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Introduction

Different studies have shown that between 1982 and 1993 —the first
decade of capitalist development under the “new economic model”
of neoliberal globalization launched in the opening gambit of a new
imperialist offensive—those living in poverty increased from 78 to
150 million, in what the Economic Commission for Latin America
and the Caribbean aptly termed “la brecha de la equidad,” or the
equity gap. Behind this poverty, in a decade “lost to development”
(zero growth), could be found the agency and dynamics of capital-
ist development, including a massive diversion of financial resources
into interest payments on the foreign debt and the destruction of pro-
ductive forces in both agriculture and industry. Economists in the
mainstream of development thinking, particularly those at the World
Bank, attributed this “development” to the irresistible forces of pro-
ductive and social transformation (“progress”), while many critics,
including the authors of this book, see in it instead the agency of
imperialist exploitation, an assault on the region’s raw materials and
human conditions facilitated by the neoliberal policy agenda imposed
by Washington.

As for the masses of people in the popular sector of society, the
working classes and the direct producers, compelled to live the condi-
tions of this onslaught on their livelihoods and lives, they were not
nearly as sanguine as the development experts. These economists
were quite willing and content to believe that the pain and misery
of poverty was the price of admission into the new world order—
the inevitable and necessary social cost of progressive change. Unlike
these economists, however, ordinary people and popular classes were
quite disposed to resist these forces of capitalist development and
change—to organize collectively and take action against the policies
and institutions of the ruling class, including the model of neoliberal
globalization used to advance the interests of the capitalist class and
their imperialist backers.
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If the depredations of US imperialism—what some view as “glo-
balization from above”—created the objective conditions of depriva-
tion or poverty, the community- and class-based organizations in the
popular sector of Latin American society created and acted on the
subjective conditions of widespread resistance.

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the neoliberal globalization
and imperialist exploitation that have given rise to the resistance. As
we see it, neoliberalism, globalization, and development are different
modalities or forms of imperialism, projects first implemented in the
early 1980s to advance the process of capitalist development. In this
chapter we identify seven pillars of the imperialist system, constructed
via (1) the repression and destruction of the class-based movements
of resistance and social transformation based on organized labor and
the rural poor; (2) armed force and violence—the policy of neoliberal-
ism from the barrel of the gun; (3) debt peonage—use of the external
debt as a lever of policy implementation; (4) an ideology of globaliza-
tion, to mask the economic interests in play and justify a program
of painful policy measures; and (5) when and where required, as in
Mexico in 1997 and 2006, electoral fraud to ensure the installation
of supportive regimes.

The remainder of the book is essentially an analysis of the different
forms taken by the forces of resistance to neoliberalism, and the revo-
lutionary dynamics of these forces. In effect, chapter 1 provides the
context for an analysis of the changing forms taken by the resistance
over three decades.

We have identified two basic types of strategic response to capi-
talist development and imperialist exploitation. One is to adjust or
adapt, taking them as given and seeking to survive or cope with the
conditions that they generate—“everyday resistance” as Scott (1985)
views it. This type of response for the most part involves and is based
on decisions taken by individuals, each seeking to improve their situ-
ation under the available conditions. The other is to resist the forces
of capitalist development and imperialist exploitation through collec-
tive action, primarily in the form of social movements, organizations
formed to mobilize the forces of radical social change.

The first part of chapter 2 focuses on the process of productive
and social transformation at the center of the capitalist development
process—development of the forces of production within the capital-
ist system. It takes as its point of departure, and subjects to relentless
criticism, the conception of this process found in the World Bank’s
2008 World Development Report. From the Bank’s perspective,
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the forces of structural (productive and social) transformation are
immutable, driven forward by forces that are difficult to manage and
impossible to control. The economists at the Bank recognize that
widespread poverty is the inevitable result, if not a condition, of this
process. However, the conditions of this poverty can be alleviated,
and the incidence of poverty in its extreme form, can and need to be
made, primarily on the basis of decisions made, and actions taken,
by the poor themselves with international cooperation: to migrate
in search of better conditions, abandoning agriculture in favor of
labor, that is, different forms of employment, which provide greater
opportunities for sustainable livelihoods and improving the social
condition of the family; or to change oneself from a peasant farmer
into an entrepreneur, a necessary means of accessing the capital,
technology, and markets needed to make farming profitable and thus
sustainable.

The second part of the chapter turns to on the working class and
organized labor. A major strategic response to the production crisis
of the early 1970s was to change the relation of capital to labor in
three ways: (1) by compressing the value of labor-power, reducing
as a result the share of wages in national income and increasing the
pool of available capital; (2) reducing the power of organized labor
to negotiate with capital for increased wages and improved working
conditions; and (3) shifting toward a new regime of accumulation
based on a post-fordist regime of regulation (increased “flexibility” in
the organization of the two major factors of production).

Chapter 2 reviews the efforts of the World Bank, in Latin America,
to promote the “structural reforms” needed to bring about this new,
more advanced form of capitalist production. The backdrop to this
analysis is a radical change in the nature and structure of the working
class over the course of two decades of structural reform in the region.
A major consequence of this structural change, and the neoliberal
policies that brought about or accelerated them, was the weakening of
organized labor, a dramatic reduction not only of its organizational
capacity vis-a-vis capital but also of its political capacity in mobiliz-
ing the forces of resistance. This turned out to be a major political
development in the 1990s.

Chapter 3 turns to an analysis of the political dynamics associated
with the capitalist development process in the agricultural sector of
society—“agrarian transformation” in academic parlance. As already
noted, capitalist development entails a process of productive and
social transformation—a shift in economic activity from agriculture
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to industry and the conversion of rural communities of direct pro-
ducers and peasant farmers into an urban wage-earning proletariat.
There are essentially three strategies of structural transformation,
each with its own dynamics: electoral politics in the quest for state
power; social mobilization of exploited classes for social transforma-
tion through social movements; and local development' based on the
mobilization of social capital,’ the one asset that the rural poor are
deemed to have in abundance—a strategy devised by the organiza-
tions of international cooperation as an alternative to the social move-
ments and a means of demobilizing resistance.

Policies of neoliberal globalization in the 1980s and 1990s gave a
new impetus to the forces of capitalist development and agrarian trans-
formation. But this time the protagonists of an ongoing scholarly and
political debate as to the fate and future of the peasantry include the
peasants themselves in the form of diverse radical social movements
as well as international organizations such as Via Campesina. The
chapter makes reference to, and departs from, an ongoing scholarly—
and political—debate on capitalist development and agrarian trans-
formation. At issue in this debate is the fate and historic role of the
peasantry, viewed by many as a spent force, defeated by the forces
of agrarian transformation. We join the debate by suggesting—with
reference to political developments in Latin America—that, far from
disappearing into the dustbin of history, peasants once more stepped
onto the center stage of social change.

The argument advanced is that the assault on the working class took
three forms—the violent repressive actions of the state, the forces of
structural change and structural reforms reviewed in chapter 2, and
the broader cycle of neoliberal policies implemented in the 1980s and
1990s. Together, these forces and policies fatally weakened the labor
movement, decimating the forces of resistance mobilized by the work-
ing class. However, under the same conditions a semi-proletarianized
peasantry of landless or near-landless rural workers, and the mass of
landless or near-landless rural workers, took action, resisting the lat-
est incursions of capitalism and imperialism in the countryside. Under
conditions of imperialist exploitation and neoliberal globalization
they led the resistance against neoliberalism in the 1990s.

Chapter 4 analyzes the social movements formed in the context of
this resistance to the new world order and its policies of neoliberal
globalization. These movements were mostly organized in the 1980s,
in response to a second cycle of neoliberal policies, but took action
in the 1990s against these policies in another cycle of market-friendly
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“structural reforms.” The most dynamic of these movements were
peasant-based and -led. The chapter reviews the complex dynamics of
these social movements as they unfolded in the context of a third cycle
of neoliberal “structural” reform in government policy, moving from
resistance to a revolutionary offensive.

This chapter places this question in the context of a broader set of
theoretical issues that surround the relationship between the state and
social movements. One of these issues has to do with the question of
state power and the three different paths, mentioned earlier, toward
achieving social change.

To elaborate, the first path to social change is electoral politics, the
“parliamentary road” to state power preferred by the “political class”
because it is predicated on limited political reforms to the existing sys-
tem rather than mass mobilization of the forces of social transforma-
tion, the path taken by most social movements and oriented toward
more fundamental and radical changes in the existing system.

The second modality of social change is associated with a postmod-
ernist perspective on a new form of “politics” and the emergence in
theory (i.e., in academic discourse) of “new social movements” (Slater,
1985; Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Melucci, 1992), In this perspective,
the way to bring about social change is not through political action
in the struggle for state power but through social action involving the
construction of movements advocating an “anti- or no-power” based
on social relations of coexistence, solidarity, and collective action.

The third approach to social change has to do with the nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) involved in the project of international
cooperation for development. The dynamics of social change associ-
ated with this approach—local development within the framework
of a “new paradigm” (of “inclusive development”) are explored in
chapter 6. The ostensible aim and central objective of this approach
to social change is to partner with governments and organizations of
overseas development assistance to promote an improvement in the
lives of the poor—to bring about conditions that will sustain their
livelihoods and alleviate their poverty—and to do so not through a
change in the structure of economic and political power, but through
an empowerment of the poor. The approach is to build on the social
capital of the poor themselves, seeking thereby to bring about improve-
ments in their lives within the local spaces available within the power
structure. It is predicated on partnership with like-minded organiza-
tions in a shared project (the alleviation of poverty, sustainable liveli-
hoods). Rather than directly confronting this structure in an effort
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to change the existing distribution of power, the aim, in effect, is to
empower the poor without having to disempower the rich.

Under conditions available across Latin America, and experi-
enced in different ways in virtually every country, each of these three
modalities of social change and associated conceptions of power have
their adherents. However, in the specific conjuncture of conditions
in Latin America, the postmodernist perspective on the “new social
movements” has proven to be irrelevant. The most consequential and
dynamic of the social movements are all directly or indirectly engaged
in the struggle for state power. As for the political dynamics of the
struggle the issues are diverse, but the most critical one turns on the
relationship of the social movements to the state. This is the central
theme of chapter 5, which elaborates on the dynamics of resistance
by the social movements mounted by the rural landless workers, the
proletarianized and semiproletarianized peasants, and the indigenous
communities of Chiapas, Ecuador, and Bolivia.?

Chapter 6 reviews the development project advanced by the World
Bank, the operational agencies of the United Nations, and other inter-
national organizations. The strategic albeit unstated aim of this proj-
ect, implemented with the support and agency of NGOs formed and
contracted to mediate between the donor (aid-giving) organizations
and the “aid” recipients among the poor, is to divert the poor from
taking action in the form of social movements. The primary concern
of the social movements is to bring about social change by challenging
economic and political power in the form of direct collective action.
In this connection, the concern of the organizations that share this
project is to offer the poor another option—to adopt a less confron-
tationalist approach to social change; to seek an improvement in their
social condition within the local spaces of the power structure rather
than challenging the holders of this power. The agency of “develop-
ment” in this context is to empower the poor—to capacitate them to
act and take advantage of the opportunities provided by the system
for improving their lot.

The context for the analysis and discussion of the social movement
matrix presented in chapters 3-5 was provided by the “structural
adjustment program,” with reference to the imperialist policy of neolib-
eral globalization. In chapter 6 we turn to political developments—and
the strategic response of the social movements to neoliberalism—in
the new, and somewhat changed if not entirely different, context of
the new millennium: a generalized disenchantment with neoliberal-
ism, the dominant target of the social movements; and, at the level
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of the economy, the emergence of a primary commodities boom, a
period of economic growth preceded and followed by the outbreak
and conditions of a systemic crisis. Under these conditions the most
significant development was a turn in the political tide with the ascent
of the political class on the Left to state power—the emergence of a
stream of center-left political regimes. The key questions posed by this
development—and taken up in chapter 6—are the significance and
meaning of this phenomenon (the turn toward the Left in state power)
and the relation of the center-left to the social movements in the fight
against neoliberalism and imperialism.

The concern of chapter 7 is with the form taken by the resistance
to neoliberalism under conditions of a global crisis as they hit Latin
America in 2008, and the form assumed by the social movements
under these conditions. Our argument in this respect is made in three
parts: first, an examination of the social movements under conditions
of the 1999-2002 crisis; second, a perspective on the social move-
ments under conditions of the primary commodities boom from 2003
to 2008; and third, an analysis of the social movements under condi-
tions of the global crisis that hit Latin America in 2008, putting an
end to a short-lived primary commodities boom.

As for the strategic responses made to the global crisis, we distin-
guish between the following: (1) the response of the organizations
and individuals that represent the class interests of global capital,
the guardians of the neoliberal world order and capitalist system; the
strategic response of most governments in Latin America, which has
been to insulate the economy from the ravages of global capitalism
and the financialization of production, and (2) the response of the
social movements in the popular sector, which has been to question,
oppose and reject the neoliberal model and imperialist policies used
to guide and inform the policy of most governments in the region.

The book concludes with an appraisal of the correlation of forces
ranged in support and opposition to capitalism, neoliberalism, and
imperialism. As we see it, the turn to the political left in the new mil-
lennium has dampened, if not extinguished, the revolutionary spirit
awakened by the popular movements in the 1990s. At the level of
state power, apart from Cuba, the only regime that can be regarded
as on the “Left” is that of President Chavez in Venezuela. But revo-
lutionary forces are building in a number of countries in the region.
However, they do have to contest the political space with emerging
movements on the right. The prevailing situation of economic and
political crisis, like all crises, is generating opportunities and forces



