight
for the community’s basic needs (e.g. put pressure on local government to provide
basic services such as water). Furthermore, Flasko workers continue to work with a
variety of social movements such as: MTST (homeless workers movement), MTD
(unemployed workers movement) and the MST (landless workers movement).

To date, the workers continue to run the factory, enabling them to keep their
jobs, earn income, and pay the pension arrearages left by the former owners. They
have been able to reduce wage gaps (the highest wage is 3 times the lowest) and
reduce working time from 44 to 30 hours per week without reducing productivity.
The six-hour shift allowed workers to have more free time with their family and
to join Flaskd’s political and educational activities. Moreover, the workers built
a workers’ village on the factory’s land to address not only the housing needs of
workers but those of other members of the community as well. At the same time,
they have transformed empty factory spaces into a variety of arenas: a ‘sports
factory’ where workers, their children, and the whole community could participate
in free or very cheap sports classes; and a ‘cultural factory’ where cultural activities
like cartoon drawing classes and dance classes are provided. Flasko also holds
important political and academic activities such as lectures by leftist academics,
conferences about worker-run factories, political movies, and the like.

Chapter 4 by Daniel Hawkins presents another case of a worker-run factory
(Caldesa) in Colombia.

While Flask6 may well represent what workers can do to run what might
be a radically different model of an industrial factory, Caldesa could be seen as a
recipe of what to avoid doing in the process of developing a worker-owned and
run initiative. Founded in 1994, Cales y Derivados de la Sierra S.A. (Caldesa) is a
lime producing factory largely owned and controlled (84.7%) by the trade union
Sintracaldesa. The state owns 15.3% of the factory.

Economic and socio-political crises and a general climate of fear and
persecution of left-leaning trade unionists extended well into the 1980s and 1990s
in Colombia, forcing many union and social movement activists to flee the region.
In 1993, Sintracolcarburos (later on called Sintracaldesa) began a strike after an
at-work assassination of three trade unionists. The strike lasted three months
and ended with the company entering a process of bankruptcy, owing workers’
back pay and social security defaults totaling US$2.175M. The Superintendencia
de Sociedades, the autonomous administrative governmental entity that inspects,
monitors and controls commercial enterprises in Colombia, decided to pass
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ownership to workers after negotiating with lawyers from the National Trade Union
Confederation of Colombian Workers (La CUT).

The climate of fear and union persecution resulted in the death or internal
exile of some of the union’s most promising leaders, leaving in their wake many
union leaders who lacked a sufficient degree of worker legitimacy and empathy as
well as any coherent program to ensure the success of the planned worker-owned
and run factory initiative.

Today, although Caldesa has been able to employ around 120 workers from
an initial 26 employees in 1997, its debts have also grown exponentially over
the years. Most of the factory’s capital equipment remains antiquated, leading to
declining productivity and efficiency. Overall, these factors have led to the present
situation in which this trade union-led enterprise has not been able to link the
factory’s development with that of the local community. At the time of writing,
many workers had not received their wages for seven months. The firm is on the
brink of bankruptcy and the union seems to be content to await a new process of
take-over and restructuring, in the hope of landing a good payout package for the
workers’ shareholder actions.

Chapter 5 by Bulend Karadag and Claire Siobhan Ruppert presents a
case study of how a trade union organization in Brazil — Central Unica dos
Trabalhadores (CUT) — directly and actively promotes a solidarity economy.

The difficult economic landscape in Brazil as a result of the economic crisis
that hit the country in the 1990s gave rise to various forms of solidarity economy
also known as ‘popular ventures’: cooperatives, associations, and informal groups
or micro-businesses. These popular ventures, which include workers’ cooperatives
established in recovered bankrupt and troubled companies, provide alternative
sources of stable employment and income.

It is in the light of these developments that Brazil’s CUT started a debate
in the labor movement on the need for labor to assume a more active role in the
economy and to propose alternative ways of defending workers’ interests and rights.
Thus in 1999, CUT, in collaboration with other institutions, established Agéncia
de Desenvolvimento Solidario (Solidarity Development Agency) or ADS. As part
of CUT’s structure, ADS does not have affiliates. Its executive body is composed
of members of CUT representing different sectors, i.e. industry, services, family
agriculture, etc.

ADS’s overall goal is to contribute to building a democratic society
organized in a solidarity and participative way. To realize this goal, ADS seeks to
promote the solidarity economy and sustainable development by strengthening the
creation of cooperatives and self-managed joint ventures so that workers can seek
alternative forms of social inclusion. This is done through the provision of technical
training, preparation of feasibility studies and marketing studies, assistance in
business planning and business and environmental diagnostics, assistance in the
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registration of solidarity economy organizations, assistance in the sourcing of
funds for start-up cooperatives, and assistance in the marketing and trading of
cooperatives’ products.

ADS has contributed to the establishment of many cooperatives in different
sectors and it has provided various forms of support to new and existing popular
ventures (e.g. recycling, crafts, family agriculture, bio-diesel, sheep and goat
farming, honey production, fruit production, shellfish, etc.). It has forged a
partnership with Petrobras, the main Brazilian State oil company, in a project
involving the marketing and trading of solidarity economy products. It is also
engaged in the establishment of cooperative complexes — local concentrations
of economic enterprises that act in solidarity and in close cooperation among
themselves according to principles of solidarity economy and connected to local
development — ensuring their sustainability, autonomy and capacity for endogenous
innovations. These complexes are composed of cooperative production ventures,
services and credit, with integrated and collective policies of education, trading
and marketing, technological development and others. These forms of cooperation
pressure for an increase in the value of end products as well as strengthening the
cooperatives involved in this process.

Similarly, in Chapter 6 Kim Mijeoung elaborates on a recent initiative by the
Korean Confederation of Trade Unions (KCTU) to organize a workers’ cooperative
— the Busan Workers’ Cooperative (BWC) — in the Busan region.

KCTU’s initiative came out of a critical analysis of the challenges posed by
neoliberal globalization to workers and unions in South Korea. Work intensification
along with increasing job insecurity and a weakened social security system has led
to further worker alienation at the workplace and less time for family. As a result,
there has been a breakdown of workers’ solidarity as workers compete against
each other. Meanwhile, many trade unions have become far removed from their
members’ daily realities. Against this backdrop, KCTU decided to focus more on
regional level projects meant to create a stronger link between trade unions and
the communities. Thus, in 2009 the Busan branch of KCTU established the BWC,
the first attempt of the KCTU regional council to build a workers’ cooperative.

BWC is also viewed as a vehicle for expanding the influence of unions
throughout society, mainly by encouraging that the values of trade unions are taken
into the members’ homes. As its first venture, BWC has embarked on distributing,
through a cooperative store, locally (home) grown food directly sourced from
peasants and their organizations. This enables BWC members and their families to
have access to and develop confidence to consume locally grown food at reasonable
prices (and at the same time paying peasants at a fair price) instead of imported
food. Moreover, this enables BWC to have face-to-face contact with the families
of union members. In this way, BWC seeks to strengthen the link between union
members, their families and the trade union.
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In its attempt to organize a different system of food production, distribution
and consumption, BWC focuses on strengthening its network with local peasant
organizations that belong to the Korean Peasants League (KPL). By supporting
local agriculture, BWC also nurtures the supportive coexistence between rural
and urban communities, and subsequently contributes to regional economic
development.

Chapter 7 by Patricia Chong presents the case of the Community Garden
Society of Inuvik (CGSI) in Northwest Territories, Canada.

Inuvik, a town with a population of 3,430 of which about 63% are of
Aboriginal ethnicity, is known as the ‘land of the midnight sun’ because it gets 56
days of 24 hour daylight in the summer and alternatively, 30 days of darkness in
the winter. Its average temperature of -9.7 degrees Celsius prohibits the regular
and normal cultivation and affordable provision of fruits and vegetables. Most of
the food is shipped in from other places.

In order to address the limited availability of fresh and affordable fruits
and vegetables, people in the Inuvik community established CGSI in 1998, as a
democratic community-based means of food production with the goal of using
the greenhouse as a focal point for community development through recreational
gardening, food production, knowledge sharing, and volunteer support.

In the greenhouse garden, family garden plots have been made available for
Inuvik residents and community plots provided to community groups such as the
Inuvik day care center, a local food bank, an elderly group, and others. The family
plots are rented out for US$100 for those members who, aside from paying US$25
membership fee, also commit 15 hours of volunteer work in the greenhouse. The
community plots, however, are provided for free to community groups. There is
also a commercial garden that sells plants in order to cover operational costs.

Residents now have a better food supply with a lot more being grown in
and shared with the community. Also, the greenhouse has provided a space for
members of the community to come together and develop closer relations. At the
same time, the greenhouse is supporting other communities in the North such as
Fort McPherson, Tuktoyaktuk and Tsiigehtchic by providing them with advice and
seedlings. Iqaluit, the capital of the Nunavut territory, also built its own community
greenhouse based on the Inuvik example.

Chapter 8 by Rosalinda Mercado and Ramon Certeza elaborates on the
innovative Health Care Programme (NHCP) of the Novaliches Development
Cooperative, Inc. (NOVADECI) in the Philippines.

NOVADECI started as a credit cooperative of 70 members in 1976 in the
town of Novaliches. It was born out of desperation and necessity for a small group
of market vendors who were struggling to keep their businesses afloat in the face of
a number of factors: changing market conditions, a lack of support from or access
to government and banking institutions, and perennial dependence on usurious
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money lenders. Today, NOVADECI is a multi-purpose cooperative of nearly 28,000
members providing a variety of services ranging from savings and loans; training,
livelihood and legal services; sports activities; educational, literacy and scholarship
programs; and disability, mortuary and old age benefits and health care.

The sorry state of health care for informal workers prompted NOVADECI
to establish the NHCP in 1993 to serve as a health care provider and an insurance
system to its members, their families, and communities. Under the micro-insurance
scheme, each member is obliged to pay a one-time membership fee and a minimal
regular annual fee to avail the health care program costs. In return, cooperative
members with their immediate families and dependents are provided with free
medical consultations, free maternity and annual medical check-ups, discounted
laboratory examinations, dental and optical services and financial aid in the case
of hospitalization. Today, NOVADECI has its own medical and dental clinics,
laboratory facilities, and a pharmacy. More serious cases are referred to accredited
hospitals with members given cash reimbursements of their medical expenses. To
date, there are 7,000 NHCP members out of the nearly 28,000 members of the
cooperative.

In Chapter 9, Bulend Karadag and Clair Siobhan Ruppert present a case
study of the struggle for housing by the Frente de Luta por Moradia, or FLM (Front
for Housing Struggle) in Brazil.

The endemic housing problem in the cities of Brazil has given rise to
umbrella organizations of local autonomous movements dealing with the housing
problems of low income families in Sdo Paulo. One of these organizations is the
FLM which 1s comprised of 13 local autonomous movements.

FLM began to organize occupations of empty and abandoned buildings in
Sao Paulo as the main instrument of struggle through which they could call the
attention of the government to the problems of homeless people. By engaging in
building occupation and other forms of direct action (e.g. camp-out or tent protests
in front of government offices), FLM seeks to compel the government to: allocate
the maximum possible resources for housing programs for the poor; provide basic
services to shanty-towns such as electricity, water, sewage, garbage, telephone, etc.
at subsidized prices; increase the number of families who benefit from rent support
programs; extend the scale of Programa de Loca¢do Social of the Municipality of
Sao Paulo which aims to rent houses or buildings abandoned more than one year
for low-income families; and exempt low-income families from real-estate taxes.

While some occupations were mainly meant to call the government’s
attention and to amplify in the media the problems of the homeless, in other
occupations local movements rehabilitated abandoned buildings left to ruin by the
owners. An example is MSTRU’s occupation of an abandoned hotel (for more than
two decades) in the old town of Sdo Paulo. There are currently 81 families living
in the building. They were originally living in the east part of the city, but they
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moved to the downtown area because they believe the downtown should also be a
place to live for them and their families. The occupation is their way of reclaiming
their right to the city.

Today, FLM has organized more than 10,000 homeless families in S3o
Paulo. It has organized around 50 occupations and it is currently involved in six
occupations. The most recent and well-known occupation was a 14-storey building
in the old downtown of Sao Paulo, which sheltered around 840 families. On 25
November of 2010, after two months of occupation, these families were forced out
of the building by police by virtue of a court decision. In this case, FLM did not
resist, as the occupation was seen as a way of strengthening their struggle.

Chapter 10 by Babatunde Ayelabola critically examines the 2002 women’s
resistance against the big oil multinationals in the Niger Delta in Nigeria and the
impact of such resistance on women’s empowerment and the transformation of
their role in the communities.

While the Niger Delta region generates over 90% of Nigeria’s revenues
through crude oil earnings, its population of 30 million people, comprising 40
minority nationalities (spread across 6,000 communities), live in abject poverty.
Their lands and rivers are despoiled and ravaged by oil exploration, rendering them
largely useless for their traditional means of sustenance like farming and fishing.

The region became a center of resistance, from the pre-Independence era and
was the first site of a bid for secession after Independence in 1966. Women’s groups
have been part of the broader Niger Delta people’s struggle for self-determination
since its onset. It should be noted that the organized women’s resistance — the
‘gendered ethnicized class struggle’ — through sustained sit-ins, shutdowns of
Big Oil’s facilities, and protest marches in the Niger Delta was not only fueled by
women’s anger at the continued despoliation of their lands by the multi-national oil
corporations (MNOCs) with state backing and the prevalent state of poverty which
they and their families lived in. It was also an expression of their distrust of the
sincerity of the male chiefs, elders and youths who had more often than not turned
negotiations with the MNOC:s, supposedly on behalf of the communities, into a
means of feathering their own nests. In a way, the rising up of women represents
their quest for respect from the state, the MNOCs and their male peers.

The transformative resistance of women represents a strand within the
broader complex of self-determination struggles of the peoples in the region. It
challenged traditions of patriarchy and the might of the state and MNOCs, and
simultaneously re-configured old forms of struggles and introduced new elements
of gender, economic and political solidarity amongst working people in that region
in their demands for socio-economic rights and environmental justice.

Chapter 11 by Rob Butz and Laura Roberts presents a case study of an
anti-poverty organization — the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP) in
Canada.
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The increasing poverty in Ontario following the province’s rush towards
a neoliberal mode of capitalist urban development was the backdrop for the
mobilization of the week-long March against Poverty in 1989. The march was the
main event leading to the formation of OCAP in the autumn of 1990.

As an anti-poverty organization, OCAP is committed to anti-capitalist and
class-based politics. It explicitly rejects traditional forms of advocacy for the poor
that relies on consultation and negotiation, and undertakes direct action, spectacular
political theatre, and often confrontational mobilization as its main sources of
political power.

OCAP’s direct action casework has become a staple of its day-to-day work:
seeking relief for the unemployed, welfare recipients, tenants, immigrants, and
workers being denied entitlements or pay by governments or employers. The
casework tactic is an adaptation of methods from the Great Depression where
unemployed worker delegations often stormed social agency offices.

While OCAP’s efforts over the years have not brought about wholesale
changes nor had a major influence in policy, they have often changed situations on
the ground, such as forcibly occupying buildings which are converted into social
housing.

Finally, Chapter 12 by Euan Gibb examines how the Greater Toronto
Workers’ Assembly (GTWA) in Canada provides a space for alternative politics
among the left in the country.

GTWA is a non-sectarian, anti-capitalist workers’ organization explicitly
organized with the goal of increasing working class capacities to fight back. It
emerged out of the disappointment of a small group of activists at the weakness of
the response from the left during the 2007/2008 financial crisis.

GTWA includes unionized workers, unorganized workers, workers with and
without status, workers that are either retired or active, and those workers unable
to work. Many are political veterans; others are younger, including organizers
and activists from immigrant rights and anti-poverty community organizations.
GTWA seeks to establish a network of activists that is anti-capitalist, democratic,
non-sectarian, and dedicated to building, through coordinated campaign work and
political education, a broad multi-racial working class movement that is militant
and effective. It aims to address the problem of workers’ division — a legacy and to
some extent a reason for neoliberal economic and social policies — by broadening
the scope of worker activism beyond organized union members and by creating a
substantial organizational space on the anti-capitalist left for trade unionists and
social movement activists to engage with each other in a sustained manner. At
the same time, it increases focus on the local instead of far-off meetings — one of
the basic weaknesses of the anti (counter) globalization movement that arose in
dramatic fashion throughout the 1990s.
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Merely two years since its formation, GTWA is gradually becoming a space
where activists from typically sectarian organizations that, in the past, could barely
been seen in the same room, are now volunteering to work together on various
committees and campaigns. People are learning how to conduct political debates in
a way that moves them all forward. And instead of preaching, it seems like people
are willing to take the time to try and figure things out together.

GTWA also undertakes direct actions such as campaigns (e.g. Free Transit
Campaign), demonstrations, and sending flying squads (i.e. groups of workers
going to demonstrations and picket lines of other workers). As it puts strong
emphasis on political education, GTWA organizes various educational activities
such as the ongoing series of ‘coffee house discussions’.

%k

The Emancipatory Moments in the Initiatives

The 10 case studies represent different material expressions of how the people
involved conceive of and (struggle to) implement a different social and economic
arrangement as a response to their specific experiences of exploitation, injustice
and oppression. To some extent, the initiatives studied can be taken as small initial
steps to answer Harvey’s insistent call that Lenin’s famous question “what is to be
done” (and why) demands an answer (Harvey, 2010: par 27, lines 1&12).

Harvey identifies seven moments within the dialectical relations which result
in social change. These are:

a) technological and organizational forms of production, exchange and
consumption;

b) relations to nature;

¢) social relations between people;

d) mental conceptions of the world, embracing knowledge and cultural
understandings and beliefs;

e) labor processes and the production of specific goods, geographies, services
or affects;

f) institutional, legal and governmental arrangements; and

g) the conduct of daily life that underpins social reproduction. (ibid: par 30, lines
6-13)

Calling it a ‘co-revolutionary theory’ based on an understanding of Marx’s
account of how capitalism arose out of feudalism, Harvey explains that each of
the moments “[are] internally dynamic and internally marked by tensions and
contradictions (just think of mental conceptions of the world) but all of them are
co-dependent and co-evolve in relation to each other” (ibid: par 31, lines 1-3). For
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Harvey, although an anti-capitalist political movement can start in any of these
moments, “the trick is to keep the political movement moving from one moment
to another in mutually reinforcing ways” (ibid: par 33, 1, 5-6). He further argues
that:

Change arises, of course, out of an existing state of affairs and it has to harness
the possibilities immanent within an existing situation...so all manner of
experiments in social change in different places and at different geographical
scales are both likely and potentially illuminating as ways to make (or not
make) another world possible. And in each instance it may seem as if one
or other aspect of the existing situation holds the key to a different political
future. But the first rule for a global anti-capitalist movement must be: never
rely on the unfolding dynamics of one moment without carefully calibrating
how relations with all the others are adapting and reverberating. (ibid: par 34,
lines 1-2, 5-11)

Following Harvey’s proposed theorization of social change, the 10 case
studies could be seen in the light of the seven moments he identified. In fact,
as discussed later in this book, the initiatives or struggles analyzed in the case
studies cut across, albeit in varying degrees, several of these moments, indicating
movement from one moment to another and the co-dependence and co-evolution of
these moments. Each of the initiatives struggles or have struggled to crack through
the dominant social, economic and political relations by pushing the boundaries
of what is perceived as possible in specific contexts. In varying degrees, each of
these initiatives engages in one or more of the following moments:

...respect for nature, radical egalitarianism in social relations, institutional
arrangements based in some sense of common interests and common
property, democratic administrative procedures (as opposed to the monetized
shams that now exist), labor processes organized by the direct producers,
daily life as the free exploration of new kinds of social relations and living
arrangements, mental conceptions that focus on self-realization in service
to others and technological and organizational innovations oriented to the
pursuit of the common good rather than to supporting militarized power,
surveillance and corporate greed. (Harvey, 2010: par 37, lines 3-10)

Based on the case studies presented above, we attempt to capture in Table 1
the moments that each initiative is struggling (or has struggled) to break through.
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Table 1. The ‘Moments’ of Harvey in the Case Studies

Moments Labour Mental Relation | Social |Technologies &| Daily | Institutional &
======== | processes |conceptions|to nature |relations | organizational | life |administrative
Case studies forms structures
Flaskd v v v v v v
Caldesa v/ v v
ADS-CUT v v v v v
BWC-KCTU v v v v v v v
Inuvik v v v v v v v
NHCP v v v v
FLM v v v v
Niger Delta
women’s v v v v v
movement
OCAP
GTWA v v v v v

The movement through the seven moments listed by Harvey to some extent
may explain our idea of the multidimensionality of potentially transformative
Initiatives.

Though initially they have overt economic objectives, they eventually
acquire political as well as social dimensions. The development of a
political dimension (transformative consciousness) counters the tendency
for complacency to set in when material gains have been met, helping to
prevent any reversion to “capitalist common sense” with cessation of the
struggle for social transformation. (Serrano and Xhafa, 2011: 27-28)

By pursuing several moments, each initiative and struggle embodies
and creates ‘new’ spaces — both material and symbolic — for the contestation
of the dominant ideology and the development of critical consciousness and
transformative capacities.

How are the moments listed in Table 1 taken up, either intentionally or
unintentionally, by the initiatives studied?

A worker-run factory like Flaské has an organizational form that is oriented
towards the pursuit of its workers’ common interests and those of the immediate
community. As a worker-run factory, the workers in Flaské are directly involved in
organizing the labour process. All phases of production and the way production is
organized are collectively decided upon and undertaken by the workers themselves.
There is collective decision-making on how to organize work. Job rotation is
pursued to broaden workers’ skills. Moreover, democratic institutional and
administrative structures have been built and democratic processes have been put
in place based on principles of common interest and common property, principles
which promote egalitarian social relations within and outside the factory. The
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shortening of working hours, in particular, has given workers the chance to spend
more time with their families, to develop their talents, pursue further education, and
attend various activities (sport, political and community). Also, Flaské organized
and supported a workers’ village which gives shelter not only to its workers but
also to homeless people in the region. It supports other factory occupations and the
struggles of other movements. All these actions and relations have had an impact
on the daily life of workers and other people Flaskd engages with, providing them
spaces for gradually developing new mental conceptions that focus on service to
others and the common good.

In contrast, although the Caldesa workers were able to transform a privately-
owned factory into a worker-controlled and run factory, democratic structures
and processes that were put in place earlier were later on supplanted by the self-
perpetuating entrenched leadership. In some ways, this entrenched leadership has
stymied the pursuit by Caldesa of other initiatives or moments that could have
deepened the transformative potential of the worker-run factory.

The establishment of ADS as a structure within the CUT-Brazil may be
considered as an organizational innovation towards CUT’s vision of an alternative
economy based on values of democracy and solidarity. Thus, the establishment of
ADS in a way reflects an emerging new mental conception or realization within
CUT of the need to actively support the development of solidarity economy as
an alternative to the capitalist ways of organizing economy. By organizing and
supporting worker-run factory cooperatives and other grassroots-oriented socio-
economic ventures through the provision of organizational, technical and financial
resources, as well as trading and marketing support, ADS-CUT engages, albeit
indirectly, in several transformative moments: promoting labour processes organized
by the direct producers themselves; developing egalitarian social relations through
the promotion of cooperative principles and values; and promoting democratic
institutional and administrative structures based on common interests and common
property, principles that are at the core of solidarity economy. Moreover, the
establishment of cooperative complexes and the task of ensuring their sustainability,
autonomy and capacity for endogenous innovations suggest that ADS is likewise
into exploring the development of alternative organizational forms that are oriented
towards the common good. Finally, as economic relations underpin people’s daily
lives, the active promotion and development of solidarity economy by ADS may
strongly impact on the conduct of daily life of its beneficiaries, in terms of the
development of new types of social relations based on solidarity and equality.

Like CUT-Brazil, albeit in a more direct way, KCTU established BWC
as a way of building an alternative economic system through solidarity with
diverse groups in the labour movement, and of challenging the price-setting and
distributional function of the market by directly sourcing food products from
local peasant organizations. BWC, in a way, mirrors KCTU’s desire to engage
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in developing new mental conceptions based on solidarity and service to others,
at least among its members and their families. The BWC project suggests
that KCTU’s is consciously ‘experimenting’ on the development of new labour
processes directly organized by producers, new organizational forms of production,
exchange and consumption (directly sourcing from local producers and promoting
consumption of locally-produced food). By focusing on the direct sourcing of
food and local consumption, BWC-KCTU hopes to contribute to environmental
protection. Through BWC, KCTU aims to help in the building of local communities
by strengthening relationships between trade union members, their families, and
other people in the region, with the hope of eventually building new social relations
and conducting daily life based on solidarity and equality.

Inuvik's greenhouse garden represents an alternative way of food production
and social reproduction which is community-based and not-for-profit. To some
extent, the Inuvik initiative cuts across several moments: daily life in terms of
new kinds of social relations, labour processes organized directly by producers;
egalitarian social relations, and technological and organizational innovations
oriented towards the common good.

There are institutional and administrative structures in Inuvik that uphold
democratic processes, i.e. general assembly, and common interests, i.e. family plots
and community organizations’ plots. By producing affordable, healthy, locally-
produced food through community gardening, Inuvik encourages environmental
awareness and respect for nature. Inuvik’s initiative in which people contribute
with voluntary work to the development of their community and economy reflects
to some extent people’s new mental conceptions of organizing various aspects of
their lives from food production to social relations. Inuvik has been able to establish
an ongoing relationship with the Aurora College for its technical needs.

NHCP-NOVADECI represents an organizational innovation which extends
beyond the traditional functions of cooperatives by providing health services to
its members many of whom are informal workers excluded from the formal health
care system (reflecting new mental conceptions). By self-organizing the provision
of health care services to its members and the immediate community, NOVADECI-
NHCP takes up the challenge of directly organizing the labour processes involved
in the provision of this critical public good. As a cooperative, NHCP-NOVADECI,
similarly to BWC-KCTU and Inuvik, is an organizational form oriented towards
the common good of its members and the immediate community. It is based on
common property (members are owners of the cooperative), and common interests
are pursued through the principle of one-person-one vote (regardless of share
capital) in the General Assembly. Thus, like BWC-KCTU and Inuvik, NHCP-
NOVADECI tries to promote egalitarian social relations. NHCP’s services have
a direct impact on the daily life (social reproduction) of its members. New social
relations with the community are also being built based on solidarity by extending
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health care services to non-members. The cooperative also tries to influence policy
at the national level by maintaining close ties with the National Confederation of
Cooperatives (NATTCO), which has representation as a party-list in the Philippine
parliament.

FLM is an organizational innovation of homeless people’s movement which
aims to draw attention of the government and the wider public to the struggle of
homeless through direct occupation of abandoned building in cities. Linking their
situation to broader systemic issues of exclusions and poverty and struggling with
other movements; building egalitarian social relations among the oppressed and
excluded; expressing environmental concerns (living in the cities where most of
them work reduces the use of fossil fuel generated transportation); fighting for their
right to quality life, i.e. shorter travel time to and from work affords more time
for non-work activities such as schooling, cultural activities, and family (social
reproduction and conduct of daily life based on new kinds of social relations); and
building housing collectives in occupied buildings (egalitarian living arrangements)
— all affect and shape the mental conceptions of the FLM members.

The 2002 women s resistance in the Niger Delta strongly expresses women’s
concern for nature as they were able to link their abject poverty to the activities
of big oil companies and the corollary despoliation of nature as a result of the
companies’ economic activities. In their ‘gendered, ethnicized class struggle,’
women rose up against state power, multinationals and the male folk and patriarchal
traditions by building egalitarian social relations to forge unity among women
across ethnic divisions. In the process of their all-women struggle, they were able
to build innovative organizational forms by using traditional networks of women
in the communities, and organizing and networking across ethnic barriers to shut
down sophisticated facilities despite lack of technical expertise. More importantly,
they have come to realize that their role in daily life is not only confined to family
responsibilities, but extends to the fight for the common good of the community
as well. Through their sit-in struggles, women were able to develop new mental
conceptions of their role and power in society, winning respect and entrenching
self-confidence. They were able to transform themselves from a rather politically
marginal, traditionally ascribed women’s associative collective to a power for
effecting change. Their struggles consequently resulted in the granting of some
concessions from the state-oil complex.

Like many of the initiatives, OCAPs case touches upon several of the
moments as well. While it builds up the capacity of its members to act collectively,
OCAP has helped to build solidarity among various excluded and oppressed groups
— the poor, homeless, migrant, First Nations people and those impacted by austerity
measures — by demonstrating the ways their issues are related and by organizing
them as a class. This, in a way, is OCAP’s attempt to build social relations based on
solidarity and equality. OCAP’s direct action casework is not limited to enforcing
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the law; it often attempts to alter the behavior and social norms that informally keep
precarious and poor persons marginalized. This is done through the participation
of not only the aggrieved person but also of other people in direct action casework
initiatives. Direct action casework, thus, represents an organizational strategy,
oriented towards the common interests and common good of the poor comprising
OCAP’s membership. Through OCAP’s struggles, people’s resistance is seen not
only as struggles for the control of the production of wealth and resources, but also
for the control of their social reproduction. This, to some extent, impacts the way the
poor conduct their daily life. By standing up to persons and institutions of power,
groups that were seen as voiceless and powerless (migrants, First Nations, racialized
groups, homeless etc.) develop new mental conceptions of the possibilities they
have when they are willing to act collectively in solidarity with people in need.

Finally, in the context of a highly fragmented left in Canada, the GTWA
case touches mainly on the moment of building social relations based on
common interests and solidarity. In GTWA, activists from various left and
progressive organizations volunteer their time and energy in creating a substantial
organizational space for the anti-capitalist left to engage with one another in a
sustained manner, and to “create a layer of politics beyond coalition politics™!.
Institutional and administrative structures that are non-hierarchical, such as the
coordinating committee and various other committees, are put up based on common
interests and consensus-based decision-making. The various campaigns and
activities of GTWA gradually seek to develop non-sectarian spaces where activists,
many of whom for many years opted not to work together, learn to do so, thereby
gradually facilitating self-realization among the left of the need to nurture a new
mental conception that is focused on solidarity and the common good (service to
others). The GTWA sees this as key to the collective pursuit of a common vision
of social transformation.

Overall, our analysis on how the moments identified by Harvey are being
pursued or taken up, either intentionally or unintentionally, by the initiatives
we studied, indicate that these moments overlap — the pursuit of one opens up
possibilities or spaces for the pursuit of the others. This is expected as Harvey
stresses that these moments are co-dependent and co-evolving. In short, they
mutually reinforce each other. What really counts, argues Harvey, “is the dialectical
motion across the moments”, although there may be “uneven development in
that motion” (Harvey, 2010: par 49, lines 6-8). Each of these moments certainly
offer spaces and are actually in themselves spaces for critical consciousness and
transformative capacities to develop and flourish. The movement from one moment
to another in mutually reinforcing ways and the deepening of engagement in each
of these moments may likewise hold the key to the sustainability or continuity of
an initiative.
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Note

I Sam Gindin interview, 2011 (Chapter 12).
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Critical Consciousness, Transformative 2
Capacities and Emancipatory

Elements: Indicators, Critical Factors

and Lessons and Insights

Melisa R. Serrano
Edlira Xhafa

Consciousness and Consciousness Transformation

Understanding consciousness and processes of consciousness transformation has
formed an important part of the work around social change. In 4 Contribution to
the Theory of Political Economy (1859), Marx argues: “It is not the consciousness
of men that determines their existence, but their social existence that determines
their consciousness.” As people change their circumstances, they also transform
themselves. This is the concept of revolutionary practice. Marx (1845: par 4) sees
it as “the coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity
or self-change.” Echoing Marx, Harnecker stresses that “it is only through the
process of experimentation undertaken by the masses that the move is made from
the economic to the political through circumstances and people themselves being
changed simultaneously. It is in this revolutionary practice that this process of the
development of consciousness becomes entrenched” (Harnecker, 2007: 59).

Gramsci uses the term common sense to describe the general perception
that every human being carries about the world. The concept is rather broad and
often “confused and contradictory, containing ideas absorbed from a variety of
sources, which tend to make and accept inequality and oppression as natural
and unchangeable” (Simon, 1991: 26). But common sense for Gramsci also
contains positive elements such as people’s practical activity and their resistance
to oppression, making it a space in which the dominant ideology is not only
constructed but also contested.

Following Marx and Gramsci, Freire talks of conscientization or critical
consciousness, “as the ability to analyze, problematize (pose questions), and affect
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the sociopolitical, economic, and cultural realities that shape our lives” (Pepi, 2004:
par 2, lines 2-3). In the same vein, Freire maintains that “we all inherit beliefs,
values, and thus ideologies that need to be critically understood and transformed
if necessary” (ibid: par 2, lines 6-7). For such transformation to happen, Freire
suggests praxis and dialogue: praxis referring “to the ongoing relationship between
theoretical understanding and critique of society and action that seeks to transform
individuals and their environments” (Pepi, 2004: par 2, lines 8-10). Pepi points
to Freire’s argument that “people cannot change a given situation simply through
awareness or the best of intentions, or through unguided action” but “we, as active
subjects, must continuously move from action to reflection and from reflection
upon action to a new action” (Ibid: par 2, lines 10-13).

Gramsci’s conceptualization of common sense reverberates in Cohen and
Moody’s argument on the essentially incoherent and contradictory nature of
workers’ consciousness with “its many-stranded character which both resists
and admits the potential of a wider conceptualization of existing socio-economic
structures” (1998: 118). They emphasize economistic’ struggles as the central
element in the development of a more explicit class consciousness and the potential
of deeper politicization. In this regard, they argue that the Marxist conception of
‘class for itself” “refers to a transitional dynamic, a pull through the materially-
based necessity of basic struggles for what are objectively class interests towards the
beginnings of a conscious, subjective awareness of class identity” (ibid: 107).

Cohen and Moody argue that a ‘dull compulsion’ to accept the apparently
inevitable among workers is impermanent, unstable and fragile, because ‘actually
existing’ working-class consciousness, “rather than active ‘legitimisation’ of the
status quo”, 1s “a more complex mix; one characterized less by undifferentiated
ideological domination than by inconsistency, contradiction, and lack of
information” (ibid: 109). This contradictory nature of workers’ consciousness
“allows a corresponding potential for struggle and subversion of the dominant
ideology” (ibid: 110).

According to Dale Forbes, National Bargaining Officer of the South African
Municipal Workers’ Union (SAMWU), “critical consciousness is an ability to
identify contradictory elements within a whole and apply those in deconstructing
and reconstructing a new whole. Transformative capacity represents the power of
certain social classes at certain historical points to change the social and material
world, i.e. to affect a change in the mode of production”.!

Some of our case study writers have also defined critical consciousness and
transformative capacities. In his case study on the 2002 women’s resistance in the
Niger Delta, Baba Aye explains:

Critical consciousness comprises two intertwined strands. On the one hand,
it entails oppressed people, from their lived experiences, grasping the reality
behind the state of their subjugation, within the power relations that they are
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part of, thus identifying the representative personages, structures, mechanisms
and processes that effect their domination. On the other hand, it equally
involves their awakening to the need to seize their fate in their hands towards
transforming their lives and with it society itself. Transformative capacities
relate to their ability for praxis in relation to critical consciousness.

In their case study on OCAP, Rob Butz and Laura Roberts explain that
critical consciousness involves rearticulating and reframing economic and colonial
violence that directly affect a participant as 1) systemic, 2) related to other issues/
groups, and 3) something that can be overcome with co-operative struggle. Among
OCAP participants, the development of a ‘critical consciousness’ is based less on
becoming ‘aware’ of problems they experience, and more on developing individual
willingness and collective capacity to act on them.

In this book, we regard critical consciousness as the ability to understand and
analyze the systemic nature of the fundamental (as well as day-to-day) problems
confronting people and society under capitalism (poverty, inequality, injustice,
oppression, deprivation, exclusion and fragmentation), the interconnectedness of
various struggles, and the individual willingness of people to act collectively to
change their present circumstances and in the process affecting changes in society
as a whole. Transformative capacities are the material and concrete expressions of
critical consciousness in terms of ‘new’ abilities and actions that seek to transform
‘realities’ and sustain the process of transformation. Transformative capacities
may well be possessed by an organization or an initiative in its totality or by an
individual.

Transformative capacities carry with them a bundle of critical skills which
people acquire and develop in the course of their struggle. Some of these are:
organizing, mobilizing, educating, critical analysis, debating, mounting campaigns,
lobbying, doing research, managing enterprises in a democratic way (including all
skills involved in production, exchange and distribution), socially useful work skills,
networking and negotiation, community-building, cooperating across political
differences, and many more. What is important is that critical consciousness is
embodied in these skills.

We conceptualize critical consciousness and transformative capacities as
“co-dependent and co-evolving in relation to each other” in the same manner that
Harvey characterizes the relation between and among the seven moments (Harvey,
2010: par 31, line 2&3).
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Identifying Critical Consciousness and
Transformative Capacities in the Initiatives

As we underlined earlier, the initiatives presented and analyzed in our case studies
provide spaces, albeit in varying degrees, for the gradual development of critical
consciousness and transformative capacities. Several indicators of the emergence
of critical consciousness and transformative capacities could be traced from the
case studies.

In Flasko, critical consciousness and transformative capacities are
demonstrated by:

» The factory occupation by the workers themselves and their struggle to run
the factory despite many challenges;

» Workers’ rejection of private property and capitalist laws inside and outside
the factory;

*  Workers’ acknowledgment that they should run the factory politically and
the importance of organization and sustained political mobilization inside
and outside the factory (mobilization, petitions and demonstrations);

* The building of democratic structures and running the factory
democratically;

» Shortening work-time not only to hire more workers but also to allow more
time for family, personal development and for community activities, reflecting
a new mental conception of life;

* Broadening skills through on-the-job acquisition and through peer
mentoring;

* Developing strong bonds of solidarity among workers in the factory and
others outside the factory;

* The workers’ active involvement in other factory occupation initiatives;
and

* The active and sustained mutual support between Flaskd workers and the
community and social movements.

In Caldesa, which we regard here as a case of what not to do, the continued
struggle of the workers — the three-months strike and the eventual worker takeover
of the factory — despite violent union repression and persecution, indicates a strong
measure of the initial commitment of the workers involved to follow an alternative
consciousness, shaped by their desire to improve their conditions. Although it
developed into something corrupt and inept, it began very much as an economic
and social struggle against the capitalist class and political repression.

The experience in Caldesa provides important lessons in terms of identifying
what might have impeded the development of critical consciousness and
transformative capacities. These may include:
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» The specificities of the region and its horrifically violent past;

* The rigid segmentation of roles and authority within the firm which
completely subverted democratic mechanisms; and

» The lack of democracy as evidenced by the control of the ‘union directive
elite’ which prevented the cultivation of alternative discourses within the
firm and the broader community.

Thus in the case of Caldesa, the political landscape has largely influenced the
trajectory of the initiative by narrowing the space for the development of critical
consciousness and transformative capacities. At the same time, several internal
dynamics and processes, such as those listed above reinforced the limiting impact
of the political landscape.

In ADS-CUT, strands of critical consciousness and transformative capacities
are demonstrated by:

* The establishment of ADS by CUT as a reflection of the latter’s critique of
the neoliberal model of economic development and as a way of contributing
to building an alternative economy based on democracy and solidarity;

» Challenging capitalist relations by directly engaging in the establishment and
strengthening of solidarity economy initiatives;

* Recognizing and experiencing the viability of various forms of solidarity
economy as alternative ways of arranging production and social relations;
and

* Promoting the development of the solidarity economy sector (including
worker-run factory cooperatives) by providing organizational, technical,
financial intermediation, trading and marketing support.

In BWC-KCTU, manifestations of critical consciousness and transformative
capacities are reflected by:

» The creation of a workers’ cooperative movement as a way of building an
alternative society to that of neoliberal globalization, and on alternative
economic system based on the principle of solidarity with diverse groups in
the labour movement;

* Building a sense of local community by strengthening relationships between
trade union members, their families, and other people in the region;

* Challenging the price-setting and distribution function of the market by
directly sourcing food products from local peasant organizations; and

* Providing a direct and an alternative source of affordable, healthy, and locally-
produced food.
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by:

In Inuvik, critical consciousness and transformative capacities are captured

The establishment of the greenhouse as an alternative, community-based,
not-for-profit way of food production and social reproduction which provides
a space for a different conceptualization of ‘work’; an initiative in which
people who are not formally engaged in ‘paid work’ are still contributing
to the development of their community and economy. Thus, the greenhouse
allows community members to re-imagine better and more equitable ways
of arranging their social lives and the division of labour;

Ensuring the supply of affordable, healthy, locally-produced food through
community gardening and at the same time encouraging environmental
awareness and respect for nature; and

The recognition of the possibility of being an active participant in a
community-based food production initiative.

In NHCP-NOVADECI, the following may indicate some semblance of critical

consciousness and transformative capacities:

The realization that community-based, self-help collective schemes like
a cooperative of informal workers can go beyond traditionally-ascribed
functions and push forth more ambitious programs like health care and health
insurance originally seen as the purview of private business;

The recognition that cooperatives are not just for short-term economic
benefits but that they are there for greater social roles (social value added),
1.e. to provide health care service for those excluded from formal health care
programs;

Building solidarity with the community by extending health care services
and programs to non-members; and

Members’ ability to participate in decision-making to shape policies and
come up with desired programs.

In FLM, critical consciousness and transformative capacities are

demonstrated by:
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The poor’s recognition of the linkage between their inability to have decent
dwelling and the anti-poor policies of the government;

Linking the struggle for the right to the city with environmental concerns (as
there would be less use of transportation and consequently less pollution);
Linking their struggle for the right to live in the city with quality of life issues
(i.e. shorter travel time to and from work, more time for non-work activities
such as schooling, cultural activities, and family);
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* Reclaiming the right of poor people to the city through direct struggle and
action: participation in organized occupations, tent or camp-out protests (they
put up tents in front of public buildings), etc.;

 Internalization of the cause of their struggle as many of the poor continue to
be involved in the struggle even after they attain their own home;

» The capacity to renovate, rehabilitate, run and maintain an occupied building;
and

» The homeless’ recognition that their struggle is linked to the struggle of other
groups (women’s struggle, health struggle etc.) and that social transformation
is possible only through a common struggle.

In the 2002 women's resistance in Niger Delta, several elements of the
emergence of critical consciousness and transformative capacities have been
noted:

» The identification by women of the linkages between the pauperization of
the community and the endangerment of their health, and the despoliation
of the environment;

* The identification of the intertwined relations between the violation of nature
and the exploration activities of Big Oil;

* The realization that MNOCSs’ investments in their community have
not translated into enhanced employment or better livelithood for the
populations;

* The realization of the need for struggle to turn things around;

* The recognition of the importance for unity of struggle considering the
commonality of their fates, irrespective of ethnic differences;

» The realization of the might of their power through the earlier successes of
their resistance;

* The commitment to die if necessary, in defiance of the suppression of their
earlier upsurge;

» The transformation of women from a rather politically marginal, traditionally
ascribed women’s associative collective to a power for affecting change;

* Organizing and networking across ethnic barriers to shut down sophisticated
facilities despite the lack of technical expertise, consequently affecting the
granting of some concessions from the state-oil complex;

* Acquiring technical skills from networking with progressive NGOs; and

» Winning respect and entrenching self-confidence.

In OCAP, many of the people OCAP organizes and works with are very
aware of the causes of their dire situation. Many migrants come from a history
of struggle and organizing in their country of origin. Hence for OCAP the main
objective is not so much raising critical consciousness, as it is to create a space for
people to discuss their issues and to develop individual willingness and capacities to
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act collectively. Some of the indicators of the development of critical consciousness
and transformative capacities are expressed in:

The individual and collective ability to resist disciplinary dimensions related
to poverty;

Developing leadership and organizing capacities of members has made them
better equipped to fight for their rights and demands, and in many cases
mobilize their communities;

Linking disruptive actions to broader systemic issues in such a way that
they do not merely become (or remain) protests aimed at filling in for the
services left behind by the State’s neoliberal’s withdrawal;

The growth of OCAP, albeit slow, into new communities and the eager
participation of people between struggles indicates the popularity of resistance
that works through solidarity and direct action;

The courage to face authority and institutions that appear mysterious or
impenetrable overcomes intimidation and fear, and ensures that people
can challenge them altogether and build a movement that fundamentally
challenges the existing systemic arrangement;

The ability to mitigate the outcome of state actions and affect state agencies
at the point where they exercise power;

The ability to undertake innovative forms of protest which make visible the
role of poverty and to articulate systemic relations between issues;

The ability to link geographically and emotionally the dispersed elements of
the working class;

The ability to broaden the struggle to incorporate newcomers of colour and
First Nations people against racism and colonial oppression;

The understanding of the importance of building a meaningful, lasting
solidarity relationship rather than just a moment of the convergence of
interests; and

Engaging and joining other’s struggles to broaden collective capacity among
other segments of the poor and the working class.

In GTWA, critical consciousness and transformative capacities are largely

reflected in the avowed goal of addressing the problem of workers’ division — a
legacy and, to some extent, a reason for neoliberal economic and social policies
— by creating a substantial organizational space on the anti-capitalist left for trade
unionists and social movement activists to engage with each other in a sustained
manner. In concrete terms:
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People are learning how to conduct political debates in a way that moves
them all forward;

Groups and individuals that would not previously work together are now
involved in ongoing joint political/organizing work;
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Workers in struggle (on strike/locked out) have increasingly recognized
that GTWA can be relied upon to intervene at the grassroots level in
neighbourhoods, on picket lines/demonstrations and in available political
forums;

The fact that the participation of historically divisive groups has been sustained
despite differences, is an indicator that many on the left recognize the need
to work together and build something greater than any of the groups can do

individually;

* Demonstrations and picket lines have become more organized,
» The GTWA has been able to intervene at official public consultations (e.g.

free transit campaign);

* Inter-linkages of community activists and trade union activists have deepened;

and

» The capacity of activists to do neighborhood organizing has increased.

Table 1 summarizes the indicators of critical consciousness and transformative

capacity in the initiatives studied.

Table 1: Indicators of Critical Consciousness and Transformative Capacities

Indicators

Initiatives

Rejection of private property: factory/building
occupation and workers running the factory/buildings
Building democratic structures and running the
organization democratically: grassroots capacity to
participate in decision-making

Different conceptualization of work: shortened work-
time, voluntary work for the community

Building an alternative economy based on democracy
and solidarity: solidarity economy as an alternative way
of arranging production and social relations; building a
sense of local community

Linking multiple issues related to oppression, exclusion
and injustice; connecting and supporting other struggles
of workers, the community, and social movements

Challenging the market: non-market dictated pricing
system, direct sourcing, focus on local production

Encouraging environmental awareness and respect
for nature

Reclaiming the right to the city; challenging
gentrification

Overcoming fragmentation and sectarianism among
the left

Flasko, FLM, Caldesa

Flasko, BWC-KCTU, Inuvik,
NHCP-NOVADECI, FLM,
OCAP, GTWA, 2002 Niger Delta
women’s resistance

Flasko, Inuvik

Flaskd , ADS-CUT, BWC-
KCTU, Inuvik Community
Garden, NHCP-NOVADECI

Flaskd, FLM, OCAP, 2002
Niger Delta women’s resistance,
GTWA

ADS-CUT, BWC-KCTU, Inuvik,
NHCP-NOVADECI

Inuvik, BWC-KCTU, 2002 Niger
Delta women’s resistance

FLM

GTWA
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Critical Factors to the Development and Sustainability of
Critical Consciousness and Transformative Capacities

In an earlier paper, we argued that:

Multiple factors are likely to be responsible for particular emancipatory
outcomes in a given place, even among similar forms of economic
solidarity...; similarly, multiple factors may constrain the economic, political
and social outcomes of these initiatives. The more significant of these factors
include the role of the state and the existence of political opportunities for the
development of alternative economic organizations; the multidimensionality
of an 1nitiative and its breadth of inclusiveness; the existence or absence of
mutual support networks (local, national and international); and the degree
to which participatory democracy is exercised. (Serrano and Xhafa, 2011:
28)

In our case studies, we attempted to explore some of the key factors and
events that might have influenced, either positively or negatively, the development
of critical consciousness and transformative capacities and what we perceive as
the overall trajectory of each initiative. We identified more than what we earlier
noted.

The political-economic landscape

In all of the case studies, the politico-economic landscape, particularly the
state and its policies, has influenced, in varying degrees, the development of critical
consciousness and transformative capacities and the overall state (at the time of
writing) of the initiatives. However, the political-economic landscape’s influence
is rather mixed and contradictory — certain aspects may have a positive effect; and
other aspects may have a negative effect even on the same initiative.

In Flasko, the rise to a position of political leadership of the Workers’ Party
(PT) in Brazil inspired, to a great degree, the workers to take over a bankrupt
factory. While the general climate of economic uncertainty and the lack of
government support (e.g. constant threats from state authorities of taking over the
factory, auctioning its assets, power cuts, lack of access to credit, etc.) to worker-
run factories may have impeded the progress of Flasko, at the same time these
conditions may have deepened the workers’ understanding of the systemic nature
of their problems (a major element of critical consciousness), consequently fueling
their resolve to pursue their initiative. This hostile landscape prompted workers to
become more innovative and inclusive in their strategies, as discussed in the case
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study, and in the process they have developed and acquired deeper skills that build
up transformative capacities.

However, in the case of Caldesa, the political economic landscape has largely
influenced the apparent failure of the worker-run factory. The perpetual regional
economic crisis of the zone in question (Puerto Nare) and a general climate of
fear and persecution of left-leaning trade unionists and activists have constrained
whatever kernel of critical consciousness and transformative capacities that might
had been flourishing at the time of the initial struggles of the workers.

In ADS-CUT, the dire economic situation in Brazil during the 1990s was a
major push factor for CUT to establish ADS as a way of contributing to building an
alternative economy based on democracy and solidarity. The coming to power of
Lula and his policies of promoting the development of the solidarity economy sector
has given further impetus to this initiative. Nonetheless, ADS and the solidarity
economy sector in general continue to face several problems, such as the lack of
credit support schemes tailored to the sector’s needs and specificities, and the lack
of state infrastructure for the marketing and distribution of products and services
of the sector. Like Flasko, however, these limitations in a way strengthened the
determination of CUT to seriously challenge capitalist relations by continuing to
experiment on and enact alternative ways of creating jobs and of struggling for
another model of development. Also, these limitations somehow compelled ADS
to be more creative in their strategies, as discussed later in this book.

Similarly, in BWC-KCTU the neoliberal offensive that has alienated workers
from their work and from their trade unions, and fragmented family and social
relations, provided the backdrop for KCTU to look beyond its traditional union
functions thus establishing a workers’ cooperative with the goal of building an
alternative economic system through solidarity with a diverse set of groups in
the labour movement. Cognizant of the need to build and strengthen the labour
movement to fend off the neoliberal attack, BWC 1is seen as a vehicle to build
solidarity between workers and peasants through direct interaction, making
common space for people in the community for a better understanding of the
labour movement.

In NHCP-NOVADECI, the exclusion of informal workers from any formal
health care system and the exorbitantly priced private health care system made
people organize and run their own health care program which subsequently was
made available to the community.

In FLM, the neoliberal model of urbanization based on exclusion (making
the poor ‘invisible’) gave rise to the homeless organizing themselves into local
autonomous movements. An understanding of the systemic nature of the housing
problem — government policies which give low priority to the housing needs of the
poor as well bureaucratic and legal challenges which favor property owners — has
sustained their struggle for housing by developing new strategies. While setbacks

35



The Pursuit of Alternatives

outnumber gains, the homeless people’s direct action of occupying buildings is a
reflection of their confidence that they themselves could affect changes in their
concrete circumstances.

In the 2002 women s resistance in the Niger Delta, a confluence of factors in
the political economy in Nigeria and big oil industry has both fueled and quelled
women’s resistance as an expression of critical consciousness. The transformative
resistance of women was largely a response to the state-Big Oil complex coercion
and the traditions of patriarchy that relegated women, as a force for change in the
region, to the sidelines.

At the same time, state-directed violence that was often accompanied by
rape and the plundering of the homes of activists, in combination with promised
concessions from MNOCs, suppressed the momentum of the resistance. Moreover,
the rise of ‘ethnic militias’ led by the youth, a result of the use of brute force by the
state in collaboration with MNOC:s as a response to the non-violent popular struggle
of peoples in the Niger Delta in the 1980s and in the mid-1990s, saw women being
caught in the crossfire. The consequence was, predictably, the disempowering of
the women’s movement.

In OCAP, the contradictory influence of the political economy of poverty
in Ontario on the trajectory of the movement is also evident. The retrenchment
of the welfare state and the increasing inequality throughout the 1980s, and the
realization that the state’s austerity agenda is there for the long haul were at the
root of the emergence and consolidation of OCAP. The attack against the poor from
all fronts has made the movement more aware of the systemic link of poverty to
class warfare, urban neoliberalism and colonialism and hence the need to organize
and link various struggles to overcome isolation, cynicism and despair. Linking
struggles has broadened collective capacity and has been crucial for the growth
of the organization. However, neoliberalization, which literally attacks the bodies
of people who resist, also has a way of sustaining OCAP’s work and making the
numbers of allies grow.

Finally, the creation of GTWA was largely a response to the problem of
workers’ division — a legacy and, to some extent, a reason for neoliberal economic
and social policies. The continuing and intensifying neoliberal attack on workers
and the poor and their organizations has pushed various historically divided groups
in the left to come and work together to build a broad, multi-racial, anti-capitalist,
democratic, and non-sectarian working class movement.

Structures and processes of democratic participation

In all the initiatives, democratic structures and other spaces were or have been
put in place to allow for the fullest direct participation of all the people involved.
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Democratic processes were or have been pursued in varying depths in nine of the
cases.

The most common structure or space through which direct participation is
exercised is the general assembly which is comprised of all the members of the
organization or the participants of an initiative. This structure or its variants (i.e.
it may be called a workers’ assembly, general membership meeting, women’s
collectives, etc.) 1s found in Flasko, Caldesa, the 2002 Niger Delta’s women’s
resistance, in each of the 13 local autonomous movements comprising FLM,
GTWA, Inuvik, NHCP-NOVADECI, and BWC-KCTU. ADS-CUT is not a
representative organization; it functions as CUT’s arm in the solidarity economy
sector. It does have, however, an executive body composed of CUT aftiliates
representing the union’s different sectors, i.e. industry, services, family agriculture,
etc. The executive body along with a general coordinator and an administrative-
financial coordinator comprise the directors of ADS. Meanwhile, anyone from
each of FLM’s local autonomous organizations who is interested in joining FLM’s
regional coordination may do so; there is no specific election for this body. For
FLM, this is the best way to involve those who are most committed.

As the highest decision-making body, the general (membership) assembly/
meetings are convened regularly: monthly or more often as the need arises (Flasko),
or annually (BWC-KCTU, NHCP, Inuvik), or at least twice a year (GTWA).

In the case of OCAP, its ‘base’ membership is made up of generally
poor or homeless persons and allies who are active in planning OCAP’s actions
and campaigns. Membership in OCAP is informal, with the strength of one’s
membership determined by participation. As of 2005, OCAP had about 200-
300 base membership. This number fluctuates depending on OCAP’s actions
and campaigns. The bi-weekly general meeting of the organization is open to
all members. In this meeting, majority-type votes are taken in a participatory,
democratic and effective manner Time is always made for lengthy and vigorous
debate and all sides are heard regardless of perspective or ideological bent. Debate
is regularly carried over several meetings where further discussion is required.
Ideological fetishes are left at the door and meetings generally maintain a focus
on developing effective, winning strategies and tactics. OCAP also convenes an
annual general meeting (AGM) where all major policy and strategy decisions are
set by the general membership. The AGM also elects a staff of typically five people:
three organizers, one administrator and one case worker.

The 2002 women's resistance in the Niger Delta followed the traditional
women’s collective where women in each community held meetings regularly:
weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly. At the height of the 2002 women’s struggles (i.e.
sit-ins), women met every day; the opinions of those who were not able to come
to the meetings were always sought. Decisions in these meetings were reached by
consensus. During the planning stage for the sit-ins, the women kept the meetings
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to themselves as a matter of strategy given their past experiences of self-serving
men colluding with MNOC:s. As their struggle progressed and deepened, they kept
the lines of communication open with elderly men and youth, although they refused
to budge without concrete responses to their demands.

The traditional structure of regular all-women meetings during the planning
stages, involving virtually all the women, without males in the community and the
management of the MNOCs becoming aware during the planning stages, not only
provided the space for women to discover and develop their various capacities
at a much earlier stage, but distilled out ‘natural leaders’ as well. This was a case
of pre-capitalist structures as means for activating and deepening anti-capitalist
activities with possibilities for post-capitalist ends.

In the case of Caldesa, although the workers’ assembly is convened annually
to elect the board of directors, in the first nine years of the worker-run factory’s
existence, the board has not changed at all. This is coupled with a suspicious
tendency indicating a conflict of interest as directors also hold managerial and
administrative roles. In short, participative democracy was more rhetoric than
substantive. Caldesa’s case is a concrete example that having structures purportedly
to encourage democratic participation is not enough. Having people experience
democratic processes matters more.

There are other structures or spaces in the initiatives that try to embed more
radical forms of democratic processes. In Flasko, a Workers’ Council (WC) elected
by the general assembly (and in which every section and department of the factory
is represented) meets weekly to discuss organizational matters and implement
the decisions taken by the assembly. The WC delegates the general, commercial,
administrative and production coordination to a worker or a group of workers who
have the relevant skills. In a way, there is an absence of organizational hierarchies,
as an open system of communication is in place and there is direct participation
of workers in production and decision making. The worker responsible for the
technical aspect of production planning and management consults and provides
relevant information in a way that is understandable to co-workers. In this way,
workers not only build their capacity in production but they also deepen their sense
of ownership of the initiative.

In the /nuvik case, a board of directors elected by the general assembly
(GA) meets monthly and every two weeks in the growing season. All members
get to discuss and vote on important issues at monthly meetings and at the GA.
Institutional representatives (i.e. partners) can attend meetings but are not eligible
to vote. Also, members form their own committees and organize their own events.
Through these processes, members’ full control is ensured.

Similarly, the GA elects the board of directors in the NHCP case. A
management team and the Board committees implement the plans agreed upon in
the GA meetings and oversee the day-to-day operations of NHCP among others.
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As a cooperative, each member, regardless of the amount of shares subscribed, gets
one vote in the GA. The cooperative also makes use of surveys to determine the
needs and proposals of members. NHCP members are regularly informed about
new services, upgrading of facilities, additional program costs or new policies or
regulations. These are done via the distribution of newsletters, flyers and postings
on bulletin boards and recently the installation of an internet website where
members could interact and post their opinions. Orientation seminars and refresher
courses are also given regularly to NHCP members.

Like the Inuvik and the NHCP initiatives, the GA of BWC-KCTU elects a
16-member governing body for a one-year term. The GA meets once a year. All
members enjoy equal rights independent of their monetary contribution to the
cooperative.

In the case of GTWA, the assembly agreed on the principle of individual
membership which allowed a much larger group of volunteers to commit to
the assembly. Non-hierarchical structures in the form of permanent committees
(coordinating committee, membership/finance/outreach committee, political
development and education committee, international solidarity committee,
cultural committee, labour caucus) and ad hoc committees (Free and Accessible
Transit campaign, G20 solidarity committee) mostly peopled by volunteers are
preferred.

The goals and actual work of GTWA committees are decided upon and
prioritized by the active members of the committees themselves. Anyone is
welcome to volunteer on any of the committees.

The basic founding premise of the assembly has been that no single individual
has a monopoly recipe for a democratic participative model that involves and
engages membership and the broader community. Democratic procedures for
election to the coordinating committee, policies in discrimination and harassment,
participation, voting and disruption policies and finally, a statement of principles
were adopted by the broad assembly aimed at guiding the work of the coordinating
committee.

Simple majority rules voting procedures were ruled out. These are found to
be too alienating and divisive. Genuine attempts to deal with political differences
were agreed upon. Any time a vote is close, it is considered to be suspended, not
adopted and to be revisited.

Clear policies on disruption were articulated, as this was viewed as a
necessary addition due to the appeal of disruption to historic sectarian actors
committed to sabotage a meeting or even an organization. Policies adopted were
an attempt to confront and prevent previous mistakes and address organizational
weaknesses. The disruption policy has been used on a couple of occasions where it
has proven to be highly effective. By initiating an open process that attempts to deal
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with the reasons underlying disruption, nobody is simply ‘kicked out’. Therefore,
good faith is preserved and meetings can quickly resume and progress continues.

GTWA tries to nurture a culture of open debate — long abandoned by many
in the left — by engaging in serious, rigorous debates around campaigns and other
important issues. Recently, GTWA conducted an open-ended telephone survey
among its members in order to get their views about the assembly’s strong points,
new areas to focus on, as well as existing practices that require further improvement
and/or that need to be done differently. The survey was a genuine attempt to
provoke and shape a form of self-critical organizational introspection.

In the case of the secondary organizations or formations: ADS, FLM and
OCAP, there are processes that seek to elicit as much direct participation as possible
from primarily grassroots organizations, formations or movements.

ADS's relation with the cooperatives is built through the demands of the
labour movement of CUT. These demands are usually presented by a group of
workers that contact local structures of CUT to get some support or help on how to
get better organized or how to create a cooperative. The idea is to build a solution
with the local people and ADS collectively. Although decisions are taken principally
by the executive body, mainly the coordinators, the strategic planning of ADS is
organized with the national body of ADS and also with the regional actors involved
in ADS.

FLM s non-hierarchical regional coordination groups, which are populated
by people from the community-based local movements, organize meetings every
week to analyze the political, economic and social scenario. Each year, on the first
and second month, FLM plans and organizes their struggle calendar.

In OCAP, organizers and long-term participants facilitate biweekly meetings
in which their strategy is discussed. Votes are taken on final decisions, but in all
other respects regard is given to consensus-based decision making (all are given
opportunities to participate). To some extent, democratic participation is embodied
in the actual struggles themselves: involvement is often initiated and sustained at
the level of struggle. For example, someone contacts OCAP for assistance and she
or he is brought into a ‘direct casework’ action. Mass occupations and assemblies
are other ways people participate.

Summing up, a number of our initiatives practice radical democracy by
both adopting non-hierarchical structures and eliciting direct participation of
all people in decision-making (i.e. Flasko, GTWA, 2002 Niger Delta women’s
resistance, and to some extent OCAP and FLM). Also, we note a strong link between
democratic structures and processes and expressions of critical consciousness
and transformative capacities. The less hierarchical the organization and the more
intense the processes of democratic participation (in terms of frequency, span of
inclusiveness within and outside the organization or formation, depth and breadth
of issues, capacity to move from and link one moment to another, forms of direct
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action), the more developed and ‘visible’ critical consciousness and transformative
capacities are in terms of a broader and deeper understanding of contradictions and
the scope of change being sought.

The role of NGOs and social movements

Harvey (2010: pars 50-60 ft) suggests five broad tendencies of opposition and/
or organizational templates for political action, among which are: 1) the great number
of NGOs, many of which are dedicated to single-issue questions (environment,
poverty, women'’s rights, anti-racism, etc.); 2) autonomous, democratic grassroots
movements that often refuse to accept outside funding; 3) social movements that
are not so much guided by any particular political philosophy or leanings but by
the pragmatic need to resist displacement and dispossession (through gentrification,
industrial development, the construction of dams, the dismantling of social services
and access to public education, etc.); 4) emancipatory movements focused on
questions of identity (women, children, gays, ethnic and religious minorities);
and (5) the organizations of the labor movement (above all, trade unions). In this
section, we focus on the first four tendencies.

In several of our case studies, we note the varying impact of the first four
broad tendencies.

In the case of Flasko, its well developed engagement and cooperative
undertakings with radical social movements such as the MST (landless workers’
movement), MTD (unemployed workers’ movement), and the MTST (homeless
workers’ movement), have further radicalized Flaské workers and deepened
their understanding of the need to confront the systemic forces that underpin the
particularities of their struggle.

In the case of FLM, the coming together, through ‘horizontal networking’,
of various grassroots, community-based autonomous organizations of homeless
people scaled up its activism into large-scale organizational forms capable of
confronting wider societal problems. FLM’s joining of the Central de Movimentos
Populares (CMP), a multi-sector national social movement articulation, provides
“a widespread base for experimentation with anti-capitalist politics” (Harvey, 2010:
par 52, lines 20-21). CMP sees the need for social transformation in view of the
enormity of problems and challenges imposed by the capitalism system.

In the case of OCAP, the development of critical consciousness is reflected in
its analysis linking poverty to class warfare, urban neoliberalism and colonialism,
and its intentional effort to link struggles. In engaging and joining the struggles of
others, OCAP has broadened the collective capacity among other segments of the
poor and working class.
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In the Free Transit campaign of GTWA, one of the strategies pursued is
forging partnership with a couple of other public transit advocacy groups in the
city of Toronto.

In the case of the 2002 women s resistance in the Niger Delta, NGOs have
had a contradictory impact. NGOs, particularly those concerned with feminist
issues of which the Niger Delta Women for Justice (NDWJ) was at the fore: linked
up with the women at the vanguard of the ‘wars’ in the Delta; helped publicize
the viewpoint of the women in both the national and international media; helped
in building the women’s capacity for organizing and mobilizing through training;
and sharpened their understanding of the linkages of their situation to the global
onslaught of neoliberalism and the consequent alter-global resistance.

However, the proposal-driven nature of NGO activism denudes the
transformative nature of their politics. With the dearth of radical Left organizing,
NGOs were the first and major contacts the militant women had with broader
alternative political structures, values and traditions. A concomitant development
was the subsequent flourishing of NGO-like politics in a number of these
communities, as evidenced by the growth of a number of pro-status guo community
based associations. The adverse effect on dependence on NGOs (NGOism) not only
created fissures in the women’s resistance movement, but also contributed greatly
to the withering of radical groupings of women.

The ambivalent role of NGOs in the case of the women’s resistance in the
Niger Delta echoes the analysis of Harvey (2010: par 52, lines 1-5) on the limited
role of NGOs:

[T]heir work is at best ameliorative. Collectively, they have a spotty record
of progressive achievements, although in certain arenas, such as women’s
rights, health care and environmental preservation, they can reasonably claim
to have made major contributions to human betterment. But revolutionary
change by NGO is impossible. They are too constrained by the political and
policy stances of their donors.

The role of trade unions and other labour organizations

As identified in the preceding section, organizations of labour, particularly
trade unions, are among the five broad tendencies of opposition or organizational
template identified by Harvey. In a number of our case studies, trade unions are either
taking an explicit leading role or directly or indirectly taking a supportive role. In
some of the initiatives, unions were off the radar. In one case (i.e. Caldesa), the trade
union’s role is rather ambivalent. While it took the lead role in the transformation
of the factory into a worker-run trade union enterprise, it fell short of continuing
the transformation process (in terms of democratic processes, production processes,
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social relations, etc.) as the trade union leaders-turned-directors perpetuated
themselves in power. Moreover, CUT-Antioquia’s failure to develop broad-based
support for these initiatives and to publicize them as alternatives to capitalist
exploitation also limited the potential of the initiative. CUT-Antioquia was only
involved in providing legal advice in resolving the impasse between the private
owners and the trade union. There was no concerted collaboration thereafter.

In contrast, ADS and BWC, which are likewise explicitly initiated by the CUT
and KCTU, respectively, continue to pursue their avowed goals of challenging the
dominant economic relations by directly supporting various forms of solidarity
economy (in the case of ADS) or providing the space for a different form of
economic relations (in the case of BWC). In fact, these two initiatives are part and
parcel of these two national labour confederations. In this regard, the unions are
directly and actively providing spaces for the transformation of consciousness.

In Flasko, while the chemical workers’ trade union supported the occupation
early on and even had a representative in the Workers’ Council, by 2004 it had
distanced itself due to some differences in the understanding of workers’ control.
In fact, it never took its seat in the Council. Although the union continues to
support Flasko’s struggles from time to time, such support appears to be marginal
(e.g. financial support to hire a bus to take the workers to Brasilia or to print some
handouts). Moreover, the trade union does not take up Flasko’s 30-hours working
week model. Be that as it may, the union’s important contribution in developing
critical consciousness and transformative capacities during the occupation cannot be
underestimated. As we have argued earlier in this book struggles are in themselves
spaces for people’s transformation.

Meanwhile, Flaskd maintains a good relationship with CUT. It is among the
major drivers of CUT’s campaign of reducing working hours to 40 hours per week.
However, Flasko and CUT differ in their respective views on worker control, as
Flaskd refuses to be transformed into a cooperative which CUT actively promotes.
Flasko holds that a cooperative runs the risk of falling into the capitalist logic of
seeking greater productivity, subsequently attacking the workers themselves.

The relationship between OCAP and trade unions appears to be mutually
supportive, albeit not without problems. In the Ontario Days of Action in mid-1995,
while the trade unions initiated the series of city-wide strikes and protests, OCAP
participated in all of them by carrying out serious picket line actions. In a way,
at least in the Days of Action, the trade unions provided the space for OCAP to
materialize its radicalism and along with it, furthering the development of radical
consciousness among OCAP participants. While the trade unions never used the
potential of these days of action “as a weapon to challenge the ability of the Tories
to govern”, OCAP “agitated strongly for the struggle to be taken to a new level”
(OCAP website).
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In the 2002 women s resistance in the Niger Delta, as well as in the Inuvik
and NHCP cases, trade unions were clearly absent.

In an earlier paper, we argued that “(u)nions can play a critical role in the
development of spaces that nurture counter-consciousness and transformative
capacities” (Serrano and Xhafa, 2011: 28). As shown in several of our case studies,
trade unions played a critical role in the construction of organizations of opposition
which may have the potential to become ‘epicenters of social change’. Save the
case of Caldesa, the continuity of an initiative appears to be more certain when
trade unions have played a direct, active and more transformative role. This may
be ascribed in part by the recognition of the historical and institutional role of trade
unions in emancipatory movements.

The role of leadership

In this book, leadership means visioning, organizing, motivating and
empowering people to achieve a common goal; leadership is about creating
opportunities for people to contribute to making something different or extraordinary
happen.

While only three of our case studies dealt with the role of leadership in
the initiative, this is not to say that leadership did not play a critical role in the
others.

In the 2002 women s resistance in the Niger Delta case, it was through the
traditional structure of regular all-women meetings that ‘natural leaders’ emerged.
The women leaders were bold and inspired the other women to audacious acts.
Networks that had been established over time between women in the different
communities, such as through common markets at which they traded and other
social relations which subsisted despite the frictions between their contending
ethnic nationalities, made it possible for the July 2002 singular ‘wars’ to morph
into the August 2002 united upsurge.

In Flasko, the occupation and the subsequent running of the factory by
the workers themselves have come under the ‘stewardship’ of a young activist (a
university student at the time of factory occupation) who was not a worker in the
factory. As a firm advocate and supporter of the worker-run factory movement,
this young activist, later on joined by another young lawyer-activist, provided the
kind of activist and visionary leadership required for such a radical endeavour.
These young activists introduced radical organizational innovations — the political
mobilization department and the cultural department — which have imbibed a
political dimension to the initially economic initiative and have kept alive the
movement. The idealism of young intellectuals has, in a way, contributed greatly
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to the progress of the initiative. At the same time, the initiative has provided young
activist intellectuals with actual experiences to grow as ‘organic’ leaders.

In contrast, Caldesa is a clear case of the lack of a visionary trade union
leadership. As pointed out in the case study, the violent persecution of unionists
during the 1980s and 1990s significantly inhibited this kind of leadership from
emerging. Many local and regional leaders who possessed strong visions and
politics aimed at promoting effective alternatives to the capitalist logic were
murdered by ultra-rightist factions. Nowadays, the very existence of political
factions within the firm which led to its further deterioration, and the lack of trade
union solidarity are clear indicators of Caldesa’s leadership vacuum.

In both Flaské and the 2002 Niger Delta women’s resistance, and likewise
in FLM, OCAP and GTWA, we observe that a system of collective leadership
goes hand in hand with non-hierarchical structures of decision-making. Arguably,
these conditions allow for more voice and broader participation in leadership and
decision-making, hence providing a greater number of people the opportunity to
experience an elevated level of empowerment which deepens critical consciousness
and transformative capacities.

Dissecting the Emancipatory Elements

Despite their limitations and the constraints they are facing, these initiatives embody
several emancipatory elements some of which we have identified in an earlier
paper (Serrano and Xhafa, 2011: 27). Although there might be no ideological unity
among these initiatives, and most may not be even aware of the other’s existence,
they all share a common desire to break with the logic of capital. These initiatives
seek to:

1. Develop new modes of production and institutional arrangements based on
common interests and common property;

2. Increase self-organization among workers and the poor;

3. Sustain workers’ and the poor’s political activism;

4. Enhance direct participation and decision-making among workers and the
poor;

5. Reduce alienation among workers;

6. Enhance exercise of ‘citizenship’ at the workplace and in the community;

7. Develop a new form of labour politics that addresses the traditional
fragmentation in the Left;

8. Develop a new form of relationship between cooperatives, unions, popular
organizations, state apparatuses, and the community based on cooperation,
mutuality and democracy;
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9. Transform the rather politically marginal role of grassroots organizations of
women, the homeless, the poor, and the indigenous people, the ethnic and
racialized groups, and other groups to a power for effecting change;

10. Establish greater concern and respect for nature; and
11. Develop new mental conceptions of the world.

Of equal importance is the extent of social recognition or visibility of
perceived alternatives, as conceptualized by Graham-Gibson (2006). Visibility may
have a domino effect to the extent that existing initiatives, projects and schemes
motivate the pursuit of similar undertakings (ibid: 28). This is very clear in almost
all of the initiatives studied.

Generalized Lessons and Insights

Several generalized lessons and insights are drawn from the case studies.

Firstly, multiple factors, such as the politico-economic landscape, structures
and processes of participation, role of NGOs and social movements, role of
trade unions and labour organizations, and role of leadership, are responsible
for particular emancipatory outcomes. We observe a strong link between
democratic structures and processes and expressions of critical consciousness
and transformative capacities: the less hierarchical the organization is and the
more intense the processes of democratic participation are, the more developed
and ‘visible’ critical consciousness and transformative capacities. Also, the role of
trade unions in some of the initiatives is mixed or varied. However, the continuity
of an initiative appears to be more certain when trade unions have played a direct,
active and more transformative role.

Secondly, as stressed by Cohen and Moody (1998), economistic struggles
are central in the development of a more explicit critical consciousness and for
deeper politicization. A process of political consciousness-raising can occur in and
through solidarity-based and democratic forms of alternative economies. Such
a process involves empowering the workers and the poor to become aware of
existing inequalities and injustices so that they themselves can actively change their
present circumstances, i.e. change the existing mode of production or production
systems in their workplace, through collective action (counter consciousness) and
participation.

Indeed, as we have argued in an earlier paper, “These initiatives and projects
are multi-dimensional in nature. Though initially they have overt economic
objectives, they eventually acquire political as well as social dimensions. The
development of a political dimension (transformative consciousness) counters the
tendency of complacency to set in when material gains have been met, helping to
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prevent any reversion to ‘capitalist common sense’ with cessation of the struggle
for social transformation” (Serrano and Xhafa, 2011: 27-28).

Thirdly, these initiatives serve as spaces in which working people and the
poor can find and develop hope “which can displace a lot of their fears”, as McNally
(2011) pointed out in a recent talk. While failures of past actions and everyday
experiences of oppression, exclusion and exploitation tend to make people feel
insecure, hopeless and fearful, their participation in collective resistance and action
provides the possibility to overcome these conditions and build new experiences of
empowerment, possibility and hope. This echoes what Connolly sees ““as a micro-
political process that makes macro-political settlements possible” (Gibson-Graham,
2003: 57). This process of self-transformation is entrenched in the conceptualization
of the subject “as a being that is already shaped and as one that is always (and
sometimes deliberately) becoming” (ibid).

Fourthly, we see the initiatives as what Nappalos calls ‘intermediate level
organizations’. According to him, an intermediate level organization is “the
memory, training ground and nursery of developing consciousness in struggle”
(Nappalos, 2010: par 17, line 3), and provides activists the coordination, resources,
education and continuity to allow for ongoing resistance and the development of
new activists between struggles in the context of low points of struggle. Also,
“intermediate organizations could draw out and develop the anti-capitalist logic
and tendencies within these struggles and consolidate gains” (ibid: par 26, lines
3-4) becoming in this way “potential forces for presenting alternatives” (ibid: par
24, line 4).

Fifth, the insights from these initiatives allow us to engage with Harvey’s
argument of the double blockage: “the lack of an alternative vision prevents the
formation of an oppositional movement, while the absence of such a movement
precludes the articulation of an alternative” (Harvey, 2010: par 26, lines 3-6). In
our case studies, we have shown that people build their visions while they are also
building and strengthening their movement. Here again, the building or articulation
of a vision or an alternative and the building and strengthening of an oppositional
movement are co-dependent and co-evolving.

The Language of Struggle:
Contemporary Themes of Resistance

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please in
circumstances they choose for themselves; rather they make it in present

circumstances, given the inherited...

The social revolution [of the nineteenth century] cannot create its poetry
from the past but only from the future. [Marx, 1996, 32-34]

47



The Pursuit of Alternatives

In our initiatives, the language of struggle is often captured by the very
slogans or mottos embraced and espoused by the people involved.

Flaskd’s slogans such as “Flaskd: a worker-run factory” and “We don’t want
to be anyone’s boss” speak of a language of economic difference, of workers’
capacity to collectively own, run and manage an enterprise.

FLM’s Quem ndo Luta, Ta Morto! (“Who does not struggle, is dead!”),
GTWA’s “Solidarity. Resistance. Change. Organizing Working Class Communities”,
and OCAP’s “We believe in the power of resistance. We believe in the power of
people to organize themselves” exhort the need to take direct action by the people
to change their circumstances and changing themselves in the process, reflecting
Marx’s concept of self-change.

The language of struggle of Flaskd, GTWA, OCAP and FLM is explicitly
class-based and anti-capitalist.

The women'’s resistance in Niger Delta in 2002 is considered as a ‘gendered
ethnicized class struggle’ seeking equality, respect, dignity, self-determination and
environmental justice.

Meanwhile, ADS, Inuvik, Busan and NHCP convey that ‘other economies
are possible’ through the pursuit of various forms of solidarity economy.

Just as how Marx conceived political struggle in The Eighteenth Brumaire of
Louis Bonaparte, the initiatives presented here embody the ‘language’ of struggle
and resistance based on people’s lived experiences. This language of struggle
reflects people’s aspirations as much as it inspires people to act collectively to
change their conditions and with it society itself. It communicates the possibility of
economic and political difference, new mental conceptions of social relations and
relations with nature, and people’s refusal to define their lives in capitalist terms.
Instead, people’s struggle are defining their lives in terms of solidarity, justice,
dignity, equality, radical democracy, respect for nature, and self-determination,
among others. Their language of struggle carries with it the imperative of people
seizing their fate in their own hands.

%k skok

In this book, we critically analyzed and examined, through 10 case studies,
the ways in which various forms of people’s economic and political initiatives and
struggles across several countries become ‘actually existing’ spaces and moments
for the development of consciousness and capacities critical to challenge the
dominant social, economic and political relations and pursue projects and initiatives
beyond the capitalist canon. We (re)conceptualized critical consciousness as the
ability of people to understand and analyze the systemic nature of the fundamental
problems confronting people and society under capitalism, the interconnectedness
of various struggles, and the individual willingness of people to act collectively to
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change their present circumstances and in the process affecting changes in society
as a whole. With this (re)conceptualization, critical consciousness is understood
to possess the following intertwined dimensions: an understanding of the systemic
nature of oppression and injustice based on the lived experiences of people; an
understanding of the need to resist the underlying causes of their oppression and
exploitation; and the recognition that people have the capacity to act to change their
circumstances. Transformative capacities are the material and concrete expressions
of critical consciousness in terms of ‘new’ abilities and actions that seek to transform
‘realities’ and sustain the process of transformation.

We identified several indicators or expressions of critical consciousness and
transformative capacities from the struggles studied, as well as factors that influence
the development (or the stunted growth) of critical consciousness and transformative
capacities. Also, we highlighted the language of struggles, what inspires people
involved in the initiatives to take action to change their conditions.

While we do not aim to propose an alternative to capitalism per se, we
are nonetheless engaging with the problematic of the ‘process of becoming’
alternatives, focusing on critical consciousness and transformative capacities as
critical emancipatory elements. Through the 10 case studies, we attempted to
identify different paths people take to experience this ‘process of becoming’, given
specific conditions. To the extent that we showed the ways in which our case studies
develop critical consciousness and transformative capacity, we argue that these
social experiments, although fragile and incipient at the moment, imbibe values and
offer socio-economic arrangements that are not within the capitalist canon. Though
they are not dramatic breaks from capitalism (and the survival of a number of them
depends on competing successfully in local and global markets in a predominantly
capitalist regime), their achievements “embody forms of production and sociability
beyond the capitalist values and institutions” (De Sousa Santos and Rodriguez-
Garavito, 2006: xxi). In other words, they open spaces for the further transformation
of capitalist socio-economic arrangements. Hence, to deny the significance of such
initiatives to people’s lives can be detrimental to the strengthening of an alternative
framework as “it can close doors to proposals that might gradually bring changes”
and “create pockets of solidarity within the heart of capitalism” (ibid: xxii).

In a recent talk, McNally (2011) reminded us that “one of the most difficult
things that all of us have in understanding is making sense of the present as
history. We tend to think of history as past events that are compiled in books
and we tend to forget that what is happening in our lives right now is history in
the making.” The people’s struggles in our case studies are making their history;
while telling stories of resistance, they are also offering alternative narratives to
‘capitalocentric’ conceptions and interpretations of the world. Once again, these
struggles demonstrate how people in themselves and for themselves are able
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to develop critical consciousness and transformative capacities to change their
objective conditions and in the process bring about social change.

Note

! This point was made via email correspondence on 5 September 2011.
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Consciousness and Transformative Capacities






Flaskd: A Worker-run Factory 3

Lygia Sabbag Fares

General Background

Flasko is a factory located in Sumaré, a poor city close to Campinas, in the State of
Sao Paulo, Brazil. The factory produces plastic barrels and tanks for water, perfume
and other liquids. This factory belonged to a bigger group called Corporagao
Holding do Brazil (CHB). CIPLA, Interfibra, Profiplast and Brakofix are other
companies that belong to the same group.

CHB was also part of another group called Grupo Hansen Industria SA. For
a thirty year period (1958-1989), this holding was extremely profitable. Flasko
itself was established in September 1988. A year after its founding, the holding
owner, Jodo Hansen Jr., decided to share his wealth among his children. The CHB
was passed on to his daughter, Eliseth Hansen and her husband Luis Batschauer,
and soon thereafter, the holding began to face financial problems due to a lack of
resources and poor administration. In 1994, CIPLA, the biggest factory in CHB,
located in Joinville in the state of Santa Catarina (south of Brazil, approximately
600km from Sumaré) was close to filing for bankruptcy due to excessive labor
debt.

The 1990s in Brazil were characterized by a general economic and social
crisis which had begun in the previous decade. The neoliberal policies implemented
by the government of Fernando Collor de Mello (1990-1992) were deepened with
the adoption of the ‘Real’ plan in 1994 (a liberal-conservative monetary plan in
which national currency stabilization and credibility were based on a currency
anchor; the US dollar). This plan was coordinated by Fernando Henrique Cardoso,
the Minister of finance, who, later that year was elected Brazil’s president and re-
elected four years later. Cardoso governed from 1995 to 2002.
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The ‘Real’ plan was the face of neoliberalism in Brazil. It was composed of
trade and financial liberalization, a push for the revaluation of the Brazilian Real,
increases in the interest rates aimed at attracting foreign investment, privatization of
public companies, and allowing state companies to be acquired by private foreign
enterprises. The result was an explosion of public debt and the withdrawal of public
and private investment. This all led to the partial destruction of national industry,
economic stagnation, and rising unemployment.

Together with many other Brazilian companies, the circumstances in CIPLA
and Flasko worsened throughout this period. By 24 October, 2002 the situation had
become unbearable. Since the beginning of the year, workers had been receiving
only R$30.00-50.00" per week. The trade union claimed that the owners could
not pay the workers and that the workers’ alternative was to sue the company. In
a situation of very limited options, the workers decided to go on strike.

When a company is declared bankrupt in Brazil, a common workers’ reaction,
led by their trade union, is to take the company to court in the hope that after a
relatively prolonged court case, the judge in question may reward the back payment
of the workers’ salaries and social security payments. In practice, the long period
of time it takes to receive a Court sentence, often pressures (now unemployed)
workers to accept unfavorable settlements.

If CIPLA (and Flaskd) workers had reacted as workers normally do, they
would have been unemployed the next morning. Due to Brazil’s high unemployment
rates at the time, and the specific economic scenario, many of them would have been
unemployed for more than one year?. However, during the discussions in CIPLA,
a worker suggested that the workers occupy the factory and operate it, as a means
of saving their jobs and income. The strike commission discussed the options with
the CIPLA and Interfibra workers. The idea of running the factory was appealing
to many workers and was considered a better and a more practical alternative than
joining the lines of the unemployed and possibly waiting years for a court ruling
in their favor.

The political scenario in 2002 was favorable for such an action. Luiz Inacio
Lula da Silva was running for president. The strike commission went to Lula’s last
election rally in Santa Catarina and he promised them that, if he won the election,
he would save their jobs and that the commission should meet him in Brasilia
(Brazil’s capital). Lula was elected as President in the second round of presidential
elections and five days later, the workers occupied CIPLA.

The action started by CIPLA workers was a positive development for the
Flaskd workers. The situation in Flasko had deteriorated markedly. The year 2002
commenced without energy at the factory. The supply was interrupted due to
overdue payments. By the end of that year, the factory was in ruin; there was no
raw material, the managers had left, the machinery had been scrapped, and the
employees’ salaries remained unpaid. The workers were well-aware of the situation
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despite the administration’s attempts to hide it. By 2003 workers at the factory had
not received their salaries for three months running and social security installments
had not been paid for five years.

Pedro Alem Santinho, a social science student from UNICAMP (University
of Campinas) and a worker-run factory movement advocate, was the first person
to actively propose a worker-run factory at Flaskod. As the CIPLA Commission
passed through Campinas on its way to Brasilia, it was welcomed by supporters.
Due to his militancy in the worker-run factory movement, Pedro asked the chemical
workers trade union in Campinas to support them. The trade union leader, Vladimir,
considered union’s involvement, since the owners had already abandoned the
factory. Pedro then proposed that Flask6 workers join CIPLA’s commission in
their meeting with the current president, Lula. Two workers from Flaské decided
to join the commission.

Pedro soon became very involved with the Flaské workers and their cause
and they asked him to organize an assembly to be held on 12 June, 2003, after
the workers’ representatives returned from Brasilia. The results from the meeting
with Lula were not promising. No practical solution or way forward was given
by the president. However, the movement in Brasilia was big. Coordinated by
public sector unions, the demonstration, called Marcha dos 30 mil (The March
of 30 Thousand), demanded changes in the pension fund using a constitutional
amendment. CIPLA and Flasko workers presented their situation at this event and
all workers unanimously supported them. Also on this trip, Flaskdé and CIPLA
workers discovered the connection between the two companies; they belong to the
same holding, CHB, which made a joint action feasible.

The whole process and possible outcomes were explained to the Flasko
workers in the assembly and although they did not feel very confident with those
results, Pedro reminded them that it was useful to have a communication channel
with the president, particularly when this president was himself an ex-trade union
leader and co-founder of the coalition Workers Party (PT) Government. On 12
June, 2003, at the Flask6 workers general assembly, the workers voted to occupy
the factory. This occupation was different from CIPLA’s. There was neither a strike
nor were police involved in trying to break up the picket lines, because at that point
the owners of Flaskd had already abandoned the factory.

Workers have occupied the factory and maintained operational, administrative
and financial control since the day they took that vote. Though their initial goal was
to keep their jobs and ensure that they received some form of income, over the past
eight years, they have faced and overcome numerous problems. Additionally, they
have acquired new skills and learned a considerable amount about the capitalist
system in which they live.
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One of the processes they initiated during this time was the creation of a
workers’ village on the factory’s land. In Alexandre Mandl’s (the workers’ lawyer)
words:

After Flaskd’s occupation, we looked upon a huge area with no social use.
That space was used by organized crime for trafficking, rape, etc. On the
other hand, there was a clear housing shortage in the region. Thus, there
was a social demand for the area. At the same time, there remained an
unstable situation in the factory: the workers had years of FGTS Fundo de
Garantiapor Tempo de Servigo (Employee’s Dismissal Fund) from the former
administration that had not been paid and no one knew if it would ever be
paid. We had a meeting with the factory workers (many said that we should
occupy the land) and some neighborhood leaders (some even said that they
would occupy anyway), then we organized the occupation on 12 February,
2005. Initially, 50 women occupied the area. We had an assembly, we had
the support of an architect (a militant from the Esquerda Marxista®), who
designed an occupation plan. The criteria for being granted a piece of land
was that a house should be built immediately. We used the Mayor’s register
to check which families were living in the neighborhood and needed a plot.
Every Flask6é worker got a land share (as a way to pay the FGTS due), but
they were required to either build or to give it to a relative. Today there are
564 registered families (information obtained from the Mayor’s office). The
area has not yet been regularized, and together with the factory (it is only one
area) it encompasses 140 million square meters. Unfortunately, like almost
all housing movements, it has degenerated, but they still mobilize when we
(Flasko) push them (the village people). We are together in the campaign
for the declaration of social interest.*

The families living in the workers’ village do not have a regular connection
to running water, sanitation, or energy in the houses. The water and the energy
they have are obtained from outside the official power system. To the community’s
demands for water, energy, and other needs, the Mayor’s office has responded
that nothing can be done because it is an irregular occupation; the Mayor’s office
cannot supply water for houses that are settled on privately-owned property. They
also do not have an address, thus, they cannot receive a letter or a bill. Flasko has
joined this village community’s fight for redress. As Alexandre says, Flask6 always
involves the village in their petitions and demands regarding nationalization. Flasko
has helped the village residents organize a neighborhood association to fight for
their needs. Fernando, a Flasko worker from the political mobilization department
recounts that recently they (Flaskd and the association) forced the municipality
to approve a law that water companies can install water to any house in the city
regardless of its ‘legal’ situation.
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Flask6 workers also decided to transform one empty factory shed into a
‘sports factory’; a place where teachers hired by the mayor’s office or volunteers
offer sport classes for free or at a very low price to workers, their children, and
the whole community. The old factory restaurant was turned into a ‘cultural
factory’, a space where cultural activities like cartoon drawing classes and dance
classes are offered (also by teachers hired by the local government or volunteers).
Flasko also holds important political and academic activities such as lectures by
leftist academics, conferences about worker-run factories and workers and social
production, political movie sessions; there is also a worker-run factory movement
archive.

Following their development as a social movement, the goals of Flasko
workers changed. Today, they fight for the nationalization of the factory under
workers’ control. It means that they want the factory to be nationalized while they
would retain administrative and operational control.

Their strategy of pressuring the government to nationalize the factory
consists of efforts to convince the Mayor, the state power (Governor), or the federal
government to declare the factory an ‘institution of social interest.” This declaration
would allow a public power to expropriate the factory. The expropriation would
mean that the State would purchase the factory from its owners, and the owners
could not refuse to sell it, since the acquisition is of public interest. The workers
say that the factory’s expropriation could take place without spending any State
money because the factory is worth less than its tax debts. The same holds true for
the workers’ village.

This strategy seems viable because it is easy to prove the social interest of
Flask6é when one looks at the jobs and salaries it supplies, the workers’ village, and
the sports and cultural factories. However, the political cost for the government
seems to be high. Fernando, from the political mobilization department, sees the
political cost clearly. He says: “They (the government and the capitalists) want to
‘criminalize’ our movement so we do not become an example to anyone.””

The workers explain that nationalization is a counterpoint to the possibility
of becoming a cooperative, which is the option that is favored by Brazil’s chemical
trade union. Flaskdé workers do not see a cooperative as an option for two major
reasons. First, they would lose their workers’ rights; their stability as workers.
Second, they are afraid of turning the factory into just another capitalist enterprise,
with capitalist goals (profit maximization), guided by capitalist values and, in the
end, exploiting themselves as workers and exploiting each other in a kind of capital-
labor relation. As one worker emphasizes, “We do not want to become rich here,
nor do we want to be anyone’s boss. We just want to keep our right to work”.¢

In sum, the initiative was led by several people. The workers in CIPLA
started a motion for factory occupation in their workplace. Pedro helped to bring
the factory occupation alternative to Flasko, and the general assembly decided
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to occupy the factory. Additionally, ongoing support comes from the families of
all those workers that have helped them to survive during strikes, delays in the
payment of salaries, the occupation process, as well as in the implicit State tactic
of criminalizing the Flasko alternative process.

Structures, Processes and Strategies

Flasko’s occupation was decided upon by the workers’ assembly. From the moment
of occupation, the general assembly has been the highest decision making body.
It meets once a month ordinarily, and extraordinary assemblies are called as
needed.

The assembly elects a workers’ council, composed of representatives from
every sector. However, 90% of them have to be blue-collar workers. Nowadays, the
composition is: two workers from each shift,” one from the janitorial department,
one from security, one from the department of administration and one each from
the political mobilization and legal departments. The legal department has always
existed in the factory while the mobilization department is, of course, from the
workers’ council. In a written interview Alexandre explains that:

As with CIPLA in Santa Catarina, and even with the historical experiences
of workers’ control, there is need for a section which organizes workers’
mobilization, which involves: internal communication, external media,
training, trade union and political relationship. The department was created
in the same day we occupied the factory, June 12, 2003, following a decision
of the workers’ council and reflecting on the experiences of other workers’
control, such as CIPLA and Interfibra.® When we occupied the factory, we
elected a workers’ council. This council was composed of one member of
each sector as well as a trade union representative. Since the occupation, the
person responsible for the workers’ council and the mobilization is Pedro
Santinho. The union supported this at the beginning, so much so that one of
its leaders was appointed to be the first workers’ council representative. Its
function was to spread a workers’ control perspective for the whole industry
and to defend Flaskd workers against a possible attack from their former
employer. However, already in 2004 the trade union had distanced itself from
the workers’ council, due to some differences in understanding regarding
the situation, trade union action, and even the workers’ control. Basically,
this difference can be expressed in the trade union’s disaffiliation with CUT,
some of its leaders’ disaftiliation with the PT (Workers Party), and the lack
of support from the trade union in other factory occupations. The trade
union decided to withdraw from the council in 2004, and from 2005 on our
relationship with the trade union somehow dwindled, but they still support us
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formally. About the workers’ council, Pedro is still in charge of it and since
the end of 2006 Fernando has been helping him with the mobilization.

The main objective of the mobilization department is to organize Flaskd
workers, as well as the community and social movements that support Flasko in
their daily fight. This council meets weekly to discuss organizational matters, to
implement what was decided by the assembly and to keep their movement going.
The council delegates the general, commercial, administrative and production
coordination to a worker or a group of workers, who have the necessary skills for
each function. A coordinator is not necessarily a council representative.

Pedro explains that if a worker sees something that is not working, s/he can
either go to the workers’ council and report it, or if s/he is a representative, s’he can
speak at the council meeting and, if the problem is deemed pertinent, the council
will look into it and give orders to the coordinator of that area. In sum, they have
to find a solution to the issue. If, in the worker’s view, the problem is not solved for
any reason, s’he can report it in the general assembly, where it will be discussed.

Workers’ participation is highly important both inside and outside the factory.
Since they are constantly threatened by the Mayor and the federal government
(which keeps trying to sell their machines to cover tax debts) and they are trying
to become a social interest initiative, the involvement of Flasko workers in
demonstrations and political acts is very important. Thus, they have to maintain a
bottom-up approach, keeping the rank-and-file (production) workers organized and
mobilized, so they are able to call for community help either to stop an auction of
machinery or to pressure for the factory’s nationalization.

The process of hiring is also important in the factory. First, they have to be
careful not to hire someone sent by the federal police. They normally hire people
referred by someone known to the group. After three months (experience period),’
the council decides if the newcomer should stay or not. The worker is assessed
according to his/her work skills and involvement with Flasko’s cause.

Pedro recounts that, on one occasion, a recently hired worker was fired
because in the council’s opinion he did not fill either of the two requirements.
However, the workers sympathized with him because he had a wife and children.
So a general assembly was called right at the moment he was being fired and the
workers started saying to him: “They are right, you did not work well nor participate
in our political activities and those things are key to the factory continuity, however
if you compromise with us, we may give you a chance to improve.” The new worker
accepted and expressed his wish to stay at Flasko and his job was maintained.

Another process which the workers are trying to improve is planning and
accountability. Bruno, who works in the production and management department,
explains how it works. He says that the worker needs a working plan; s/he cannot
decide individually what to produce, so his job is to plan the production. He is
also responsible for accessing the production numbers, controlling how much
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each machine produces in each shift, how much raw material is consumed and
how much wasted. He has a file of information for each machine. He says that it
is a challenge for him to find a way to provide this information in a simple way to
the workers’ council and the assembly. He is trying different forms and workers
are getting used to the idea; he created an index that pleased many workers and
made them feel a part of the process. He said that now workers are worried about
waste and the amount of time each machine stops working and why:. It is a capacity
building and ownership building process.

After the Occupation

In the last eight years many things have occurred. Some were very important to
Flasko’s development and also to the workers’ learning and consciousness building
process. These events are very important in deepening the understanding of the
Flaskd workers’ fight and their current situation.

The first attempt to challenge Flaskd’s general assembly decisions came from
the Flask6 administration. This happened only one month after the occupation. The
assembly had decided that the Flaskd budget would first cover salary payments,
since workers had not been paid for months at that time. However, the administration
gave some of Flasko’s products to truck drivers as a form of ‘payment’ of Flasko’s
debt to them.

The workers, unpaid since the occupation, questioned where the money
from production was. When they figured out that instead of following the assembly
directive (first, pay the salaries, second pay the former administration debts), the
administration was paying the debts, the other workers rebelled and Pedro once
again was called to help solve the issue. He was not a Flaskd worker at that time.
However, since the workers had asked for his help, he called the CIPLA workers’
administrator for help and, following his advice, the workers stopped production.
Then, the assembly itself took control and stopped the trucks from leaving the
factory. The workers also decided to hire Pedro. His responsibility was to ensure
that the factory would be kept in workers’ hands. At the time Pedro was hired,
neither he nor the workers knew that he would be the first worker in a soon-to-be
established department called “political mobilization’.

Another event which had a strong impact on Flaskd was the federal
intervention in CIPLA in 2007. It had two major repercussions. First, Flasko felt
the same threat. The workers felt threatened because at any time a government-
appointed trustee in bankruptcy'® could enter and fire everyone and ruin all that they
had built. Second, CIPLA was calling too much attention. It was an example of a
successful worker-run factory. The media started a very negative campaign against
the worker-run factory movement. A very conservative and one of the country’s
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biggest magazine VEJA published a cover report against the movement. The
magazine accused the movement of ruining the factory. It also said that occupied
factories would coerce and pressure workers who did not take the communist
courses offered by the factory, and that the workers were forced to contribute to a
political fund (the fund really exists but donation is optional). Those lies were taken
seriously by a large part of the population and the workers had no real access to a
media source to offer a rebuttal of such false claims.

CIPLA workers were ultimately expelled from the factory in 2007 (this was
captured on TV). It was a huge loss for the whole movement but there were many
supporters. The workers decided to keep the general assembly, even if the boss
took power again, they would demand employment stability for all workers for
one year and two years for the council’s members.

Meanwhile, at Flaskd, Cezar, a worker who was hired by the workers’
assembly to help Pedro administrater the factory, had called a general assembly.
This move took the workers by surprise, and created fear among them that Cezar
may be working with the federal government to eventually take over the factory.
More specifically, anxiety was high among the workers that at any time soon the
federal government would send its representative (a trustee in bankruptcy) to
intervene in Flasko, as what befell CIPLA.

True enough, after several days, a government-appointed trustee in bankruptcy
arrived in Flasko. His first action was to fire Pedro. Upon learning this, the workers
stopped the factory machines and went on strike.

A general assembly was immediately convened where the government-
appointed trustee tried to impress upon the workers that Pedro was a guerilla from
the MST (landless movement) and was just manipulating them. But the workers
refused to be deceived, and instead questioned the trustee’s intentions and plans
about the factory and the workers. It was evident that he had no interest in the
continued and successful operation of the factory, nor money to invest in the factory.
The workers discovered that the trustee’s sole intention was to sell-off the factory’s
assets to pay off its creditors.

The trustee did not act alone. Five Flaskdé workers supported him. Two of
them worked in the commercial department. They wanted to deliver some tanks and
barrels to customers but the workers were on strike, so those five workers and the
trustee began taking these commodities to the delivery trucks. The workers stopped
them by declaring that they would only go back to work if the trustee overturned
his decision to fire Pedro and other members of the workers’ council. Although the
trustee did so, the workers refused to return to work that day.

The trustee left and then returned the next day with the intention of running
the factory. The workers also left, but the council’s members stayed on and in a
meeting they decided to expel the trustee in bankruptcy. The next morning, with
the help of 200 people, both Flaskd workers and Flasko supporters, they barred
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his entry into the factory. The trustee in bankruptcy called Pedro and threatened
him, saying that he would come back with the federal police, navy and air force.
In the following days, Pedro received anonymous calls threatening the life of his
son. No one was able to find out whether the threat was serious or some kind of a
bad joke.

From then on, Flask6 workers faced a continuing series of obstacles. At the
end of June the energy supply was interrupted. According to all workers interviewed,
this was the single biggest challenge that they faced. The first problem that the
energy stoppage brought about had to do with the fact that the raw material inputs
were inside the machinery; if it was left there, the machines would be damaged.
At first, the workers believed that there had been a technical problem with the
energy supply. However, they soon realized that the rest of the neighborhood had
power. The workers did not understand what was going on. They had just had a
meeting with the energy company to negotiate their debt and there was no mention
of their energy provision being cut. In a subsequent meeting with CPFL (the
energy provider), they were informed that the trustee had ordered that the energy
be turned off. Soon, they also discovered that the trustee, with the help of some
Flaskd workers had called all of Flasko’s suppliers and customers asking them not
to continue negotiating with Flasko.

To restore power, the workers first signed a petition together with their
supporters (the electrical workers union also helped this time) and then used a very
shrewd maneuver: Alexandre realized that the order for the electricity stoppage
had come from a different state, Santa Catarina, and as such it should not be valid
for a factory located in the state of Sdo Paulo. After resolving this problem, Flasko
negotiated the debt with CPFL. The R$ 40.000' was borrowed from some customers
and would be paid for via production. After about one month, the workers, who
were sleeping in shifts every night in the factory in order to avoid theft and pillage,
and who were surviving from outside community assistance started to work again.
The five workers who were conniving with the trustee in bankruptcy were fired.
They had abandoned their jobs for more than 30 days without explanation. Those
workers forfeited their legal rights to any severance compensation when they
abandoned their jobs. Despite the absence of legal obligations, Flasko workers
generously made the decision to pay those workers severance.

In October 2008, there was another energy cut. This time it was due to lack
of payment. After sometime power was restored, but the workers’ confidence was
worn every time this kind of things happened.

Another big challenge frequently faced by Flaské workers were auctions.
Throughout the years since the occupation, there have been more than 200. As
explained above, the government tried to sell Flaskd’s equipment and machines
in an auction in order to cover Flaskd’s debts with the government. The organized
workers went to every auction and to the municipal court to protest. The workers
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used tanks and barrels (that they themselves had produced) as drums and loudly
proclaimed that, “If you buy, you won’t take it!!” This action helped ensure that
the demand for the machinery was low, and despite the government’s insistence
on using auctions to cover back-debt, at the time of writing, no machine had been
successfully sold. This is an ongoing problem. Although the threat remains real,
Flask6 workers have used demonstrations and protests to counter any auction
attempt.

Current Situation

Many positive changes have taken place since workers began managing the factory.
First, the workers’ administration has successfully kept the factory working. Their
initial goal of maintaining paid jobs (from 60 to 70 depending on the period) was
achieved. They also reduced the wage gap (the highest wage is only three times the
lowest'?) and when they face resource shortages every worker receives the lowest
wage. Only when, and if, there is budget leftover will they pay the difference to
the workers that normally receive more.

In 2004, working time was reduced from 44 to 40 hours per week, meaning
that they would no longer work on Saturdays. In 2008 there was a further reduction,
with the weekly shift falling to 30 hours. The work week was divided into five six-
hour shifts in order to allow workers to have more free time either to join Flasko
activities or to rest and spend more time with their families. Workers realized
that this reduction did not decrease productivity. The opposite actually occurred.
Productivity increased following the reduction of hours. Additionally, workers
would work only six hours per day and consequently, the factory would not have
to provide lunch (or payment in lieu).

Workers are making critically important decisions that directly impact their
lives. They are practicing democracy. Pre-existing pension and salary debts
for current and former workers have been made the priority for the workers’
administration. Also, the workers have strong links with the community around
the factory. They run cultural and sports events and they support the workers’
village. It 1s important to highlight that all decisions, from payment of debts to how
community events are organized, are taken by the workers’ council and approved
by the assembly.

Main Obstacles

The formal administration and the legal recognition of the worker-run factory is one
of the main obstacles Flasko workers continue to face. The government deals with
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Flasko whenever it is convenient to the former. On the one hand, Flasko workers
cannot get credit or negotiate debts or even issue checkbook invoices because
the government claims they do not have the authority. On the other hand, Flasko
workers, under Pedro’s responsible representation, have been made responsible
for Flaskd’s prior debts.

However, Pedro has always claimed that he is responsible and accountable
only to the decisions taken by the general assembly and signs as the Flaskd assembly
representative, not as Flaskd’s owner. Similarly, Alexandre is not a factory lawyer.
Thus, when the government wants to make Pedro responsible for Flasko’s former
debt, he claims he is not responsible for the factory per se, but for the general
assembly’s decisions only. This is how they deal with the problem.

Here, it is important to emphasize the relationship of Flaskd workers with the
chemical workers trade union in Campinas and the surrounding region, of which
Sumar¢ is a part. The chemical workers trade union has not actively participated in
Flaskd’s daily fight since their early support in 2003. They never occupy the seat
reserved for them in the workers’ council. Occasionally, they help when workers are
confronted with significant challenges and they ask for support. When asked about
trade union involvement with Flasko, Pedro replies, “none, there is no relation”.
He mentions that their help is restricted to some financial support (hiring a bus to
take workers to Brasilia or printing handouts). Pedro regrets that the trade union
does not use them as an example.

Besides the fact that Flaskd workers believe in the trade union and the
workers’ movement, they need the trade union to legitimize assembly decisions,
since the assembly is not recognized by the government authorities while the trade
union is. For example, the 30 hour work week is followed in Flasko but, it is not
recognized in collective bargaining. Collective bargaining in Brazil is enforced as
law. None of those interviewed said that the trade unions did not want to recognize
the 30 hour week in collective bargaining. However, it was implicit that if they
were closer this would not be an issue. Alexandre explains this in the following
way:

We wrote a draft collective bargaining agreement, in the first days of May
2008, the 3rd I guess, but on the day it should be signed, they (the trade
union) did not come. After this day we still insisted but it ‘cooled down’.
We took this issue up in 2011 again, explaining the importance of reducing
the working hours without reducing salaries, showing a brief example. We
know how important it would be to have it institutionalized as a right in
case workers lose factory control. CUT and the CNQ' also know that, they
have always been with us, as the trade union, they know that our working
week 1s 30 hours but we cannot ‘legalize’ it. We must fight for it again.
In CIPLA, when they reduced the working hours, a collective bargaining
agreement was signed by the NPF (National Confederation of Chemicals)
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and Serge Goulart, coordinator of the works council of CIPLA, who signed
as ‘employer’. Here we would do something like this, with Pedro signing as
‘employer’, but the trade union questions this, without understanding what
it means politically. We’ll see how they will stand with the campaign we
intend to do this semester.'*

Concerning the relationship between the Flasko project and CUT
confederation, Alexandre says:

We have a good relationship with CUT, mainly because the Esquerda
Marxista (Marxist Left) advocates for CUT trade union coverage. CUT
has followed our position from the beginning, but it’s true that we think
the relation could be better. CUT support is strong regarding the issue
of working hours. CUT is campaigning for the 40 hour week, and we
in Flasko are drivers in this campaign, because we have a 30 hour work
week implemented. Our say in this regard, and CUT understands its
importance, is that if we work only 30 hours in Flasko, it is possible to
reduce working hours without payment reduction. On the general situation
(workers’ control) we had meetings with the national leadership of CUT
and Lula (Former Brazilian president) in order to get their support for
workers’ control. But, unfortunately, it was not successful. CUT supports
the workers’ control initiative through ANTEAG, Unisol, Uniforja (support
to cooperatives). However, our perspective is different, we think that if we
accept being a cooperative it will eventually become a trap, we may end up
adopting the capitalist logic of seeking greater productivity, attacking the
workers themselves, a fact that their data shows (data from research about
cooperatives).!

The political environment is another important challenge. When CIPLA and
then Flask6 were occupied, Lula had just won the election and the workers were
more confident that better days would come. However, Lula never really helped
those movements, which caused some to lose faith in the movement. When the
economic situation improved and the unemployment rate decreased (from 2005 on)
the workers, who never saw fighting the police and occupying the factory as very
attractive events, had less motivation to occupy or to continue in the occupation
because s/he could simply look for another job.

However, it is important to note that very few Flaskd workers have left the
factory for another job. Tosinho, another Flask6 worker, says: “I would only leave
when they close the door”. Some workers that were off work due to occupational
disease came to the workers’ administration to say that they would prefer to work
if they could do something different from the function that made them sick.'®
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The intervention in CIPLA, the continued presence of the trustee in bankruptcy
there and the various failed attempts to occupy factories all over the country, have
weakened the worker-run factory movement.

The daily life and the daily struggles are also highlighted as challenges. Pedro
says that the workers’ fight for their immediate needs is the main issue although
the socialist goal is always in mind. Moreover, after six, eight, ten or 12 hour-shifts
a worker just wants to go home to rest and enjoy some time with the family. So it
1s not easy to encourage everyone to go to a political meeting or to participate in
a ‘political formation’ course after work.

Development of Critical Consciousness,
Capacities and the ‘Language’ of Struggle

The growth and development of a critical consciousness is clear from interviews
with Flaskd workers. They understand their situation and how they connect to other
movements as well. Mant, one of the workers mentioned above, says:

Before, when I would see the MST on TV, I would agree with the media
(Globo) that always says that MST people are lazy bums that want to invade
someone else’s land. I would say, ‘someone should kill these people.” But
now I know, they fight for land because they do not have anywhere to live
or to grow their food and that ‘the capitalist law’ forces them to fight.!’

On Flasko’s relationship with the MST and other social movements, Alexandre
states:

Our relationship with social movements is quite interesting. Most significantly,
we have a great relationship with MTST (homeless workers movement),
MTD (unemployed workers movement) and the MST (landless workers
movement). With all other movements, we publish a popular newspaper for
the whole region, which is called Aten¢do (Attention). It is written collectively
in weekly meetings. We have joint occupation actions with other factories,
planning, checking areas, logistics, everything. We have a strong bond of
solidarity in campaigns with petitions, comrades’ defenses, etc. Flasko
makes its infrastructure available, such as our telephone, computer, internet,
fax, photocopier, printer, etc. for all social movements. We have a small
accommodation, which all social movements can make use of, especially
when holding meetings in Flaskd. We ofter the space for the movements to
organize. With the MST this has been strengthened, so much that they have a
space in the factory where they are building a training center for MST youth.
There will be a first meeting in 20 to 22 July 2011. We are clear, “When the
country and city come together, the bourgeoisie will not resist”.!®
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Manu is a simple man. He worked in the factory before the occupation.
He can compare the two moments — before and after the worker administration
initiative. Manu explains that when the factory was still controlled by the employer,
there were no salaries, but now under the workers’ management, he receives his
salary on time every month. He works fewer hours than before and he understands
‘the capitalist law’. He also understands that they need to be organized because, as
he says, they “run the factory politically.”

The problems and challenges the workers have faced and the political courses
and activities developed by them inside and outside the factory have led to the
development of this critical consciousness. The courses are a joint action with
Escola Floresta Fernandes" (a popular university of social movements); they
include political economy, labor movement history and economics lectures.

The solidarity built among the workers is also clear. For example, when Joao
felt and responded as if the firing on Pedro by the trustee was a personal attack,
this built solidarity among workers and ensured that they defend each other.

Pedro also provided an example of solidarity building when he explained the
wage campaign. When the chemical workers have a wage campaign, it is important
for Flaské workers to support them, although they do not have a capitalist boss
to fight against. They participate and want workers’ wages to be raised not only
because they support the workers’ causes, but to assure their own survival. If Flaskd
workers raise wages and the competitors do not, they will lose competitiveness.
And they understand that their wages in the end come from the sale of the barrels
and tanks that they produce.

In addition to developing critical consciousness, the initiative creates space
for the workers to develop their labor skills. The way Fernando developed his skills
and political involvement is a good example of how capacities and consciousness
developed together. He was hired as a machine operator because he is the son of a
former worker. He had no experience but he learned his functions and others very
quickly. During an interview, he explains that he is very curious and always asks
a co-worker to teach him his/her job. He helps when one needs to leave the front
door for a while or when a worker is absent. When a worker leaves the factory,
it 1s usual to first do an internal call for the vacancy. When Vinicius, from the
political mobilization sector, found another opportunity outside Flaskd and left the
factory, Fernando and three more fellows applied for the vacancy, and Fernando
was chosen.

Fernando now works in mobilization. He designs brochures for political
mobilization and takes care of the communication inside and outside the factory.
He told us that their journal (they have printed and published on-line) Atencgdo
started to gain importance in the neighborhood and also in the city; “the citizens call
us to report on bad living conditions, lack of infrastructure,” he says. Fernando is
responsible for the documentaries and movies about Flaskd and other movements
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they support. He is also the voice one listens to on Flasko’s radio station, Radio
Luta (Radio Fight). He gives information about Flaskd’s fight (in June 2011 the
most important news concerned the public audience they will have in the State
Senate). The radio also plays good popular music. Fernando intimates that he is a
self-taught cameraman and during the researcher’s time at the factory, he was very
curious asking tips to the cameraman.

The development of Pedro through Flaskd’s struggles is also a good example
of how capacities are developed in Flask6. When he got involved with Flasko,
he was a first year social science student. He had previously studied psychology;
however, he knew nothing about administration or law. Now he had to learn how
to manage a factory. He stresses that at the beginning of the occupation period no
other worker had any university degree. He says that his experience in Flasko also
helped him to look at social science through ‘another lens.’

Alexandre, who just became a lawyer, is another example. He had his first
job at Flaskd. He was to start on 1 of October, but Pedro called him the night before
saying that he should instead go, at 4am, to another factory in a nearby city that
the Flask6 movement was helping to occupy. Alexandre’s first case as a lawyer,
trained by a traditional law school, was to face the police in an occupation. Apart
from that, he has to deal with laws that disadvantage workers. He would never
get this kind of practical information and labour skills in an ordinary law office or
working as a lawyer for an ordinary company. It is also interesting to note that he
i1s now doing a masters course in social economics and labour at the UNICAMP
while continuing to work part-time for Flasko.

Tosinho, another blue-collar worker interviewed, was asked about his learning
process in the factory. Tosinho mentions how much he had learned about plastic
(the raw material they use). He says proudly that now he knows how to distinguish
the good from the bad plastic. He also adds, “I learned about the fight and I started
to like it. Many people help us and we help other workers too, like in the factory
in Caieiras”.?

In terms of analysis, a clear ‘language’ has developed and has been used
in the struggle. Interviews show that workers all know the factory’s history and
although interviews were conducted individually, they all have a coherent discourse.
Every person interviewed can explain each step of their strategy to nationalize the
factory. Their slogan is “Flaskd: a worker-run factory” and those interviewed feel
this slogan in their daily life. They clearly feel that they manage the factory and
they make the decisions. On a tour of the factory, Mant showed the researcher a
machine that they had fixed. They had no money to pay a company to get it fixed
so they did it themselves, with the guidance of an engineer. The words he used,
such as ‘guidance’, show that they had control of that action and participated in
the repair work.
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Another slogan easily perceptible in Flask6 workers’ discourse is, “We
don’t want to be anyone’s boss.” This goes side by side with their main goal:
they want to be a national factory under workers’ control and not a cooperative
or Flasko shareholders, because, as explained above, they do not want to become
one more capitalist enterprise. Alexandre recalls a meeting in which a cooperative
member told him that they were going the wrong way with the cooperative; that
the cooperative members were exploiting their kids, making them work to get more
money, and that the cooperative members were competing among themselves.

Flaskd workers’ strength is their political action. Therefore, the main
challenge to the continuity of Flasko is to keep their movement, to strengthen
their mobilization power inside and outside the factory. As Manu says, they run the
factory politically. It is by political means that they avoid the selling of the factory
machines. And it is politically, through mobilization, petitions, demonstrations, that
they may be able to obtain the declaration of public interest from the municipality
in order to meet their main objective of becoming a national factory under workers’
control. While there is no company quite like this (in legal terms), it is not forbidden.
They also know that even if they achieve this, they will have to keep struggling.
Otherwise, they may lose control of the factory and become a national company
like any other — run by capitalist laws.

Final Remarks

When one looks from the outside, Flasko seems like an ordinary factory. However,
when one reaches the main gate one can see the banner declaring, “Flasko: A
Worker-run Factory.” The political mobilization, law and culture departments are
run by well-educated and politicized people.

Visiting the factory, it is possible to realize that this factory has financial
problems; some machines are not working, some rooms and other areas stand empty
and silent. However, one can also see that blue-collar workers are there operating
the machines, producing tanks and barrels. When you ask them about their job they
know how to explain it. The same holds for the goods they produce and how the
factory 1s managed.

Young politicized people are also part of Flasko; Flask6 needs them because
they contribute to Flasko’s sustainability. Also, if capital can hire the best engineers
and think-tanks, why shouldn’t Flaské workers wish to have skilled and educated
people committed to their cause, on their side? They are all in the same boat and
they open their door to everyone that wants to join their struggle. This is probably
the way it should be; workers, activists, leftists, academics, all on one side — the
workers’ side — against capitalism.
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Nonetheless, Flasko is forced to follow some capitalist rules. If they do not
have a competitive price they will not sell, so, before raising workers’ wages, they
have to consider if they will have resources available to keep paying water and
energy bills. Moreover, they are also paying for the former administration’s debits,
although in installments. This ‘concession’ was necessary, because the risk was
that the State would close the factory. Thus, the workers understand that they are
still working within the capitalist system but they do their best to fight against it.

Flaskd may not be ‘the alternative’ that alone will overcome the capitalist
system, but workers have managed to keep their jobs and income, improve their
living conditions by working less while continuously questioning private propriety
and capitalist laws, inside and outside the factory. At the moment, Flasko is the
only worker-run factory in Brazil. It may be small but it is a very real experience
for the workers who make their living in Flaskd, and a very inspiring initiative for
those who get the chance to know their fight.

Acknowledgement

Many thanks to Emiliano Goyeneche for recording the interviews and sharing many
thoughts.

Notes

! From US$8.00 to US$13.33 (exchange rate at that time).

2 According to DIEESE the average time a worker is unemployed and looking for job in Brazil varies
from 10 to 15 months in the last decade, depending on the period. For more info http://www.dieese.org.
br/pedbd/DadosPed?acao=CONSULTA&tabela=9.

3 Corrente Sindical da Esquerda Marxista is a leftist pro-labor group inside PT (workers party). Although
they disagree with the main group (in power nowadays) they understand that one should fight inside
because CUT is still the biggest Confederation and has key principles although they have been slightly
cast to the side. (Alexandre’s explanation via email interview on 8 August 2011).

4 Interview via email on 22 July, 2011.

5 Interview in April 2011.

¢ Translation from Jodo’s speech in Flaské.

7 There are three shifts, from 6am to 12pm, from 12pm to 6pm and from 12am to 6am; the shift from
6PM to 12AM was abolished because energy provision is much more expensive in this period.

8 Interview via email on 12 and 22 July2011.

° In Brazil the company can fire a worker up until three months after hiring without reason and without
paying any compensation. Those three months are called the ‘experience period’.

10" A bankruptcy trustee is a person appointed by the government or by the creditors involved in a
bankruptcy case. The trustee gathers the debtor’s non-exempt property, manages the funds from the sale
of those assets, and then pays expenses and distributes the balance to creditors.

' Equivalent to the sum of US$20,738.29 (calculating the exchange rate at that time).

12 According to IPEA (2007), the difference between the lowest and the highest wages in developed
countries is 20 times (OECD) and in Brazil it is 1714 times. The highest salary is R$120.000 and the
lowest is R$70.00.

13 Confederacdo Nacional do ramo Quimico — National Confederation of Chemical Trade Union.
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14 Interview via email on the 12 and 22 of July 2011.

Interview via email on 22 July 2011.

16 The majority of them were off work due to repetitive strain injury.

17 Interview conducted in April 2011.

Interview via email on 22 July 2011.

1 See: http://www.universidadepopular.org/pages/en/homepage.php.

20 Caieiras is a city in which Flasko supported another factory occupation. Interview conducted in April
2011.
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Interviews

Alexandre Mandl — Interviewed by Lygia Sabbag Fares with the support of Emiliano
Goyeneche in April 2011.

Batata — Interviewed by Lygia Sabbag Fares with support of the Emiliano Goyeneche
in April 2011.

Bruno — Interviewed by Lygia Sabbag Fares with support of Emiliano Goyeneche in
April 2011.

Carol — Interviewed by Lygia Sabbag Fares with the support of Emiliano Goyeneche in
April 2011.
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Deusuino Pereira Miranda (Tosinho) — Interviewed by Lygia Sabbag Fares with the
support of Emiliano Goyeneche in April 2011.

Fernando Martins — Interviewed by Lygia Sabbag Fares with the support of Emiliano
Goyeneche in April 2011.

Mant — Interviewed by Lygia Sabbag Fares with the support of Emiliano Goyeneche in
April 2011.

Pedro Além Santinho — Interviewed by Lygia Sabbag Fares with the support of Emiliano
Goyeneche in April 2011.

Written Interview

Alexandre Mandl — via email in July 12, 2011 and July 22, 2011.
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Worker’s Self-Management 4
Initiative: Caldesa

Daniel Hawkins

Background Context

The Colombian company, Carburo y Derivados! S.A. (Colcarburo), was founded
in 1961 by the Mexican multilatina, Industria Petroquimica, in the township of La
Sierra, in the municipality of Nare, department of Antioquia®, sub-region of the
Magdalena Medio.’ The company, like its counterpart, Cementos del Nare, quickly
became the economic mainstay of the local community, generating much of the
social and organizational dynamics of the municipality of Nare. Colcarburo, as one
of the two principal companies of the zone, quickly became a focal point within the
broader socio-political developments of the region. On one side, the considerable
material benefits the company’s production and distribution of carbide and on a
smaller scale lime ensured that it became a key sphere of influence for political
factions, most especially the Conservative Party which was ultra right-wing and
counted on considerable support in the area. On the other side, the company’s
employees quickly recognized the strategic importance of the firm in the wider
community as well as the need to ensure that the management of the firm and the
working conditions were more beneficial to the workers and, more generally, the
community as a whole.

The workers formed the trade union, Sintracolcarburos which worked in
close collaboration with the national trade union, SUTIMAC*. The former grouped
together many of the Colombian workers in the cement industry, including those
labouring in Cementos Nare. Despite the important presence of both these firms
in their respective industries, the municipality of Puerto Nare was gripped by a
state of seemingly perpetual economic crisis, a fact which led to more militancy
from the respective trade unions and, on the opposite side, to further repression
and violence against them.
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Indeed, the decades-long civil war that engulfed much of the country after
the assassination of the left-leaning Liberal politician, Jorge Elicier Gaitan in
1948, leading to what was termed La Violencia left deep gashes on the population
inhabiting the Magdalena Medio region of the country.

The persecution of leftist-leaning trade unionists, a feature of the period
of La Violencia was extended in the mid 1980s after the founding of the Union
Patriotica (UP),> a political party that was tied to the Guerrilla Group, Las FARC
as a means of entering the democratic terrain of Colombian life. In the following
decade, alongside the assassination of dozens of trade unionists from SUTIMAC, at
least 11 union representatives or workers from Colcarburos, many of whom were
also members of the UP, were killed by right-wing paramilitary factions together
with members of the Colombian Armed Forces.” But more than the direct slaying of
trade unionists who pressured for a different socio-political and economic order in
the country, the climate of fear that prevailed in the region ensured that many union
activists, alongside other social movement actors, were forced to flee to different
regions of Colombia, ensuring that the trade unions endured a significant decrease
not only in terms of their organizational capacity but also in terms of their ability
to foster new community leaders.

In the democratic mayoral and councilor elections of 1986, the UP managed
to win 2 council seats in Puerto Nare, a major political rupture which led to a
seismic increase in the political persecution aimed at all UP-sympathetic groups
and organizations. The assassinations and disappearances exacerbated the socio-
political conflict in the region, leading directly to a collective work stoppage, in
January 1988, organized by SUTIMAC at Cementos Nare and Sintracolcarburos,
involving more than 19000 workers in total across the country.® In the ensuing three
weeks, a further five union directives and/or workers were murdered and one was
seriously wounded.

In February of the same year, the collective group of workers (approximately
900 from Cementos Nare and Colcarburos), supported by over 100 from the
Proyecto Carare — Opdn decided to undertake a complete stoppage of the firms
until further notice. Two other cement firms also underwent a work stoppage due
to the support of their employees.

The stoppage lasted until mid March after which the different parties agreed
to a deal in which the companies assured the unions that they would not take
reprisals against the workers’ organizations involved while the workers agreed
not to initiate more stoppages. Unfortunately, this agreement was never applied
in full. Worker persecution continued, especially that directed against the trade
union directives. In the following years, numerous unionists from the two main
firms in Puerto Nare were assassinated while the productivity of Colcarburos fell
exponentially.
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Finally, in 1993, the across-the-board tensions rose to a climax and
Sintracolcarburos voted unanimously to begin a strike. This came after the at-work
assassination of three of the company’s unionists, who were approached at their
work spots, taken outside and murdered in cold blood in front of their working
comrades. The strike lasted six months and ended with the company entering a
process of bankruptcy. During the strike, the numerous attempts to negotiate with
the firm were ruptured by internal conflicts within the trade union. On one side,
the classist, militant elements refused to enter a definite process of conciliation
while worker persecution continued. On the other side, the management-leaning
unionists pushed for a conciliated end to the strike and a recommencement of
normal production.

During the roughly ten years of heightened union and social movement
persecution in the region, the Sintracolcarburos trade union experienced a dramatic
internal restructuring, as many of the most militant and classist members were either
killed, wounded or forced to flee the area. As a consequence, the ideological stance
of the union gradually changed and as such its internal unity began to fragment.
The two plants of the firm, the main one in La Sierra (Puerto Nare) and the other
in Zipiquira, Cundinamarca, roughly shared numerical parity in terms of union-
affiliated workers, with 150 affiliates in Nare and roughly 110 in Zipiquira, at the
end of the 1980s.

More than demanding an end to union repression, the workers at the two
plants called for a 35% increase in their salary, and an end to the growing trend of
the subcontracting of workers. Nonetheless, not one of the demands was met and
with the growing dislocation within the union, any hope of conciliation was cast
aside. The firm, which in its heyday produced 90% of the country’s carbide utilized
in the national metal-mechanic industry,” had now been left to waste away, leaving
in its wake 160 families in the Sierra as well as a similar number at its plant in
Cundinamarca all with very uncertain futures.

The period between the firm’s demise and its
reemergence as a worker-run enterprise

The socio-economic importance of the firm ensured that its demise and
liquidation would bring with it significant political upheaval in the area and beyond.
Numerous ex-workers and unionists interviewed for this research spoke of the moral
demise both in terms of managerial conduct and that of the workers during the last
decade of the firm’s existence. While the administrative team had long implemented
the precarious practice of ‘milking the books’, many workers engaged in practices
ranging from the loitering and stealing of materials to dual production as a means
of increasing their daily ‘booty’.
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At the time of the firm’s liquidation, there were 86 pensioners, who had not
received their pensions for six months. They would become the main losers in
the ensuing debate about what to do with the firm and the workers in light of the
vital role it had played in the sustenance and reproduction of the local community
in The Sierra. Another point of concern had to do with the economic focus of the
firm if and when it returned to production. While carbide had been the principal
product since the plant began operations, due to technological advances and the
gradual wear-and-tear of machinery, without any project of capital renovation the
firm’s capital base had become almost completely obsolete. This, combined with
the highly energy intense process of carbide processing, and its rising cost, also
led to the need for a reformulated economic strategy for the firm.

The political negotiation to restructure
and reopen the plants of Colcarburos

The high local and departmental political costs of letting one of the
principal economic sources of a region fall apart at its seams ensured that the
government would at least study any possibilities available to reinitiate production
at Colcarburos.

The governmental Institute for Industrial Promotion (/nstituto de Fomento
Industrial, IFI), after consultation with the firm’s trade union, decided to contract
a feasibility study to determine whether the plant at Puerto Nare was in fact viable
as an economic business. The study, supported by both the Mayoral office of
Puerto Nare and the Departmental Government of Antioquia, concluded by way of
justifying the continuity of the firm, under different parameters and with a different
productive focus.

The negotiation process, directed by the Superintendencia de Sociedades,"
based on the excessive accumulation of worker’s back pay and social security
defaults, estimated the firm’s debts at approximately $3 thousand 900 million
Colombian pesos.!! As there was no private or public business interested in
purchasing the firm and paying off the worker’s debt, the Superintendencia,
after negotiating with lawyers from the National Trade Union Confederation of
Colombian Workers (La CUT), decided that the only feasible option would be to
pass the firm and its assets over to the workers.

The newly restructured ‘worker-owned’ firm, called Cales y Derivados
de la Sierra S.A. (Caldesa) was founded in 1994 with the workers becoming the
shareholders to the tune of 84.7% with the remaining 15.3% being owned by the
State. However, there would still be a considerable amount of clarification and
conciliation to be done before actual production could recommence, this time based
not on carbide but on lime, used for the fabrication of citric acid, paper, asphalt,
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potable water, in the steel industry, paints and leather, as well as the elaboration of
sugar. Indeed, it was not until 1997 that the new firm, assisted by a capital injection
to the tune of $400 million Colombian pesos by the IFI, actually recommenced
production.

Organization/Formation

The newly formed firm was organized according to traditional trade union structural
coherence. The company directors were elected in the Trade Union’s Assembly; the
Directors thereafter nominated, after consultation with the State’s representatives,
a Managing Director and the administrative personnel.

Although the new firm, Caldesa, is predominantly worker-owned it is not a
Cooperative but rather a private enterprise controlled by the trade union, Sintracaldesa
with minority State shares. The firm’s market base is 100% domestic.

Structures, processes and strategies

Although the new firm is formally structured on a democratic, trade union,
representative model, in practice, this structure is riddled with contradictions and
power hierarchies. Firstly, the interviews conducted by the research team evidenced
that ever since the new firm commenced production, there has been a significant
lack of rotation of the Directing Board coupled with a suspicious tendency in which
certain Directors also hold administrative, managerial roles, leading to worrying
conflicts of interests in terms of the firm’s daily management. As well as this, the
Managing Director, Rodrigo Echeverri, elected by the Board of Directors (which
includes the government representative), was granted the governmental award
(promoted by the Ex President, Alvaro Uribe Vélez, at that time, Governor of
Antioquia) of the region’s Manager of the Year, even though he had utilized the
highly questionable practice of decapitalizing the new firm via handing out its
utilities in the form of credits to workers as a means of obtaining cheap political
points.

The productive restructuring of the company was, sadly, not accompanied
by any meaningful process of worker training in terms of mapping the firm’s
economic development and there was an obvious lack of leadership within the
trade union thereby ensuring that “the firm’s reigns were left to ail about aimlessly
in the wind”."?

In the words of the appointed Manager of the worker’s firm, Echeverri: “The
most difficult part of initiating the firm was the governance issues. We knew how
to do things but the participative process is difficult. Entrepreneurial formation was
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the key for us.”'®* Such a quote illustrates that it takes more than merely a change
from individual private ownership and control of production to a collective form of
ownership to actually restructure the ‘nature’ of a productive enterprise. More than
to speak of the abstract nature of a productive enterprise, one needs to analyze the
nature of the product produced and the process of its production to see if indeed
there is a difference between a capitalist-owned and controlled enterprise in which
social relations of exploitation underlie the creation and exchange of the products
made and a worker-controlled enterprise in which, theoretically, the end product is
not the result of a double-edged process of exploitation.'* This, more than any other
‘formal’ differences in production relations is the key issue when evaluating the
extent to which any workers’ self-management (auto-gestion) enterprise actually
constitutes an alternative mode of production.

While one can never expect that conflicts of power completely disappear
after the initiation of a collective worker owned and run enterprise, one would
assume that such an alternative form of production would bring with it new visions,
identities and strategies that are completely at odds with the privately-run profit
motive that is embedded in the capitalist productive relation.

The institutional mechanisms set up to enable a transparent form of
monitoring of the decisions taken by the Board of Directors, the Management
and the administrative personnel did not fulfill their functions and as such, despite
the economic projections of the company being quite promising, its debts grew
precipitously, illustrating the lack of compromise of the administrative staff who
while employees of the company were not shareholders and displayed no substantive
link to its fortunes.

The problems of accountability
and decision-making at Caldesa

As already briefly outlined, the firm’s organizational structure, rooted in
a form of participative democracy, was more rhetorical than substantive. The
Directors, voted into their position by the workers via the trade union assembly,
soon began ignoring such democratic processes by organizing their perpetuation
in directive positions. Two workers stated that although the worker’s assembly
convened once a year to elect the Board of Directors, in the first nine years of the
firm’s existence the board had not changed at all.

This complete division of roles within the company and the constitution of
the worker’s firm along the lines of a privately-run, rigidly hierarchical enterprise,
in which the democratic participative process came to reflect one similar to a
bourgeois parliamentary system rather than one grounded in direct democracy,
gradually shook the foundations of the ‘collective basis’ to this worker’s project.
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Although quantitatively, the firm grew notably in terms of its ability to hire workers:
moving from the 26 original employees in 1997 to over a 120 at the mid-point of
the first decade of the 21st century, its debts also grew exponentially and there
was no policy put in place to remedy one of the most structural problems that had
plagued Colcarburos in its over thirty years of production: archaic machinery and
a consequent drain on productivity and efficiency in production.

Connecting the firm to the local community

Sadly, from the point of view of strengthening a worker’s owned and
controlled enterprise, the Caldesa firm and its shareholders have never thought to
initiate a project that took the firm beyond the factory’s doors as a means of linking
it with the wider community. Although the SUTIMAC trade union which affiliated
workers from Cementos Nare had founded a local initiative as far back as 1979,
the Multi-active Cooperative of Nare (Coomuna), which sought to alleviate the
economic depression of the municipality via the trade union offering community
services to the local population, as we have narrated, this initiative fell before the
plague of union and leftist repression in the following years. Caldesa managed to
expand its workforce but, so far, it has not thought to develop a strategy of social
development alongside one of economic development.

Outcomes

After conducting in-depth interviews with numerous workers either directly
involved in the Caldesa enterprise or highly knowledgeable about its experiences
as well as a two-day visit to the plant in La Sierra, it became evident that, at least
at the beginning of the birth of the worker’s firm, the only ‘vision’ that had been
created was one that ensured that the firm could produce and sell lime sufficiently
to be able to pay salaries, bonuses and running costs so as to be able to continue
functioning. The numerous workers’ interviewed stated that there was a structural
lack of know-how in terms of how to manage a company on the part of the Board
of Directors. Many of the shareholders were illiterate or when they were not, they
did not have any professional formation. Rather than basing the management of
the firm along lines of efficiency, the Board of Directors took decisions based on
political alliances, leading to a misuse of both human resources and time.

Such political factions also led to further deterioration of the firm in terms
of being an alternative and ‘collective’ initiative. At one stage, due to discontent
with the way the firm was being run, numerous worker-shareholders attempted to
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form a new trade union within the company but this effort was thwarted by political
maneuvers within the Board of Directors.

In terms of broader union involvement in the development of the Caldesa
initiative, while there was an initial burst of collaborative energy, this lasted
only until the new firm was officially consecrated. Indeed, CUT-Antioquia was
involved in the negotiation process of the constitution of Caldesa, mainly through its
assistance with legal advisors who helped resolve the impasse that had been historic
between the private owners and the trade union. Nonetheless, this collaboration did
not continue thereon after, at least in a concerted manner. Rather, the new firm set
about on its path and there was little further association with the broader Colombian
trade union movement, given that the new firm was one of only a few long-lasting
worker-owned and run businesses in the country.

An Analysis of the Constraining Factors
of the Caldesa Experience

In terms of a concrete list of the principle setbacks that have faced the Caldesa
experience, we would need to include numerous factors:

1. The lack of a trade union leadership and activist basis, something that has
its roots in the violent persecution of unionists during the 1980s and 1990s
which, as noted, led to the almost total decimation of union organization
and autonomy within Colcarburos. Thereinafter, there was a great degree of
improvisation on the part of the worker shareholders in terms of how to set
up and effectively run their new enterprise.

2. A lack of start-up capital. Although the IFI injected a relatively small sum
into the new firm, this was not spent effectively and nor was its use regulated
by the workers’ assembly. Consequently, the firm could not capitalize on
its lucrative position in the lime production industry via efficient lines of
production and distribution. One interviewee spoke of the continued reliance
on one oven fabricated in 1928 and now completely obsolete in terms of its
appropriateness for the type of production and client demand the company
now faces.

3. Alack of worker-union solidarity and collectivity. Instead of trying to develop
workers’ consciousness around a collective and alternative workers’ project,
the old lines of fast individual gain proved to be stronger and the firm was
gradually driven into economic degeneration. One interviewee told the story
of how on one occasion a lorry driver transporting a large load of lime for
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sale ‘arranged’ for his own robbery as a means of ‘splitting the profits of the
load’; something the firm absorbed with no further inquiry into the matter.

4. A lack of interest, within the broader trade union movement, of trying to
train and educate workers in developing and running alternative productive
strategies. Numerous union sources spoke of the continuous pattern according
to which, a firm gets into significant economic difficulties, resulting in huge
sums of workers’ back-pay accumulating. Later, after State intervention, the
firm may be passed over to the workers but thereon after, the only policy
that is usually adopted is either to search for a new buyer at agreeable terms
or to begin temporal production to sustain incomes until a buyer finally
emerges.

Nonetheless, examining many of the Argentinian experiences of worker
self-management, this lack of technical and administrative know-how on the part
of previously manual labourers does not appear to be a negative factor. On the
contrary, one Argentinian worker stated that it was a true plus of such initiatives
that they could eliminate the division between manual and intellectual labour. This
was based in the implicit eradication of the hierarchies that usually go hand-in-hand
with such different productive or managerial roles. In the words of one labourer
from a metal-industrial worker’s owned firm in Argentina: “Nobody is walking
behind you, watching you, following you. I believe that you have more freedom
and you work better because you’re relaxed” (Bialakowsky et al., 2004: 241).

Development of Critical Consciousness, Transformative
Capacities and ‘Language’ of Struggle

Many of the older, ex-workers and trade unionists of the Colcarburos firm spoke
of the high levels of worker solidarity and collective consciousness during the
years of intense struggle and union persecution in the area. Compariero, a remnant
of the Cuban Revolution and still the most common manner of inter-unionist
salutation maintained, in those days, its revolutionary links to definitive social
change. However, it seems that the now ingrained structural and organizational
hierarchies of Caldesa ensure that rather than a collective vision of worker solidarity
and hopes to take small concrete steps to gradually change the entire social system
of productive relations, in this firm, any concerted attempts to reinvigorate the
initiative so that it assumes its ‘formal’ mark of a collective social experience, are
usually co-opted by the managerial structures of hierarchy.

Workers’ assemblies have turned into formalistic steps to ensure a nominal
degree of democracy within the enterprise but there is not a profound sense of
worker dynamism; the discussions, proposals and heated debate that are generally
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associated with progressive and collective initiatives, rooted in direct participation
of the subjects involved are notoriously missing from the Caldesa experience.

Of course, one cannot completely negate any existence of a collective form
of consciousness in the Caldesa enterprise. Obviously, the specificities of the region
and its horrifically violent past, lead to different and less explicit demonstrations
of ‘alternative’ identities and worker consciousness. In Colombia in general, the
almost culturally-ingrained anti-unionist sentiment, carefully cultivated by over a
century of ultra-conservative, pro-business ideology, especially in the Antioquian
department, exacerbated by a practice of unionist annihilation in the past 25 years
— which has resulted in the murder of 2.857 unionists and 218 cases of forced
displacement, or 63% of world unionist murders in the last decade'” — has led to a
climate of fear in which normal unionism does not exist. Consequently, being able
to cultivate a sense of collective worker consciousness in the country is a highly
onerous task.

The sole fact that Colombian trade unionists and specifically, unionists in
the paramilitary-usurped region of the Magdalena Medio, have continued their
struggle despite the material threats to their lives that this entails, is a strong
measure of their commitment to following an alternative consciousness, grounded
in the emancipation of their objective and subjective subaltern agency in “actually
existing” productive relations. A few of the ex and present workers and unionists at
the Caldesa plant reiterated this fact during interviews, stating that, unfortunately,
one thing is to project a worker-centred consciousness, another is to see that this
prospers in concrete conditions. These conditions, structured in historic relations
and practices of “winner gets all”, and a culture propelled by flagrant violence and
persecution instills a general sense that one must cheat in order to get ahead and
that loyalties lie only in family.

In the concrete context of the Caldesa, worker-owned enterprise, it is safe
to conclude that while a critical consciousness may exist for specific subjects, this
has not moved into the general sphere and definitely has not managed to penetrate
the predominant aura of business as usual at the plant over the past 14 years.
Sadly, the internal disputes that were evident during the long drawn-out period of
Colcarburo’s bankruptcy and restructuring, were never adequately confronted: the
86 pensioners who were implicitly excluded from the negotiation process of the old
firm’s liquidation, became vocal dissidents of the new project; the organizational
hierarchies set in place to ‘manage’ the new Caldesa enterprise, over time, brought
about a rigid segmentation of roles and authority within the firm, completely
subverting the democratic mechanisms that had been set-in-place to attempt to
counter the innate logic of unequal power distribution that corrupts many collective
development initiatives.

Alongside these organizational regressions, there was never a coherent
strategy developed to confront the multifaceted complications that inevitably seep
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into an alternative ‘non-capitalist’ production experience. There were no attempts
made to cultivate alternative discourses amongst both the workers and within
the broader community and the Colombian trade union movement in general.
Consequently, the workers’-owned enterprise of Caldesa never really set out
to consummate a truly radical and alternative form of social-production. While
ownership passed ‘formally’ from the private capitalist to the collective trade union
organization, the firm’s managerial debacle and the autonomy gradually obtained
by the ‘union directive elite’ ensured that there would be no conclusive change in
how and why the enterprise would operate.

At the time of writing Caldesa is facing a major internal economic crisis. The
120 workers laboring at the firm are seven months behind in their wage payments
and the firm is on the brink of liquidation. Various activists mentioned that the
powerful Antioquian-based ANDI business sindicate is interested in purchasing the
firm as a means of strengthening its grip on the zone and linking the enterprise to
Cementos del Nare. The union, for its part, after years of facing internal disputes,
production and salary shortages and internal practices of deceit and extortion, seems
to be content to await a new process of take-over and restructuring, in the hope of
landing a good payout package for the shareholder’s actions.

It seems that one of Colombia’s longest-running workers’-owned productive
initiatives could be on the brink of its own self-annihilation.

Conclusions

Reflecting on the Caldesa experience of workers’ self-management, it is important
to delve into the workers’ thoughts on lessons learnt, the success and/or failure of
the initiative and why and what the near future holds for the enterprise.

Firstly, as already mentioned numerous times during the case-study report,
on a general note the Caldesa initiative, now in its 14th year, has not been as
successful a project as perhaps was first indicated, especially when one considers
that, contrary to most of the Colombian autogestion experiments, Caldesa has
never suffered from not having buyers for the lime it produces. Indeed, the various
workers’ interviewed in the case study all emphasized the point that whatever the
firm produces is bought in the Colombian market. Rather than suffering from a
lack of buyers or delayed payment, the firm has been hit by its inability to produce
sufficient and stable quantities of lime. Indeed, for the year 2011, due to antiquated
machinery as well as poor production management practices, the firm has only
managed to produce an average of roughly 200 thousand tones of lime per month,
way below what it could produce and sell when all its machinery is functioning
and all of its workers are labouring.
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Apart from the quite alluring market place within which the firm operates,
the overall management and direction of Caldesa has been a failure, continuing on
from the troubled economic existence of the previous privately-owned Colcarburos
company. This has been a result, primarily, of the weak and merely formalistic
democratic structures that were set up at the company’s birth in 1997. Indeed, as
emphasized in interviews with two workers-shareholders in the firm, the Workers’
Assembly, supposedly the grounding structure of the firm functions discursively
but not in practice;'¢ it was stated that the assemblies were formed not as open
spaces in which each and every worker and shareholder voiced his/her concerns or
opinions but rather as a small amphitheatre for power struggles between different
shareholder factions, i.e. shareholders elect a representative for the assemblies
and these representatives are widely spread across the country (they come from
Medellin, Bogota, Boyacéa and even further) and so at the actual assembly the
‘actual workers-shareholders’ presently labouring at the company form a minority,
being outmuscled by the representatives who are either now pensioners whom have
moved into different spheres of the economy. Consequently, most decisions reached,
in terms of electing the new Directive Board are taken due to particular regional
interests rather than the concrete needs facing the company and its continuation.

The semi exclusion of the workers in the key decisions of the company
also stems from the sharp divisions between the shareholders in terms of what the
future holds for Caldesa. While many of the present workers wish to undertake
new processes to increase production — for instance there are plans underway to
construct a new oven that would considerably bolster production in the coming
months — many shareholders simply wish to sell the firm to the first company that
makes a reasonable offer and await their hand out.

An event that highlights the gradual manner in which Caldesa’s workers
have been excluded from the main decision-making processes of the firm is the
fact that in 2010 a group of workers, completely disenchanted with the firm’s
precarious economic situation, attempted to form a trade union within the firm, as
a means of opening-up space for the workers to participate in the decision-making
processes of the Board of Directors.!” This effort, although thwarted by sleek
management maneuvers, as well as its inability to convince at least 25 workers to
join (a numerical constraint supported by Colombia’s Substantive Work Code),
expresses the far-from ‘transparent” way in which the firm is run: why would a
workers’-run enterprise need a trade union through which to protect workers’ rights
and working conditions?

Perhaps the flaw in the firm’s supposedly democratic structure stems from
the fact that it was built and directed, from the beginning, by the very leaders
of Colcarburo’s trade union, Sintracolcarburo, many of whom had a history of
questionable practices in terms of how they conducted union business.'® Of course,
the poor or questionable decision-making of these long-term union leaders could
stem from the systematic annihilation of the most promising union and political
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leaders of the firm and region in the intermittent twenty or more years, a fact well
illustrated in the report’s beginnings.

Reflections on Future Initiatives

While the failure of the Caldesa experience, in terms of its inability to create a true
“alternative” model of production based on open and direct democracy, shared
control and community involvement, appears too evident to doubt, three of the
workers involved in the experiment spoke of the manner in which it has taught
many lessons in terms of what not to do.

The experience, as a whole, has been most worthwhile in their experience
because at least it has opened up the workers’ eyes to the difficulties of running an
enterprise and the need to really plan for a company’s founding, rather than going
along ‘for the ride’ as has been the case for so many involved. The main problem
with this concrete initiative has been with the huge gap between the workers’ formal
position as shareholders and co-owners and their implicit sidelining from the back-
door deals conducted by the union elite and their managerial pawns. Despite the
firm’s solid prospects at its beginning, it has been gradually enveloped in debt,
presently being unable to pay workers on the due date in kind. A good but sad
illustration of this economic demise is the fact that for the last 10 months workers
have received a type of ‘food coupon’ redeemable at local stores due to the inability
of the firm to actually pay the wages. Meanwhile, a particular transporting firm,
with dubious ties to one of Caldesa’s directors, has received its payments without
any delay or questions being asked.

Concerning the question of whether the workers involved in the Caldesa
experiment would repeat the episode, the three workers interviewed at the end
of June 2011 stated that they would because, fundamentally, it was a question of
“let the boat sink without a whimper or get in and try and save what one could”."
There was no other alternative available except to maybe migrate and look for work
elsewhere. While the decisions concerning the way in which the new firm would
be organized and run have been highly controversial, this does not take away from
the experiment as a whole.

Regarding the position of La CUT vis-a-vis the diverse experiences of
processes of autogestion, it is not correct that the Trade Union Confederation has
been completely absent from these processes but rather that its stance has been
one of legal-juridical accompaniment rather than trying to develop broad-based
support for these initiatives and to publicize them as alternatives to capitalist
exploitation. In the words of the President of the CUT’s Antioquian Subdirective,
Carlos Julio Diaz, most of these cases have had the primordial goal of “salvaging
employment temporally or salvaging workers’ pensions”;?° they have not been
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radical and/or revolutionary attempts to restructure the paradigm of production or
to empower workers to take hold of their destinies collectively, beyond the capitalist
logic, as was the case in many of the Argentinean experiments of autogestion.
Nevertheless, at the national level of the CUT, there has been an attempt to put
together a data base of processes of autogestion as well as an effort to strengthen
the economic possibilities of many of these firms, so that they could withstand
the hostile entrepreneurial context that faced most of them, especially concerning
a lack of capital and a lack of administrative know-how. A study conducted on
behalf of the CUT by researchers at the Universidad de los Andes, Bogota offered
an economic diagnosis of firms under worker management or co-management as
a means of delineating the possibilities each firm had to continue production.

Notes

I Spanish for carbide and its derivatives.

2 Colombia is divided politically into 32 departments, Antioquia is the biggest in terms of landmass.

3 The Magdalena River is Colombia’s longest running river, beginning from the Caribbean Ocean and
running until the municipality of Honda, passing in its stretch through ten of Colombia’s departments
and covering more than 20% of the national territory.

4 In Spanish: Sindicato Unico de Trabajadores de la Industria de Materiales de la Construccion (Sole
Trade Union of Workers in the Industrial and Construction Sectors).

5 In English: the Patriotic Union.

¢ Alfonso Miguel Lozano Pérez, Pablo Emilio Cérdoba Madrigal, Carlos Alfonzo Tobon Zapata, Juan
Rivera, Gustavo Alberto Bedoya Duque, Jorge Ivan Bedoya Gomez, Angel Parra Zapata, Orlando Gaviria
Reina Ester Escobar Parra and Rubén Dario Cadavid.

7 For a brief overview of the unionist persecution in the 1980s and 1990s in the municipality of Nare,
see: http://www.sutimac.org/php/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=151&Itemid=49
(consulted, 25 May 2011).

8 Information obtained via worker interviews, conducted in December 2010.

® See: “Asesinado otro trabajador de Colcarburos”, in: El Tiempo, Nacién, 6 May 1993.

10 This is the autonomous administrative governmental entity that inspects, monitors and controls
commercial enterprises in Colombia.

" An amount roughly equivalent to: US$2.175, 000.00.

12 This comment was made by one of the former workers, Ricardo, in the Caldesa firm, interview
conducted in December 2010, in Puerto Nare.

13 Cited in: Correa, Juliana H. “Una de cal y otras de arena”, El Colombiano, 2004.

14 See: Bialakowsky, Alberto et al., (2004), “Empresas recuperadas: cooperacion y conflicto en las nuevas
formas de autogestion de los trabajadores”, in: Revista Venezolana de Gerencia (RVG), Afio 9. N°26,
pp.229-253.

15 Data taken from the Human Rights’ Violation database of the Escuela Nacional Sindical (ENS): www.
ens.org.co.

16 Specifically, in reference to the interviews with Domingo Ciro and Carlos Saez, conducted in Puerto
Nare, 3 May 2011.

17" This point was made by Alberto, a worker at the firm, via a telephone interview made on 6 May
2011.

18 One of the worker interviewed spoke of the manner in which the union leaders, after collecting the
dues or other benefits obtained from the old firm, would then head off to Medellin to “party it up at the
union’s expense”.
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19" A statement attributable to one of the workers initially envolved in the bankruptcy of Colcarburos and
its reappearance as the workers’ run, Caldesa firm.

20 Interview with Carlos Julio Diaz, 4 November 2010, in Medellin.
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Economic and Political Context

The deeper integration of Brazil in the global economy in the early 1990s placed
the country’s industries in stiff competition with the industries of other countries
and led to a dramatic restructuring of the Brazilian economy. The need to increase
the level of competitiveness of industries amidst rapid changes in technology drove
companies to pursue flexibility measures in terms of work and production processes
which resulted in job losses. During this period, Brazil adopted several neoliberal
policies, such as inflation stabilization, high interest rates and low wages. These
policies fueled a decline in domestic consumption and in investment levels which,
in turn, led to rising unemployment.

Against this difficult economic situation for the working class in Brazil,
a debate within the trade union movement on solidarity economy emerged in
1997, as an alternative to the closure of many companies and the high rates of
unemployment. The Central Unica dos Trabalhadores (CUT) was among the main
actors promoting this debate. CUT believes that the labour movement should have
not only a reactive role, but also it should propose alternatives defending workers’
interests and rights.

The recovery of bankrupt companies or companies facing liquidity problems
and the creation of cooperatives in different sectors as a means of maintaining
employment and income has proven to be a successful experience in Brazil. This
means workers’ knowledge, even if restricted only to labor and to the fragmented
logic of production, is essential. With the appropriate training and qualification,
workers can also assume management activities in an efficient way, starting from
the knowledge of their operative activities. Currently, there are many examples
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showing that by organizing in self-managed cooperatives, workers can maintain
and generate dignified jobs and income.

Thousands of initiatives known as ‘popular ventures’ have been constituted
in Brazil in the form of cooperatives, associations, informal groups or micro-
businesses. Serving as alternative sources of employment and income, they have
combined workers’ expertise and willingness to participate in the transformation
of the reality of unemployment, and precarious economic and social conditions.

In 2003, during Lula’s first period as president, the so-called solidarity
economy was transformed into a governmental policy and the National Secretariat
for Solidarity Economy (SENAES) was created under the Brazilian Ministry of
Labour and Employment. In 2006, the Solidarity Economy Atlas of the SENAES
identified 14,954 enterprises (cooperatives, associations, micro-businesses, etc) of
solidarity economy in 2,274 municipalities, directly involving 1,251,882 workers,
with official revenue of more than US$3.3 billion.

Type of Initiative and Mission

The Agéncia de Desenvolvimento Solidario or ADS (Solidarity Development
Agency) was created in 1999 by CUT, together with Rede Interuniversitaria de
Estudos e Pesquisas sobre o Trabalho - Unitrabalho (Interuniversity Labor Study
and Research Network); Departamento Intersindical de Estatisticas e Estudos
Socioeconémicos or DIEESE (Inter-Union Department of Statistics and Socio-
Economic Studies); Federacdo de Orgdos para Assisténcia Social e Educacional
or FASE (Federation of Institutions for Social and Educational Assistance) and
other organizations, as a permanent structure of CUT.

ADS was the result of several discussions about the new configuration of the
labour market and organization of production in Brazil, the need to constitute new
references of creating jobs and income, and alternatives of development based on
the principles of the solidarity economy and sustainable development.

According to Almir Alves, advisor of ADS, ADS is a ‘promoting’ agency
and not a representative organization, so it does not have affiliates and it is part
of CUT’s structure. The ADS’s relation with the cooperatives is built through the
demands of the labour movement of CUT.! Usually these demands come from
various groups of workers that contact local structures of CUT and seek support or
help on how to get better organized or on how to create a cooperative. Sometimes,
they have already heard about the work that ADS does and sometimes not.

The main mission of ADS is to promote the establishment, strengthening and
self-management of joint ventures, aiming at generating jobs and income through
the social, economic and political organization of workers in a process of solidarity
economy and sustainable development.
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In order to implement its mission, ADS provides technical training, feasibility
studies, market studies, business planning, and business and environmental
diagnostics. At the same time, it assists in the registration of solidarity economy
organizations, in the sourcing of funds for starting-up cooperatives, in marketing
and in trading of the cooperative products. Overall, ADS aims at contributing to
a democratic society, organized on the basis of solidarity and participation.

Since its creation, ADS has helped in the establishment of many cooperatives
in different sectors and regions of the country. To date, a few cooperatives are
directly involved with ADS and more than 80 only indirectly. This is so because
the main strategy of ADS is to strengthen the commercialization center for solidarity
economy products. According to the CUT’s 12th National Plenary Resolution, the
main challenge of solidarity economy is to create and strengthen the production
flow of cooperatives.

ADS has been engaging in different sectors in various regions in Brazil
(Table 1).

Table 1: Sectoral Involvement of ADS

BRAZILIAN STATE SECTOR
Rio Grande do Sul Recycling and crafts
Parana Recycling
Minas Gerais Recycling, family agriculture
Bahia Crafts, biodiesel, sheep and goat farming
Alagoas Honey
Pernambuco Fruits, goat farming, honey and cattle
Paraiba Shellfish and honey
Piaui Honey
Ceara Crafts, recycling and biodiesel
Rio Grande do Norte Biodiesel and sheep and goat farming
Maranhao Honey
Acre Crafts

Internal Structure of ADS

The Executive Body of ADS is composed of members of CUT representating
the different sectors, such as industry, services, family agriculture, etc. ADS has a
General Coordinator and an Administrative-Financial Coordinator. The members
of the Executive Body act as Directors of ADS.

Today there are seven people working specifically on the ADS’s national
headquarters. ADS has no regional structures, but the regional requests are organized
by the local structure of CUT (CUT has 27 regional CUTs, one in each Brazilian
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state). As pointed out in the previous section, the local CUTs send these requests
to the national headquarters of ADS. The idea is to build a solution with the local
people and ADS collectively. These requests are mainly related to the interests of
workers on how to build and/or maintain a solidarity economy cooperative. Such
requests come from diverse sectors.

Decisions are taken principally by the Executive Body, but the strategic
planning of ADS is organized with the national body of ADS which includes the
regional actors involved in ADS.

Strategies and Partners

ADS is a member of the Conselho Nacional de Economia Solidaria or CNES
(National and Solidarity Economy Council) of the Brazilian Labour Ministry. It
also joins the Forum Brasileiro de Economia Solidaria or FBES (Brazilian Forum
of Solidarity Economy) and maintains a dialogue with other partners such as church
organizations, Caritas, Faces do Brasil and others.

CNES which was created in June 2003 is a consultative body intended to
discuss proposals and to ensure a permanent dialogue between the governmental
sectors and those civil society groups involved in the solidarity economy. Its main
task is to suggest policies and actions to be implemented to the ministries which
participate in the Council and to other organs of the Federal Government. It is
also responsible for the following up of these policies and actions. The Council is
composed of 56 organizations, divided into three sectors: government, organizations
of solidarity economy, and non-governmental organizations that give support and/or
advice to the solidarity economy.?

FBES is organized throughout the country in more than 130 forums at the
municipal, regional and state level. These forums involve directly more than 3,000
solidarity economy organizations, 500 advisory bodies, 12 state governments and
200 municipalities. FBES is a result of a historical process which culminated with
the 1st World Social Forum (WSF) in January, 2001. Since the 1st WSF, there were
many meetings and discussions which led to the 3rd Brazilian Plenary of Solidarity
Economy in June 2003. More than 900 people from 17 Brazilian states participated
in this event, which gave rise to FBES.

ADS and the other organizations that participate in FBES discuss and
formulate their collective strategies to be presented in the CNES. So, FBES is used
as a space for creating alliances and for building collective strategies, while CNES
is the governmental body where these demands and strategies are transformed into
reality.

It is important to mention that ADS also develops projects and programs
with some public banks, such as the Funda¢do Banco do Brasi (Foundation of
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the Brazilian Bank) and also with some other governmental bodies such as the
Institute of Labour Development in the State of Ceara in the Northeast region
of Brazil. Currently the main partner of ADS is Petrobras, the main Brazilian
state oil company. The two are working together in a project, called Conexao
Solidaria (Solidarity Connection), which focuses on the commercialization/trading
of solidarity economy products.

ADS’s main strategy 1is to create cooperative complexes, which are
local concentrations of economic enterprises that act in solidarity and in close
cooperation among themselves according to principles of solidarity economy.
Being connected to local development, these complexes ensure the sustainability,
autonomy and the capacity for endogenous innovations of the cooperatives and other
initiatives. The complexes include cooperative production ventures, services and
credit institutions, and policies of education, trading/marketing and technological
development, among others.

For example, in the state of Santa Catarina, a plastic producer cooperative
works together with recycling cooperatives. Another example is the cooperation
between a cooperative that produces colored cotton and another one that produces
clothes in the Northeast of Brazil, in the state of Ceara. In this way, the cooperation
also promotes the incorporation of value-added to the final product and it strengthens
the cooperatives involved in this process. According to Almir®, the trading between
cooperatives is very low, only around 5% of Brazil’s total trade.

ADS also engages in influencing the implementation of public policies,
through its participation in the CNES and FBES, in order to create an institutional
environment which is more favorable to the development of the solidarity
economy.

ADS organizes its educational assistance through diverse activities, such
as training programs and advisory assistance to workers. Since 2001, ADS has
organized and provided various courses, workshops, meetings and seminars
tailored to the specificities of a cooperative or a complex. Almir also notes that
the educational and capacity programs that ADS develops are generally one of the
first activities that ADS organizes in projects with cooperatives. These projects
include, among other issues, topics such as collective/community sense, political
empowerment and project management.

Together with these educational/training/advisory activities, ADS also
performs diagnostic analysis of the economic, social, institutional, political and
environmental situation of cooperatives. It organizes market studies and assists in
the formulation of local development plans and the strategic and business planning
of cooperatives.

In accordance with the mission of promoting and organizing solidarity
economy initiatives, ADS has created two centers responsible for their own
political organization and for the implementation of their own projects: Unisol
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Brazil deals mainly with issues of self-management of production and services,
while Ecosol is the center which deals mainly with credit cooperatives. For example,
ADS does not engage directly with the recovery of bankrupt and/or troubled
companies, as Unisol is responsible for undertaking such task.

The Impact of ADS Work on
Solidarity Economy Initiatives

The Instituto para o Desenvolvimento Sustentavel or INDS (Institute for the
Sustainable Development) is based in Fortaleza, Ceara and is a beneficiary NGO of
ADS. Marilda Libia from INDS explains that their goal is to work with organizations
that are excluded from the labour market.* They work with associations of women,
with HIV-AIDS groups, women that have breast cancer, people living in occupations,
and other excluded groups.

Marilda says that these excluded groups received assistance from ADS,
mainly in the educational field, to create and strengthen capacities in order to
improve the quality of the solidarity economy products that they deal with. They
also receive assistance in participative administration and in creating solidarity
economy networks of products. She also notes that she has been acting in the field
of crafts for more than 30 years and so far, the ADS’s way is the best one. This is
due to the fact that no other agency helps in the sourcing of the raw materials that
will be used in the solidarity economy products as ADS does.

ADS does not only promote educational capacity for associations and
cooperatives that produce solidarity economy products; it also does so for the
producers of the raw materials. ADS offers much-needed support in the process
of formalizing cooperatives, so that they can attain autonomy and learn to
commercialize their products independently.

Matilda believes that ADS offers a different type of assistance from other
governmental agencies. Besides the producer-focused educational and capacity
based programs, ADS also assists in the commercialization of the products, helping
not only to sell them, but also in terms of product design and other strategies aimed
at ensuring the products remain competitively placed in the market. ADS preserves
traditional types of production, but it also gives technical assistance to the producers
which aims at promoting innovation.

For INDS, working with ADS has been a unique experience as most of the
private or governmental agencies only develop projects in one of the phases of
the product, not in all of them. All the partners involved, according to Marilda,
are impressed and very happy. Through a project called Conexao Solidaria, a
cooperative of ADS with Petrobras, Unisol, and Ecosol, bags produced sell for
USS$2 each, instead of selling it for US$0.30 as they did before. This was possible
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because the ADS project avoids the ‘intermediaries’ who exploit the producers and
earn most of the profit. “Giving an opportunity to a cooperative to know about the
origin of the material they use and giving assistance in the planning of the prodcuts’
costs and in selling those products is a dream for most of the partners involved;
people are very happy”, explains Marilda.’

In the future, INDS expects this marketing assistance to continue. INDS
also hopes to receive ADS’s support in the innovation of their products, so that
they can participate in the market in a competitive way. This would enable them
to generate income for those people in need who are constantly excluded from the
labour market.

Challenges

ADS and cooperatives face several constraints, as they do not always have the
public policies supporting their initiatives. For example, cooperatives are faced
with lack of working capital, and although credit loans for cooperatives exist,
the requirements are not suitable for them, as they require financial guarantees
that a cooperative does not have. Other challenges include: lack of infrastructural
organization, the need to train producers, lack of technical assistance, and limited
opportunities for marketing and trading.

According to Almir, currently, the main challenge of ADS is to sell the
products of cooperatives and associations. It is for this reason that ADS has engaged
with Petrobras, Unisol and Ecosol, to create a network of markets for solidarity
economy products. The challenge is based on overcoming the limits that temporary
trading has in markets, for example. The objective has been to achieve a more
permanent form of trading, not only to trade the products on markets, but also to
create supermarkets and other private commercial places.

In facing up with this challenge, ADS organized the 1st National Exhibition
on the Commercialization of Solidarity Economy Products and Services in 2009
in Sao Paulo. The Exhibition brought together 160 exhibitors, most of them from
the state of Ceara. More than 3,000 people joined the exhibition, coming from
different sectors such as the government, NGOs, social movements, public and
private organizations and others.

ADS also joined a fashion show called Dragon Fashion where solidarity
economy products the ‘Eco-design’ clothes were presented.

Almir believes that these experiences are extremely important to strengthen
the productive potential of the cooperatives and to promote the commercialization
of their products.
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Perspectives and Final Remarks

ADS is a genuine experience in Brazil. It is genuine because it is a trade union
initiative to create alternatives ‘beyond the capitalist canon’ for workers and other
important organizations in the Brazilian context. In fact, the impact of the ADS’s
work on CUT’s agenda is clear as CUT adopts resolutions of its Congresses and
Plenaries about solidarity economy and about the work and initiatives that ADS
has been undertaking.

The ADS initiative brought to bear the importance of creating internal
democratic structures and processes to prevent cooperatives from being ‘converted’
into capitalist enterprises, a transformation which can occur easily. However,
there is no clear-cut ‘recipe’ for averting such transformation. What the ADS
initiative underscores nonetheless is the centrality of embedding a political attitude
of collectivity throughout the solidarity economy sector.

Notes

! Interview conducted in June 2011.

2 See: http://www.mte.gov.br/ecosolidaria/cons_default.asp, accessed June 2011.
3 Interview conducted in August 2011.

4 Interview conducted in August 2011.

5 Taken from an interview conducted in August 2011.
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Kim Mijeoung

Background

Trade union members may be actively involved in the labor movement at the
workplace, but when they are home, trade union work is not on their minds. Instead,
they worry about how they will manage to send their kids to private education
institutions (which trade unions oppose), which consume more than half of their
salaries. And the little that remains of their income is spent on Samsung products
(which trade unions actively boycott)!. Korean trade unionists eat imported food
even though their trade unions emphasize food sovereignty, because imported
food is cheaper and easier to obtain. These are a few examples of just how far
removed trade unions are becoming from the daily lives of their members. Why
is this occurring?

Shin (2007) points to the phenomenon of the neoliberal globalization
offensive. As part of this offensive, capitalist corporations have adopted the so-
called new management strategy which seeks to reorganize the workplace. After
the 1998 Asian economic crisis, the new management strategy began its invasion
of South Korean workplaces, dramatically restructuring the workplace environment
and the previous relations set therein. For example, competition has become a key
part of assembly-line production. Workers receive different salaries in accordance
with the new management strategy and as such, they attempt to hide these income
disparities from one another. If workers do not receive a salary that is on par with
fellow workers, they blame themselves, believing that it must be due to their lesser
capabilities.

Another consequence is that today’s workers need and want to work more
and more. This is the result not only of the new management strategy, but also
due to the fragility of the Korean social security system. Workers are constantly
suffering from job insecurity and the social security system provides low rates of
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coverage. Thus, workers only have their salaries to rely on. For this reason, workers
are willing to work more and more every day in order to receive overtime pay even
as they suffer from occupational accidents and find themselves with increasingly
less time to spend with their families. Workers believe they should earn as much
money as possible while they are still physically able to work.

Part of this is born out of necessity, as today’s workers need to devote
themselves fully to their jobs in order to survive. Consequently, their salary is their
prime and sometimes only concern. Because of this situation, the labor movement
has faced limitations in defending workers’ livelihood against the new management
strategy. As a result, Korean workers feel distanced from their trade unions and
while they may believe that trade unions are important, they are perceived as
being so only at the workplace. For example, a trade union leader may be a highly
respectable and motivated unionist while at work, but at home, he/she may adopt
an entirely different persona, making invisible, to a degree, his/her role as a trade
unionist in front of family members.

It is against this backdrop that the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions
(KCTU) decided in 2009, among other things, to focus more on regional level
projects. These projects are meant to create a stronger link between trade unions
and those workers who live in the union’s respective area. For example, the KCTU
proposed that regular workers, company owners, and others, support the idea of
conducting a solidarity fund-raising campaign for irregular workers. Also, the
KCTU along with the labor party plans to build an institution for irregular workers
at the regional level.

The shift to regional level projects led the Busan branch of the KCTU to
form the Busan Workers’ Cooperative.

The Meaning of a Co-operative in South Korea

According to the Work Together foundation (2009), rapid industrialization policies
in South Korea have been ongoing since the 1970s. But not all of South Korea has
benefited from this process. Many traditional small towns and agricultural areas
have been excluded and their socio-cultural fabric torn to pieces as a consequence
of rapid industrialization.

Activists who were involved in the cooperative movement (which is based
in rural areas) believed that the movement faced serious constraints due to the
destruction of rural villages. As such, activists have attempted to create a new
model for cooperatives, based on cultivating and organizing solidarity and forging
links between urban consumers and rural producers, via direct transactions between
them.
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In particular, since the Asian economic crisis of the late 1990s, the livelihoods
of people have worsened while the neoliberal restructuring process has been
accelerated. Activists have shared awareness about the need for joint responses
to issues, such as the decline of agriculture and the seriousness of environmental
pollution. Activists have been defining a model of socio-economic activities which
focused on the value of life, something which could be expressed as ‘Life first’:
that life is the most important thing.

Currently, the Korea Consumers’ Cooperative Federation (KCCF),> Life
Co-op, developed by the Korean Womens’ link,* Hansalim,* and iCOOP KOREA®
are all focusing on building consumer cooperatives. In 2009, 370,000 households
(out of a total of 17 million households) were members of these four purchasing
cooperatives. This number only amounts to 2.2 percent. The sales value of these
cooperatives amounts to approximately 468 billion KRW, or 0.5 percent of the
national food market. The volume of their agricultural products accounts for
approximately 10 percent of all environmentally friendly agricultural products.

There are less than 3,000 members in any single cooperative. Annual sales
amount to around 3.4 billion KRW (roughly US$103 million). In this situation,
cooperatives cannot have any significant influence on local society. Furthermore,
most of the cooperatives in South Korea deal only with environmentally friendly
food or organic food — both niche markets. These reasons help explain why food
sold by cooperatives is more expensive than other foods which people can purchase
in a retail store or a supermarket. The average monthly salary of cooperative
members 1s 4 million KRW. Most of them are university graduates, with education
levels that are higher than the average person.

According to iCOOP (2010), the consumer cooperative movement in South
Korea draws much of its ideological goals from the idea of community, or the ‘Life
first’ concept that was centered on activities concerning ecology, environment,
community, and food safety. The iCOOP KOREA network supports the founding
of new cooperatives, and has worked towards improving the price competitiveness
of i1ICOQOP products and food safety in local communities.

1COOP envisages that its ‘Eco-friendly Organic Food Cluster and iCOOP
Vally Project’ will bring about positive changes in Korea’s agro-production and
consumption mechanisms. iICOOP KOREA also hopes to carry out its social
responsibility mission in seeking solutions to the global food crisis, economic
crises, and global warming.

The Busan Workers’ Cooperative

The Busan Workers’ Cooperative (BWC) was established in 2009. Although many
workers’ cooperatives exist at the company level in Korea (usually sponsored and

100



The Busan Workers’ Cooperative

organized by individual companies, e.g. Hyundai motors cooperative), BWC is the
KCTU Regional Council’s first attempt to build a workers’ cooperative. It is part
of the KCTU Busan Regional Council’s® plan of building a regional community
for workers and farmers in their region.

BWC’s main objectives include: providing safe food through an agreement
with a regional peasant organization; creating practical and alternative educational
activities in collaboration with teachers’ trade unions; and building a regional
public health-care system through an agreement with health care unions and related
organizations. The BWC also deals with other issues such as gender, child-care,
the environment, and agriculture. Overall, the BWC aims to create an alternative
regional community.

KCTU Busan Regional Council started the workers’ cooperative movement
as a method of building an alternative society to that of neoliberal globalization.
The council strives to strengthen relationships between trade union members, their
families, and other people in the region by building a sense of local community
through various projects aimed at improving the lives of people.

Ever since the initial launching of BWC, there has been a lot of discussion
on its aims and future. After discussions within the cooperative, it was decided to
establish a network with a local peasant organization. BWC tries not to rely on a
centralized system of production, distribution, or consumption, even though this
system is easy and cheap to utilize. Instead, BWC has attempted to create a new
system of production, distribution and consumption in the region. Even if the
practice of new alternative systems is not easy, BWC is still willing to strengthen
the network by affiliating local peasant organizations.

By protecting agriculture, BWC also promotes coexistence between rural and
urban communities. This is done by promoting the consumption of home-grown
products. BWC believes that the consumption of home-grown products provides
an impetus for positive economic circulation in its region. For example, the joint
purchasing of food has been an important campaign within BWC'’s project.

BWC promotes the building of an alternative economic system via enhancing
solidarity with a diverse set of groups in the movement. People can have many
experiences as a member of BWC. Trade union members develop common interests
with their family through participation in BWC. In this case, the trade union
members’ families begin to practice the policies of the trade union.

As mentioned earlier, it is a national trade union policy to maintain food
sovereignty. If a trade union members’ family is a member of BWC, they eat home
grown food instead of eating imported food. The family can also see the process
of delivery and production in their region. In this way, families can gain greater
confidence in home grown foods as they are simultaneously educated about the
process. Thus, a family develops confidence in BWC and consequently in the
policies of the trade union movement as a whole.
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BWC believes that the development of sustainable alternative systems should
be organized around solidarity with people in various fields. How can one build
such systems? The answers can be found within the various interests and demands
of the people in a particular region.

Generally, trade unions organize strikes to safeguard their members’
employment, but it can also play an important role in promoting regional interests.
During the last decade, KCTU Busan Regional Council searched for ways to address
this role. For example, KCTU Busan Regional Council joined the movement for
environmentally friendly school meals.

The labor movement, represented by KCTU, together with the peasant
movement, represented by the Korean Peasant’s League (KPL), can deepen their
understanding of, and provide greater support to, the people in their region. In
this process they can discover ways to get people involved in their activities.
Historically, KCTU and KPL had promised to build a good and strong partnership
at the national level. In reality, however, such a partnership has yet to materialize.
The BWC tried to expand its peasant food purchase system but with too few
members included in this initiative, this has not been possible. Nonetheless, with
increased membership, KPL could easily become the BWC’s food supplier.

In the past, trade unions and peasant organizations tried to undertake joint
projects aimed at building relationships between a trade union at the company
level and a farmer’s organization in the region. It is called One Trade Union, One
Village. However, the project has not really been fully implemented. It was short-
lived due to unionists’ negative perception of cooperatives. From the 1960s through
the 1980s, members of trade unions had many frustrated experiences with the
cooperative movement. At that time, trade unions were deeply focused on political
issues. They understood the cooperative movement as a middle class movement.
And they did not believe that the cooperative movement could be an important
part of working class struggles. However, as the labor movement has faced many
limitations in today’s economy, it has begun a process of self-reflection. This time it
is learning alternatives. Activists in the labor movement are trying to find a variety
of alternatives. The case of BWC is one of many attempts to seek out alternatives
to the limited role of how trade unions interact with working people.

Through BWC, Busan trade union activists are expecting to forge a
relationship of sustainable solidarity between workers and farmers. KCTU Busan
Regional Council believes that small scale farmers have the right to cultivate land
and to distribute their products. Farmers have the right to receive a fair price.
Consumers too have the right to purchase these goods at a fair price. A reasonable
price would ensure suitable earnings for farmers. The workers’ cooperative could
thus provide reasonable prices for farmers and consumers (who are members of
trade unions) and their families.
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The Significance of the Busan Workers’ Cooperative

For BWC, in order for the cooperative movement to recreate the public infrastructure
destroyed by neoliberal globalization and also expand the socio-economic arena, it
must strengthen workers’ solidarity and transform the consciousness of its members.
Even though people as members of a cooperative might make efforts to change their
lives, fully transforming their lives is impossible within a system of capitalism.
Because of this, the BWC recognizes that the cooperative movement must be
expanded to all sectors of society such as in production, consumption, finance,
education, culture, health care, welfare, and public services.

BWC sees the need to have a comprehensive system for its members through
the use of a network. It should mobilize all available resources of production,
consumption, finance, education, culture, health care, welfare, and public services
in the community. It is aware that it should create goods and services which are
adequate for people’s needs, and that these goods and services should cover all
sectors.

The day-to-day life of a citizen is political whether she/he desires it or not. At
present however, the spheres for political transformation are limited in the wake of
capitalism’s systemic dominance of most aspects of people’s daily lives. However,
people can practice voluntary participation, and participate in direct democracy
through self-organization. At BWC, participatory politics is practiced as members
vote directly in an assembly to make decisions.

The Purpose and Goal of BWC’

KCTU regional council considers BWC as one of its methods to overcome the
current difficulties of the labor movement.

Korean trade unionism is mainly enterprise-based and the employment
situation is unstable. Unions have chosen to concentrate on the employment security
of their own members at each company where they represented workers. They have
not made many efforts on social issues.

Many trade unions which belong to KCTU have been able to retain their
members’ job security within their companies. However, many companies have
laid employees off and/or have changed workers’ status from that of regular to
irregular. Many companies have outsourced a part of the company’s functions,
which has led to an increasing number of irregular workers. The problem is that
KCTU could not retain the employment security for all workers - especially for
unorganized workers. When examining the worker’s situation at this point in time,
we can discern two categories: one is comprised of regular workers and the other
of irregular workers. Members of trade unions are typically regular workers.
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Union members care only about their employment security because of the
serious job insecurity brought about by neoliberal globalization. The current labor
movement has been limited because th