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Newsletter, March 2017 

One day in Cape Town 
A fascinating conference was convened in Cape Town on March 15-18 by the 

Transnational Institute and the Cape-Town based Alternative Information and 

Development Center (AIDC). The purpose was to take stock of the current political crisis 

manifested in many parts of the world by the rise of the right. As explained by TNI and 

AIDC, “The crises intersect and reinforce each other and redefine the role of the nation 

state. Mass unemployment, the rise of precarious forms of labour and the reduction of the 

weight of the industrial proletariat, redefine urban and rural spaces, restructure the 

reproductive role of women and bring into sharp relief our environment and the human 

species’ relation to the biosphere and nature in general”. For popular movements, this 

shift represents a major challenge: 

 The emergence of a ‘new’ right puts progressive coalitions on the defensive, like 

in Brazil. Managing parcels of power have proven to be problematic under 

globalized capitalism.  

 The ‘endless war’ with its cortege of mass destruction, militarisation and violent 

repression have also had deep destabilizing consequences. 

 Reconciling mass & social struggles with the demands for identity & recognition 

put forward by indigenous nations, women, youth, transnational and refugee 

citizens is a big challenge, 

 The edifice of power has proven to be more resilient than what was thought (for 

exemple, with the ‘Arab spring’ transformed into an ‘Arab winter’). The ‘battle of 

ideas’ has been partially lost by the left facing the growing rise of racism, 

xenophobia and fear, penetrating popular classes. 

 

The 60 people that attended from Africa, the Americas and Europe were also to discuss 

what strategies and methods can be strengthened and developed. Mass struggles in the 

USA, local ‘glocal’ initiatives in Spain and Bolivia, democratic struggles in Brazil and 

France, were also put on the table. Discussants dialogued on many issues including: 

 The relations between progressive parties and social movements have to be 

revisited. This requires a social, cultural and generational renewal of parties. 

 Power, not a site or a ‘thing’ but a set of relations. Which means that ‘taking 

power’ is a long-term project, to change social relations and support the creation 

of new subjectivities, in the spirit of Gramsci and Fanon. 

 Democratizing political and social structures of mass mobilizations needs to go 

beyond the old principles of “democratic centralism’ with its hierarchical and 
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dogmatic temptations. It also needs to avoid the pitfalls of hard-line 

‘horizontalism’. 

 Creating consensus requires building hegemonic projects where a critical mass of 

organized subjects agree on programs, strategies and tactics. It requires the 

production of new knowledge, methodologies within a permanent process of 

structured self-education and self-organization. 

A full report of the conference will be produced shortly, and in the meantime, we have 

given space in this issue of the Intercoll newsletter to these themes and debates. 

Pierre Beaudet  

 

African Leadership 
After previous discussions in Montreal, Argentina and Brazil, the meeting in Cape Town 

was an occasion to bring many more Africans into this process. One of the pillars of 

critical thinking has been AIDC, formed in 1996 in response to the democratic transition 

in South Africa and the new challenges it brought those seeking greater social justice 

within the democracy. After the end of apartheid (1994), South Africans, as well as the 

whole progressive world, were expecting an era of democratization and social justice. 

Unfortunately, the African National Congress (ANC) by and large failed to deliver, 

prompting intense struggles at the community levels, in schools and universities, and in 

the factories and mines. It is in this context that AIDC has helped various civil society 

responses, such as the South African Jubilee 2000 debt cancellation campaign, and the 

Right to Work Campaign. AIDC has established itself as a leading source of research and 

information on themes of poverty, trade, and globalisation as well as playing a central 

role in various regional and international networks and forums. AIDC’s priorities:  

 Work with popular organizations to produce and promote research and analysis 

that provide concrete alternatives for creating decent work and livelihoods while 

ensuring the sustainability and integrity of our natural environment. 

 Disseminate information and analysis that facilitates an engagement between 

activists of popular organizations of civil society, opinion shapers and policy 

makers on alternative strategies for sustainable development. 

 Facilitate campaigns and popular mobilization for a million climate jobs that 

address the economic and ecological dimensions of the global crisis. 

 Undertake education programs that strengthen the capacity of popular 

movements, to link their struggles and campaigns in respect of jobs, livelihoods 

and the provision of essential services to the critical ecological and economic 

factors arising from the global and macro context. 

  

AIDC can be read on line as well as its monthly magazine, AMANDLA: 

http://aidc.org.za/ 

 

USA: The Era of the Furnaces 
Under Trumpism, many peoples in the United States are rising: indigenous, women, 

latinos, trade unionists and ‘ordinary’ communities left, right and center afraid of what 

might become the biggest regression of democratic and social rights. 
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Native Nations Rising   

March 10 was the Native Nations Rising march and gathering in Washington, D.C., a 

coming together of water protectors and indigenous leaders and organizers from around 

the country. They gathered to remind the Trump administration that they were not going 

away and that the struggle to stop the pipelines, the “black snake,” would continue. But, 

says Kandi Mossett of the Indigenous Environmental Network, the gathering also 

allowed people to come together to refresh connections and to plan for the next steps. I 

feel like it was a great success and it led people to work on all the other pipeline sites, 

because we do have Keystone XL back on because of Donald Trump. There are already 

camps. There is a camp in South Dakota already near the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe. 

They are fighting, again, the same way they did before because the Dakota Access 

Pipeline encampment, all of that was a result of the success we had with Keystone XL. 

Now, all the people are going back to Keystone XL to continue to fight that. But there are 

people going to the Two Rivers Camp in Texas to fight against the Trans Pecos Pipeline 

which is the same company, Energy Transfer Partners. To continue to the Dakota Access 

Pipeline fight, a lot of people are going to Louisiana where a camp is being set up against 

the Bayou Bridge Pipeline. The Bayou Bridge Pipeline is the one that will connect to the 

Dakota Access Pipeline in Illinois so that the oil can continue to go down to Port Arthur, 

Texas where it will be refined and then shipped to foreign markets. It is all part of the 

same project. A lot of people didn’t understand that until they went to D.C. and saw the 

different information and made that connection that we need to continue to fight. It is so 

much bigger than Standing Rock and one pipeline. In addition to that, we are arranging 

toxic tours and having people come to North Dakota to see the Bakken and the shale oil 

formation so that they can see where the oil is coming from and to help push more bans 

and moratoriums on fracking. 

Sarah Jaffe1 

 

Rebellion in the Town Halls 
Thousands of people showed up at town halls meetings across the United States in 

February to challenge Republican congressional representatives and senators on their 

plans for the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) as well as on issues from immigration, to 

the environment, to President Donald Trump’s relations with Russia. While this past 

week fewer protestors took to the streets where radicals have generally taken the 

initiative and established the tone of the Resistance, town halls swelled with more 

moderate but quite militant crowds who challenged Republicans. The rowdy 

demonstrations, mostly organized by Democratic Party networks, virtually disrupted a 

few Republican legislators’ meetings while in most town halls angry voters rose to 

demand that the health care plan’s fundamental features be preserved, that immigrants’ 

rights be respected, and that the Environmental Protection Agency be funded.   
 

                                                      
1 Sarah is a journalist and a blogger based in New York: http://sarahljaffe.com/2017/03/16/native-nations-

rising-with-kandi-mossett/ 
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Nothing like this has taken place at local town hall gatherings since the right-wing Tea 

Party’s demonstrations in 2009 and 2010, protests that provided the model for the current 

left-of-center protests. Many of the protests were coordinated through an anti-Trump 

movement linked to the Democratic Party called “Indivisible” that claims 7,000 affiliated 

groups throughout the country. In New York the Working Families Party, which supports 

progressive Democratic Party candidates, has also been involved in organizing protests. 

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) has provided resources to some of the 

groups. While they have some overlap with earlier protests such as the Women’s March, 

the immigrant rights protests at the airports, and the Day with Immigrants 

demonstrations, the town hall demonstrations represent a different element of the 

population. Senior citizens and the middle aged were often present in large numbers, 

though those in their twenties and thirties who have formed the majority of the street 

demonstrations also turned out in significant numbers in many locations. 
Dan La Botz2 

 

Towards the next US Social Forum 

In 2015, popular movements in the United States reconvened the third US Social Forum 

simultaneously in Philadelphia, San Jose, Jacksonville, as well in the Mexican border 

town of Tijuana. This incredibly challenging endeavor was organized by hundreds of 

grass-roots organization from across the country. With the new situation, the US Social 

Forum is ready for a new phase. The Trump administration brings to power a profoundly 

dangerous corporate military state, grounded in right-wing populism, in ideology and 

rhetoric, in policy and practice. It mobilizes its social base through appealing to and 

acting on historic divisions, fears, oppression, and material privilege rooted in the long 

period of white supremacy, expressed in terms of nationality, gender, sexuality, and 

religion. It has no regard for reality or facts. As we celebrate today’s rising resistance, we 

are compelled to prepare for the strategic struggle for power. This is an organizing 

moment. It is also a political education moment. If we don’t understand the systemic 

crisis of our world – in the economy, politics, and ecology – we cannot defeat it. 

Resistance struggles must be organized into an independent political force, at the ballot 

box and in the streets. Unity must be forged, inclusive of our racialized and gendered 

                                                      
2 Dan is a writer and an activist: <http://newpol.org/content/reports-resistance-rebellion-town-halls> 

 

http://newpol.org/content/reports-resistance-rebellion-town-halls
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diversities and histories, around the survival of humanity and the planet. These are the 

complex social forces shaping life in the U.S. today. A re-emergent revolutionary 

imagination and practice is imperative. There is no “after Ferguson” (as metaphor for 

today’s political, social and economic devastation) until deeply rooted change happens. 

This is the profound urgency of the moment. Now is the time to develop vision and build 

power for a transformed world. 

Rose Brewer, Walda Katz-Fishman and Jerome Scott  

(US Social Forum Evaluation & Documentation Collective) 

 

Join the Left Forum in New York City (June 2-4, 2017) 

Thousands of activists and intellectuals are expected in New York (Jay College for 

Criminal Justice) for this annual event. A powerful resistance is taking shape in the U.S. 

Mass spontaneous protests fill the streets, and the opposition to the Trump regime heralds 

an era of civil unrest the likes of which America has not seen for decades. The protesters’ 

immediate object is the new president and the singularly dangerous and reactionary 

regime he leads, but it has the potential to move beyond Trump to address the system that 

produced him. Most important of all, the budding resistance is thinking through questions 

of power, strategy, and tactics. The movements find themselves faced with unprecedented 

dangers and disorienting shocks but also with massive opportunities – openings for 

building the movements for justice and liberation and pressing for fundamental 

transformations. The main themes are: 

 Path to a Radical New World #LFStrategy: How will we get there? 

 By Any Means Necessary? #LFTactics: How will we apply strategy?  

 Breaking the Sexist, Racist, Kleptocratic, Earth-destroying Billionaire Class 

#LFStruggles: What are we fighting and what are we fighting for?  

 A Unified Left for Universal Liberation? #LFSolidarity: How can the Left work 

better together?  

 Then. Now. Tomorrow. #LFUtopia: What will success look like?  

 

Information about program and registration: https://www.leftforum.org/lf-2017-theme 

 

The Question of Power 
What to do with current State power structures? There are several answers to this 

question and they can be classified into four large blocks.  

 
Taking Over 

First is a vision and a very common practice that is mainly defended by “progressive” 

and left governments. The leaders of these governments normally argue that, given the 

danger of reactionary counter-revolution, the political party must capture and control, as 

much as possible, all State institutions: executive, legislative, judicial, electoral, and any 

other entity of State control at economic or human rights level. If the left in the 

government does not extend its control to all possible structures of the State then 

imperialism or the right wing forces will use those spaces to sabotage and overthrow the 

government. In this context, the government can make transformations that democratize 

or improve the institutionality of the State but only if they do not undermine the power of 

the “revolutionaries” in government. 

https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/lfstrategy?source=note
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/lftactics?source=note
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/lfstruggles?source=note
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/lfsolidarity?source=note
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/lfutopia?source=note
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Radical Democratization 

A second proposal emphasizes a series of mechanisms such as the revoking of the 

mandate, referendums, Constitutional Assemblies, inter-institutional control from 

independent institutions of the State, participatory budgets and other mechanisms that 

allow greater citizen participation and control in order to limit privileges and corruption 

within the bureaucratic spheres. This position considers that, through these reforms, it is 

possible to transform the State into an instrument that can serve society. 

 

Self-management  

Thirdly, there is the proposal that rejects the State and promotes its abolition in order to 

encourage the blossoming of experiences of self-determination of different social 

movements. These currents consider that the process of change is going to come from the 

proliferation and association of a series of communitarian and self-managed experiences 

that are constructed from the ground, questioning and undermining the authoritarianism 

that is entailed in all forms of State power. 

 

Real democratization of the State and construction of social counter-power  

According to this view, any power structure has its own logic and dynamics that leads to 

the accumulation of increasing power when there is no force outside that power structure 

capable of counterbalancing it. In other words, it is not enough to implement the radical 

democratization proposals of the State. 

 
Shifting Sands 

Any political movement that enters the power structures to transform them must be fully 

aware that it is entering shifting sands. There will always be negative impacts and side 

effects such as the development of internal privileges, the temptation of corruption, 

pragmatic alliances, and the mirage that their permanence in power is the key for social 

“revolution.” The only way to avoid being captured by the logic of power is to encourage 

the empowerment of autonomous counter-powers, not under a client logic of support to 

the “caudillo,” but rather to be truly self-managed and capable of counterbalancing the 

conservative and reactionary forces that will inevitably develop within the structures of 

power, and above all, to encourage commoning in all the society. 

Pablo Solon3 

 

Pan-Amazonian Social Forum 
The 8th Pan-Amazonian Social Forum (FOSPA) will take place from April 28th to May 

1st, 2017, in the Amazonian city of Tarapoto, Peru. As you know, Amazonia has been a 

focal territory for struggles and resistance in the face of a multitude of crises in our 

social, political, ethical and organizational models. With the local steering committee of 

the Forum, we have opted to build a methodological approach based on mutual attention, 

the search for new languages and new forms of expression and interaction, which is more 

                                                      
3 Extracts from Systemic Alternatives, 2017, Fundacion Solon, Attac-France and Focus on Global South 

<fundacionsolon.org> 
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participatory, cultural and artistic. The idea is to promote the active support and 

strengthening of the indigenous peoples, organization leaders, territorial communities, 

women etc., for the defence of Amazonia (as well as the Andean environment), its 

biodiversity and its peoples, as essential for the life of humankind. 

 

 
Information: http://www.forosocialpanamazonico.com/ 

 

The Barcelona Laboratory 
The municipal elections of 2015 in Spain were without a doubt the most important local 

contest since the first municipal elections of the democratic restoration in 1981. For the 

first time, local governments were contested by a plethora of municipal slates that were to 

break the grip of the two-party system. Podemos on the other hand left its members free 

to run on municipal slates as it was in the midst of organising for regional and the future 

general elections. That left the process of unity up to those members of the organisation 

with a more open view to building broad alliances and those who had been linked to the 

grassroots struggles of recent years. A coalition was built in Barcelona, Barcelona en 

comú (BCNcomú) and along with other left formations, received 33 % of the votes (or 23 

out of 41 elected representatives). The new government was built with the idea of 

tackling social emergencies. In 2012 70,000 families could not pay their water bills. The 

first policy by BCNcomú was to invest 160 million euros during the first year of the 

mandate on social issues, and create 2,500 jobs in the short term. In parallel, the 

municipality recovered empty flats from the ‘bad banks’ to be put to social use. Another 

important issue for the city council is the fight against corruption and for opening up the 

institutions to the public. For that reason, there has been a battery of initiatives to increase 

participation, publish every single invoice as well as contracts, and involve citizens in the 

strategic plan. This is accompanied by public consultations in the neighbourhoods around 

important matters such as tourism or mobility.  

Pablo Sánchez4 

 

Fanon, Cabral and the Battle for Culture  
Despite the power of neoliberalism and the trillions of dollars at the disposal of the 

corporations, banks, financial institutions, governments and local elites, the people have 

not lost their desire for agency, for making history, for engaging in struggles wherein 

they both demonstrate and invent their humanity, for constructing the basis for a true 

                                                      
4 Extract from an article published by Transform! “New Municipalism in Barcelona”, 2017 Tranform! 

Report, The Left, the People and Populism. < http://www.transform-

network.net/publications/yearbook/yearbook-2017.html> 

http://www.transform-network.net/network/authors/news/detail/AuthorStandalone/868.html
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universalism. The mass mobilizations in Egypt, Tunisia, and Burkina Faso that led to the 

overthrow of local despots are but some of the examples of such struggles. I have written 

elsewhere about other uprisings and protests that have swept the continent as a result of 

growing discontent over austerity. These uprisings and protests reflect the re-emergence 

of resistance in which culture is once again manifest with an emancipatory dimension. 

Consider how millions occupied Tahir Square in Cairo: songs, music and dance were just 

some of the features that emerged. People’s security, defence, the provision of food, 

healthcare, childcare, and shelter, all these were created anew by those present. Decisions 

were made collectively. Where just a month before people who were considered apathetic 

and seemingly non-political, they were transformed into political beings willing to put 

their lives at stake, to participate in mass meetings, and to release their creativity. It was a 

demonstration of how the engagement in struggles releases not only people’s ability to 

claim their humanity, but also to re-invent themselves, something that Fanon insisted 

upon. Many current movements are fired by the energy and creativity of young people. 

One effect of neoliberalism has been to endeavour to remove the experiences and 

knowledge of history.  

 

In the underdeveloped countries, preceding generations have simultaneously resisted the 

insidious agenda of colonialism and paved the way for the emergence of current 

struggles.  The Western liberal conception of humanity has been deficient from birth, and 

that deficiency is ever more obvious today. Its ultimate dependence on exploitation, 

colonial oppression and racism for its existence is now more evident than during previous 

historical epochs because it exercises its dominance over the whole globe in a manner 

which is manifestly inhuman. Thus the contradiction between a liberal conception which 

restricts freedom, equality and justice to a minority while denying it systematically to the 

majority of the world’s population is becoming more and more obvious. In this context, 

the search for a true universal, without excluding supposed ‘barbarians’, is becoming 

more urgent. I end with the words of Cabral: 

Except for cases of genocide or the violent reduction of native populations to 

cultural and social insignificance, the epoch of colonization was not sufficient, at 

least in Africa, to bring about any significant destruction or degradation of the 

essential elements of the culture and traditions of the colonized peoples ... the 

problem of a ... cultural renaissance is not posed nor could it be posed by the 

popular masses: indeed they are the bearers of their own culture, they are its 

source, and, at the same time, they are the only entity truly capable of preserving 

and creating culture – in a word, of making history5.   

 

Firoze Manji6 

 

  

                                                      
5 Cabral, Amílcar, (1979) Unity and Struggle: Speeches and Writings of Amilcar Cabral. New York: 

Monthly Review Press. 
6 Extract from, State of Power, Transnational Institute 1917, “Culture, power and resistance. Reflections on 

the ideas of Amilcar Cabral” 
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Food for Thought 

Popular participation, not populism 
 

 
Hilary Wainwright7 

 

When the cold war was over and the free market right victorious, the new participatory 

left continued to grow and make significant breakthroughs, most notably in Latin 

America in the 1990s. At this point, liberal elites screeched ‘populism’ as their term of 

abuse, for Lula’s Workers Party, Evo Morales’ Socialist Movement, and Chavez’s 

successful overthrow of Venezuela’s military dictatorship. In response, Argentinian 

political theorist Ernesto Laclau (1935-2014) exposed this attack for what it was and 

still is: a class-based contempt and fear of the people as self-determining political 

actors; a thoroughly anti-democratic rejection of the ‘intrusion’ of workers and 

peasants into the sacred citadels of government. His long-time collaborator, Chantal 

Mouffe, has followed this with a powerful analysis of the tensions between liberalism 

and democracy. She shows how democracy, with its concern with inequality, will 

never flourish if it remains subordinate to liberalism, through which equality is 

sidelined by an abstract and therefore partial notion of freedom. While there is much of 

value in both their analyses, their solution – to assert, from the left, the need for ‘a 

political frontier’ that divides society into two camps, calling for the mobilization of 

the ‘underdog’ against ‘those in power’, ‘them’ and ‘us’ – is not a sufficient condition 

for an effective transformative strategy. 

 

Arguably, such a reframing is a necessary condition for gaining a popular hearing 

electorally. Certainly, the rightward move towards a self-satisfied consensual center, 

highlighted by Mouffe, left the electoral battlefield wide open to the populist right. But 

breaking the constraining hold of liberalism – and a proper challenge to the inequalities 

that feed the right –– requires a more structural reconfiguration of politics and 

capitalism than this. To achieve such a structural break, I start with liberalism’s 

                                                      
7 Hilary Wainwright is a member of Red Pepper's editorial collective and a fellow of the Transnational 

Institute. @hilarypepper, Extracted from a commentary by Hillary in Red Pepper, Feb, 27, 2017, 

http://www.redpepper.org.uk/ 

 

 

http://www.redpepper.org.uk/by/hilary-wainwright
http://www.redpepper.org.uk/by/hilary-wainwright/
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insistent separation of politics from economics, often with the complicity of the 

workers’ movement’s parliamentary and trade union leaderships. The result is a narrow 

form of representation in which individual citizens are treated as ‘equal’ voters in an 

entirely abstract and atomistic manner, rather than as part of embedded social, and at 

present unequal, relationships. It is a political process that consequently tends to 

disguise rather than expose inequalities, and protects rather than challenges private 

economic power. It is no wonder that this separation was integral to the transition to 

democracy in a capitalist market economy. 

 

To achieve the necessary structural break, liberating democracy from liberalism, an 

understanding is required of citizenship as social, economic and situated. In today’s 

societies, it implies an engagement with electoral politics while at the same time 

strongly challenging with collective power what has become of the universal franchise: 

an abstract, formal political equality in a society that is fundamentally unequal. This 

implies a political party or a political leader that engages supportively in economic and 

social struggles directly challenging inequalities hidden by the political system, at the 

same time as championing the wider societal changes that these struggles require in 

electoral politics. A classic, and for a period of over 15 years successful, example of 

such a strategy would be that of the Brazilian Workers Party (PT) in the City of Porto 

Alegre. There, a radical mayor, Olívio Dutra, did not simply galvanize power against 

the elite. Instead, he turned his electoral success into the base from which to share 

power with the poor citizens from the favelas and other areas of the city normally 

excluded from political decision-making. He supported their organizations to build a 

process of popular participation in the municipal budget, a process that became known 

as ‘participatory budgeting’, which linked politics and economics in a way that began 

to overcome the deep inequalities of the city. 

 

This experience, and similar ones where the party is as engaged with economic and 

social struggles as well as electoral activities, points to party membership having a 

double-sided character, carrying out the work of representation simultaneously with 

building extra-parliamentary social and economic organizations. Moreover, this 

involvement would be not especially as leaders but as fellow activists, contributing to 

and sharing their particular sources of power and knowledge. For these characteristics 

to be sustainable, such a new kind of party would require specific organizational forms 

to counter the pressures drawing representatives into the flytrap of parliamentary 

politics, with all its tendencies towards a separate political class. In the end, the PT 

failed to develop these and, in efforts to win office above all else, it succumbed to the 

corruption endemic in Brazilian politics. At least through its experience we had a 

glimpse of a different kind of politics. A politics based on popular participation, and 

forms of popular sovereignty based on complex institutions of economic democracy 

and popular control against a multiplicity of enemies, as much as on the simple 

division between the elite and the people. 
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Intercoll is an open space for the development and confrontation of social and 

citizen movements. It is run by individuals linked to those movements, and by anyone 

who is involved in social struggles and mobilizations. Intercoll aims to contribute to the 

gradual emergence of a new "international collective intellectual" from the reflection of 

movements and networks of research and public education. 

 

Intercoll aims to create an international and multicultural space. The website operates in 

six languages. The articles will all offer a brief summary in the 6 different languages. 

Seven steps will be implemented: 

 

 The wall of questionings that will arise or should be asked by the social 

movements. 

 Partner websites from several regions and on several themes. 

 Working groups on proposed and selected themes. 

 Mobilizations and citizen actions proposed by our partners. 

 An ongoing survey on the social movements’ strategy. 

 Texts published by other websites and selected by Intercoll for their interesting 

perspective. 

 Events, seminars, conferences, various events in which Intercoll takes part. 

 

http://intercoll.net/?lang=en 

 

 


