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The Vital Struggle Against Ontario’s
Sub-Poverty Welfare System

John Clarke

A drastic reduction in the adequacy of income support pay-
mentsis key to the neoliberal agenda. Thisisespecially trueina
country like Canada that had earlier seen the consolidation of a
basic social infrastructure. However much the balanceistiltedin
favour of the employers, employment insurance (El) and welfare
paymentslimit the desperation of the unemployed and the degree
to which those with jobs can be forced to make conces-
sions. Massive reductionsin federal El and provincial socia as-
sistance rates have been afocus of governmentsin thelast fifteen
years and the Mike Harris * Common Sense Revolution’ in On-
tario was avery big part of this process.

Thedramatic and confrontational Harrisyearshave given way
to amore sedate pace of social retrogression under the direction
of the McGuinty Government. Nonetheless, onceinflationistaken
into account, 760,000 people on social assistancein Ontario will
be poorer when M cGuinty goesto the pollsthan they were when
he began to implement his rather dubious agenda of ‘change’ in
thisprovince. At least a40% reduction in the spending power of
welfare cheques has taken place since 1995. Harris's work has
not been reversed under the Liberals. It hasreally only been con-
solidated.

The demand to ‘Raise the Rates' by 40% has been a major
focus of the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty’s (OCAP) activi-
tiessince McGuinty took power. We havechallenged the Liberas
on their broken promises and duplicity. It has, however, been a
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very difficult period by virtue of avery serious demobilization of
social resistance. We have not seen major protests or campaigns
to place demands before the regimein Queen’ s Park. The myth of
a kinder and gentler Liberal Ontario has been able to take

holdinthissituation. Until recently, amajor political mobilization
around Provincia anti-poverty demands seemed beyond our
grasp. A broad-based coalition of union and community
organizations, under the name of ‘ Toronto Anti Poverty’ is now
planning a September march on the Ontario legislature. Several
initiatives underliethis development.

After a couple of years of raising the demand for a major
welfare increase from the Liberals, OCAP came across a provi-
sion within the rules of the system known as the Special Diet
Palicy. Thisallowed for amonthly payment of up to $250 amonth
per person on assistance, if aqualified medical provider diagnosed
the need. One of the most important fights we' ve ever taken up
cameout of this. Wereasoned that thisobscure provision wasnever
intended to be widely known and that, even where people on as-
sistance applied for it, would in most cases by denied by the bu-
reaucracy of the system. However, we asked ourselveswhat would
happen if we could organize to ensure that thousands could ob-
tain accessto medical providersready tofill in their applications
for the Supplement. Moreover, we posed the question of how the
matter would be affected if this mass of applicants had serious
levels of support to ensure they could not be turned away empty
handed when they put in their forms.

Throughout 2005, a Special Diet Campaign unfolded that
provided concrete answersto these questions. Over 8,000 people
passed through community clinics in Toronto that OCAP initi-
ated and these spread to other Ontario towns. While the direct
results of our effortswere significant, of much greater importance
was the degree to which an awareness of the Special Diet spread
spontaneously through poor communities. In that year, spending
on the Supplement by Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Sup-
port officesin this Province went up by $40 million.

The campaign, however, went beyond an effort to put more
money into peoples pockets by utilizing a provision within the
rules of the system. We very much presented this as atactic that
had to belinked to the bigger and moreimportant issue of amajor
general increasein welfareincome. Thismix of ashort term effe-
ctive tactic and a broader goal tended to give apolitical focusto
the campaign that captured imaginationsand won support. Medical
providersworking at the community clinics organized themselves
into a ‘Health Providers Against Poverty’ organization. A wide
range of social agencies helped with clinics and spoke out to de-
fend theright of their clientsto accessthe Supplement. Many low-
income communities, especially immigrant communities, used
their informal internal communication networks to ensure that
accessto the Special Diet was obtained. Within the Somali com-
munity this assumed such asignificant scalethat anew organiza-
tion, ‘OCAP Women of Etobicoke’ was formed.

The very nature of opposition to our efforts by those in
authority tended to increase the support and mobilization on the



issue. Despite its supposedly ‘ progressive’ Council majority, the
City of Toronto did all it could to block access to the Special
Diet. Welfare offices turned away hundreds of applicants, often
inviolation of their own rules. City politiciansacted to limit these
abuses only with the greatest reluctance and under considerable
pressure. However, the huge numbers of people coming to
Special Diet clinics had to back up their applications by join-
inginactions at local welfare officesor at City Hall to ensure
they actually got what they were entitled to. This increased
the level of organizing and could not fail to bring home to
people that the process of applying for a dietary sup-
plement, while necessary, posed the question of why aliving
income was not generally available?

The provincial government realized very well that greatly
increased access to the Special Diet was beginning to call
into question their role of quietly consolidating the social cut-
backs of the Harris Tories. They acted in November of 2005 to
revise the application form for the benefit in ways that would
make it much harder to access. Infact, this measure by no means
solved their problems. Lots of people did get cut off the Supple-
ment but applications increased to a degree that was
astounding. Moreover, after ayear of working with the new rules,
Health Providers Against Poverty felt able to resume the com-
munity clinics and reopen achannel for hundreds of people.

The ongoing agitation around the Special Diet, has meant
that the issue of welfare rates has been kept alive. At the same
time, agitation on the stagnant minimum wage has also been very
significant in building a clamour on poverty issues. The well
known efforts of NDP M PP Cheri Di Novo and her Federal coun-
terpart, Peggy Nash, to put theissue of the minimum wage onthe
legislative agenda gained a very large amount of support and
attention. Labour movement campaigns on theissue also put pres-
sure on the Liberal government. OCAP isvery critical of the de-
gree to which electoral calculations and notions of political re-
spectability led to these efforts focusing only on minimum wage
levels and ignoring questions of social assistance
income. However, that they contributed to a general sense that
poverty had to be acted on is beyond dispute.

We should also acknowledge that the inaction of the
McGuinty regime on poverty also revealed some disagreements
at the top in society. The capitalist classis not amonolith and it
hasa (relatively) left wing dong withitsright wing. Therearethose
in their ranks who question how far the process of impoverish-
ment should go and can go beforeit creates adverse consequences
and becomes self-defeating. So, we have TD Bank economists
arguing for ahigher minimum wage and increased social spend-
ing and we have the high profile Toronto Star ‘War on
Poverty.” Such divisionswithin the economically and politically
powerful are important and provide an opening for a move to
win concessions by those directly affected by the poverty they
debate.

So it is that, for the first time in many years, a
significant grouping of forces appears to be coming together to
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forge acommon front challenge to poverty. Following acall
issued by activistsfrom the Toronto Disaster Relief Commit-
tee (TDRC), aworking committee of union activists, socia
agency representatives and community organizersisnow plan-
ning for a September rally at the Ontario legidature. Demands
will focus on social assistance rates, the minimum wage and
housing. Added to thisis support for the ‘Don’t Ask Don’t
Tell’ demand of No One is lllega. In this city, a demand
that those without immigration status be able to obtain basic
services without being handed over to immigration authori-
tiesisakey and vital anti poverty demand that weall wishto
support.

Planning for the September actionisin arelatively early
stage at thetimethat thisisbeing written but things are clear
enough to sound a note of optimism. Dozens of organizations
have aready endorsed the event. An ambitiousjob of outreach
in low-income communities is being set in motion. An im-
pressive rally, that includes a series of ‘feeder marches by
participating organizations, is being developed. An event like
this, inthelead up totheprovincia election, could have serious
political impact and set the stage for more sustained
and province-wide mobilizing.

The question of raising social assistance rates and turn-
ing back thetide of poverty isnot some humanitarianissue. It
isavital question for the ability of the working class popula-
tion asawholein termsof defending past gains. For too long,
theissue has been treated asalow priority ‘good cause.” It's
time to change that and build amovement that can place de-
mands before governmentsthat can’t be brushed aside. R

John Clarkeisalongtime activist with OCAP.
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“*Atlantica’’ is essentially a proposed hyper free trade zone
between the Atlantic provinces and the North Eastern United
States. Atlanticaisawish list for the neoliberal business elitewho
want policy harmonization between the Maine-New Brunswick
border. Thisneoliberal agendahas potential serious consequences
for certain policy areas, like labour laws, environmental laws, and
varioussocia programs. The Atlanticaagendaisathreat to Cana-
da ssovereignty and the integrity of itsdemocraticinstitutions. It
is not just a wet-dream for frazzled economists and ultra right-
wing business leaders, the rhetoric has been taken up by New
Brunswick’ s Premier who harpsthe benefits of the Atlantic Gate-
way, which is essentially Atlanticawatered down to a more tact-
ful and voter friendly language.

The issues of Atlantica necessarily invoke other broader is-
suesand themesin Canada’ shistory. For instance, economic inte-
gration, or ‘deep integration’ asit isknown today, neoliberalism,
and the North American Free Trade Agreement are all pertinent
themesthat underpin the Atlanticainitiative. Atlantica needsto
be placed initsideological and historical context in order that its
likely outcome can be determined.

Economic integration between Canada and the United States
has been an issue for Canada since before confederation. The pro-
ponents of aBritish North American Union were driven by a po-
tentially hostile and victorious American army to the south. Ameri-
cans had rejected reciprocity and instead turned inward to lick
their civil war inflicted wounds. The Fathers of Confederation
had no choice but to create aunion of their own. Britain’ swaver-
ing defence commitment to British North America, and a poten-
tially hostile and expansionist U.S., aswell as the threat of eco-
nomic stagnation, prompted British coloniesin the north to turn
to cooperation amongst themselves. Theresult wasaBritish North
American Union known as Canada; adistinct nation that grew up
living in the shadow of agiant.

Whether relationswere hostile or warm, economic dominance

of the U.S. over Canada has been along-standing themein Cana-
da snational history. Theend of the Second World War signified
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adramatic shift in Canada’ sforeign political and economic rela-
tions. The post Second World War partnership withthe U.S. sig-
nified anew agein which Canada s economy became highly inte-
grated with the USA. The North American Free Trade Agreement
and the Atlanticaproposal are outcomes of this partnership.

If Atlantic Canadians and peoplefrom Maine or New Hamp-
shire have at least heard of Atlantica, they are most likely only
aware of it on a superficial level, and it’s no fault of their own.
There is alow level of information in dominant media (news-
print, television, and magazine publications), which leadsto the
alienation of citizensin policy decision-making, and the corpo-
rate media' s prolific dominance and bias. For instance the Tel-
egraph Journal hasrecently published an articlethat featured the
president of the Atlantic Provinces Chambers of Commerce
(APCC) stating, “ They think we' refunded by big business. | wish
wewere. It just doesn’t work like that. There are no deep pockets
behind us, we have to scrimp and beg for every dollar we get.”
With false and misleading statements like this, coming from a
journalist who doesn’t seem to understand the principl e of objec-
tivity, it's no wonder alot of people don't have the information
they need to make a decision about Atlantica. It isthe corporate-
owned pressin New Brunswick that is parroting the talking points
of the APCC and big businessinterests, who arethereal pushers
of Atlantica. The mediasimply has not been reporting in depth
on the proposed policies of Atlantica, and unfortunately, many
working Canadians and Americans do not know what economic
and political elitesare planning for them behind closed doors.

The Atlantica initiative envisions a cross-border economic
region consisting of Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward
Idland, Newfoundland, Eastern Quebec, Maine, Vermont, New
Hampshire and northern New Y ork State. Atlantica, also known
asthe Atlantic International Northeast Economic Region (AINER)
has been making mediaheadlinesin Atlantic Canadafor the past
year, culminating in alarge conferencein Saint John, New Bruns-
wick entitled: Reaching *Atlantica’: Business without Borders,
from June 8th —June 10th. The Atlanticaconcept comesfromthe
Atlantic Institute for Market Studies (AIMS), which is a



corporate funded neo-conservative think tank based in Halifax,
Nova Scotia. The main public proponents of Atlantica include
Brian Lee Crowley, president of AIMS, Jim Quigley, president of
the Atlantic Provinces Chambers of Commerce (APCC), and the
Bank of Montreal, as well as a slew of big businesses based in
Atlantic Canada and the north eastern United States (Irving Qil,
Baxter Foods, Imperial Oil, Royal Bank of Canada, Bank of Nova
Scotia, Toronto Dominion Bank, McCain Foods, Nova Scotia
Power, Kimberly-Clark and Southam Inc., Bank of Montreal, Air
Canada, Exxon Mohil, etc.)

The Atlanticaconcept envisionsaunion of northeastern U.S.
and eastern Canadain which trade, energy, environment, labour,
and social policy legislation would be harmonized. Gary Leech,
a political scientist from Cape Breton University, sums up the
Atlanticainitiative, “the objective isto move beyond NAFTA to
an intensification of freetrade on theregional level by encourag-
ing provincial and state governmentsin Atlantic Canadaand the
northeastern United States to apply similar economic and social
policies, including regulations that govern labour and the envi-
ronment.” Maude Barlow of the Council of Canadians character-
izesAtlanticaas“freetrade on steroids,” and asecretive and un-
democratic agendato lower labour standards of Atlantic Canadi-
answhile generating mega profitsfor large companies.

Proponents of Atlantica argue
that this area of North America
shares common demographics, so-
cial-political and cultural values, as
well ascommon economic interests.
Because of these “common inter-
ests,” proponents argue that the At-
lantic region could experience un-
precedented economic prosperity, if
only trade and policy would divert
itself from traditional east-west po-
litical-economic tiesthat camewith
confederation in 1867.

Atlanticaproponentsstatethat Cana
da s eastern provinces are strategi-
cally located in order to intercept
three international trade blocs,
NAFTA, EU-NAFTA, and the Suez
Express from Asia. Proponents ar-
guethat in order for thisto happen,
new infrastructure has to be built,
(roads, shipping, air routes, and railways) that would facilitate
businessesin bringing goods to and from north-eastern markets.
The Panama Canal is said to be too shallow in order to facilitate
the new generation of cargo container ships. Subsequently, the
Halifax port has the potential to receive more trade from Asian
countries, especially China, since this port has naturaly deep
waters.

A part of the Atlanticainitiativeis already being implemented.
Saint John isbeing retooled and retrofitted into being an ‘ energy
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hub’ that will export cheap and easy energy to domestic markets
inthe USA. The United States needs a cheap supply of energy for
domestic use in order to free up more oil for military ventures
abroad. Thisaspect of the project iswell underway in New Bruns-
wick, as the newly elected Liberal government is going ahead
with the refurbishing of Point Leperau nuclear power station. The
New Brunswick government isalso interested in building a sec-
ond nuclear power station. Irving Qil isdeveloping plansto im-
plement a second oil refinery facility in Saint John (the existing
Irving ail refinery is currently the largest oil refinery in North
America) while a Liquified Natural Gas Pipeline is scheduled,
although hotly debated by civic opposition groups, to go through
Saint John and into U.S. markets.

Added-value processing of our natural resources, which could
deliver high quality and long term employment, is being over-
looked by companies that refuse to invest in our provinces. The
energy needs of our province are being overlooked in favour of
big business need for mega profits. The only promise of prosper-
ity comes from temporary construction jobs. It is the people of
New Brunswick that will have to bear al of the environmental
and health risks associated with pipelines, refineries and nuclear
power plants. That’sjust not good enough.

Nova Scotia demonstrates against Atlantica: The June 15th march in Halifax

Unfortunately, Atlanticais not an isolated concept. The Ca-
nadian government has sponsored several studies of cross border
regions (CBR) along the Canada-U.S. border. The other proposed
cross border regions have beenidentified asthe pacific coast (Brit-
ish Columbia-Oregon border), rocky mountains (northern BC-
Alaskaborder), great plains, (Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba-
Wyoming, North Dakota, South Dakota and Minnesota border)
great |akesregion (Ontario-Michigan, Indiana, and Ohio). It'sim-
portant to keep in mind that cross border organizations between
Canadaand U.S. are nothing new, as several international ®



border tribunal s concerning boundaries and natural resources have
been established since the early 20th century. What isnew isthat
the scope and policy relevance of these new proposed regions
have increased consequences on the everyday lives of Canadian
and American citizens. The basic response of the Canadian gov-
ernment in two recent publications on theissueisthat local eco-
nomic stakeholders (large private businesses) need more of arole
in implementing and deciding policies that encourage supposed
benefits of CBRs. In other words, the federal and provincial gov-
ernments are considering letting business interests from the pri-
vate sector formulate and influence key areas of public policy.
Considering therising tide of neoliberalism, an ideology hostile
to the worker protections and benefits, this is a dangerous and
undemocratic proposition.

This attitude of the federal government is consistent with a
shift in Canada sinternational relations since the Second World
War. The Cold War ushered in anew eraof Can.-U.S. economic
integration as Canada's traditional ally, Britain, had suffered a
military and fiscal decline after the Second World War. The crea
tion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the
bilateral North American Air Defence Agreement (NORAD),
meant closer and permanent military cooperation between Canada
and USA, during peacetime. Trade between the two countriesal so
increased; especially American importsof natural resourcesfrom
Canada as the U.S. required key resources in order to fuel the
growing arms race with the USSR. America s new role as the
world’ smilitary police meant profit and relative stability for Ca-
nadian markets. Canada shipped crucial elements for domestic
and military production (zinc, nickel, aluminium, copper, and ura-
nium). So Canadabecameacrucial hinterland of natural resources
during the Cold War. Thesameis
till truetoday in apost Cold War
era, asthe U.S. still needs Canada
asaraw materialsand energy sup-
plier for domestic and military
production. Seen through the eyes
of the American economic and po-
litical elites, weareof strategicim-
portance as an export market and
source of raw materials.

On the surface, Atlantica's
initiatives and devel opments seem
like positive change for Atlantic
Canadiansand Americans. How-
ever, one hasto look closer at the
nature of the policies, their history,
and ideological roots. The argu-
ments coming from the Atlantica
public relations campaign are
compelling in a region that has
historically experienced heavy
out migration, high unemploy-
ment, and rampant dein-
dustrialization. However, the
Atlantica initiative is nothing

Clockwise from upper left: in front of Peter McKay’s office in Antigonish; black block contingent

new; it is merely one phase in along line of neoliberal policies
that have been gaining prominence since the 1970s in Canada
and the United States.

In order to assessthe probable outcomes of ahyper freetrade
zone, one needs to look at historical precedent as a reasonable
predictor. The North American Free Trade Agreement’ soutcome
should give Canadiansan idea of what advantages, if any, Atlantica
would bring to Atlantic Canadians.

Freetrade between Canadaand the United Statesisarecurring
themein Canada’s political history, but the 1988 trade agreement
struck by then Prime Minister Brian Mulroney was unprecedented
in that it had undone and reversed a long standing tariff wall and
protectionist policies, more or less, held up by Canada since 1879.

In 1878, John A. Macdonald’' s Conservatives campaigned on
the platform of the National Policy, beating the Liberals who ad-
vocated for freetradewiththe USA. The National Policy wasthe
basic economic policy line for Canada since 1879. The policy
was designed to encourage and devel op Canadian manufacturing
and for American companies to jump the tariff wall and set up
branch plants. The Liberals campaigned for free trade with the
USagainin 1911, but logt, partly becausethe Conservativeswere
ableto exploit Canadians’ intense anti-Americanism.

The 1911 election on freetrade was al so significant from the
American aspect; particularly because historical research shows
that for thefirst time, American political -economic policy towards
Canadawas significantly coherent. For Americans, the aim and
main thrust of the proposed free trade deal wasto gain ready ac-

before the Halifax march; scrum with police in the ‘red zone’ (21 arrests); the march begins
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cess of Canadian natural resources, integrate Canada with the
American economy, and wean Canadaaway fromitshistoric ties
with the British Empire. Asthen President Taft wroteto Theodore
Roosevelt, “It [the free trade deal] would make Canadainto only
an adjunct of the United States.”

Like 1911, the main election issue in 1988 was free trade
withthe USA. The U.S. congress had already passed thefreetrade
deal with marginal dissent the same year and now it was up to
Prime Minister Mulroney to convince Canadians that free trade
was the way to go. During the 1988 election, it appeared that
incumbent Mulroney was going to loseto his main opponent, Lib-
eral Party leader John Turner. However, ashigtorian Robert Bothwell
explained, the Canadian business community panicked, and began
flooding the el ectorate with all kinds of fear mongering propaganda.
“The Canadian dollar trembled: if Mulroney were defeated, it would
collapsetothelevel of the peso.” Probably out of a combination of
fear and ignorance, Canadians re-elected Mulroney with a clear
majority (50 % of thevote) in order that hewould passthefreetrade
deal in Parliament. On New Year’s Day Mulroney and Reagan de-
clared Free Trade between Canada and the USA. The first few
percentage points in Canada's tariff schedule were reduced the
same day.

The question remains, what are the effects of the Free Trade
deal? Thereisstill adebate over whether the benefits promised
of freetrade ever materialized. Consistent with itsneoliberal roots,
NAFTA (which was an extension of the 1989 Canada-U.S. Free
Trade Agreement) has succeeded in eroding the living standards
of working Canadians. Research by the Canadian Centrefor Policy
Alternatives has shown that NAFTA has caused an increase in
income inequality since 1995, the first since the Second World
War; slowed economic growth in the last 15 years, slower than
any other 15 year period since the Second World War; caused
huge cutsto public spending commensurate with U.S. levels; re-
sulted in large tax cuts for corporations, weakened labour laws,
lowered levels of union density and increased concession bar-
gaining by unions. Wages and living standards have stagnated
whileinflation rises, yet the wealthiest 20% in Canada continue
to experience unprecedented gains. Overall, Canada experiences
alargeproductivity gap withthe U.S. and hasnot made asignificant
trangition toward a knowledge-based economy. More recent data
has shown that Canadaislosing an alarming amount of manufactur-
ing jobswhilerelying more on resource extraction (whichishighly
vulnerableto pricefluctuationson international markets). Over the
last four years, 300,000 jobs have been lost in the manufacturing
sector. Most of those jobs were high quality jobs that kept other
businesses, like manufacturing inputs and sectors in the service
industry, afloat. Manufacturing jobs are wellspringsfor other jobs
and when they disappear they create adomino effect of job |osses.

Today there are reports that show more working Canadians
areliving in poverty —despiteworking full time, or working vari-
ous part time or contract jobs—than ever. 34% of children living
in poverty have at least one parent who is working full time. Re-
search by the Canadian Association of Food Banks showsthat em-
ployed people make up the second largest group of peoplelining up
for groceries. Althoughtheseare national statistics, economic hard-

9

shipsare alwaysmagnified on the eastern Canadian provinces.

Theeffectsof NAFTA are evident by examining quantitative
datagathered by Statistics Canada. The past 20-25 years has shown
a marked decrease or continued state of lower living standards
for Atlantic Canadians. Thom Workman, apolitical scientist from
University of New Brunswick, sums up the goals of neoliberalism
asadriveto exchange “fordist-type workers [unionized produc-
tion workers] in the steel industry for unprotected workersin a
call centre, thus swelling ranks of the working poor in Atlantic
Canada.” Theworking poor are agrowing constituency in Atlan-
tic Canada; typically these waged workers reside in the service
sector and get paid, on average, a few dollars over minimum
wagein each respective province. Management practicesin these
workplaces are heavy handed, and workers receive little or no
benefits and are thus forced to pay out-of-pocket for eye care,
dental care and prescription drugs. To add insult to injury, these
workers are not even made to feel secure in their bad jobs.
Neoliberal globalization creates a workforce that is super flex-
ible, willing to continuously train and work evenings, weekends
and holidays. In effect, more and more workers are made not to
expect too much in the way of the gainful employment experi-
enced by their parent’ s generation.

Also, minimumwagelevelsinall Atlantic provincesare, and
have consistently been, the lowest in the country. In the face of
growing inflation, every province’ s minimum wage in Atlantic
Canadahasfallen short of inflation by awide margin. For exam-
ple, by the year 2000, if minimum wage was tied to inflation, it
would have been about $9.00/hr. instead of $5.65/hr. A low mini-
mum wage al so acts as a benchmark for wages across the labour
market; alow minimum wagewill act asamagnate that pullsall
other wagesdown. If that isn’t enough, outright levels of poverty
are high, and have increased in the 1990s after the implementa-
tion of freetrade. In 1998, onein fivechildrenin Atlantic Canada
wereliving in poverty, and the situation has not improved since.
For single personsliving in poverty, the percentage was at 37.1%
in New Brunswick, and as high as40.7% in Newfoundland. Free
trade has been particularly harsh on the living standards of work-
ing Canadiansin this part of the country.

So the flimsy assumptions that our political leaders use as
their basisfor economic planning are either serious oversightsor
outright fabrications designed to generate compliance. Thetrickle-
down theory does not appear to be working, and instead, istrick-
ling upward to the weal thiest people. Put in this perspective then,
the agenda of Atlantica can be examined initstrue light: avile
attack of theliving standards of Atlantic Canadians. Alarmingly
the people of AIMSrefer to union density, the current size of the
government with respect to the private sector, public sector employ-
ment, and even the minimum wage asfactors holding back prosper-
ity! Theideas of AIMS are to race to the bottom in order to attract
new investment. Thiswould be a huge gamble for Canadians and
consdering thelack of gainsfrom our already existing freetradededl
withtheU.S, it sdefinitely abad dedl for working Canadians. R

Dana Brown works with Citizens' Pressin Fredericton, New
Brunswick.


http://www.citizenspress.org

Harper’s “Action Plan” Promises no Action at All

For many Canadiansthe environment hasrecently shifted from
aconcern about how our actionswill affect future generationsto
agrowing worry about acoming global catastrophe. Despite the
best efforts of lobbyists and spin artists bankrolled by corpora-
tions like Exxon-Mabil, people have absorbed the message put
forward by 1575 of the world’ stop scientiststhat drastic societal
changes are necessary to avoid an environmental apocalypse. Pre-
dictably, the federal Conservative government is embracing this
new political consciousness as an opportunity to gain support for
regressive policies by labeling them ‘green.” The Harper
administration’s“ Action Plan to Reduce Greenhouse Gases and
Air Pollution,” released April 26, 2007, and “ Clean Air Act” aim
to convince voters that tough, serious measures to curb climate
change can occur without major changes to their lifestyle or re-
duced economic growth.

The pressrel eases and government websites emphasize terms
like “regulation” and “reduction targets’ on the one hand, and
Kyoto-like concepts such as carbon trading on the other to at-
tempt to underline the compatibility of capitalism and environ-
mental sustainability. A closer examination revealsthat thelegis-
lation safeguardsthe Harper government’ sdecidedly un-green pet
projects and interests like developing the Alberta oil sands. The
administration’s environmentalist policies have generally been
lauded by business lobbyists and condemned by major environ-
mentalist organizationslike Greenpeace, the World Wildlife Fund,
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the SierraClub, and the Pembina I nstitute, in addition to the Bloc
Québécoisand the NDP. Cashing in on the public’ sfearsand anxi-
etiesisasold aspolitics. The difference hereisthat the stakesare
higher than they have ever been before. Political change will ei-
ther come now, with the people seeing through the administration’s
manipul ativetactics and demanding an environmental policy that
requiresaradical change in the economic and social systems, or
later — after environmental catastrophe forces change.

The*“Clean Air Act” and Environment Minister John Baird’s
“Action Plan” are examples of enabling legislation, meant as ad-
ditionsand revisionsto already existing statutes. The“ Clean Air
Act,” or Bill C-30, came under particular fire from opposition
parties as an attempt to take the teeth out of the Kyoto accord
without appearing to renege on environmental commitments. The
NDR, supported by the Bloc Québécois, brought forward a mo-
tion to vote on acompletely re-written version of the bill on May
17 that they argued would actually be effective at achieving the
emissionsreductions promised by the Conservatives. Whereasthe
original version of the bill put targets so far in the future that the
current administration could not possibly be held accountablefor
whether they are achieved, therevamped version emphasizes short,
medium, and long term targets and consistency with both Kyoto
and scientifically recommended levels of emissions reductions.

Don’t be too quick to jump on the revamped Bill C-30 band-
wagon, however. Both the NDP and Conservative Party’s press
rel eases and information meant for the general public are fraught
with political weasel words. The information released by the
Conservatives emphasizes “targets to reduce industrial air
pollution by half by 2015” — but no suggestion of how they
would be enforced. There are“ mandatory targets’ for industrial
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions— but reading further makes
it clear that allowancesfor carbon trading and higher emissions
for the oil and gasindustriesmean that thisreductionisnot likely
to be significant or in absolute terms. The NDP criticizes the
Conservative's proposal to consult extensively with corporate
representatives before imposing emissions reduction targets, but
nowhere does the NDP actually promise that such consultations
would not take place under arevised act or if the NDP were to
comeinto power.

In addition, the Bloc and NDP have both criticized the Con-
servativesfor masking their protection of the oil and gasindustry
andthe Albertacil sandsin particular. However, inthe same breath,
the NDP callsfor “ sustainable development” of the oil sands—as
opposed to attempting to wean the economy off fossil fuels alto-
gether. When Bush announced that “ Americais addicted to oil”
and wanted to break its dependency on imports from the Middle
East, hewas serious. What hefailed to mention wasthat he planned



onreplacing it with Canadian oil. The Pembinalnstitute, an envi-
ronmental think tank, pointed out that the oil industry in general
and new oil sands facilities in particular benefit disproportion-
ately from the loopholes in the Conservative government’s pro-
posed legidlation. It is easy to see why both Harper and Bush
would beinterested in developing the oil sands—anew sourcefor
theworld srapidly depleting supply of oil from astableally with
the potential for massive profits. However, thisis obviously not
consistent with either emissions reductions or decreased depen-
dency on unsustainable fossil fuels.

The public’sstruggleto psychologically handle theinforma-
tion that amajor environmental crisisislooming intheir lifetime
has massive potential for political consciousness-raising. People
are beginning to realize that there is an incongruity between the
scope of the problem and its proposed solutions. With every
pseudo-radical proposition likethe Clean Air Act or even Kyoto,
politicians and business executives expose the fact that they are
part of the problem, since they benefit most from maintaining the
status quo. The suggestion that energy efficient light bulbs

and recycling will help save the planet is ridiculous in the
face of predictions of deadly hurricanes, the flooding of coastal
cities, and resource wars. The general public needsto realize
that thereis an inequality of blame for environmental degra-
dation that runs parallel to the inequality of wealth on the
planet. While thereisapotential for amassive shift in public
political consciousness, thereis also tremendous potential for
it to remain stagnant and placated by reassurancesfrom thegovern-
ment and corporate €lite that something is being done about
the problem and everything will be fine. Measures that would
actually regulate and sanction industrial greenhouse gas emis-
sions would be vital and a huge step in the right direction.
Ultimately, we will haveto realize that capitalist growth is by
definition environmentally unsustainable — either before or
after we suffer the consequences. R

Elaine Brownell isarecent graduate of Y ork University inthe
Political Science program. She has been activein OPIRG
working groupsincluding The Red Tent Women’ sHealth
Collective and the Working Student’ s Centre.

Lost in translation?

Socialists, Elections, and the Search for Relevance

Thisarticle respondsto David Mandel and Richard Fidler's
writing on Québec Solidaire (QS) in the socialist journal Relay.
Both raise anumber of thoughtful pointsabout this new electoral
party, thefirst I’ve ever joined. Ininterest of keeping somefocus,
I’ll concentrate on Mandel’ sideas, which discussthe* orientation
of revolutionary socialists’ in QS (which are relevant to similar
debatesin other new Left parties).

To offer an appropriate response, however, | will need abig-
ger framework than the recent experience of Quebec politics. In-
stead, I'll discuss the experience of socialistsin recent decades,
and the circumstancesthat |ed to their current seat on the political
margins. After doing this, I’ll suggest four orientations to guide
socialist participation in QS, and other emerging L eft parties:

1) Tobeheard, | must speak in alanguage others can
understand;

2) | don't haveall the answers, and should listen to (and
learn from) others,

3) Tohavecredibility, | must earn respect through regular
work on shared campaigns;

4) Socialism, particularly the‘bottom-up’ variety, has
enduring value, and alot to offer today’ s L eft political
parties.
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Recent History (1975-1995): Lowering the ‘Red Flag’

For avery long time, perhapslonger than thirty years, social-
istsin English Canadaand Quebec (like el sawhere) havelived on
the margins of political life. Sometimes this exile was self-im-
posed, other times it was caused by larger forces. Whatever the
case, in the two decades after 1968-1975, many hung up their red
berets as other radical stook centre stage. Then began the onward
march of Reagan and Thatcher’ s conservativerevolutionaries, the
forerunners of George W. Bush and Stephen Harper.

By and large, the Left’ sanswerswere ' new’ socia movements:
feminism, environmentalism, anti-racism and movements opposed
to homophobia (among other issue-based campaigns). Thelabour
movement, the traditional base of socialists, despite periodic out-
bursts, was relatively quiet until the mid-90s. During these de-
cades, those carrying the socialist torch suffered more than an
identity crisis. Itismorefittingtocall it aninertiacrisis.

In the face of a hostile political culture, and leeriness from
new social movements, most sociaists opted for safe, small groups
of like-minded individuals. Some (like myself) went to grad school,
and sought out academic insurgents. Theworld outsidewasascary
and unfamiliar place. Other socialiststook adifferent ®



path, and tried to fit into elite politics. This philosophy inspired
the Socialist Party of France, who comrade Marx might have mis-
taken for Adam Smith’ stea party. The same philosophy inspired
Gilles Duceppe and Bob Rae, two former socialiststurned politi-
cal entrepreneurs. All of this, of course, has been very unfortu-
nate for working people, and those who think workers can change
theworld.

Even if it seemed necessary, “lowering the red flag” to the
“almost” or “already” converted isolated socialists. Perhaps
because of their isolation, some socialists carried a‘know-it-all’
arrogance into activist projects, sowing a bitterness against
socialism that remains to this day. It also did not help that some
repressed others in the name of socialism over the past eighty
years, killing thousands (even millions) inthe process. All of these
things, understandably, shrank theappeal of socialism. For themost
part, those intent on new forms of ‘bottom-up’ radicalism looked
elsawhere.

A New Period of Opportunities (1995 to present)

Sincethe mid 1990s, however, theworld has once again seen
anew period of mass bottom-up movements, though not on the
scale of the 1960s. As activists campaigned against war and cor-
porate greed, the terms *anti-capitalism’ or ‘anti-imperialism’
gained new currency. A new processof participatory radicalism—
bottom-up organizing combined with the spread of radical ideas
— had begun.
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In November 1999, the “Battle of Seattle” helped connect a
global justice movement against corporate trade deals. On Febru-
ary 15, 2003, over 20 million people marched against an impend-
ing war in Irag. Today’s new Left political parties like QS have
emerged in thiscontext.

What’ s surprising (and perhaps telling) is the appeal of so-
cialismdidn’'t dramatically improvein these conditions, savefor
the obvious exception of Venezuela. That is not to say socialists
have been inactive; far fromit. Some socialists have madeimpor-
tant contributionsin the last decade. Many have played key roles
in building today’ s mass, inclusive movements against corporate
trade deals and the Bush / Cheney ‘War on Terror,” even if these
movements have declined somewhat in recent years.

But for the most part, socialists engaged in these move-
ments are often simply known as good activists, which hasn’t
translated into growth for socialist groups. Consequently, in
seeking political relevance, socialists havejoined (and hel ped
build) more diverse organizations, including today’ s new L eft
parties like QS.

Lostin Translation? Connecting with
Today’s New Left Parties

Thishasledto an odd situation. Though most working people
and activists would not know it, the “existing socialist commu-
nity” (for lack of abetter term) in Canadaand Quebec has quite a
few sharp thinkers, organizers and campaigners. There are two
major problemsthat ensure this disconnect persists.

First, when it comes to shop talk (and not movement talk),
most sociadistsstill speak in adialect of the English languagewhen
referring to capitalism. For example, consider thefollowing pas-
sagefrom Mandel’ swritingon QS: “...popular resignation can
be overcome by victorious mobilizations, even limited ones—so
long as they clearly demonstrate that the relationship of forces
can beimproved and that seemingly objective constraintsarein
fact nothing mor e than bourgeoisinterests el evated to the status
of bogus economic laws by neoliberal ideology.”

Here, Mandel makes a crucial point, but the language is ac-
cessible to only afew. | make a similar argument with socialist
friends who insist the words *smash,” *bolshevik’ or ‘workers
power’ beincludedinall publications. To connect with othersin
today’ s new Left parties, socialist analysis cannot be introduced
out of context. Instead, socialists must connect with thelanguage
and culture of today’ s activists. In doing so, they can convey the
valueof socidist ideasand, perhapsjust asimportantly, learn some-
thing from othersin the process.

Consider thistransation of Mandel’ sexcellent advicefor ac-
tivistsin QS: “ Some say it'simpossiblefor activiststo win things
in today’s political conditions. e protested, but Bush still went
towar. We opposed Har per, but he still got elected. We exposed
the phony trade deal's, but more keep coming. All of thesethings
aretrue, but only one side of the political struggle going on out



there. Who killed the Multilateral Agreement on Investment, or
the Free Trade Area of the Americas? Why isn't Canada at war in
Iraq, and why do polls show most Canadians don’t support our
military’s role in Afghanistan? Why did Iraqgi and Nigerian oil
wor ker s recently win concessions from their Bush-friendly gov-
ernments despite harassment and repression? These are partial
victoriesin a larger campaign for global justice my friend, one
‘bottom-up’ socialists care deeply about, and we must keep fight-
ing. With an effective campaign, what seemsimpossibletoday is
possible tomorrow.”

After making this important point, Mandel proceeds to an-
other: thereisarisk of losing one’ s radical values once you play
the game of electoral politics. All too often, politics gets reduced
to chasing sound bytes, and being respectablefor so-called ‘ main-
stream public opinion.” Mandel calls this process the ‘lure of
parliamentarism.” For amore plain language explanation, I'd call
it ‘running to the centre’ or ‘ abandoning the movement.” What-
ever the terminology, socialists must convey this point clearly:

it'scritical that new Left parties don’t stray from the activist
trenches, and abandon the movement in a desperate search
for elite respectability.

| don’t think QS has donethis. In fact, the party stood alone
inthe last election asthe one voice that offered truly progressive
demandsraised by today’ sactivists: closing corporate tax havens,
reducing RRSP tax exemptions (enjoyed by wealthier Quebec-
ers), nationalizing wind power, respecting the sovereign rights of
aboriginal people, moreinvestment in health care and education,
and, perhaps most importantly, proposing a bottom-up processto
renew Quebec’s democracy, and settle, at long last, its relation-
ship to Canadian politics.

Of course, these demands fall short of calling for socialist
revolution, but the 1,000 or so devotees of thisin Quebec have
yet to persuade othersthat it is necessary. Until that happens, the
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best opportunity for socialists, asMandel pointsout, isan active,
bottom-up democracy in QS and other new Left parties. In my
closing words, I'll add the additional necessity for socialists to
roll up their sleeves, and earn respect for * bottom-up socialism’
through building shared campaigns.

Earning the Right to Criticize, Explaining the
Relevance of Bottom-up Socialism

The opportunities for rebuilding bottom-up socialism today
are tremendous, but it involves reaching out beyond the existing
socialist Left. Itinvolvestalking to peoplein alanguagefolkscan
identify with and understand. Even moreimportantly, it involves
earning the right to criticize by working with others on shared
campaigns.

This, to make along story short, iswhat bottom-up socialists
have accomplished in Venezuela. Their movement began with a
liberal democratic focus, but later radicalized asactivistslearned

| essons from successive experiences. The bottom-up
socialistswho' ve participated in this process are now
among the most respected voices for the legions of
Venezueld spoor. The processremainsfragile, andis
challenged by several contradictions, but itsdirection
isonethat should inspirethework of socialistsin QS
and other new L eft parties.

Instead of seeking compromise with our rulers,
new Left parties should act as a mirror of social
movements, and reflect the image of global justice
in the arenas of capitalist commonsense. The goal
is not about capturing government by any compro-
mise necessary, but winning the hearts and minds
of working people with an honest and convincing

message.

That kind of message has moral authority, and
that moral authority offers enormous social power.
With this approach, activists benefit far more than
a majority of compromised seats in parliament,
where corporate |obbyists and media pundits dictate the lim-
its of ‘acceptable activism.’

Thisisthe kind of message that inspires people, and it is
one bottom-up socialists can help deliver. To get a hearing,
however, we must speak in alanguage others can understand,
listen to (and learn from) others, earn the right to criticize
through work on shared campaigns, and convey the value of
bottom-up socialism. David Mandel, to his credit, has marched
quite far down this road already. He stood as a candidate for
QSinthelast election. Hisideas, if framed effectively, offer
much for other QS membersto consider. R

Joel Davison Harden is active in Québec Solidaire and also
worksfor the Canadian Labour Congress.
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Quebec’s Passive Revolution

and the Contradictions of Neo-Provincialist Nationalism

Theblood, the soil, the faith
These words you can't forget
Y our vow, your holy place
Olovearen't youtired yet?

- Leonard Cohen, The Faith

During the last provincial election campaign, the Action
Démocratique du Québec party (ADQ) had to get rid of two of its
candidates—for their racist and sexist comments— and distanced
itself from the anti-Semitic remark of another. Still, the right-wing
political party came close to forming a minority government in
Quebec on March 26th. Nobody expected the populist formation
to be so successful. Conrad Black applauded the end of the prov-
ince's social democratic parenthesis and, predictably, Jeffrey
Simpson diagnosed it asyet another sign of the " disconnect” and
“disengagement” of Quebec’ sfrancophone with English Canada.
| contend that the breakthrough of the ADQ is indicative of a
right-wing passive revolution both in Quebec and in Canada. This
revolution hasthree components: (1) therealignment of all major
political partiesin Quebec —including the Green Party —toward a
pro-capital orientation; (2) a reorientation of important forces
within the nationalist forces toward aneo-provincialist national -
ism; and (3) the undermining of the sovereignist project by apan-
Canadian conservative agenda. In what follows, | will focus es-
sentially on the genesis and nature of the second component.

Surprise? What Surprise?

In recent Canadian history, the aliance of Quebec’ snational-
ists with conservative forces in the rest of Canada has been the
backbone of Conservative governments, of shiftsto neoliberalism,
and of economic and military continental integration. The same
bloc of forces was behind the free-trade agreement of 1988. Since
1996, two former members of the Conservative Party — Lucien
Bouchard and Jean Charest —have governed Quebec. Charest and
Mario Dumont make no secret of their admiration for, and good
relations with, Stephen Harper. At the federal level, the Bloc
Québécois (BQ) played akey roleinthefall of theLiberasandin
unrolling the red carpet for the Tories in 2005. The BQ backed
their budget in 2006 and in 2007. So what, exactly, is so surpris-
ing about the breakthrough of a populist party in Quebec?

Several factorsexplain the breakthrough’ s surprising charac-
ter; for instance, the amateur and leader-centric nature of the party.
A central reason of the“ surprise” isthat few had noticed the wid-
ening gap within the nationalist camp among factions summoning
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different conceptions of the nation québécoise. Related to this
myopiaisthe enduring misperception in Quebec that the nation-
alist bloc has an inherently social democratic DNA. While the
first layer of myopia results from a methodological nationalism
which conceal s social contradictions under the national umbrella,
the correlated layer stemsfrom afracture between the metropoli-
tan intelligentsiaand therest of Quebec. Few in Montreal remem-
ber that eleven BQ deputies did not votein favour of Bill C-38in
favour of gay marriage. Ontheintellectual terrain, the shift to the
right was clear in the predictable pitch of L’ Action Nationale and
the conservative editorialist genre of Argument. L’ Action Nationale
isone of the nationalist movement’ sbest known publicationssince
1917. Like most French journalswhich, since Le Débat in 1980,
labeled themselves non-ideological, Argument is a center-right-
leaning publication. Founded in 1998, it publishes some of Que-
bec’s most influential essayists influenced by Leo Strauss, Alain
Finkielkraut and Marcel Gauchet.

The shift to theright was al so clear enough in the doom-laden
tone of Le manifeste des lucides: “Alors que notre avenir est
menacé par un déclin démographique et laconcurrencemondiale,
le Québec ne peut se permettre d’ étre la République du statu quo.
(With demographic decline and global competition threatening
our future, Québec cannot allow itself to be the republic of the
status quo.)” It went on: “We are concerned. Concerned for the
Québec we love. Concerned for our people, who have weathered
many storms but who seem oblivious to the dangers that today
threaten its future.” (See: www.pourunquebeclucide.com.) This
was amost as dramatic as the opening chords of Poland’s na-
tional anthem: “Poland has not yet perished.” The sametrend was
also framing the less sophisticated ‘documentary’ L’illusion
Tranquille, and it had some echoesin the music group Mesaieux’s
megarsuccess “ dégéneration,” anostal gic anthem, which sounded
asif Lionel Groulx had made amusical breach. When the most
successful song of atrendy neo-folk band blames young women
for using abortion as a remedy for their “conneries,” it should
come as no surprise that a populist leader like Dumont declares:
“1t’ sbetter to have ahigh birth rate than a seat at the United Na-
tion.”

After al, Sir Black was accurate in stressing parallels be-
tween the ADQ and |’ Union Nationale. The emphasison family,
high birthrate, provincia autonomy vis-avis Ottawa, and regional
autonomy vis-a-visthe cities, were Duplessis s priorities. If his-
tory appearsto repeat itself, however, it never does soin the same
conditions. Contrary to the rhetoric of both nostalgic nationalists



and professional Quebec-bashers, thereturn to provincialism does
not correspond to the awakening of an authentic national soul. It
stemsfrom different political processes, one of which isthe matu-
ration of the social and cultural contradictions of the Parti
Québécais (PQ).

The PQ’s Social and Cultural Contradictions

The coalition of forces tied to the creation of the PQ was
socialized and empowered in the course of the Quiet Revolution.
The party has been a central force in putting forward and advo-
cating the political and cultural aspirations of alarge portion of
the francophone population. The latter came to form a confident
middle and upper class benefiting largely from a Golden Age of
social mobility, cultural emancipation and international recogni-
tion. During the 1990s, only political factions that had acquired
their political capital during the anti-colonial strugglesof the 1960s
failed to notice the formation of aFrench-speaking ruling classin
Quebec.

However, as early as the beginning of the 1980s, successive
PQ governments had to mediate a mounting social contradiction
between the party’s Left, which wanted to expand struggles for
economic emancipation and democratic participation, and a
neoliberal trend which wanted to expand the social power of
specific factions of Quebec inc — often in contradiction with
the interests of the working class. Moreover, like many par-
ties formed through the social struggles of the 1970s, the PQ
governed under the auspices of increasing international capi-
talist competition. With Bouchard, it championed one austerity
measure after another. Thus, like many western political forma
tionsduring this period, the party progressively lost its credibility
asasocial democratic force. However, it did not entirely gain the
trustworthiness of the new bourgeoisie that Parizeau’ s economic
policies had freed from the bankers of Bay Street in favour of
those of Wall Street.

The aftermath of the referendum of 1995 gave a particular
directionto the participation of the nationalist intelligentsiainthe
western Left’ sretreat from strugglesfor redistribution into strug-

glesfor recognition. While on the economic front, the PQ under
Landry sought to reconcile a balanced budget with a social
economy a la Third Way; on the political front, the intellectuals
competed in distilling a politically resourceful concept of nation
guébécoise. Thelater had to be bothcivic, to obtain international
legitimacy, and cultural, to anchor Quebec’ sstrugglefor recogni-
tion to a credible and meaningful alternative to Canadian
multiculturalism. In order to distinguishitself from thelatter, the
nationalistshad to offer apolitical project anchored to the history
of Quebec’ s Francophone majority. However, many also wanted
to formulate a project with international legitimacy in a context
where the fresh memories of the body count in Rwanda and the
Balkanswere not tuned to a project of ethnic-nation-building. In
sum, the renewal of the nationalist project after 1995 was con-
fronted with acultural contradiction. While the cultural compo-
nent of the PQ’ s nationalist project was increasingly washed out
by itscivic turn, its social content was reduced to a club of union
leaderswithin the Party.

The PQ could not have chosen agreater tragedy than therise
andfall of AndréBoisclair to symbolize these contradictions. To
start with, the decision to send the rising star of the party to the
campai gn with the mandate of undertaking areferendum as soon
aspossiblehad theallure of aceremonia sacrifice. Then, thefresh
new candidate had to mediate the tensions between the pro-capi-
tal wing of his party and the PQ’s disciplined club of unionists.
Y et, it wasin his efforts to broaden the inclusive character of the
party that Boisclair brought the PQ’ s cultural contradictionsto a
head. In alandscape already mined by the ADQ and the journal-
ists melodramatic coverage of the policies of reasonable accom-
modations, Boisclair, the Prince of political correctness, did not
send out greetings at Christmas—thelatter being aChristian holi-
day. The episode would have been anecdotal had it not played
into the perception that the PQ had abandoned the cultural front
infavour of a Plateau Mt-Royal-centred political project. Itisthe
late awareness of the strength of this perception, exploited by the
ADQ, that forced Boisclair to retreat from the proposal to remove
the crucifix from the Assembl ée national e, and to express his out-
rage about women voting while wearing the Nigab. The vacuum
created by the PQ’ s social and cultural contradictions ®
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and the unpopularity of the overconfident Liberal leader cre-
ated momentum for the ADQ to occupy centrestage during
Boisclair’slast act.

Neo-Provincialism and Conservative Hegemony

The ADQ’ s success results from the combination of adras-
tic neoliberal agendawith the mobilization of neo-provincialist
nationalism. This combination seducesthe political right and
speaks to nationalist and nostal gic insecurities while not scar-
ing voters with areferendum. This neo-provincialism hasfour
components. As apopulism, it claims a discursive monopoly
over les vraies choses and le vrai monde. The rhetoric com-
binesthe invention of tradition with the “ defence” of amythi-
cal representation of “who we are.” Sinceits electoral victory
in Vanier in 2004, the ADQ has played this card by relaying
the so-called radio “shock jocks™ in the Quebec City region.
Second, this trend of nationalism ties back into Duplessism
by emphasizing the family and rural values, dressed up in the
clothes of our common values.* The ADQ had afull deck of
cardsto play against the PQ in this game.

While Dumont personified the paternalist father figure of the
rural middle classrebelling against taxation, Boisclair, weakened
by adrug scandal and in the line of fire of homophobic remarks,
personified the refined metropolitan cosmopolite. During the cam-
paign, the neo-provincialist carnival reached its climax when the
présidente de |’ association des restaurateurs de cabane a sucre
du Québec argued that cooking lard-free pea soup for religious
minorities was " unacceptable” because it endangered our tradi-
tions. Third, neo-provincialism exacerbates, on the one hand, ten-
sions between the regions and the metropolis; and on the other
hand, tensions between the so-called old and new parties. Sofar,
thisattempt has been especially successful inthewhite suburbsin
the Centre of Quebec, but less successful in other regions:
I’ Outaouais, le Saguenay, laCéte-Nord, I’ Abitibi, laGaspésieand
le Bas St-Laurent. Lastly, neo-provincialism advocates aflexible
notion of “provincial autonomy” —whatever that means — not a
state-building project.

Contrary to what Simpson argued, the ADQ’ s breakthrough
has little to do with the “ disengagement” and “ disconnect” of
Quebec’ s Francophones in relation to English Canada. The
ADQ’ sneo-provincialist ideology providesarelay of the Con-
servative grand design. It supportsthe Tories' economic aus-
terity policies. Its environmental programme has no teeth. It

* On this point, | must disagree with Richard Fidler's analysis
(Relay, May-June no. 17). While some right-wing populists, such
as Stéphane Gendron, did express asecularist position, the ADQ
has been more vague in advocating a selective defence of Quebec's
valeurs communes. Unlike Gendron, it did not, for instance, take
astand to support Boisclair’ sinitial proposal to removethe cruci-
fix from the Assembl ée Nationale.
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advocates a model of disciplinary security forces, not crime
prevention or programs of social rehabilitation. It applauds
Harper’ s recognition of Quebec as anation and the Conserva-
tives' ruling on the fiscal imbalance. It has no international
ambition. It cashes on Islamophobia on the home front, while
it does not question the troops’ involvement overseas. And
last, not least, it abandons a state-building project. Harper
could not have found in Quebec a vassal more “engaged in”
and “connected to” the Canadian conservative bloc.

The Contradictions of Neo-Provincialism
and the Renewal of Quebec’s Left

With afresh new leader, the PQ could make a swift come-
back. The passive revolution achieved by theright will none-
theless force the left of the PQ and Québec Solidaire (QS) to
rethink their political strategy. They will have to work with
grassroots movements in a bottom-up fashion by being more
sensitive to the mood of the population. Accordingly, both the
PQ and QS should reconsider prioritizing sovereignty. Que-
bec’s left will also have to make links outside Quebec and
forge new alliancesin therest of Canada. No serious|eft-wing
alternative in Quebec and Canada can afford the luxury of
avoiding amuch stronger collaboration between Quebec’ s | eft
and the NDP. PQ’ sunionists club won't do it; QS might. The
NDP will also have to be much more visible in Quebec and
more in tune with Quebec’s politics. Finally, theleft will also
have to read carefully the emerging contradictions of the new
right.

Neo-provincialism’s cultural contradiction isthat it grows
out of antagonizing both the regions vis-a-vis the metropolis,
and the suburbs vis-a-vis an immigrant popul ation with whom
they make few (if any) reasonable accommodations in their
everyday life. In order to form amajority government, its ad-
vocates will probably have to water down their position on
both fronts and this could weaken the edge of their rhetorical,
yet efficient, opposition between the old and new parties.
However, it could also move further right in following the path
of Sarkozy. In the last case, the clash between Montreal and
the regions would further increase. Like any other neoliberal
ideology in a context of international capitalist competition,
neo-provincialism’ s principal social contradiction stemsfrom
the fact that the programmes of competitive austerity that it
presented to the middle class as a solution is the source of its
problems. After twenty years of neoliberal restructuring, so-
cial inequalities have been rising nationally and globally, and
the American middl e class has been shrinking. Thismodel will
have to be questioned, given that the solutions it pretends to
deliver cannot be indefinitely postponed until after yet an-
other round of cutbacks. R

Frédéric Guillaume Dufour is apostdoctoral researcher at
the Department of Sociology at the Unversité du Québec a
Montreal.



The Good Imperialist?

Canada and the New Haiti

The Canadian government hasastarring role
in the continued occupation of Haiti. Whilethe
mainstream mediahad long blockaded critical
analysis of the occupation, confusion resulting
from Haiti’ sfirst post-coup election hasled to a
surfeit of information among the activist commu-
nity. Greg Albo and Peter Graham interviewed
Justin Podur and Kevin Skerrett, two Haiti solidar-
ity activists, to find out what has happened since
theelection. «

Maybe we could start off with your assessment of the main rea-
sons behind the intervention into Haiti by the U.S and its allies
against the Aristide government?

KS: My view is that the 2004 intervention into Haiti must be
viewed asone part of an active phase of —primarily U.S. —inter-
ferencein Haitian affairsthat escalated with the emergence of an
authentic, mass-based popular movement of Haiti’s poor major-
ity. Thismovement coal esced behind Jean-Bertrand Aristide and
the“Lavalas’ movement in the democratic elections of 1990.

That movement, and the stark social-economic polarization
that characterizes Haiti, was recognized — correctly —as a serious
ongoing threat to US strategic interests. Direct CIA backing for
the murderous early-90s death squad known as FRAPH shows
how acutely thiswasfelt.

The explanation for Canada, and Québec having joined the
U.S. government in what would ultimately be a“régime change’
operation to overthrow Aristide is explained significantly in the
strengthening bonds between the governmentsinvolved, and in-
creasingly coordinated and shared agendasfor theregion (NAFTA,
SPPR, FTAA, etc.). The stubborn unwillingness of Aristideand the
movement he represented to submit sufficiently to these agendas
was embarrassing. The aid embargo and the February 2004 coup
certainly sent apretty clear messageto all poor “recipient” coun-
tries of theregion.

Haiti’ sspecial rolein our racist, colonia history isalso clearly
afactor. When President Aristide began in 2003 to formally ex-
press demands for economic restitution from the French govern-
ment for the crushing and odious debt-service that it forced on
Haiti for many decades, hewas giving voiceto arising movement
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in many African communitiesfor massiverestitution and repara-
tions for the damages inflicted by colonial and slave-trading
powers. Aristideisnow gone, and with him went this historic and
legitimate demand, to the great relief of thethree colonia powers
(Canada, France and the U.S.) that removed him. One of thefirst
statements of the coup government led by Gérard Latortue was
that this demand was now withdrawn.

What has been the impact of the election of the Préval govern-
ment on the occupation? How hasit shifted the balance of power
in Haiti between popular forces and the external interventionist
forces?

JP: Theresistanceis getting re-organized. There have been some
public expressions but | think there is much more going on a a
lower profile. Patrick Elie, whowasin Toronto acouple of months
back, has argued that there is a new generation of very coura
geous young people who have been disconnected from the ®



older generation. The best of that generation went to jail or to
ground in 2004 while many otherslost alot of credibility when
they collaborated or were silent in the face of the coup. Patrick at
least wantsto focus his efforts on building capacity and organiza-
tion among the new generation.

M eanwhile the game between the foreign forcesand the elite
continues, with the elite’s phony organizations calling for more
force in the name of the people, etc. The Préval government is
very constrained in what it can do. It managed to release some
high-profile prisoners. But the major institutional effect of the
2004 coup was the cleansing of the Haitian Police of any decent
or public-minded el ement. This cleansing was extended into every
aspect of the government.

Preval’s safety is guaranteed by members of the Haitian Po-
licewho he cannot trust. He can’t move against the policeand he
can’t make any other major moves because of the police. In this
context even calling for the foreign forces to leave becomes a
difficult decision. Préval had planned for a“social appeasement
fund” for the poor neighbourhoods—that would have, in Patrick’s
view, cooled the situation down quite a bit — but the donor coun-
triesweren’t interested in delivering the money even though they'd
promisedit.

K S: The Préval government depends on the three coup-backing
governments for the bulk of the “development aid” that finances
some 66% of hisgovernment’ s expenditures. Haiti remainsmilitarily
occupied by aUN force led and directed by these same powers. In
this context, “national sovereignty” loses much of its meaning.

Washington's HOPE package for Haiti isanother example of the
Western power s attempting to offset their imperialist interven-
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tions by alleged development assistance. What impact are these
efforts having, if any?

KS: The HOPE Act is a specia kind of U.S.-Haiti “free trade”

deal aimed at fostering investment, primarily U.S. and interna-
tional investment, into Haiti’s brutal and exploitative apparel

industry. Thisisdonethrough eliminating certain restrictionsand
tariffs on U.S. textile imports from Haiti. Touted as Haiti’ s best
hope for job creation, many pro-coup sectorsin both Haiti and the
U.S. arebackersof thisproposal. Critics point out, | think rightly,
that such dealswill serveto lock-in and deepen the expl oitation of
Haitian workers in nightmarish working conditions. This sweat-
shop devel opment model will infact betherealization of neoliberal

planning, which emphasizes what is viewed as Haiti’ s sole com-
parative advantage: cheap, unorganized, immiserated labour. While
the Préval government expresses support for the HOPE frame-
work, mgjor trade unions such asthe Confédération des Travailleurs
Haitiens were not consulted on its content.

A surprising aspect of the Préval government is that it has been
participating in some of the ALBA alternative trade discussions
for a social integration of Latin America with \enezuela, Cuba
and others. Is there any significance to be attached to this? Is
Haiti managing to devel op an independent cour se even whilefor-
eign troops remain present?

JP: Preval is engaging in very sophisticated diplomacy. Préva
wants stronger relationships with Cuba and Venezuela to reduce
dependence on the coup countries (USA/Canada/France) and the
complicit ones (Brazil/Argentina/Chile). Cubacontinued its sup-
port for Haitians quietly (taking the medical students who were
thrown out of university by marinesand maintaining their medical
program) throughout the coup eraand can now do it more openly.



Venezuela similarly wants Préval to succeed just like he wanted
Aristideto makeit. But they all have obviouslimitson what they
can do, Préval most of al.

K S: It seemsto methat Préval’ s daring diplomacy isalso arisky
game played between Washington and Caracas, something that
likely can't last. At somepoint, the U.S. will force Préval to choose,
and it’s difficult, at this point, to imagine a definitive choice for
anything but U.S. (and Canadian) leadership. Of course, thisis
partly due to the failure of the Canadian left to restrain our gov-
ernment.

Isthere any indication yet of theimpact of oil and other aid from
\enezuela, and what distinguishes it from the aid from regional
powers such as Canada and the U.S.?

K'S: When President Chavez visited Haiti on March 12th of this
year, he waswelcomed with an outpouring of support from thou-
sands of Haitians. He pointed out to those gathered that “there
have been turbulent times here and in my country as aresult of
imperial aggression.” Thevisit coincided with the announcement
of an incredible $1 hillion (U.S.) support fund for Haiti estab-
lished by the governments of Venezuelaand Cuba. This package
includes the provision of medical and health care personnel and
training programs, four electricity generation stations, the con-
struction of anew oil refinery and the provision of oil at a price
discount equal to that available to the countries participating in
ALBA (though Haiti is hot an ALBA signatory). For two coun-
trieswith such challenging domestic needsto provide such amas-
sive support packageis stunning - which probably explainswhy it
was barely reported in the Canadian media.

Canadaand the U.S. continue to channel much of their “aid” pro-
grams to pro-coup NGOs and the coercive apparatus (UN mili-
tary forces and the Haitian National Police) that can be used to
[imit the Haitian government’ sroom to maneuver. Militarily oc-
cupying Haiti isincredibly expensive, and the costs are tabul ated
as Canada's “aid” program to Haiti — for which Canadian self-
congratulation isendless.

Let us turn to the Canadian side of the Haitian struggle. What
roleis Canada still playing in Haiti?

JP: Canadaistill heavily involved with the Haitian police—train-
ing, supervising, and continuing to restructure the prison and jus-

tice system. The Canadian International Development Agency
(CIDA) still funds various Haitian NGOs to coordinate Haitian
“civil society”: its business and media elite and those political

sectorsthat are most contemptuous of the population. Itsmultina-

tionals — Gildan and SNC-Lavalin, for example, for whom the
Haitian business elite are subcontractors - still take profits from
Haiti’ s workers and territories. Haiti under Preval is far from a
sovereign country, despite theintentions of Haiti’ speople or even

Preval’ sgovernment itself. Tothedegreethat it isan international

protectorate, the political agendais set — for the UN troops, for

themedia, for the police, and for much of the government —from
theU.S. and Canadian Embassies.
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K'S: It isalso worth noting that Canada’ s notorious mining sector
is moving quickly to capitalize on the “special” leadership role
played by these embassies in Haiti. The Canadian mining com-
pany Eurasian Minerals has been spending the last number of
months buying up exploration licenses for huge gold, silver, and
copper projectsin the north of Haiti, noting with approval Haiti’s
recently re-established “ environment for investment and growth.”

To wrap-up, what isthe state of the Haitian solidarity movement
right now internationally, and what isthe current agenda for itin
Canada?

JP: A decent communicationsinfrastructure remains along with
some capacity to hold events. The Canadian network has been
using thistimeto build our connectionsto Haitian activists, con-
nections we had to try to scramble to build as the coup was un-
folding in 2004. An example of these connectionsisthe very suc-
cessful tour of labour and women's activists Euvonie Georges-
Auguste and Ginette Apollon. These arethekind of people Cana-
dian activists should bein touch with, hearing from, and trying to
support, materially and politically.

As far as mass demonstrations in solidarity with Haiti, the
capacity for that was always limited, and is more limited now.
The main reason is the un-elected coup regime is gone and the
president is the people’s choice. That makes it a less brutal in-
stance of imperialism and lessinstantly appalling to people hear-
ing about it than the coup was.

My own critique of the network isthat we don’'t seem to un-
derstand that Preval’s election was a significant victory for the
Haitian people, beyond what could have been expected given the
forces arrayed against them. We describe the pre-coup, the coup,
and then dip right into “and things have hardly changed” without
pointing out the amazing achievement that was the election and
the defense of the victory against massive attempted fraud. With-
out that, we risk thinking of Haitians as perpetual victims of for-
eign policy and not asindependent agentsin their own right who
we can think alongside. We can't think of Préval assimply apup-
pet (or waiting for him to do puppet things) rather than seeing the
opportunities and the possibilities that well-timed actions or
mobilizationsin Canada could open up for Haitians.

K'S: Justin is absolutely right here. Clearly, decades of resisting
have produced an incredible sophistication within Haiti’ s popul ar
movements. | think that many activistsin Canada sHaiti solidar-
ity movement (myself included) have woken up quite a bit from
the mistaken view that CIDA-funded NGOs operating in coun-
triessuch asHaiti can betrusted. Weneed tolearn and popularize
these lessons further, and toss this racist “Responsibility to Pro-
tect” doctrineinto the dustbin of imperialist history. For many of
us, the agenda now is to use strategies such as the recent tour of
Haitian labour and women’s movement | eaders to underline how
damaging Canada’ s role has been while simultaneously demon-
strating what real relations of people-to-people solidarity might
look like. R



SOCIALIST ORGANIZING

One of the major consequences of communist rulein Eastern
Europe is the virtual annihilation of class consciousness in the
working class. Theworkersexited from communism without per-
ceiving themselves asworkers, without realizing that struggleis
crucial for gaining rights and underestimating the importance of
trade unions and other workers' organizations. The future seemed
bright: democratic and — consumerist.

After thefall of communism, theleft wasin retreat throughout
theworld. The defeat of communism didn’t mean greater support
for alternativeleft currents, instead, it meant winning the masses
to capitalism—for the unrestrained, neoliberal form of capitalism.
Eastern Europe was the region where thiswas most true.

Beforethefall of communismintheformer Yugosavia, some
thought the country, which had a genuine revolution unlike the
situation in the other Eastern European countries, would escape
thedestiny of itsneighbours. That didn’t happen. Neither thelower
levels of repression nor the self-management model made a
difference. The economic crisis and the allure of Western con-
sumerism were the major factorsthat brought the end of the com-
munist regimein Yugoslavia, asin therest of Eastern Europe.

The ethnic hatred from the past woke up from its slumber,
stimulated by the economic crisisand the economic disputesamong
the republics of theformer Yugoslavia. This brought the country
to the brink of collapse and war, only ashort time after the peace-
ful transition from communism.

During this process of dissolution, the Republic of Macedo-
nia, Yugodlavia smost southern republic, gained independencein
1991. It was one of the poorest republics with alot of economic
and political issues to be solved. But the people were quite con-
tent in general. A national statehood had been gained, together
with the recent freedom and democracy.

The newly-independent state faced alot of challenges from
the start. One of the most serious was the difficulty in gaining
international recognition dueto the dispute with its southern neigh-
bour, Greece, concerning itsconstitutional name. Thisdispute still
isn't resolved and even if it isfar less a serious problem than 15
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yearsago, it still requires considerable attention and is perceived
asacrucial issue by the Macedonian people.

This dispute is one of the major reasons for the preoccupa-
tion with ethnic issues, so easily aroused by the nationalist politi-
cal partiesand other organizations. Another reason for this preoc-
cupation is the tension between the majority ethnic Macedonian
popul ation and the biggest ethnic minority — Albanians. Thisten-
sion escalated in alow-intensity war in 2001, further deepening
the ethnic divide between the two peoples.

Of course, this preoccupation with ethnic and state-building
issues has created an unfavorable climate for the left. Another
crucia unfavorablefactor isthelevel of acceptance of capitalism
as an economic system. To be sure, the Republic of Macedonia
hasn’t prospered as a result of the change to its socio-economic
system. It took 15 years for the GNP to reach the 1990 level, the
unemployment rateis constantly above 30% and the poverty rate
has climbed around the 30% mark. But capitalism, even unre-
strained capitalism, isn’t questioned. The reason is the mass be-
lief inamyth, inthe myth of transition. It claimsthat the problems
areinherent to thetransitional phasesfrom communismto “mar-
ket economy,” but when we surpass that difficult but inevitable
phase we' I have something like a Scandinavian, welfare model
of capitalism. Without struggle, automatically.

The most intriguing aspect of this approach isthat the more
benevolent phase of capitalism is to be achieved by enhancing
freemarket, neoliberal, unrestrained capitalism. The current con-
servative government has recently introduced aflat tax of 12%
(“the lowest tax in the world"), and the number of critical voices
was shamefully low. Thelack of adissident tradition from the days
of communism has continued into the current capitalist phase. The
Republic of Macedoniaisa country with very few neoliberal dissi-
dents and a country where capitalist propagandais most effective.

Thisis, consequently, abig failurefor theleft in the Republic,
no matter the objective obstacles and the subjective characteris-
tics of the population. There are several challengesthat left activ-
istsin the Republic of Macedoniaface.



1. Struggle against neoliberal and
capitalist propaganda.

The propaganda of the supporters of the capitalist system
is powerful throughout the world. The increasing power of
the media and the constant growth in the knowledge of how to
manipulate human beings makes the task more and more
difficult.

Thesituation in Eastern Europeis even worse dueto the lack
of developed class consciousness. In the Republic of Macedonia
there is area deficit of modern progressive literature, of news
and analyses from a left perspective as well as diffusion of left
culturethrough moviesand music. Yes, there are activiststhat use
the available media(mainly blogs and | eft internet sites) offering
left news, analyses, texts, books, and disseminating CDswith songs
and movieswithleft inclinations; there are also publishing houses
that sometimes surprise us by publishing left books.

But the effects are too weak. For example, there are very few
people here who have heard about the biggest post-communist
socialist project, the Bolivarian revolution in Venezuela. If they
have heard about Hugo Chavez, their perception, at best, isthat
he is an opponent of the U.S. foreign policy. Others believe that
heissomekind of dictator with communist orientation. The mass
media does not inform its consumers about the achievements of
the Venezuelan government. All of the positive aspects of the
Bolivarian revolution are unknown to the Macedonian public,
strongly convinced in the neoliberal mantra that there is no
alternative.

2. Establish contacts with the masses.

In general, most of theleftist activistsin the Republic of Mac-
edonia aren’'t poor, aren’t the biggest losers of the “transition.”
On the other hand, the losers of the “transition” generally don’t
have class consciousness and aren’t organized. There are unions
and there are strikestoo. Somelabour organizersarereally dedi-
cated to the struggle for protecting workers' rights. But there are
virtually no links between the unions and the left activists. The
union federations are informally but strongly linked to the two
major political parties, none of which protectstheworkers’ inter-
ests. They protest — when the other political party isin power —
and are“ content with the social dialogue” —when “their” political
party isin power.

The unions are bureaucratic and often lack energy, skillsand
knowledge in defending workers’ rights. In such asituation, left
activists are generally unwilling to try to work together with the
unions.

Asfor the political parties, the pictureisjust as bleak. The
main “leftist” party, the Social Democratic Union of Macedonia
(SDSM), the successor of the former League of Communists of
Macedonia, has a social democratic orientation in theory, but in
practiceis quite typically neoliberal. When in power, the SDSM
has privatized, deregulated and taken away workers' rights. In
2005, aleading member of the SDSM blamed the party of aban-
doning its social democratic orientation and left the party to form
the New Social Democratic Party (NSDP). The Macedonian | eft
saw some hopein the formation of the NSDP, but soon came the
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disappointment. After the 2006 parliamentary elections, the NSDP
entered the VMRO-DPMNE-led conservative government. The
government i s pursuing an extreme neoliberal agenda, including
the introduction of the flat tax, but the NSDP, social democratic
by orientation (!), has not left the government. Given such social
democratic parties, every attempt of entrysm seemsfutile.

3. Overcome the nostalgia
for the communist past.

Among the losers of the transition, if they are not victims of
the capitalist propaganda or nationalist sentiments, is a virtua
nostalgiafor theformer communist regime. The social standards
were highintheformer Yugoslavia, the repression—Ilow, and the
communist leader, Josip Broz Tito, very popular. Comparing the
present with the former system, the common people areignoring
the issue of democracy-dictatorship and tend to concentrate on
the social issues. And the nostalgiafor communism arises.

Thisis a serious problem for socialists. Both the opponents
and the supporters of social justice equate defense of the workers
and the poor with communism and if someoneinsistson attacking
the undemocratic nature of the communist regime as well as
Tito’s behaviour and policies, they risk losing the support of
many potential opponents of the current system. There were
someinfluential left dissidentsin the former Yugoslavia, such
as the Praxis school of philosophy with world-class thinkers
like Gajo Petrovic, but they are unknown even in today’ sleftist
circles. Much to the frustration of the non-communist left in
the Republic of Macedonia, Tito isthe primary symbol of the
opposition to the current system.

4. Cooperation among
all the left currents.

There are Titoists, Trotskyists, anarchists, left socialists, so-
cial democrats and pacifists in the Republic of Macedonia. The
fundamental differences among them are very difficult to over-
come, but there are issues like opposition to neoliberalism or to
thewar in Irag where various | eftists in the Republic can cooper-
ate. Too often the distrust has been a barrier for cooperation, but
given the weakness of the left in the Republic of Macedonia, the
moretheleftists are aware of the need for mutual cooperation the
better.

As can be seen, the situation with socialist organizing in the
post-communist Republic of Macedoniais very bad. However, |
till have hope. There was aleading Macedonian poet and com-
munist, Koco Racin, who inthe 1930s, intimes of dictatorshipin
Yugoslavia and the spread of fascism in Europe, used to tell his
comrades over and over again: “We'll prevail!” If Racin could
believein the 1930sthat we' Il prevail, then | can also say nowa
days: We'll prevail! R

Zdravko Saveski isaPhD candidate from Bitola, Republic of
Macedonia, and administrator of the Macedonian section of the
Marxist Internet Archive.
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Report Back on the
Immigrant Rights Movement in North America

During the week of May Day, cities across North America
took to the streetsto call for full regularization for all non-status
immigrants and an end to detention and deportations.

VANCOUVER

On May 1, about 500 people marched in Vancouver to de-
clarethat ‘immigrant rights are workersrights.” A week before,
No Oneis Illegal-Vancouver occupied the offices of Citizenship
and Immigration Canadaand the CanadaBorder Services Agency
to demand ameeting with Immigration Minister Diane Finley and
to demand and end to detentions and deportations. No One is
I1legal stickerswere plastered throughout the office, and occupi-
erschanted, demanding justicefor all non-statusimmigrants. Two
dayslater, No Oneislllegal Vancouver returned to the Immigra-
tion office and successfully shut it down by bolting the front doors
with aU-lock.

MONTREAL

On May 5th about 700 people in Montreal marched through
the mostly immigrant Parc Extension neighbourhood in a protest
that ended with acommunity fair. Demonstrators wore masks to
show solidarity for the many undocumented immigrantswho are
forced to hidetheir identities. The march, organized by Solidarity
Across Borders, aso showed solidarity for Abdelkader (Kader)
Belaouni who was forced into sanctuary at St. Gabriel’s Church
in Montreal after his refugee claim was turned down and he was
faced with adeportation order. Kader isablind Algerianwho fled
the civil war in 1996. He has been living in the church for over a
year and thereis an ongoing campaign to fight for his status. For
more information on Kader go to www.soutienpourkader.net.

TORONTO

Organized by No Oneis lllegal-Toronto, over 2,000 people
marched through the streetsto demand abroad, inclusiveregular-
ization program and an end to detentions and deportations, as
well as access to city services regardless of immigration status.
Trade unionists such as the Canadian Auto Workers, Canadian
Union of Public Employees and the Ontario Secondary School
Teachers Federation marched together with immigrant commu-
nity groups such as the Workers Action Centre, the Coalition of
Concerned Taxi Drivers, the Philippine Women’s Centre and
SIKLAB to declare that “Immigrant Rights are Worker’'s
Rights!” They marched from Christie Pits Park to Dufferin
Grove Park for a community concert and fair. Last year, this
neighbourhood was subjected to arbitrary immigration checks
by Canada Border Service Agents at subway stations, in malls
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and on the streets. No Oneislllegal held its second National
Day of Action in this neighbourhood to show solidarity and
strength in the fight against the intimidation and attacks on
thisimmigrant community by Immigration Canada.

This year, the march also celebrated the success of the Ac-
cess Without Fear: Don’'t Ask Don't Tell Campaign. The cam-
paign over the past year has been fighting to win accessto essen-
tial city services for people without status by having municipal
workersnot ask for immigration status and that immigration sta-
tus not be shared with federal authorities. Major gains have been
made at the Toronto Police Services Board, the Toronto District
School Board aswell asin community centres and health centres.
The Police Services Board is in the process of implementing a
partial don’t ask policy where victimsand witnesses of crimewill
not be asked for their status. The Toronto District School Board
haveimplemented afull policy where no student will be asked for
their status and they will not shareimmigration information with
immigration enforcement. They have a so declared school sanc-
tuary zones by opposing the entrance of immigration enforcement
into schools.

The demonstration also included afamily facing deportation
to Mexico. Angelicaand her children, Edgar and Vanessa, spoke
to supportersat therally expressing their desireto stay. Thefam-
ily of four, including thefather Abraham, cameto Canadaasrefu-
gees to flee persecution by Mexican police. Despite a letter sup-
porting their claim of a lack of state protection from Amnesty
International, they face deportation. Their caseaswell asKader’s
case highlightstheinjustice of the refugee determination system,
which is often arbitrary and inaccessible. The family exhausted
itslife savings on legal fees and applications and lacks the funds
to apply for asylum on humanitarian and compassi onate grounds.



UNITED STATES

In the USA, large May Day rallies, only surpassed by last
year’ sturnout, took place acrossthe country. Last year’'s‘the Great
American Boycott saw millions of people out on the street to pro-
test for regularization and against the HR 4437 bill, legislation
that criminalize immigrants by making it a felony to be in the
States without status. The bill also criminalized those who as-
sisted non-statusimmigrantswith exorbitant fines and prison sen-
tences. It increased immigration enforcement and gavelocal po-
lice authority to enforceimmigration law. It a so proposed a 700-
milefence along the U.S.-Mexican border.

The lower numbers comparable to last year were attributed
to the lack of a unifying factor such as last year’s HR4437. How-
ever, raliestook place nationwide with thousands of people out on
the streetsin citiesacrossthe United Statesincluding Chicago, Mil-
waukee, Detroit, New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles and
Tuscan to call for afull regularization program and an end to
detentions and deportation. Hundreds turned out in other cities
acrossthe USA.

Over the past year, Immigration and Custom Enforcement
(ICE) have brutally increased detentions and deportations. A
few days before the May Day rally in Chicago, ICE raided a
shopping mall located in a Mexican-American community
called LaVillita. Employees and customers were detai ned and
guestioned at gunpoint. Community members immediately
began to protest the intimidation and violence by ICE.

Theviolence against immigrantsisnot limitedto ICE. InLos
Angeles, the LAPD attacked a peaceful May Day rally in
MacArthur Park. Wielding batons and firing rubber bulletsinto
the crowd, police used indiscriminate violence to attack protest-
orsincluding children and the elderly.

These violent attacks have galvanized the immigrant rights
movement to not only fight back against the attack on their com-
munities, but on the violent suppression of the movement itself.
The attacks only further highlighted the violence that immigrant
and refugees face everyday.

The recent Senate Immigration Reform Plan which was re-
cently defeated, further highlighted the ongoing racist repression
and exploitation of immigrants. Many immigrant communitiesand
activists opposed the reforms, which included many elements of
the HR4337 by criminalizing non-statusimmigrants and increas-
ing military style enforcement as well as an onerous, impossible
path to citizenship.

Thereformsrequired non-statusimmigrantsto leave the coun-
try for one year and then pay $5,000 in fines before being ableto
obtain agreen card. A new three-year workers visawould bein
place with a cost of $500 with the ability to renew but with a
$500 renewal fee. If visaholders are found to be unemployed for
more than 60 days they are required leave the country. The
proposed reforms would also put greater restrictions on fam-
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ily reunification, preventing the sponsorship of siblingsand adult
children, and putting acap on the sponsorship of parents.

Thereformsalso included aproposal for apoint-system much
likethe onethat existsin Canada, which hasasystem designed to
exclude and exploit the poor and working class, asthe point sys-
tem gives pointsto those who have higher level of education and
income. Thisisironic since Canada hasincreasingly been shap-
ing their immigration policies to be in line with the USA. The
proposal of a point system in the U.S. isjust another strategy to
streamline immigration policy throughout North America. The
reform bill failed to pass as a result of opposition from both the
left and theright. Thelatter falsely labelled it an amnesty bill.

THE STRUGGLE CONTINUES

No Oneislllegal isaready starting to organize against the Se-
curity and Prosperity Partnership of North America(SPP), whichis
essentially amerging of economic free trade and national security
policies. George W Bush, Stephan Harper, and Felipe Calderon are
meeting on August 21, 2007 for a summit to forward SPP agree-
mentsin Montebello, Quebec. Their planisto further corporatefree
trade, border militarization and thecriminalization of migration. This
agenda isinextricable linked to further the profits of the capitalist
class, whileimmigrants, refugeesand the working classpay theprice.

In June, amotion for amoratorium on deportationsfor undocu-
mented workerswas passed in parliament. However, the Conserva
tivesdid not support themotion. A Standing Committeeon amora-
torium was started | ast year in responseto high profile deportations
of workers in the construction industry particularly in the Portu-
gueseand L atin American communities. Themoratoriumisnot policy
unlessit hasthe support of the Conservatives, who have 120 daysto
respond to the motion. Hearingsonthe motion arebeing heldinthe
fall. The on-the-ground mobilizations by immigrant communities
and activistsare certainly acontributing factor in thismotion. They
are continuing to mobilizeto ensurethat the moratorium and aregu-
larization programisfull and inclusive ensuring statusfor all.

Thelower numbers at thisyear’sMay Day rallies compared
tolast year’ sdoes not cast ashadow on theimmigrant rights move-
ment because communities are continuing to organi ze throughout
North America. However, there are challenges that lie ahead for
the movement with divisions between views on temporary workers
programs, which have been supported by some North American
unionsasasolution for peoplewithout status. Thisismisguided, as
temporary workers programs only further exploit non-statusim-
migrants, asthey often face deportation if they do not accept the
employer’ sworking conditions. Theimmigrant rights movement
has the potential to become a strong broad-based working-class
movement if it refusesto accept any solution that would continue
the criminalization, oppression and exploitation of immigrants.
The movement must stand in solidarity to demand status for all;
this demand is part of the working-class struggle against
neoliberalism, globalization, war and imperialism. R

Y en Chu isaToronto-based activist.



Operation Return to Sender:

A Historical Pattern of Immigration Raids

In California, aseries of immigration raids, named Operation
Return to Sender by Immigration Customs and Enforcement (ICE)
officials, in recent months, resulted in the arrests of over 760 im-
migrants. Aspart of thisdeportation project, theraidshave resulted
in more than 13,000 arrests nationwide. Calling them “ sweeps
rather than raids, Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials
claimed that their enforcement was only aimed at targeted fugi-
tiveswho had overstayed their visas or who had ignored deporta-
tion orders. Y et, numerous eyewitness and news media accounts
reported that thiswas not fully the case. TheSan Francisco Chroni-
cle newspaper, in aJanuary 23rd article reported that | CE agents,
in addition to the so-called 119 immigrant criminalsthat they tar-
geted in Contra Costa County, “also picked up 94 other undocu-
mented immigrantsthey encountered inthe process.” Inan article
by the Associated Press on January 23rd, where reporters rode
along for the first day of the “sweeps’ in Orange County, they
reported that the agents “fanned out to houses in Anaheim and
Santa Ana’ and that the criminal fugitive that they arrested was
merely a29-year-old undocumented immigrant “wanted for adriv-
ing under theinfluence conviction.” At asecond stop, wherethe
agentswerelooking for a“ convicted rapist” (that had moved out
weeksbefore), they “instead, arrested six men who could not pro-
videlegal papers.” Timothy Aiken, deputy director of ICE in San
Francisco, commented “Wewant to go after theworst of theworst;
we go after people who have ignored a judge’ s order — but we
can’t be blind to someone who doesn’'t have lawful statusin the
U. S. We wouldn’t be doing our job if weignored these people.”
By their own words, immigration officials admitted that their ac-
tionswererandom, creating aclimate of fear and tensioninimmi-
grant communities.

Inthecity of Pomona, there were various eyewitness accounts
whereimmigration agents used the pretext of going after so-called
“convicted fugitives’ to stop and detain people randomly. For ex-
ampl e, the husband of Pomonaresident MariaMorales, amother
of two children, was picked up off the street as he walked to his
job. Inanincident near the PomonaDay L abor Center, | CE agents
claim that they went to the areain search of a“criminal.” Eyewit-
nesses, instead, saw them chase after immigrant workerswho were
looking for jobsin that area. Similar reports emerged from resi-
dents at alocal apartment complex in Pomonawhere, under the
pretext of looking for a“fugitive” began to knock on doors and
arrest individualsrandomly.

These types of actions are confirmed as occurring in other
parts of California by Jerry Okendo, President of the Northern
CaliforniaLeague of United Latin American Citizens chapter. He
isquoted in the San Francisco Chronicle ascriticizing | CE agents
for carrying out “ sweeps” inthe cities of Concord and Richmond
without “properly identifying themselves’ and carrying out ar-
rests without search warrants. According to Okedo, I CE agents
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“were sweeping through apartment complexes and picking up
anyonewho could not provide proof they wereliving inthe United
Stateslegally.” Richmond City Councilman John Marquez com-
plained that | CE agents “were identifying themselves as police”
helping to break up the good relations that he said had been
established between the police department and the Latino Com-
munity.

Historical Pattern of Immigration Raids

The character of these recent raidsfollow ahistorical pattern
by the U. S. government to round up immigrants when the coun-
try is experiencing an economic downturn or when there are so-
cial conditions and cutbacks that need a scapegoat. When the
economy went downward during the depression of the 1930s, for
example, the U. S Government gave consular offices the charge
of deporting anyone who might add to the* public charge” rolls.”
During thisperiod, at least half amillion people of Mexican origin
were put on trains and deported. In the early years of the depres-
sion, any Mexican-origin person who applied for welfare, unem-
ployment, or any type of social service was forced to leave the
country under the U.S. government category of “voluntary repa-
trigtion.” Approximately half of those deported were U.S. citizens,
aclear violation of both their civil and human rights.

Raising concerns over national security issues as a result of
World War I1, the U.S. government instituted the Smith Act in
1941 to deny visas and deport anyone who “might endanger the
public safety.” A similar bill, thelnternal Security Act, waspassed
in 1950 to deport anyone suspected of being a member of the
Communist Party or any of its affiliated organizations.

WhentheU. S. entered World War 11, and therewasaneed to
fill labor shortagesin agriculture, the federal government estab-
lished the Bracero Program. The program was extended after the
war as Public Law 78 and was justified as a means of meeting
labor shortages caused by the Korean War. The program ended in
1964 with 5 million Mexicans used in the peak years between
1954 and 1962. With the establishment of aregulated |abor pool,
the United States Immigration and Naturalization Service began
a massive drive known as “Operation Wetback” to deport
undocumented immigrantsto Mexico. Again, sSimilar to theround-
ups of immigrants during the depression, Operation Wetback
grossly violated the civil rights of Mexican immigrantsincluding
those who were legally in the U. S. as citizens and permanent
residents. Hundreds of Mexican-origin peoplewere arrested and
harassed. They werethreatened and forced to produce “ proof” of
their citizenship. Only afew of the thousands of those deported
had formal hearings. When the project ended, morethan amillion
persons had been deported to Mexico.



Contemporary Conditions for Raids

In this contemporary period, on aninternational level, there
isamovement of immigrants from poorer countriesto more de-
veloped ones. TheresponseintheU. S. and in European countries
has been twofold: on the one hand, the companies (and even some
government officials) seethe need for immigrantsto fill employ-
ment voids (particularly when these countries are faced with an
aging popul ation). On the other hand, these countries do not want
to acknowledge them as human beingswith basic human rights.

Thereare” open borders’ for multi-national corporationswhen
it comesto investment, trade, and moving jobs. However, when it
comes to the free migration of immigrants, the meaning of
democracy does not exist. That iswhy thereis abacklash to this
meaning of demaocracy in Latin Americawhereagrowthininter-
national investment has meant increasing unemployment and the
forced removal of the peasantry from their rural landsto the urban
cities.

Up until September 11, 2001, there was a movement toward
someform of legalization for the estimated 12 million undocumented
immigrantsintheU. S. However, after September 11th, theissue of
immigration became anational security issue. The most significant
measure wasthe passage of the USA Patriot Act which dlowed wide
latitude for law enforcement agencies to conduct searches, to use
electronic surveillance, and to detain persons suspected of being
terrorists. The act expanded the definition of “terrorists’ for the
purposes of removing any immigrants certified by the U. S. At-
torney General as having engaged in terrorist activities.

The Raids and National Security

It isinthis climate that California experienced the recall of
Governor Gray Davisin November, 2003 and where his opponents
raised the specter of immigration asan issue of national security.
The eventual Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger —who had sup-
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ported Proposition 187 (a ballot initiative to deny
socia services, healthcare, and public education to
undocumented immigrants) and had been listed on
the board of an organization, U.S. English, that ad-
vocates the exclusive use of Englishin publicinstitu-
tions—used theissue of national security asareason
for turning down abill that would have given immi-
grantstheright to obtain adriver’ slicense. In accord-
ance with this perspective, U.S. Border Patrol offi-
cialshave argued that theimmigration raids are con-
nected to the “war on terrorism.” When Tomas
Jimenez of the Border Patrol was asked by areporter
for the reasons the 2004 raids were carried out, he
responded that “the mission of the Border Patrol, the
primary objective at thistime, isto prevent the enter-
ing of terrorists and terrorist arms to the United
States.”

Animportant lesson in the aftermath of the recent
immigration raids was the response by Mexican and
Latino organizationsinthelnland Valey of Cadifornia.

Within aweek of immigration raidsin 2004, vari-
ous organizations including Estamos Unidos,
Hermandad Mexicana de Ontario, the Latina and Latino
Roundtable, and the Riverside-based National Alliance for Hu-
man Rights cametogether and organized aseven-mile march call-
ing for an immediate stop to the raids. The march, beginning in
the city of Ontario and ending in Pomona, drew an estimated
10,000 partici pants. The Spanish language newspaper LaOpinion
called it the largest demonstration in the history of the region.
Similarly in 2007, after similar immigration raids, a coalition of
organizationsincluding the L abor Council for Latin American Ad-
vancement, the Latina/o Roundtable, CHIRLA, Latino Student
Union, and the National Day Labor Organizing Network came
together and organized amarch calling for an immediate stop to
theraids.

Rise of a Proactive Trend

Immigrants have moved beyond solely reacting to the attacks
on them as criminals andasthreatsto nationa security being made
by the U.S. government, various politicians, the border patrol and
right-wing anti-immigrant groups. The emerging trend in the
immigrant rights movement istherise of coalitionsthat are unit-
ing diverse groups and communitiesin advancing strategies and
policies aimed at turning back the post-September 11th provi-
sions that have increased the categories of “deportable” crimes
and that have further criminalized undocumented workers. This
emerging trend demanding “legalization” for the 12 million un-
documented immigrants in the U.S. has shown how a united
proactive response can be effective in exposing the scapegoating of
immigrants, mobilizing support for pro-immigrant legidative poli-
cies, and building broad community-based coalitionsto defend the
civil and humanrightsof all immigrantsand their supporters. R

Jose Calderon is Professor in Sociology and Chicano Studies,
Pitzer College



An Agenda for Change?

CUPE Ontario’s 2007 Convention

CUPE Ontario emerged fromitsrecent convention in Windsor,
Ontario with an ambitious action plan and arenewed resolveto chal-
lengethe union’ sstructure—which has often been called the union’s
greatest strength and itsgreatest weakness. Withthe St. Clair Centre
for the Arts bursting at the seams with del egates, the largest con-
vention in CUPE Ontario’ s history embraced, at least in princi-
ple, ahighly politicized approach to collective bargaining aswell
as a programme for regionalization of decision-making and re-
sources. In aunion which has always been reluctant to make radi-
cal shifts in structure and internal power relations, CUPE On-
tario’s Agenda for Change document offers up a fairly radical
challengeto both CUPE’ s national leadership and the many large
localswho have always been staunch defenders of local autonomy.
The enduring tensions between different visions of the union’s
purpose, and the proper structure needed to carry out that pur-
pose, were on full display and manifested themselvesin avariety
of different debates.

The entire convention was charged in the aftermath of two
recent key events. First, there was alingering hangover from the
2006 convention’s passage of Resolution 50, which committed
the Ontario Division to solidarity and education work ontheissue
of the “apartheid nature of the Israeli state” and to “support the
international campaign of boycott, divestment and sanctions’ un-
til Isragl recognizes Palesting’ slegitimate right to self-determina-
tion. Despite the resol ution passing handily, the intense backlash
from themedia, Zionist groups, and sections of somelocals mem-
berships raised the spectre of an attempt to reconsider and re-
scind the resolution. In anticipation, members of the Division’s
International Solidarity Committee were busily distributing an
excellent backgrounder on the issue, entitted CUPE Ontario’s
Resolution 50: Towards Peace and Justice in the Middle East.

Second, intense feelings generated by the very long and diffi-
cult round of collective bargaining between CUPE National and
its three staff unions, in which the National demanded conces-
sions on pensions and which resulted in a brief strikein March,
were still very much in evidence. The Division Executive joined
along list of locals and district councils from across the country
who sent reams of support | ettersto the staff unions during nego-
tiations, expressing their profound opposition to the Nationa’s
violation of its own longstanding anti-concessions bargaining
policy for CUPE members. Locals not only had to do without
staff at key momentsin bargaining and arbitration hearings; they
were also robbed of the moral high ground of a consistent anti-
concessions policy at their own bargaining tables, placing many
invery difficult positionswith respect to their employers. Several
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debateswere pervaded by expressions of appreciation for the staff
(bringing people to their feet repeatedly) as well as anger at the
National, and both Paul Moist and Claude Genereux werein dam-
age control mode for much of the convention.

Agenda for Change'sregionalization proposalswere framed
by frustration with the National Office, but not merely over the
needless conflict with staff. The document calls for a major re-
thinking of CUPE’ s overall structure and internal relationships,
and askswhether they are best suited to engage theissues, institu-
tionsand power structuresthat shape public sector workers' lives.
In particular, theimportance of provincial government legidation
and funding decisions requires both regional and political cam-
paigns as well as coordinated sectoral bargaining. Sectoral bar-
gaining has become increasingly urgent in several sectors, espe-
cialy socia services, given the fragmented nature of service de-
livery and the resulting archipelago of small employers and bar-
gaining units. In this context, meaningful gains on wages, ben-
efitsand pensions, especially for the women and peopl e of colour
who staff these workplaces, areimpossible.

Agenda for Change thereforelinkstogether several key goals:
consolidated bargaining strength; regionalized decision-making,
and moreresourcesfromthe National aredll crucia towinning pen-
sionsand $15/hour for all CUPE memberswithin 6 years; advanc-
ing the equality agenda; and organizing those sectors of part-time,
low-paid and margindized workers. Add to thisavery detailed 2007
Action Plan, which put forth an ambitious set of interl ocking politi-
cal, bargaining and organizing campaignsin al of CUPE skey sec-
torsaswell asthe central issueareas of equality and political action.

However, both Agenda for Change and the Action Plan strike
at the heart of the historic bargain which made CUPE possible
and has kept it a decentralized national union of relatively au-
tonomouslocals. In order to make sectoral and regional decision-
making meaningful, control over resources— both staff and money
—will have to follow. Opposition to this comes from above and
below the Division level. The National Office has always feared
that a strengthening of provincial divisions or sectora groups
would allow them to split off and form their own competing or-
ganization. Opposition from particular locals also endures. Even
though both documents passed overwhelmingly, with much ex-
citement, and with thelink between collective bargaining and po-
litical action convincingly and repeatedly made, severa largelo-
calsinthemunicipal sector continueto defend autonomy, not least
because they have greater bargaining power on their own than do
many of CUPE’ s locals in much more decentralized sectors. By



coding autonomy as democracy, certain segments of the union
can mask the sectionalism which informstheir position and block
progressiveinitiativesthat call onthe membership to expand the
boundaries of their activity, solidarity and identity.

Of course, money isalwaysthereal test of how ready CUPE’s
membership isto follow through with astructural reorganization.
Resources are central to CUPE Ontario’ s capacity to carry out the
Action Plan, and Agenda for Change isamajor strategy for ac-
cessing those resources. However, the results of that approach
won'’t be known until October 2007, when the Division presents
its proposals to CUPE’ s National Convention in Toronto. In the
meantime, asecond strategy was an increase of 22 centsin monthly
per capitadues paid to the Division. However, despite an impas-
sioned speech by Division President Sid Ryan, opponents con-
vinced enough del egatesto vote agai nst; the resol ution passed the
50% mark, but did not garner the two-thirds majority needed to
make a constitutional change. A revised proposal for an 11-cent
increase passed quite handily on Saturday.

The dues debate carried within it an interesting and ironic
twist, and it was here the Resolution 50 made its reappearance.
Several large municipal localsused Resolution 50 to back up their
refusal to vote for aduesincreaseif the money would be used for
political awareness campaigns (not to mention the printing of the
Resolution 50 backgrounder). Channelling the ghost of former
AFL president Samuel Gompers, Anne Dembinski, president of
Local 79 (insideworkersat the City of Toronto), argued that poli-
ticsonly servesto divide union members and weaken them at the
bargaining table. Hence, the union should remain neutral on
broader political questions and focus only on what it does best —
collective bargaining. Strangely, also speaking against the dues
increase, albeit for reasons of process, werethe very activists cen-
tral to Resolution 50's passage, and who in general support the
vision of the Action Plan and Agendafor Change. Meeting asthe
Action Caucus, these members problematized thelack of advance
notice and education about the need for a dues increase, which,
they claimed, gave locals little time to debate the issue and in-
struct their del egates. Whether true or not, thisintervention aided
the more conservative locals in their bid to restrain the Division
by diluting thecodlition in favour of amuch more paliticized CUPE
Ontario, particularly whereit really counts: thefinancial resources
to makethe Action Plan areality.

All this speaks to the broader question of what L eft strategy
can be in the context of a union like CUPE, whose leadership
itself is often to the Left of many locals and members. What can
an “action” caucus contribute when the action plan presented by
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the executive board is so comprehensive, politicized, and full of
radical potential if realized? While maintaining the democratic
accountability of theleadershipisalways paramount, the left must
be careful not to lose sight of the larger strategic picture by
focussing on process for its own sake, particularly if it means
undermining the very kinds of campaigns it passionately advo-
cates. Also, by cutting the dues increase in half, the success of
CUPE Ontario’ s Action Plan depends heavily upon what happens
at National Convention, and whether Ontario delegates are able
to convince other provincesthat they too will benefit from a shift
in CUPE sinternal relationships. Given CUPE’ spast record, which
has seen the union reject major structural changes despite support
from the National executive on three separate occasions, activists
will havetheir work cut out for them thisfall. R

Stephanie Ross teaches |abour studies at the University of
Windsor and will soon be taking up aposition at Toronto’s
Y ork University.




Building Union Power from the Bottom Up:
A Response to Ross’ “Agenda for Change? CUPE Ontario’s 2007 Convention”

Members of the CUPE Ontario Action Caucus

In*“Agendafor Change? CUPE Ontario’ s2007 Convention,”
Stephanie Ross poses a question of significance to activists in
several unionstoday: “what Left strategy can bein the context of
aunion like CUPE, whose leadership itself is often to the L eft of
many locals and members’?

In her articlethe recent CUPE Ontario convention appearsto
have had three main actors; 1) a progressive leadership with a
“radical” Agendafor Change, whichisbeing constrained by 2) a
more conservative CUPE National and large locals that want to
maintain local autonomy, and 3) activists grouped around the In-
ternational Solidarity Committee and the Action Caucus.

In her account, thisthird group appeared out of step with the
leadership’s progressive agenda, unwittingly obstructing their
efforts, at times even bolstering the ranks of conservative forces
in key debates on the convention floor. In addition to criticising
what she sees astheir lack of strategy, Ross rai ses the question of
therole of an activist base in aunion with a progressive | ead-
ership. While thisis a serious question with no easy answers,
it is unclear from Ross' article what an activist base might
offer in such a context. She asks, “What can an “action” cau-
cus contribute when the action plan presented by the execu-
tive board is so comprehensive, politicized, and full of radical
potential if realized?”’

Shecitestwo issuestoillustrate her point. First istheimpact
of Resolution 50 from the 2006 convention, which she describes
asa“hangover.” Rather than aground-breaking achievement for
the international labour movement, Ross only notes how it was
used by one del egate (who believesthat the union should remain
neutral on broader political issues) to obstruct the leadership’s
progressive agenda. In reality, most of the“backlash” against the
union’s position on Israeli apartheid has not been from CUPE
members, but from the mediaand Zionist groups outside the union.
Activistswere busily distributing material s not in anticipation of
apossiblerescind motion, as Ross suggests, but asaway to imple-
ment the education mandate of the resolution (it was known long
in advance that no local had submitted a resolution to rescind
Resolution 50).

What she failed to notice, however, was the positive impact
of thisresolution on the union—not interms of policies, but some-
thing much moreimportant to building union power. While Reso-
[ution 50 was met with opposition, it also mobilized anew layer
of CUPE activists (and inspired many long-time activistsaswell).
By taking a bold and principled position and actually following
through on a resolution from convention, by training a group of
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about 20 union activists (many of whom had never been activein
the union) and sending them to run educational workshops onthe
issue at Locals, Sectorial Conferences, Equity Committees, Ex-
ecutive Board, aswell as Local and Regional Council Meetings
acrossthe province, this resolution has breathed new lifeinto the
activist base of CUPE Ontario.

At issue here is a difference of opinion about the role of ac-
tivistsin the union. Rossworries about activists being anuisance
or alienating themselves from a progressiveleadership that istry-
ing to adopt aprogressive action plan in the struggle over institu-
tional position. Her primary focus appears to be the adoption of
thisagendaat convention. In contrast, it isour contention that the
strength of the activist base is much more important than any
agenda adopted at convention, and that without an activist base
no action plans can be implemented, even in aunion with apro-
gressive leadership like CUPE Ontario. While Ross focuses on
the debate around the union’s action plan, the activists, having
seen many such action plans and recognizing their limits when
they are trandlated from paper into practice, are trying to build a
base that is capable of putting even the most limited objectives
into practice. Until that happensall the action plans, however “full
of radical potential,” will not be realized. Consequently, much
more thought needs to be put into how to build such a base.

This differenceilluminates the rationale behind some of the
activists opposition to the proposed dues increase — Ross' sec-
ond exampl e of how some activistsfrustrated the progressive plans
of the leadership. “Meeting as the Action Caucus,” writes Ross,
“these members problematized the lack of advance notice and
education about the need for aduesincrease, which, they claimed,
gave locals little time to debate the issue and instruct their del-
egates.” She goes on to caution that “the left must be careful not
to lose sight of the larger strategic picture by focussing on pro-
cessfor its own sake.”

Ross is correct that failure to approve the full duesincrease
proposal hurt some of the very activists who were raising con-
cerns about the process by which this decision was being made —
thelack of membership involvement and the disproportionate cut
to committee budgets. However, openly challenging the leader-
ship on using tacticsthat weaken the union speakslessto alack of
strategic vision, than to the strength of their conviction that the
power of a union often has more to do with how it makes deci-
sions than with what decisions are made in the end. Failure to
confront the leadership on how it relates to the activists and the
rank and filein favour of short-term budgetary gains only weak-
enstheunioninthelong-term.



The agenda for change itself and the way the dues increase
was presented clearly speak to the problems around the way deci-
sionsare madein the union and thefailureto include the activists
who will beimplementing agendasin the agenda setting. For in-
stance, the Agenda for Change presented goals for committees
that committees did not set for themselves and did not reflect their
actua plans. Assigning goalsin atop down fashion does not build
union strength or capacity. Then the duesincrease was presented
asall or nothing. The budget presented made it so that failure to
adopt the increase would mean a severe gutting of committees
making the actual implementation of the Agenda for Change un-
feasible.

Overdl, Ross' reflections focus almost exclusively on some
of theintricacies of the long-standing debate on the relationship
between various internal structureswithin the union. These are
certainly issues of primary importance for the union, which can-
not beignored. However, thereisanother dimension to the project
of union renewal beneath the surface of resolutions, budgets and
action plans, which is not unrelated to the issues raised by Ross,
but which often gets overlooked: the struggle to build an orga-
nized, independent activist base.

This effort isimportant because it confronts not only the in-
ternal structures of the union, but the very structure of labour re-

lationsthat limits union power today. Sincethe* postwar compro-
mise” of the mid-1940s the labour movement has been plagued a
disconnection between the leadership and the rank-and-file. In
exchange for financial stability (automatic dues payments from
members) and legal concessions which forced the bosses to rec-
ognize unions, the labour movement sacrificed its militancy.
Within this new framework, problems in the workplace tend
to beresolved by a professional layer of staffers, lawyers and
arbitrators, rather than by the workers themselves through
militant action. While thiswas avictory for the labour move-
ment in many ways, we need to recognize that as aresult rank-
and-file members became disconnected from workplace
struggles and from their unions, and their capacitiesto struggle
have atrophied.

Thequestion of therole of activistsinaunionwith aprogres-
sive leadership must be approached with an eye to this broader
context. Given the passivity and disconnection of union members
today, the existence of an activist base cannot simply be assumed.
Consequently, activists in a union, even one with a progressive
leadership, must in thefirst instance apply themselvesto the task
of building such abase by palitically re-skilling the membership.
This has been one of the greatest achievements of Resol ution 50.
From this perspective, the actions of the activistsin Ross' article
take on anew significance. R

Union Activism and CUPE: A Further Reply

Stephanie Ross

Inmy analysisof CUPE Ontario’sMay
Convention, | asked a serious question: in
aunionwith arelatively progressive lead-
ership, what role can and should a caucus
of the Left play beyond claiming that “the
plan doesn’t go far enough” ? Members of
the Action Caucus concludethat my inten-
tion wasto chastise them for being “anui-
sance” to aleadership that has taken care
of everything and to insist that they merely
line up and clap appreciatively. Nothing
could be further from the truth. Progres-
sive leadership needs amobilized and ac-
tivist base, not just to keep them * honest’
and left-leaning, but also to legitimize in
democratic termstheir radical tendencies
within and outside the union. What is at
issue here is not a " difference of opinion
about the role of activists in the union”,
but rather the strategies which activists
should undertake to make the union more
effective, democratic and militant. Action
Caucusmembersand | shareadesirefor a

vibrant, membership-led, democratic and
militant labour movement. But we diverge
on the analysis needed to achievethisgoal.

Action Caucus members are rightly
concerned that | did not properly appreci-
ate the impact of Resolution 50 on thein-
ternal life of the union through its mobili-
zation of anew activist layer. The positive
educational and capacity-building effects
of thisresolution wereindeed visible, and
caucus members courageous and tireless
efforts before and after the resolution’s
passage are amajor contribution, which |
perhapsunderemphasized. Thelarge num-
bers of young activists speaking at the mi-
crophonesisasoin part atestament tothis
valuable work. However, my point was to
examine how this resolution was used by
conservativeforceswithin the unionto sup-
port their own vision of CUPE as a
depoliticized and locally-oriented collec-
tive bargaining machine to the detriment
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of most of the membership’s interests.
Whilethis group seemed to be smaller and
more marginal than at previous conven-
tions, it continuesto have purchase amongst
a significant minority of the local |eader-
ship (and perhapsmorein the general mem-
bership) and effectively if opportunistically
deploys deeply-held values about the link
between autonomy and democracy. This
group didn’t have to convince a majority
to block the financial basis for Agenda for
Change: just over 33 percent was sufficient.
Whether “unwitting” or not, the case against
the dues increase from the Left bolstered,
rather than marginalized, thisposition and
did not engage with the substance of the
plan.

It also did not offer an alternative vi-
sion of democratic politics within the un-
ion that would argue for the benefits of
regionalization while insisting on the ac-
tive facilitation of membership ®



participation and control in these struc-
tures. Given thevery difficult uphill battle
required to extract more resources from
CUPE National, Agenda for Change and
all itslatent potential for creating more ef-
fective and politicized collective bargain-
ing and organizing structures, may be still-
born. 1t will be those membersin hard-to-
organize sectors, who passionately de-
manded that the action plan befully funded
— and not the CUPE Ontario executive —
who will suffer from the resulting lack of
financial and institutional resources.

Action Caucus members seem less
worriedthan . They characterizethe dues
increase as a leadership attempt to make
“short-term budgetary gain[s]” at the ex-
pense of building the union. They admit
“some” members and activists were hurt
by the failure to approve the full duesin-
crease, but are not ultimately concerned:
they are building the activist base neces-
sary for any resolution or action planto be
implemented. The content of such plansis
not especially important, and they do not
offer an opinion on Agenda for Changeit-
self or whether and how its elements might
serveto strengthen grassroots activism. Nor
dothey focusontheir fellow members very
material interestsin more effective bargain-
ing structures or whether low wages might
beabarrier to greater union activism. These
goals must be subordinated to the convic-
tion that howthe union makesdecisionsis
more important thanwhat it decides.

The Action Caucus's response to my
focus on “theintricacies of thelong-stand-
ing debate” in the union about structure
seems to demote organizational history to
an interesting yet irrelevant pursuit. How-
ever, as previous generations of CUPE ac-
tivistswill attest, union structureisnot an
esoteric question, but a central strategic
onethat needs careful attention. Attempts
to (re)build an activist base—or to do any-
thinginthe union—take placewithin acon-
crete organizational context, with specific
material and discursive resources, poten-
tial alliances, openings, and limits. Action
plans need activiststo carry them out, yes,
but those activists also need more than
force of will. What the union decides pro-
foundly affectswhether and howthe mem-
bers are able to mobilize and make claims
withintheunion. Toignorethisterrain, to

dismiss it as irrelevant to the project of
unionrenewal, is, | fear, overly voluntarist
and bendsthe stick too far in the other di-
rection.

Action Caucus members also don't
offer an analysisof CUPE as such. Instead,
their activity isframed asaresponseto the
negative effects of the post-war compro-
mise and institutionalized collective bar-
ganing onunionismingeneral. Few onthe
L eft would disagree that the legal frame-

“Activists also need to
develop a more nuanced
understanding of the
terrain for socialist strat-
egy than ‘leadership bad
/ grassroots good.”

work has substituted bureaucratic proce-
durefor membership action and contained
much union militancy. But these insights
are but astarting point, which tell uslittle
about the variable waysthat institutionali-
zation wasworked out in different organi-
zations, and even less about how to inter-
venein actually existing unions. Surely it
matters strategically that CUPE adopted a
highly decentralized structure in order to
prevent becoming likeitsmore centralized
private sector counterparts, both providing
more room for independent grassrootsini-
tiatives (like Resolution 50) and creating
important barriers to the initiatives that
members themsel ves have desired?

Or that CUPE has always expressed a
tendency towards more politicized collec-
tive bargaining, due not only to the con-
nection between public sector workers
economistic interests and debates about
public policy, taxes, and the relationship
between citizens and state, but also to re-
peated attacks on its collective bargaining
rights by successive governments? Or that,
despite the strictures of the post-war com-
promise, CUPE has probably participated
inmore politica andillegal strikesthan any
other Canadian union since the 1970s? Or
that, unique in today’ s labour movement,
the Ontario leadership’ srepeated callsfor
theunion to useits National Defense Fund
to finance — and thereby legitimize — just
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such breaches of post-war “responsible un-
ionism” might be a strategic resource?
Theseal indicate amore complex internal
political life that presents possibilities of
alliance with both progressive leaders and
those sections of the membership who ex-
perience bargaining as intensely political
and who also grasp the contradictions be-
tween local autonomy and the effective
implementation of democratic will at the
provincia and national levels makesthem
opentoamoreradical vision.

Lest | be misunderstood, let me
reemphasize: thisisnot acheerleading ex-
ercisein support of the CUPE Ontario lead-
ership. Likeall unionists, they are contra-
dictory. They should have taken a more
active mobilizing approach when putting
forward Agenda for Change, especialy if
they expect membersto take ownership of
the initiative and fight for it at National
Convention in the fall. But it makeslittle
sense to challenge leadership for its own
sake. Wemust always assesswhen and how
we “challenge the leadership openly” in
terms of whether such interventions
strengthen activist capacity. Activistsalso
need to develop a more nuanced under-
standing of the terrain for socialist strat-
egy than ‘leadership bad/ grassrootsgood.’
Always cagting |eaders as mere bureaucrats
out to increasetheir own institutional power
base misses opportunities to support and
deepen their more radical tendencies,
which can then help to increase the space
for *bold’ initiatives.

An abstract notion of democratic proc-
essthat trumps other considerations risks
derailing the structural changesthat could
support and amplify union renewa efforts.
It may, aswell, make the L eft appear mar-
ginal to themgjority of CUPE membersand
their concerns. Resolutions do not auto-
matically guarantee action, and convictions
alonedo not guarantee astrategy. Both are
ideaswhich become meaningful in concrete
conditions. As socialists, we should aim
to understand those conditions more
clearly, inall their complexity and contra-
diction. R

Stephanie Ross teaches |abour studies at
Y ork University.



Supreme Court Shifts on Right to Bargain

In June, the Supreme Court handed down its decision on the
complaint by B.C. health care workers that the concessions and
contracting out of jobs they suffered at the hands of the Liberal
government in 2002 violated their rights under S. 2 (d) of the
Charter of Rights and Freedoms on freedom of association. The
Court’ sruling upholding the union’ scomplaint caught almost ev-
erybody by surprise. Previously, in a series of decisionsin 1987
known asthe*labour trilogy,’ the Court held that freedom of asso-
ciation rights only applied to individuals rather than collective
organizationslike unions.

Despite the legal defeats in the late 1980s and early 1990s,
the unions were not dissuaded from going to court in order to
protect the rights enshrined in the postwar regime of industrial
legality. The reasoning behind this strategy is complex. While
unions had always been hostile to judicial intervention in labour
disputes (especially initshistorical role of promoting the protec-
tion of private property with injunctions), this perception shifted
when their social demacratic alies proved incapable of protect-
ing their long established political rightsto bargain or to strike.

In 2001, the union movement received their first real victory
under the Charter. In Dunmorev. Ontario the Supreme Court ruled
that agovernment’ s decision (in this case the Conservative gov-
ernment of Mike Harris) to eliminate a segment of agricultural
workersfrom protective union legidation violated the Charter of
Rightsand Freedoms. The court suggested that governments had
a“positive’ obligationto protect vulnerableworkersin areaswhere
it wasimpossiblefor individualsto organize.

Unions saw this as an important step forward. Thus, when
British Columbiapremier Gordon Campbell used hismassiveleg-
islative majority to eliminate an existing contract with healthcare
workersin 2002, the unionsjumped on Dunmore’ sseemingly posi-
tiveembrace of workers' freedom of association rights. Thefoun-
dation of the health union’ s complaint rested on the claim that the
BC government was eliminating their positive rightsto bargain.
In its decision on 8 June (Health Services and Support — Facili-
ties Subsector Bargaining Assn. v. British Columbia) the court
upheld thisclaim.

Inaradical departurefromthe*labour trilogy,” the court ex-
panded the Dunmore precedent and concluded that s. 2 (d) of the
Charter includes aprocedural right to collective bargaining. The
decision rested on three specific criteria. First, the court ruled that
collective bargaining was not a statutory right created by legisla-
tion after World War I1, but rather, was the culmination of two
hundred years of labour struggle. Thiswasasurprising admission
from aninstitution that rarely considers social (or labour) history
when making their decisions. Second, the court concluded that
the Charter should be presumed to provide at |east as much pro-
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tection asinternational human rights documentsto which Canada
isasignatory. Finally, the court suggested that the expansion of
workersfreedom of association rights*reaffirmsthe dignity, per-
sonal autonomy, equality and democracy that are inherent in the
Charter.”

The labour movement and the left should rightfully see this
asavictory. The court has now affirmed that workers have certain
constitutionally protect rightsthat governments cannot smply leg-
islate away. Whilethe court was not asked to rule on theright to
strike, the court’s emphasis on “ Charter values of equality and
democracy” within theindustrial relationsfieldiscertainly wide
open. Indeed, the hospital union currently has disputes ontheright
to strike before the courts (which lost at the BC Supreme Court)
but will likely be appealed in light of thisdecision. If the Supreme
Court agrees to hear this appeal, the court will soon be asked to
weigh in ontheright to strikefor political purposes.

Tobesure, therearereal limitsto the decision. In concluding
that the BC government’ s actions violated the Charter, the Court
said that while governments have aduty to negotiate with unions,
they do not have a duty to come to any sort of conclusion from
those discussions. In other words, the actions of the BC govern-
ment were uncongtitutional becauseits actionsran roughshod over
the duty to negotiate, not that it decided to contract out public
services. Seemingly, if the government had “negotiated” — ina
manner similar to the negotiationsleading up the Ontario NDP' s
infamous Social Contract legislation in 1993-94 —then the court
would have accepted these actions as constitutional. In thisre-
gard, the court seemsto haveleft the door open for governments
to continueto utilize back-to-work legislationin order to end public
sector strikes, but can only do so after “good faith” negotiations.
The court was not clear on defining the term “good faith,” and
thusleft the door open for governmentsto engagein limited forms
of bargaining before passing restrictivelegislation.

Y et despiteitslegal limitations, this decision has important
political consequences for workers. Danny Cavanagh, president
of the Canadian Union of Public Employee’s (CUPE) in Nova
Scotia quickly jumped on the decision when he stated that the
Supreme Court of Canada’ s*historic ruling” will put immediate
pressure on Premier Rodney MacDonald government’s plan to
ban strikes in the health. Put more generally, the court’s ruling
providesthelabour movement with an opportunity to broaden the
popular meaning of democracy in away that strengthensthework-
ing classinitsstrugglesagainst capital and the state. They should
be encouraged to use it as broadly as possible. R

Charles Smith teaches at Brock University and isamember of
CUPE.



The Crisis in Manufacturing Jobs:
Struggling for Answers

Labour Committee of Socialist Project

Thelast weeks of May have seen major demonstrations of workers' discontent with the crisisthat has been unfolding in Canada' s
manufacturing sector. Some 52,000 jobs have been lost in the manufacturing sector since January alone. The demonstrations were
kicked off on May 23 by protests by the USW at nine plants, as part of its ‘ Jobs Worth Fighting For’ campaign linked to the Ontario
Federation of Labour. The USW actions included plant occupations, notably at Doormaker Masonite, which is shutting down its
Mississauga plant to move its production to US facilities with the loss of 300 jobs.

In Windsor nearly 40,000 turned out on May 27 from unions and the wider community to protest the loss of manufacturing jobs
and the economic crisisthat has been besetting Windsor. The demonstration wasled by the CAW locals, but a so included support from
other unions, such as CUPE, theteachers’ unions, and the Chatham-Kent District Labour Council. The demonstrators marched from
several Windsor streets and converged at the Ford Test Track. Remarkably, the demonstration was larger than the October 17, 1997
Daysof Action areageneral strike against the neoliberal policiesof thethen provincial government of Mike Harris. The demonstration
was followed by another in Oshawathe same day by General Motors workers and the local community.

And on May 30th, the Canadian L abour Congress and affiliated unions brought several thousand angry workers out to Parliament
Hill as part of their ‘Made in Canada Jobs campaign (at http://canadianlabour.ca/index.php/made_in_canada jobs). The CLC-led
demonstration focused on the impacts of the high Canadian dollar —now at about 93 centsto the US dollar —and theimpact of NAFTA
and proposed trade dealswith countries like South Korea.

Up to thispoint, there has been anear complete absence of either union or political action. What has unfolded is predominantly a
series of union concessions, government subsidies, callsfor opening East Asian marketsfor North American exports and demandsfor
improved severancefor laid-off workers. Both the provincial and federal governments have almost completely withdrawn from active
industrial policies. They havefocused on cutting wage, social and tax costsfor capital, even further accelerating the rate of tax write-
offsfor new capital investment and expanding free trade agreements, including the project of deep integration with the US.

Itisclear that the crisisin the Canadian manufacturing sector isintertwined with thelarger neoliberal policiesthat have cometo
dominate politics and the impasse of the union and socialist movements. The protests by workers over the past weeksillustrate well the
deep-seated frustrations. And they allow for wider debate about the campaigns and politicsthat will need to develop. Theseare, inour
view, quite dependent on asustained period of union renewal and the formation of new organizational and political capacitieswithin
the socialist movement.

* * %
~ TheCanadian Labour Congress (CLC), spurred on by initia- - And by looking to build strength in the community as
ers (USW) and Communications, Energy and Paperworkers Un- mobilizing space which unions have so far not suffi-
ion of Canada (CEP), has moved to place Canada s devastating ciently or adequately addressed.
loss of manufacturing jobs on the national agenda. Thisinitiative
issignificant for anumber of reasons. Judging from the CAW, where the campaign has, by spring

2007, been more devel oped, the enthusi astic membership response
Tobeginwith, it assertsthat the problem manufacturing  seemsto have breathed some new life and hopeinto the union. It
workersfaceis morethan cyclical; the problemwill re-  isclear that agood many local leaders, disheartened with the never-
main evenif the economy ‘ strengthens'. ending demands of concessions and frustrated with waiting for

the next corporate threat or devastating announcement, have been
Inaddition, the campaign extendsto all of manufactur-  anxjousfor such fightback campaigns.
ing, not just any particular sector, and so holds out the
prospect —already too-long delayed —of building bridges

. But will the campaigns deliver? The most recent attacks on
acrossunions.

jobs and working conditions are not new; corporations and gov
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ernments have, over the past three decades, radically stepped up
their aggressiveness. Y et, no counter-response hasto date emerged
from Canadian unionsto match that corporate radicalism. 1f we
do not convincingly show that we are not going to keep taking
this; if wedo not lead afundamental challengeto how the poten-
tial of our country is used; if we do not build a campaign broad
enough and powerful enough to actually compel Canada’ s corpo-
rate and political elitesinto making concessions to us—then we
should not be surprised that tomorrow offers only more of the
same.

Theissue of jobs, aswell asthe more general issue of what is
happening to working people, will not be reversed without amuch
deeper rethink of the labour movement’s vision and direction,
structures and strategies. This pamphlet triesto contribute to that
missing discussion. It begins with some background to the very
useful information unions have been disseminating [ see the web-
sites of the respective unions]. We then turn to a discussion of
alternatives. Ultimately, however, we have to supplement any
alternative policies with an alternative politics — a new way of
‘doing’ that builds our collective capacity to understand, strategize,
and act to place new options on the national agenda. Amongst

other things, thiswill mean reinventing our unions.
Manufacturing in the Canadian Economy

1. Thelossof manufacturing jobsisnot just a Canadian problem

Over thelast quarter century, capitalist devel opment has meant
a general shift from manufacturing jobs to service sector jobs.
The actual number of manufacturing jobs fell in virtually every
developed country —by 11% in Germany, 15% in Japan, 25% in
the US and amost 50% in the UK. The one exception to this
trend was actually Canada—though theincreasein Canadian manu-
facturing jobs was very small (under 2%) and over the past few
yearsit too has, as Canadian unions have emphasized, been fall-

ing dramatically.

MANUFACTURING JOBS IN
DEVELOPED CAPITALIST COUNTRIES

CHANGE 1980-2006

CANADA........cccvveen. 2%
GERMANY ............. -11%
ITALY ..o, -11%
AUSTRALIA ........... -13%
JAPAN .......ccconnnenn, -15%
USA .., -25%
FRANCE ................ -31%
SWEDEN................ -36%
UK s -47%
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2. The manufacturing job lossis about more than trade

Tradeisobviously afactor inthejob loss. Over thelast thirty
years but especially sincethe early 1990s, the developing world —
which was previously relegated to providing resourcesto the de-
veloped capitalist countries — has come to include a few large
countriesthat are major manufacturers. Theimpact of thison our
jobs should, however, not be exaggerated. About 85% of our im-
ports still come from the devel oped countries rather than the de-
veloping ones. And in the crucial auto industry, the job loss is,
increasingly, not aresult of imports but theloss of market to com-
panieslike Toyotaand Hondawith factoriesincreasingly located
here. (This should, of course, not obscure the intensification of
corporate attacks on workers' wages and conditions as interna-
tional competition grows and corporate options spread).

3. More goods are being produced with fewer workers

Thefact isthat the real value of good produced in Canada—
output in manufacturing adjusted to excludethe effect of inflation
— is about double what it was a quarter century ago (thisis aso
truein the US). But the rapid growth in productivity per worker
(more technology, the restructuring of work, the old-fashioned
but more sophisticated pressures for speed-up, and, to some ex-
tent, longer hours) hasled to an increasein production without a
corresponding growth in the number of workers.

Chinaisthe most stunning example of this effect of produc-
tivity and restructuring. In spite of itsremarkablerise asaglobal
manufacturer, the number of manufacturing jobsin Chinahasac-
tually fallen by some 15 million over the past decade—morethan
the sum of manufacturing jobslost by all the devel oped capitalist
countries combined! The explanation for this apparent paradox
liesin China s shutting down of tens of thousands of small manu-
facturing plantsin rural areas (the legacy of Mao’s emphasis on
local self-sufficiency) and concentrating themin larger, more * ef-
ficient’ operations. Aswell, China has privatized and *rational-

ized’ itsformer publicly-owned operations.
Should We Give Up On Manufacturing Jobs?

Of coursenot - thevery fact that manufacturing jobsare scarcer
than ever makesit al the moreimportant to fight to keep what we
still have. Manufacturing is so important in part because manu-
facturing jobs remain the best-paying jobs. Aswell, though only
one Canadian job in seven isnow in manufacturing, if weinclude
manufacturing’ s spin-off jobs, theimpact on the larger economy
is much higher. And retaining a manufacturing capacity — the
skillsand knowledge to make things we need —isfundamental to
also building any alternative society.

At the sametime, we should not have any illusionsabout ‘ high
tech’ manufacturing necessarily implying more manufacturing jobs
overall —asvital asthisis to future productive capacities. The
U.S. istheworld’ sforemost high-tech producer, yet the share of
manufacturing jobsin total jobsis evenlower inthe U.S. ®



thanitisin Canada(11.8% inthe USversus 14.4% in Canada) —
and the pressuresthere on the working class are even harsher than
what workersfacein Canada.

Theon-going restructuring of industry means, moreover, that
even when the total number of manufacturing jobsis not falling,
individual jobs are still shifting from plant to plant, company to
company, across sectors and acrossregions. It does not mean very
much to tell a 50-year old steelworker in Hamilton that he may
havelost hisjob but that Hondais hiring young workersin Alliston,
or that a computer chip factory outside of Ottawa is looking for
engineers, or that the Quebec aerospace industry isexpanding.

Thereality we confront isthat:

(a) Most of the manufacturing jobs that were lost aren’t
coming back;

(b) Many current manufacturing workerswill in thefuture
be forced out of manufacturing into other sectors;

(c) Even within manufacturing, its* elite’ statusrelativeto
other sectorsisunder attack.

The above points rai se three sets of questions that have pro-
found and inter-related implicationsfor what manufacturing unions
do and how they do it. They are worth summarizing before we
turn to alternatives.

1. What kind of society do we want?

In defending ourselveswe havetraditional ly focussed on pro-
tecting or expanding theexisting structure of production. But when
welook tothefuture, it isclear that demanding more of the same
is not good enough, and not really desirable. We need to keep
raising a prior and more basic question: What kind of society do
we want and what does thisimply for the kind of jobs we could
and should be struggling to create?

2. Can wewin if the working class remains so fragmented?

Unions are oriented to raising the standards of a particular
group of workers. At best, thistended to ratchet up the standards
of others. This seemed to work for a while, but it now danger-
oudly isolates workerswho did earlier move ahead. And it offers
no long-term protection for the growing ranks of former manu-
facturing workerswho have been * didocated’ and have now moved
into non-union service sector jobs or become unemployed. Stop-
ping thedeclinein unionizationisone answer, but it isnot enough.
Solidarity in raising the standards of all working people through
the ‘social wage' as expressed in universal health care, decent
pensions, unemployment insurance, higher minimum wages and
welfare rates, isincreasingly the key to even hanging on to past
gains. In self-defence aswell asin the name of solidarity, the old
strategy of moving ahead in the unionized sector and hoping this
will set standards for others will have to give way to a new em-
phasis on setting standardswith and alongsidetherest of thework-
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ing classin unorganized and precarious sectors of work and also
those without work.

3. Are community struggles an add-on
or fundamental to class struggles?

Unions have never ignored the community, but the site of
struggle for unions has primarily been the workplace. This will
alwaysremain central to introducing workersto, and developing
their confidence in, the possibilities of collective action. Yet, if
working people are more than ‘just workers' and have broader
community and cultural interests, doesn’t strengthening therela-
tionship between the union and its members require substantially
expanding the representation of workers' needs in the commu-
nity? Is this not especially important as plants close and union
members no longer have jobs — but remain in the community?
Andisthisnot all themore crucial asthe extent of what weareup
against demands agreater reliance on community allies?

Itisclear there are no easy and comfortable solutionsto what
we face. But if the problems we face are large, we also have to
consider bolder solutions, and ones that do not just cater to the
corporations. A common contradiction isidentifying the corpora-
tions asthe source of our problems—and then putting forth ‘ solu-
tions' that strengthen those same corporations and end up weak-

ening unions and workers.

An Alternative Program
1. Fighting Plant Closures

In asociety based on competition and the unilateral right of
corporationsto do what isbest for them, plant closures are ‘ natu-
ral’. Our role, however, must be to challenge the legitimacy of




actions which, in taking away the tools and equipment we need,
robs us of our productive potential and ability to meet our needs.
Direct resistancein theform of plant takeovers—asboththe CAW
and USW have recently done—must become more common (even
‘natural’) if we expect politiciansto take the loss of manufactur-
ing jobs serioudly.

Yet, even when workers do take plants over, they are usualy
limited to using it as a bargaining chip to defend or improve ben-
efits. As important as this defensive measure is, we aso need to
develop a capacity to keep these plantsin operation, including the
capacity to convert them to some of the many productswe currently
import, or do not produce enough of, or those products we might
need as environmenta restructuring and other social changesoccur.

2. Reducing Work-Time

The essence of unionismisnegotiating the price and conditions
of labour rather than the creation of the jobsthemselves. But shar-
ing existing work through reducing the hours of full-time workers
has been a traditiona union focus for the opening up of full-time
jobs. Itisrather ironic that with all the recent advancesin technol-
ogy and productivity, and with more family members in the
workforce, hoursof work for full-timeworkershave gone up rather
than down and the issue of reduced work-time has largely faded
from the agenda— except where it serves the corporate purposes of
flexibility and the |lower earnings and benefits of part-timework.

Reduced work-timeisabout more than new openingsfor some
and leisure for others. It is also a condition for the mobilization
needed to affect change; workers drained by overtime confront
additional barriersto genuine participation. This concern was at
the core of building the Canadian labour movement in thelatter part
of the 19th century. It can now contribute again to labour’ srevival.
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3. Developing Sectoral Strategies

We can not solve the jobsissue by addressing closures one at
atime. We also need to develop longer term strategies for each
sector. This might start with some of the proposals from earlier
‘industrial strategies’, such as a continental autopact to regulate
the corporate commitment to jobsin each of Canada, the US and
Mexico; areturn to public ownership in aerospace; up-stream pro-
cessing of resourcesin Northern mining communities and in the
forestry sector; committing the billions governments spend on
goods—from hospitalsto furniture and office supplies—to greater
local purchasing. But we also need forward looking strategies
that reform public and industry planning capacities; establish pub-
lic ownership, and end corporate subs dieswithout adding to public
control; push ahead innovation capacities in key sectors of new
value-added; and that guide the production of use-valuesfor hu-
man needs — such asin housing, libraries, healthcare, parks and
recreational facilities, public transport —apart from market crite-
ria. All the planning for future production now takesplaceonly in
corporate bureaucracies, and not even in governments, and cer-
tainly not with the objective of developing workers control and
input into production.

4. Incorporating ecological concernsand responsible production

Y et, as noted above, we will also have to take on creatively
transforming what we do, not just defending what wedid. Thisis
where the ecological crisiscomesin.

Responding to environmental concerns will be a dominant
issue for the rest of this century. This goes beyond tighter stan-
dardsin particular sectors; everything will change. Citiesand trans-
portation will be transformed, as will how our homes are heated
and what kind of appliances we use. Some industries will fade
while others will expand and new ones will emerge. For all the
concerns about the environment threatening manufacturing jobs,
all kinds of new products will be demanded by environmental-
driven change — wind turbines and blades, solar panels, public
transit equipment, new vehicle engines, reconfigured appliances,
anti-pollution factory equipment, energy-saving motors and ma-
chinery, new materialsfor homesand offices. A seriousjab strat-
egy would have to develop the capacities to provide these new
products in an effort to move toward more ecologically-respon-
sible production. And in such planning, we should not wait to see
if Canada’s private sector will find this direction profitable. The
need isclear, we havethepotential to addressit, and governments
should directly create the public companies to bring those

needs and potential together.

5. Linking Manufacturing and the Public Sector.

In the public sector, resisting privatization isnot only a mat-
ter of job security and standards, but also a matter of confirming
the advantages of goods and services provided on the basis of
need, not profit (in terms of quality, value, access, and commit-
ment to stay here). A credible public sector represents, therefore, ®



both an ideological challenge to corporate ‘logic’ and a vehicle
for addressing manufacturing jobsin away quite distinct from the
dominant biasin favour of private ownership to develop the Ca-
nadian economy. Canada’ s aerospace industry, for example, was
devel oped and sustained through public ownership inthecritical
years when the private sector refused to do so.

But it isultimately self-defeating to automatically define the
public sector initself as‘good’ . Given the power of businessand
the dominance of capitalist valuesin our society, the public sector
faces great pressure to become more commercialized and to op-
erate, even without privatization, on private-sector lines. Unions
must therefore lead the struggle for a particular kind of public
sector. Working towards this would mean public sector workers
identifying their most important allies as often also being their
clients — as the Public Service Alliance (PSAC) did when some
time ago it prepared pamphlets for the unemployed on receiving
their rightswhen dealing with the government, or when the Cana-
dian Union of Postal Workers (CUPW) offered to deliver cheques
to retirees during a strike against the post-office, or when Cana-
dian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) Hydro workers led the
campaign against privatization of our electricity). More gener-
ally, it means public sector workersand unionsfighting for agreater
responsibility in the management of a public sector that could
establish itself as a more democratic and effective alternative to
corporate control.

6. Linking Workers and Unions with Community Srategies

Theissue of economic development hasaregiona aswell as
sectoral dimension. Thefocusin each community will differ —the
response in Toronto will differ from that necessary in southern
Ontario auto towns or in northern Ontario in mining or forestry
communities. However, two common issues that would have to
betaken on are: What kind of structure might effectively address
theissue of manufacturing jobs or jobsto replace manufacturing?
How will this be financed?

(a) Job Development Boards

The creation of local Job Development Boards would intro-
duce acommunity planning capacity and guarantee (much asthe
right to basic schooling is now ataken-for-granted right) decent
jobsfor anyonewilling to work, or the training leading to future
work. These boards would include a research and engineering
capacity and an educational component on economic literacy so
people could more comfortably participate in the discussions. It
would survey the community to establish needs and productive
capacities; hold public forums to prioritize ideas and proposals;
engage the community in discussions on local needs and possi-
bilities; block corporate attempts to remove plant and equi pment
from the community and prepare conversion plans for the pro-
duction of new goods; and develop plans to upgrade the
community’ seconomic and social infrastructure (transportation,
clean water, sewage, environmental clean—up, schools, child care,
services for the aged sports and culture) — much of which would
alsorequirelocal materialsand equipment.
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(b) Financing

If thefederal government could so easily find thefundsto send
Canadian troopsto support the American invasion of Afghanistan,
why couldn’t it find funds for socialy useful projects at home? If
governmentscan readily provide subsidiesto corporationslike Ford
(whichdid not infact protect Windsor’ s Ford enginefacilities), why
can they not provide funds for Windsor’s broader economic and
socia development?If adevel oping country like Venezuelacantake
advantage of itsail richesto addressinequality and development in
its country and region, why can adevel oped country not useitsown
abundant oil wealth to do the same?

Thefedera government currently hasabudgetary surplusthat
itislargely —and wrongly —committing to tax cutsfavouring the
rich. That surplus and a special levy on al financia institutions
(banks, investment houses, and insurance companies) could sup-
port afederal Social Investment Fund to finance the Job Devel-
opment Boards. The money exists; the point is to mobilize the
political power to accessit.

Would this also mean higher taxes on working families? It
might. But we should not run from this possibility. Taxes—equi-
tably distributed — are an essential and solidaristic tool to advanc-
ing our goals.

7. From competition to democratic planning

Meaningful democracy isabout more than aform of govern-
ment: democracy should also consider the form of society and
socid relations. Itisinthe economy that decisions are made about
which goods and services are made, if we have jobs and invest-
ment, how the work is done, and who gets what. This obviously
shapes our communities, choices, relationships—our lives. If the
main elements of our economy arein afew private hands, and the
basic decisions aredictated by their private profits, then—eveniif
other important democratic rightsexist —itisapretty limited de-
mocracy that welivein.

The condition for moving on is that we place the issue of
public control over investment, and democratic planning of the
economy, on the agendaonce again. Itisonly inthat context that
we can really start addressing the future in a way that does not
condemn usto dependence on private corporationswhosefailure
to deliver on a greater and more meaningful quality of life has
already been demonstrated.

8. Ending NAFTA

If corporations are free to subvert workers and unions in
workplaces by moving or threatening to move their production,
then they will frustrate any attempt to do thingsdifferently. This
iswheretaking on * corporate freedoms’ —which undermine our
freedoms — becomes fundamental. The North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) is not, as some argue, to blame for
all our frustrations. But its explicit reduction of society to acol-
lection of individuals connected by markets, and itsideological



and material endorsation of corporate rights and freedoms, stand
as barriers to extending our rights and freedoms. Taking on
NAFTA isfundamental to any program of change.

9. Fromalternative policiesto alternative politics

The problem of courseis not just identifying better policies
but whether we can actually build the collective power to change
things. Can we organize oursel vesto overcomethe bad ideas that
haveruled our lives and start experimenting with new ideas that
hold out some hope? What vision of society are we fighting for
and how specifically might we organize ourselvesto actually move
closer to those goals? These are perhaps the most difficult issues
of al. They are also the most important in the sense that without
some answers — not necessarily ‘the’ an-
swer, but at least some clear signposts— it
will be near impossible to develop and re-
produce the confidence to keep any cam-
paign going, never mind extending it.

To many young activists, unions have
become part of the problem, not the solu-
tion and they have focused their energy on
building ‘ social movements' . But however
such movements might start, sustaining
them will depend on the resources, organi-
zational base, and strategic centrality of the
one oppositional group that can do more
than protest and in fact shut down produc-
tion. Theradical changesthese movements
demand will happen alongside unions or
they will not happen at all. But if unions
aretoingpirethislesson, they will first have
to transform themselves.

Rethinking Unions

1. Long-termvisions are also needed

Unions, reflecting their members’ im-
mediate needs, are biased towardsthe short-
term. The point, however, is not that the
short-term and long-term arein opposition;
ignoring the longer-term meansthat were-
peatedly face the same limited and demor-
alizing options capitalism puts before us.
Including thelonger-termis about expand-
ing those options and getting a larger per-
spective on daily pressures.

Theissueistherefore how to bridgethe
two: how does what we do today weaken
or strengthen our capacity to fight tomor-
row? How do we defend oursavesin terms
of immediate concerns, while also building
thekind of unionsand social movementswe
S0 desperately need for broader changes?

first instalment.

The election of a*Windsor Job Development Board’, recognized by the mu-
nicipality, might bethefirst step towardsfocussing on aplantorelievethecrisisin
Windsor. Along with this, Windsor could demand that $100 million beinjected by
the government to facilitate the creation of this Board and to introduce the emer-
gency infrastructural jobs that Windsor, like other municipalities, has sitting on |
shelves awaiting some funding. That $100 million would of courseonly represent a |

2. Concessions and fighting for alternatives do not mix

It’ sinthis context that concessions— past gains given back to
the corporationswithout afight (or even sold by unionsas* trade—
offs’) —are so dangerous. Concessionsimplicitly teach the mem-
bers, and suggest to the public, that it’ sthose past gainswhich are
the cause of the problem, and so giving them up becomes the
alternative and marginalizes discussions of other options. More-
over, once formal concessions are made in the collective agree-
ment, management isin a position to further exploit this newly
acknowledged weakness of the union through theinformal mecha-
nisms of aggressively attacking everyday working conditions and
rightsindependent of what isor isn'tinthe collectiveagreement. ®

r—-----_—_—_—_—_—_—------_1

Community Responses. The Example of Windsor |

Although Canada s average unemployment rateisat historically low levels, in |
Windsor is over 10% (about 15% if we include those who have dropped out of the |
labour market over the past year), and things look to get worse. Auto jobs canand |
must be fought for, but everyone concedes that even in the best scenario, thiswill |
not solve Windsor’ sjobs crisis. The option of trying to become atourism and con-
vention haven that caters to business and the rich (satirized in Michael Moore's
‘Roger and M€e') hasbecome adefault position for many de-industrialized citiesin I
crisis, but Windsor can set itssightshigher.

An alternative for Windsor might best begin, as suggested earlier, by asking: |
What kind of community can we imagine in Windsor? What isit that people here
need in terms of goods and services? What capacities do we have (skills, machin- I
ery, tools)?What would it take to put together these needs, capacities, and potentials? |

It seems useful to start with needsthat have already beenidentified. Like other |
cities, Windsor has a long backlog of postponed municipa projects: roads and |
buildings that need repair; sewage and water supplies that need upgrading; warn- I
ingsthat if electrical generation concerns areignored black-outswill surely come;
improvement and extension of public spaces like parks, the waterfront and sports I
facilities; service gapsin quality childcare and supportsfor an aging population. I

Aswell, Windsor has one of the highest rates of cancer in North America and l
addressing thishas, tragically, been largely set aside. Windsor in particular criesour
for the kind of environmental/social/jobs agenda some have long advocated: link-
ing industrial clean-up, strong environmental standards, waste management and the |
creation of green spacesto Windsor’ s abundance of facilities, toolsand skillswhich |
can be converted to manufacture the environmental products that the future will |
demand (e.g. solar panelsand wind farms, energy-saving appliances, new building |
materials, the massive project of recycling cars, the extension of public transit). |
Letting Windsor suffer through a job crisis and the destruction of a community,
when Windsor can become amodel of what could be done, would be acrime.
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Theresult isthat the confidence of workersin taking on their
employer is derailed, and the union is left vulnerable — under-
standably — to membership ambivalence about the unions’ very
relevancy. So more than specific lossesin benefitsand rights are
involved; the future capacity of the union to engage in struggles
isalso undermined.

3. Lobbying can never replace mobilizing workers and unions

Similarly, astrategy based primarily on asking politiciansto do
something for us, even one based on organizing the occasiona peti-
tion or protest, will bring usvery littleimmediately nor contributeto
building our future strength. If wetake our own rhetoric serioudy —
that we' refacing something new and thethreat ison ascale not seen
before — then our response will have to match the scale of what we
face, andto do soin novel ways. Of coursewe need to talk to politi-
cians. But mohilizing, as opposed to lobbying, means concentrating
on building our base andthat even lobbying carriesaweight beyond
‘relationships’ to corporationsand politicians. It includes:

providing the information and analysis local union
leadership needs to get a handle on the issues with a
level of confidence that encourages them to take that
understanding to the members;

engaging union activists and members in strategic
discussions about what we must and can do;

developing new cores of activistswho are effectively
organizersin the workplace and the community; and

building the kind of collective capacity that can con-
front corporations and politicians with a measure of
counter—power they can’t ignore.

4. Are existing union structures adequate?

Unions have been involved in impressive struggles of late —
the minimum wage campaign in which the Metro Toronto Labour
Council was so prominent, the drive by UNITE-HERE for amas-
ter agreement in the hotel sector among its predominantly immi-
grant women membership, CUPE Ontario’ s courageous step be-
yond collective bargaining and domesticissuesto raisetherights
of Palestinians for national self-determination. But none of this
has added up to something that holds out the promise of reversing
recent trends. What kinds of changeswithin unions are necessary
to get beyond this impasse?

What would transforming our unionsimply for how
we allocate resources in the union (e.g. what the re-
search and education departments do, the role of the
staff beyond bargaining, how muchisinvested in move-
ment—building)?

What does it mean for how we relate to and activate
union members (including the devel opment of the skills
and confidence essential for real participation)?
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What does union renewal suggest for how weinter-
act with other unions and with the community, and to
what we expect of labour councils and labour centrals?

How would it affect how we approach organizing —
isit about adding membersor building theworking class
to become collectively more powerful ?

How would union renewal shape how we think about
‘politics’ and aso help push us past the broader impasse
of the left and the socialist movement?

5. Social class exists beyond unions

In their campaign on manufacturing jobs, the CAW has noted
that it cannot overcomethe crisisonits own and that broadening
each union’s base across unions, and across the various socid
groups active locally, isabsolutely crucial. To that end, it has ar-
gued for holding social forumsin each community. Thisisawel-
comestep. But if we seethe problem asnot just thelatest crisisin
manufacturing, but asour general lack of effective power, thenit
isimportant to be more ambitious and think about permanent in-
stitutions through which class issues can be addressed.

The social forums might, along these lines, be seen as the
start of a permanent structure — the Windsor Assembly on Re-
structuring the Community (or WARC) for an example—for rep-
resentatives of union locals and community groups to meet on a
regular basis, el ect an executive, plan campaigns, run educational
sessions, establish committees where people with particular in-
terests could focus on common projects, and link up with allies
beyond the community (e.g. in afight against NAFTA).

If successful, thiswould of courseraisefurther issuessuch as
devel oping and maintaining the core of activists necessary to keep
any organization going, and more systematic coordination across
communities. But these and other issues are part of the dynamics
of building anew movement. Theimmediate question iswhether
there is enough concern, interest and commitment to take some
immedi ate steps towards coming together with a seriousintent to
challenge where we have been and where we could go.

* * %

W& have approached raising the above issues with a degree
of modesty. The Canadian left does not have a clear set of ‘do’s
which, if the labour movement would only listen, would let uswin
the day. Theleft does, we think, have somerelevant thingsto say,
but the truth is that the impasse facing Canadian labour reflects
the state of affairs throughout the devel oped world (and gener-
ally in the developing world as well). Our intent is therefore the
mor e modest one of offering some hopefully constructive ideas,
and contributing to an open discussion with labour activists about
how we can move ahead. e need to rediscover — or perhaps
discover for the first time — that, as Canadian author Michael
Ondaatje has put it in his most recent novel, ‘history is not only
around us, but withinus.” R



BUILDING DEMOCRATIC f

UNIONS IN PUTIN’S
RUSSIA

Herman Rosenfeld

| went on atwo-week trip to the Russian Federation in May
of this year, a guest of the School for Workers Demacracy. The
school is run by Boris and Galina Rakitsky (long-time Russian
Marxist social scientists) and David Mandel, aMarxist political
scientist, based in the University of Quebec at Montreal and a
socialist activistin Montreal.

The school isaseriesof seminars organized in various parts
of the Russian Federation, Belarus and Ukraine. It centres on
two concerns: the struggle to rebuild the weakened labour move-
ment, devastated by decades of domination by an authoritarian state
and | ater, shock therapy privatization; and, the need to stimulatethe
development of socialist activistsamongst theworking class— ulti-
mately contributing to the rebirth of the socialist movement there.

In Russia, the seminar participantsare men and women work-
ersinvolved in a new generation of unions that are democratic,
militant and independent of management. Often, these unionsare
forced to compete with what they call “traditional” unions. The
latter are the descendants of the official unions that were part of
the state apparatusin the old corporatist soviet system. Thetradi-
tional unionsremain wedded to workplace management (many of
whom still retain membership in those unions), support an ideol -
ogy of “social partnership”, refuse to organize their membersto
fight for decent wages, benefits and working conditions and are
bureaucratic and undemocratic. Often, the |eaders of these unions
use their office as a stepping stone directly into management for
themselves.

The new unionsface anumber of challenges. The two kinds
of union often co-exist in the same workplace and management
worksclosely with theleaders of thetraditional unionsto threaten
members of the independents (telling them they could lose their
jabs, not paying the bonuses they are entitled to, etc.). The Rus-
sian labour code makesit difficult for them to organize and sus-
tain themselves as organizations. In order to protect their mem-
bers' rights, they often have to resort to a cumbersomelegal pro-
cessthat relies on government-sponsored courts. Finally, workers
havevery little experience with independent and democratic union-
ism and have only sporadic collective experiences with fighting
together against the boss. The leaderstoo, arelearning asthey go.
Building these unions very much involvestransforming the work-
ing classin the process.
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SEMINARS

Thefirst seminar had 10 participants, all from the indepen-
dent union at the Ford plant in St. Petersburg. That new plant has
about 1,300 workers, roughly half of whom are members of the
union. Theunion ismilitant, democratic and fiercely independent
of management. It organized astrike (supported by many unions
inthewest) in February, which succeeded in winning acollective
agreement. The union has also participated in larger campaignsto
support workersin other independent unionsin auto facilitiesin
other partsof Russia. Thetraditional unionshaven’t eventried to
organizein Ford.

The participantswere all rather young —the oldest wasin his
forties. There were two women. They were also very eager trade
unionists, excited about building their union and looking for ways
to deepen and expand their influence. Thiswasaunion that orga-
nized asmall campaign to boycott General Motors, in solidarity
with astruggle of workersat GM’ s Togliatti facility when the com-
pany fired afellow independent union activist there. The struggle
succeeded and shewas rehired.

The seminar was structured around a series of challenging
guestions dealing with working class political action. Borisintro-
duced the session, divided up the class into smaller groups and
assigned some of the very challenging questions. | sat in on some
of the small group discussionswith atrandlator and found varying
levelsof political development amongst the participants. For the
most part, they engaged around the issue of the political choices
facing workers, the state of the trade union movement and the
attitudes and perspectives of co-workers. They skipped around
some of the more politically abstract questions.

The report backs reflected a strong commitment to activism,
the kind of trade union militancy that we see here amongst our
best activists, and lack of experience with political projects ®



and arelative unfamiliarity with their own political history.
Unlike my previous experience in 1994, these workers had no
illusions about how wonderful capitalism would be for then
or Russia, but they had little notion about the possibility of an
alternative system.

They had a great deal of scepticism about current political
parties. Although they for the most part argued that the working
classwould need itsown political party or parties, they had many
differences about the ideology or structure of such ingtitutions.
Therewas aconsensus on the need for extra-parliamentary politi-
cal activism and theimportance of devel oping sector-wide strug-
glesand larger trade union structures (that is, for the independent
labour movement.)

Boris used the whole class discussion to explain the evolu-
tion of classesin Russian society, and the kinds of political action
that they usually engaged in. He had an extremely disarming and
intimate style that the participantsreally loved.

In the discussion, | briefly talked about our experience with
breaking away from the U.S. UAW and what were some of the
lessonswe |learned fromit. | also talked about some of the things
that make capitalists do what they do, and why the working class
and the labour movement have to understand and address them.

After the class, we attended an executive meeting of the Ford
union, where they described some of the challengesthey are now
facing, such asthe use of temporary workers by the employer and
work intensification. | made a presentation to them about how
unionsin Canadachallengework intensity and the various strate-
giesthat unionsusein the Europe and thewest. | also spoke about
various experiments—in Sweden, in particular —with alternative
waysto organize work.

The next day there was a different group of seminar partici-
pants, from a selection of workplacesfrom acrossthe city, including
the post office, Ford and other factories. Rakitsky began the session
with an extens ve presentation about Russian working classpolitical
experience going back to the Bolshevik period. After he finished,
participants again divided into groups, but the questions differed
from the previous day. They dealt with how wageswere paid, what
components were guaranteed and what were based upon perform-
ance and bonuses.

Participants reported that at most, the base wage was 2/3 of
their total pay. The rest was paid by bonuses, often at the discre-
tion of theemployer. Many of the bonuses depended on individual
agreements made with a supervisor that could also be overruled
by higher management.

Bonuses covered such elements as seniority, “ professional
mastery”, attendance, collective output norms (for the work
brigade), and others. The Ford plant had over 85% guaran-
teed with supplements for night work and dangerous job as-
signments. Some described workplaces that had less than 20%
of the wage guaranteed. State minimum wage levels are 10%
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of the average wage. In soviet times, 50% of wages were de-
pendent upon bonuses.

Borisnoted that the Russian state has backed away from regu-
lating wage levels and is committed to alow wage strategy, hop-
ing to attract investorsthat way. Thisbegan with the shock therapy
periodin the early 1990's.

The group talked about the necessity of creating aunion move-
ment that would be capable of eliminating the dependence on
managerial whimsto determineworker pay.

TOGLIATTI

After returning to M oscow, we prepared for two seminarsin
Togliatti — 1,000 kilometres southeast of the Russian capital. That
city, named after the Italian Communist |leader Palmiro Togliatti,
was built around an auto assembly and parts complex producing
Ladacars. The company iscalled AutoVaz. Over 120,000 people
work at the complex, covering all phases of auto production and
administration.

Thetraditional union at AutoVaz is huge, extremely corrupt
and compromised by its integration with management. With the
end of the soviet period, the union “inherited” the mass member-
ship base. Given itsineffectiveness and refusal to defend the in-
dependent interests of the workers, it has|ost members.

Theindependent union called “ Edinstvo” (Russian for solidar-
ity), was created in aseries of mass strugglesin the 1990's, surviv-
ing in the face of the combined opposition of management and
the traditional union. It has about 1,000 active members today at
AutoVaz. GM dso hasajoint venturewith Autovaz with about 1,300
workers. Theindependent union there has about 100 members.

Thefirst seminar asked participantsto do three basic things:
they calculated what the costs of normal living expenses would
be on amonthly basisfor afamily of four —living at adecent level
of existence and compared these costs with their present wage
levels. Next, they were asked to think about waysto fight for higher
individual and social incomesin the plant level and on the level
of the sector, region and the country. Finally, they thought about
how Russia sentry into the WTO might affect their ability toearn
an incomethat could provide an adequate standard of living. The
participants were mostly from the GM plant, with some participa-
tionfrom AutoVaz.

When the participants considered the first set of questions,
they came up with aset of coststhat went far beyond their current
wages and socia benefits. Thediscussion wasvery lively. Galina
wrotetwo chartson flip thefront board, showing therelative shares
of GDPthat go to wagesand profitsin Russiaand el sewhere. She
compared social transfers and tax rates.

After lunch, the groups consider how to build amovement to
close the gap between wages and costs. Almost all the partici-
pants called for creating an alliance between alternative unionsin



auto plants, like Ford and AutoVaz, working towards common
collective agreements and developing sectoral strategies. They
also argued for building amovement to change the labour laws.

| intervened and told the group about how theindustrial union
movement wasbuilt inthe 1930sand * 40sin Canadaand the USA.

The following day, the seminar had over 26 participants,
mostly from Edinstvo. The session began with ageneral discus-
sion about the likely effects of globalization and Russia’'s acces-
sion to the WTO. Participants noted that people today are more
reticent to strike or fight for higher wages. Thetraditional union
accepts this and defends the situation from the point of view of
the management. Workersat AutoVaz (and workersthat havejobs
inlarge multinational corporations) consider themselveslucky to
have relatively secure and relatively well-paid jobs.

Workersknow that thetechnological level at AutoVaz istrail-
ing that of the multinational s and that the quality of the vehicles
and partsisalso lagging behind. They look for foreign investment
from one of the U.S. or Japanese multinationals, but realizethat it
will mean an overall reduction in jobs and eventually larger
changesto the highly concentrated production facility at AutoVaz.

As well, participants noted that co-workers are not all that
willing to fight back these days. They seem to be “waiting for
someone else to take the lead.”

After this discussion, the seminar was divided into groups,
answering questions on how they are paid (similar to the second
day of the St. Petersburg seminar). | explained the principles be-
hind theway workers are paid in Canadian auto plants, emphasiz-
ing the CAW'’ straditional opposition to forms of contigent pay.

After the session ended, Mandel, Galinaand | wereinvited to
the Edinstvo general meeting. It was clear from the discussion
that Edinstvo had fought to establish arolefor genuinetradeun-
ionisminside AutoVaz, but also in the community. The union
wasinvolved in numerous court casesregarding people srights
on the job. There is a growing co-operation with other inde-
pendent unions, particularly in the auto sector. Edinstvo played
an important role in defending the job of the fired (but later
rehired) union activist at GM in Togliatti. They helped the Ford
St. Petersburg union fight against excessively hot weather in the
Paint Shop there. The union also hel ped the transport workers (those
who transport parts and finished vehiclesaround thecity) to union-
ize.

OVERALL COMMENTS

It isclear that the Russian labour movement isin arebuilding
stage. On the political front, there are no real socialist political
parties or movements. Thetraditional unions support the politi-
cal movements arrayed around Putin. Many peoplein Russiaare
very cynical about this, but thelure of being inthe Duma, getting
the perks (there arelots) and basking in an alliance with a power-
ful and popular president difficult to pass up for some.
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Mandel and the Rakitskys seetheir role ashel ping to develop
the independent unions and stimulating the growth of socialist
ideas and approaches amongst active workers. The School for
Workers Democracy isan excellent tool for devel oping thiswork.
There are also plans for aWorkers University, so that those that
wish to deepen their understanding of social science in Russia
can do so. Itiscurrently in theworks. R

Herman Rosenfeld isaunion activist in Toronto.



In 1988, Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky’s book
Manufacturing Consent: a Political Economy of Mass Media was
published. Thisinfluential book, widely read by academics, ac-
tivists and media critics, proposed that ruling class biasesin the
mediaresulted fromfive“filters’ - ownership, advertising, areli-
ance on “expert” sources, negative feedback, and anti-communist
ideology. Thesefivefilters shaped the way in which newsis pre-
sented. “ The raw material of news must pass through successive
filters, leaving only the cleansed residuefit to print” wrote Herman
and Chomsky. The propaganda model attempted to explain how
the five aforementioned filters predispose the elite media to the
legitimization of corporate and state interests, the marginalization
of public dissent, the disciplining of journalists, and the propaga-
tion of a pro-businessideology.

The propaganda model was recently re-visited at a confer-
encetitled “20 Y ears of Propaganda?’ held at the University of
Windsor (May 15-May 17, 2007). Organized by Paul Boin (chair
of the University of Windsor’ s communication and social justice
program) to mark Manufacturing Consent’ s 20th anniversary, the
conference brought 300 peopl e together to discuss the relevance
of Herman and Chomsky’ s propaganda model for understanding
the current mediaterrain. Conference participants discussed ev-
erything from the media srolein supporting the U.S. occupation
of Irag to the effects of media concentration to the marketization
of the internet to the need for Canadians to mobilize around me-
diapolicy issues.

The conference was especially relevant and timely for Cana-
dians. Canada has the highest concentration of media ownership
intheindustrialized world. Furthermore, on the conference’ sfi-
nal day, the CRTC — Canada sbroadcast regulator - announced it
was removing hourly restrictions on the number of advertising
minutes broadcastersareallowed to air. Thismadethe conference' s
call to action even more pressing. “ Important work hasto bedone”
stated Amy Goodman, host of Democracy Now!, in her keynote
address. Goodman emphasized the important role that indepen-
dent media playsin representing grassroots struggles. Goodman
commented on how despite 24-hour news channels and commu-
nications technology that keeps some of us connected to the glo-
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Media
Matters:

a call to action at the “20
Years of Propaganda”
conference

Nicole Cohen

bal information flow around the clock, most of the media pro-
ducesand circulates disinformation or “ static.”

Many of the conference partici pants discussed the mainstream
media’ s complicity and duplicity in covering (or not covering)
occupation and conflict, particularly in Haiti, Afghanistan and Irag.
In Irag, “the media reached a new low in accommodating US
policy,” said Herman, who fielded questions about the propaganda
model with Chomsky. Herman argued that the propaganda model
ismore powerful than ever due to the concentration of the media
and the media sincreasing integration with the state. States have
become much more sophisticated at bullying and managing the
media. The media, in turn, make larger concessions to the state
out of fear of not being given access to itsinformation.

Both Herman and Chomsky acknowledged that new and
democratic mediastruggles have emerged onlineto challengethe
propaganda model since they wrote Manufacturing Consent. A
major battle is now being fought over the future of the internet.
“Net neutrality” or the sustaining of open accesstotheinternetis
amajor concern. Telecommunication companies are lobbying to
create a two-tiered internet system wherein network providers
would privilege accessto certain sitesand block accessto others.
Goodman urged conference participantsto engagein strugglesto
stop the corporate attempt to create atwo-tiered internet system.
Theinternet, despiteitslimitations, isamajor democratic means
for horizontal communi cation and grassroots organizing.

New communication technology (including theinternet), how-
ever, was considered asthe sixth filter of the propaganda model.
New communication technology not only changes how the media
is publicly accessed, but also, shapes the way in which informa
tion isproduced, retrieved, and circulated. Communicationstech-
nologies have enabled lean newsroom production practices, al-
tered newswork routines, and facilitated massive job cuts. Tech-
nological convergence has enabled the integration of broadcast,
print and onlinejournalism, which thishasresulted in the homog-
enization of content. Thomas Baggerman, amediastudies profes-
sor in Columbus, Ohio, detailed how new technological develop-
ments — such as robotic cameras and fully-automated studios —



allow television chainsto centralize operations and run the same
“local” news broadcasts on channels across the country.

Other conference participants discussed the media s poor
coverage of domestic issues, the professionalization of journal-
ism, and the democratic potentialsand limitations of the internet.
An interesting perspective was presented by University of West-
ern Ontario professors Nick Dyer-Witheford and James Compton.
They argued that the propaganda model as a source of
disinformation may not even be necessary in a world where
peopl€e' s “reasoned fear” of avast material redistribution of re-
sources holds the status quo firmly in place.

Overall, the conference was an important reminder that so-
cial transformation is related to media transformation. As film-
maker and mediacritic Danny Schechter passionately argued, the
media s “stealing our imagination, our right to a democracy...
that’s a crime and we have to fight back.” When asked about
“what’ sto be done?’, Chomsky replied that activists must orga-
nize for change through diverse social movements.

The conference thus served as a call to action. An indepen-
dent, alternative and radical media that can give voice to the
marginalized and hold the mainstream media accountable is
needed. In Canada, large-scal e activism on the terrain of the me-
diaiscrucia. Canadians can learn from the vibrant mediareform
movement inthe U.S. (www.freepress.net).

On the conference’'s final day, a brief political strategy
meeting was held. The outcome was a proposal to form aCa-
nadian media activist/reform movement to work on policy and
net neutrality issues, support the work of grassroots media
and makeinternational linkswith other mediaactivists. Email
lists have been generated, meetings held in Toronto, and a
website (unrelated to the conference) has been established at
www.mediareform.ca. Conference organizer Paul Boin will be
updating the conference website (www.uwindsor.ca/propa-
ganda) asaway to facilitate and continue dial ogue about me-
diastruggles.

A media initiative of this scale faces many challenges in-
cluding funding, inclusiveness (of gender, race and classissues,
aswell aslocal-level groups) and even organizational coher-
ence. But acommitment to act for social change has been made,
whichisan important first step. Herman and Chomsky argue
that the mass media is a system of control over information
and atool of classrule. While thismay betrue, itiscritical to
also see the media as a site of struggle for social justice. As
John Downing, scholar and author of Radical Media, put it at
the conference, “the media are not only the enemy, but also
the battlefield.” R

Nicole Cohen isaPhD student in communication and culture at
Y ork University.

Black and Proud or Colonial Mentality?

James Brown, Fela Kuti and

Whilethereisreasonto feel unease about the misogynist and
contradictory politics of the late James Brown, it is a mistake to
underestimate his significance as afigure in along struggle for
liberation. To truly appreciate Brown we need to situate him in
the context of the radical Pan-Africanist thought that born out of
key social strugglesinthe 1960s. These struggles posed a serious
challenge to the global capitalist system, but unfortunately pe-
tered out by thelatter half of the 1970swhen aglobal ruling class
devised anew strategy of disciplining the poor and marginalized
into submission.

Inthelate’ 60sthere was a convergence of social movements
intheindustrialized countries at the same time col onized peoples
in the Southern hemisphere were fighting liberation struggles.
Before the 1960s radical social movements had fought against
poverty and horrendous working conditions, however the issue
for many black people around theworld wasthat capitalism didn’t
even provide an opportunity for them to sell their labour power. If
black people did work, post-dlavery, it wasfor much lower wages.
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Organized labour in theindustrialized countries, domesti cated by
the post-war Keynesian compromise, al so participated in thisrac-
ist exclusion by denying membership to black people and neglect-
ing to organizein industries dominated by black labour.

Although many African countries haveimportant legacies of
industrial working-class struggle, Africansin the diasporawere
more likely to discuss emancipation in church congregationsthan
inunion halls. Asmany were deprived of formal state education,
ideas were often communicated in music rather than written word.
In many parts of Africadrumswereimportant in ceremony partly
because they communicated to people in distant villages impor-
tant matters such asadeath or wedding. Syncopated rhythmsthat
inject hard high notes when deep downbeats are expected are
common to almost all African rituals in which participants are
understood to become possessed by spirits.

James Brown is often credited with causing amajor shift in
musical formsin West Africathroughout the late 60s and early



70swhere forms such asju ju and highlife becameradically dis-
connected from structures of authority. Injuju, for example, songs
are commonly constructed in praise of prominent menthatinre-
turn provide payment to musicians. Highlifeisamix of jazz and
more “traditional” forms of West African music that was played
in the spare time of musicianswho madetheir living playing big
band for white colonials.* It was called “highlife” part in mock-
ery of the wealthy, but also partly in an understandable desire
among Africansto have accessto some of thewealth and extrava-
gance they saw colonials living from the profits of African land
and labour.

In 1968 and 1970
James Brown made tripsto
West Africa, whilethe soon-
to-be-famousNigerian, Fela
Ransome Kuti (later to be-
come FelaAnikulapu Kuti)
went to the USA in 1969
where he met Brown, re-
cordedin LA and socialized
with members of the Black
Panther party. Some ac-
counts say Fela made the
musical transformation
from Highlifeto “ afrobeat”
following this trip. Others
claim Brown and his band
had been surreptitiously re-
cording Fela's music to
study and emulate. Far be-
fore Brown had visited Af-
rica, however, prominent
African musicianshad been
studying in Europe and
North America. Although
record companieswere generally uninterested in African music,
many of these musicians had bands and played with prominent
Jazz artiststhat cite Brown as aninfluence - thus there was much
more cultural exchange between Africa and the Americas than
common historiestend to portray.

The Parallel Move to Funk and Afrobeat

There are two essential features of both afrobeat and funk.
Thefirst are syncopated rhythms (“up for the down stroke”), while
using horns, guitars and keyboards to create interlocking poly-
rhythms rather than melodies. The second element is explicitly

* Theterm ‘traditional’ isvery problematicin African history as
it creates afalseimpression that societies wereisolated and cul-
turally stagnant. In reality, African societies have been subject to
more change over the past 10,000 years than any others. Thisis
the result of both environmental and geopolitical reasons. The
Atlantic slave trade and colonial imperialism has made the past
500 years the most tumultuous.
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political lyrics offering critical analysis of systemic power, rail-
ing against poverty and mocking figures of authority while draw-
ing on movementsfor black power and Pan-Africanism. Much of
the extraordinary power of JamesBrown and FelaKuti alike came
from the fact they appropriated symbolism and ritua from the
church. Felaplayed in hisclub “the Shrine”, where the organ oc-
cupied the centre of attention and the audience was encouraged to
dance as syncopated rhythms help them exorcise the “colonial
mentality” that possessed them. By the late *60s Africans were
seeing independence administrations overthrown in military coups
and those advocating a
radical Pan-Africanism
were marginalized. In
the absence of libera
democratic rights, musi-
cians had more spaceto
express political opposi-
tionthan most. Thesame
was true within the US,
where black activists
werebeing gunned down
and non-violent marches
were met with severe po-
licerepression.

There can be no
doubt that afrobeat and
funk were politically
radical. Brown and Fela
emphasized the com-
mon person as an intel-
lectual, suggesting it
took “mind power” to
survivein abject poverty
— to know how to feed,
cloth and house your
children when you didn’t even have ajob. Fela encouraged peo-
plenot to fear the military, who he described as Zombies - hollow
bodies merely filling cloth uniforms. He challenged racism, de-
scribing Africaasthe centre of the world, correctly noting that it
had the longest human history of any continent and he encour-
aged people to give up their obsessions with whiteness and the
material wealth associated with the West. Brown of course urged
people to be “black and proud” and saw the need for “the big
payback” to those suffering from the legacies of davery. Hecalled
businessmen and politicians* backstabbin hustlers’ and preached
an ethic of sharing where people should “take some, but leave
some”.

Feladescribed foreign busnessmen and locd politiciansas” Inter-
nationa Thieves’, and encouraged peopleto organizea* Movement of
the People’ againgt them. He offered asophidticated andysisof thepogt-
colonia gate, providing toolsto help peopleunderstand and overcome
“tribal” divisionsand opposethe corruption fueled by international
corporations. He popul arized ideas of radicd figureslike Franz Fanon
and Walter Rodney, yet had no patience for theory disconnected
from social struggle. Along with this, the legacy of gospel and soul



in Brown and Fela s music brought a great degree of empathy for
poor people, alowing them to recognize how hard it isto beright-
eousin aworld that pits poor people against each other.

While both Brown and Fela have reputations as misogynistsit
istoo simplistic to suggest they completely lacked afeminist analy-
sis. Brown was arrested numerous times for wife-abuse and Fela
Kuti married 27 women at once, yet many of their actions also re-
ved agreat degree of respect for women's political activism, each
of them giving prominent space to female musiciansin their work.
One of Feld sfirst afrobeat songswas co-written and sung by Black
Panther member Sandra lsadore. In 1966 Brown made it clear he
wasat least aware of problemswith the patriarchal nature of Ameri-
can society, recording “ It saMan’sMan’sMan’ sWorld”, co-writ-
ten with Betty Newsome, drawing from thetitle of thefilm “It'sa
Mad, Mad, Mad World”. He a so used his production company to
hel p hisoutspoken band member, MarvaWitney makerecords. The
limits of feminism in funk and soul however comes primarily from
the fact the message was often merely for men to learn to “treat
womenright” (i.e. likea"lady”) rather than seethem asequd, intel-
ligent human beingswho perform the majority of theworld' slabour.

While funk and afrobeat musicians were re-appropriating
notions of “ Africanness’ and “blackness’, they also tended to fall
into essentialisms and fal se representations based on white stere-
otypes. FelaKuti, for example, made an attempt to run for presi-
dent wearing only apair of underwear and his album covers com-
monly depicted a“Movement of the People” inloin cloths, wield-
ing spears against businessmen in suits and jewels. In the early
*70s Brown al so invoked these notions of Africain more obscure
tracksthat were predominantly hand drums and incomprehensi-
blegrunting. Whilethisre-appropriationisimportant in opposing
racist, repressive and consumption driven valuesimposed by co-
lonialism, it had the effect of misrepresenting the continent and
overlooking thefact Africans had many centuries of engaging with
the“West” inrather different terms.

The greatest limitation of funk music ultimately led to ade-
clineinits significance and points to a serious tension in strate-
giesof Black liberation. Thisweakness comesfrom thefact Brown
was becoming a black capitalist and caving to the demands of
mass marketing. Many North Americans have been impressed by
the Black Nationalist, Marcus Garvey, who felt African Ameri-
cans would only be capable of improving their material condi-
tionsif they started their own capitalist industries and promoted
consumer loyalty in building an aternate empire. Hisideas were
seriously challenged by figures like W.E.B. Du Bois and Walter
Rodney who suggested the position of Africanswasaconsequence
of capitalism and that a more thorough challenge to the system
and itsrelated socia hierarchieswould be necessary. Fanon'scriti-
cism of the national liberation struggles was that while they were
broadly supported, they were insufficiently deep. People were
willing to riot and strike, but they neglected to extend the chal-
lengeto all social hierarchies and organize for sustained resist-
ance. This statement would also be true of the funk experience.

Brown was a horrendous employer and underappreciated the
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talentsof hisband members. George Clinton, Fred Wedey and Maceo
Parker had al left the JBs by the mid-seventies and took funk into
territory beyond what Brown was capable of on hisown. Along with
alienating the JBs, Brown becameincreasingly politically conserva-
tive, to the point of playing for Nixon'spresidential campaign. His
musicfailed to maintainits pre-1975 relevance and funk succumbed
tothepoaliticaly lighter and more musically mainstream disco.

Fela Kuti offers an interesting contrast to Brown because he
refused to yield to commercia pressures— though may have been
incapable of doing so given the economic conditions in Nigeria
Nigerian academic Sola Olorunyomi arguesthat Felarefused to ca
ter to the desires of mass cultureto become acommercia superstar
as Brown did. He frustrated record company executives by rarely
playing asong after it wasrecorded. Moreover, songswere between
10 and 30 minutes long. The result was that he was always chal-
lenged to providefresh analysis, but a so that hewas extremely dif-
ficult to market among radio and concert audiences—especially in
the U.S. where people wanted to know the songs before they paid
for aticket. Felawould a so challenge audience members who re-
quested songs and argued with them about politicsbefore playing a
newer pieceto further hispoint. Feladiedin 1987 and morethan a
million peoplewent into the streets ashis coffin was marched across
town.

In spite of hisdeclining relevance, Brown’ sinfectiousrhythms
do of course live on as oppositional music in hip hop. This oc-
curred as poor inner city youth, lacking the money for instruments
would rhyme over the drum breaks — thus the term * break danc-
ing” which became popular in the death throes of disco. The fact
that hip hop istoday now succumbing to the effects of commer-
cialism suggeststhat in capitalist societies oppositional music can
never stand in place of social struggle.

Asan aspect of our language ability, music can be progressive
or reactionary. What isimportant about the syncopated rhythms of
funk is that they alowed people to shake themselves out of con-
formity. Capitalist society tendsto restrict people’ smovement tothe
confines of production. That is, to repetitive and mundane actions.
Oppression and expl oitation are sensuoushuman activitiessoit makes
sensethat moving our bodiesin directions and rhythms not defined
by the demands of capitalist production can be one aspect of cultur-
ally challenging oppression and exploitation. R

Toby Leon MoorsomisaPhD candidate in the department of
History at Queen’ s University in Kingston Ontario. Heis
currently conducting research in Zambia.




The Political Poet, Al Purdy

| wasto go on to commit an unpardonable offense, alése
maj esté. Asthose sexy worker bees hummed and worked their
way into the hive of my mischievous mind, spurred on by that
senior poet’s political stance in his defence of the Cuban
Revolution, particularly asit affected hismuse, | carelessly
made a sweeping judgmental statement —onethat goaded Al so
strongly that it was asif | had shaken all the apples off his
United Empire Loyalist family.

Inaninterview published in an obscure literary quarterly
that he had somehow managed to acquire (he was a serious
collector of Canadian books and periodicals), | had obliquely
referred to him asa“ political poet.” He protested this rude
designation of hisgenre of poetry. It was almost as though | had
uttered an ethnic slur against the sturdy descendants of pioneer
Loyalistsin the farming region of Ameliasburg, which hisbest
poetry celebrated.

But I had offended him and there was no turning back. |
had to foolishly defend my remark. | countered that he had,
after all, written abeautiful elegy on Che Guevera, that mar-
tyred Christ figure of theinternational Socialist Revolution,
mythol ogized by the New L eft after the dishevelled and
shoeless Che and hisinsurgent group were capturedin a
hinterland guerrillacamp in thejungles of Bolivia. Lauding his
poem, which focused on a salient image of the five fingers of
hisfolk hero's severed hand (lopped off by a Green Beret-
trained counter-insurgency militiaman to positively identify this
ace-rebel by hisfingerprints) did not cool his petulance, nor did
my goading him that The Great One was surely betrayed by the
very oppressed peasants he wished to liberate. | stubbornly
defended my position, although with hindsight | realizeit was
oversimplified. It wastrue that he waswriting political poems,
just as his muse dictated, but it would have been more appropri-
ateto say that in the main he was committed to writing social
poetry.

Disdaining poems that were tainted with agitprop, or
harboured swarming propagandistic blowflies, | could accept a
politically oriented poem if it waswell crafted and the Muse
wasn’t cheapened by the blatant following of aparty line. |
would not have Lady Muse become a didactic whore to serve
the masses and their self-righteous, usually self-proclaimed
messiahs, whom | loathed —recalling Evelyn Waugh's terse
dictumthat “it wasacuriousthing . . . that every creed promises
a paradise which will be absolutely uninhabitable for anyone of
civilized taste.”

The Muse for me was unadulterated oxygen and freedom
combined. | would not share this soul-food, personified in the
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essence of TheVirgin Muse, with those well-intentioned
comrades and other assorted tyrants-in-the-mould who were
turned on by the teachings of the social engineers, Marx, Lenin
and Trotsky. Prostitute the Muse, to help create what | expected
would be future dystopias, deformed worker states and other
twisted, greater asylums, worse by far than those institutions of
exploitation and repressive state apparatusin the capitalist
democracies? Never! | would rather have betrayed my class,
gone along with the democratic bourgeoisie and their means of
production, than support asocial experiment gone as rotten as
blight on a potato, or a penetrating mite on the surface of abee.
History had shown that worker idealistsin the vanguard of
social revolution changed when they got awhiff of state power.
I could even see among the camaraderie who the perfect
autocrat would be. Sad to say, but my self-righteous class were
natural tyrants. The Little Man couldn’t be entrusted with state
power, a“dictatorship of the proletariat,” let alone poetry,
especially afree-spirited metaphysical muse.

There where otherslike me around the socialist movement
who required those private breathing holes under theice of
society to survive. There was no room for amystic influenced,
or rather nourished, by obscurantist petit-bourgeois junk food.
But | belonged to the junk food sub-human echelon, for poetry
at the most voguish of timesis an indulgence, atoy of sorts,
used by heartbroken sots of both genders for psychotherapy as
well asthose in between the societally approved Official Sexes.
| was a hon-commodity in avalue-driven society, as for exam-
ple, remembering to send some Valentine verse along theline:
rosesarered. ..

Was| then being reactionary inignoring human suffering?
| suggested that pamphlets and common tracts were more
appropriate instrumentsfor social change—if onewasin
earnest —than writing a poem that would be forgotten when that
cause was no longer in view. My poems were anodynes, pain-
killers, or escapist opiates. | preferred to dissolve alittle fantasy
moon in my poem, and ingest the mystery and for atime forget
the brutality of the Real World. | made acommon cause with
those throughout the sixtieswho took psychedelic drugsto
“stamp out reality,” writing internal poems on fauna—social
insects and catsinimaginary gardens. | wasacloset mystic,
unable to write acceptable poems that would resonate with my
contemporaries, poems of relevance — or would it be
marginalized metaphysical writings? Poetry wasasublime art
form, but who were the beneath-the-surface readers, the serious
poem-tasters? Did they carry aunion card? Political poetry,
social realism, socialist realism, all three were joined at the
navel by an umbilical cord of secular fundamentalism.
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Wasit amere coincidence that Al knew Ross Dowson, a
professional revolutionary socialist, and my first mentor, and a
father-figureto me and othersin their twenties at an impression-
able age where young minds could be moulded to serve the
people? Thiswaswhere | would earn my knowledge degree —
inthat College of Hard Knocks. “Trotskyists,” Ross would tell
me with amischievous smile, “are the Jesuits of the Socialist
Revolution, and don’'t you forget it.” | was good cadre material.

Now thisis not to imply that Al wasremotely a secular
fundamentalist, ahard-nosed socialist, achattering Marxist
parrot —hewasn’t, and it was against his nature to follow
orders. When confronted by an arrogant and impolite indi-
vidual, his stock phrase would be “Go pissup atree.” Such
individuals as Al, on the periphery, could never be associated
with The Fourth International . He definitely wasn't Party
material.

Very early on, we silently agreed to disagree. His poems
wererooted firmly in hyper-reality, even as he travelled the
globe exploring new subject matter for his poems. Thematically
he dealt with humankind, formed portraits of individualswho
ranged from hockey starsto politicos and poets. They worked
for him, triggered that subliminal response that might loosely be
called inspiration —aword | would never usein histowering
presence, aword he frowned upon. There were too many
wannabe poets — poets our mutual friend Milton Acorn referred
contemptuously as“the middle classin proletarian blackface,”
as he blew smoke from acheap petrified cigar. And Al wasn't
going to refute that. Mention inspiration and hisown, equally
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cheap, half-lit cigar combusted with puffy testinessashe
chewed over the word, masticating it as hewould asirloin.

Inspiration became averboten term, likeincest. 1t would
befair to say that Acornwas not allergic to the word, for
prophets and messianic poets scarcely are, not if you' re going
to received The Word from the Almighty. However, once | had
afew hitsof Al’sfermented grape juice, malice parted my lips
and | became amischievousimp. He was easy to goad, whether
one did it by conscious design or athoughtless stream of
consciousness, an utterance against thetoilers. | felt naughty
being atraitor to my class, aclass| always wanted to escape.

Nonethel ess, despite the fact that inspiration was always
there, self-evident as oxygen, one could not mention inspiration
by word. His museinspirationally worked the societal zoo, and
did it globally: whether it wasin Cuba, Easter Island or the
Canadian Far North, there was a zoo of humanity, just as| had a
preserve, or poetic zoo selectively populated by real and
imaginary beasts, winged, quadrupeds, or limblessreptiles, who
behaved oddly like people. Despite our differences, he tolerated
me, although | sensed that over the years he stopped caring
about my zoological muse. Or he had plainly given up trying to
get me to go on the pathway of humanity. We had silently
agreed to politely disagree on the more practical uses of the
Muse, but | realized his message was bluntly clear: No more
worker bees, but real human plebes. | also knew that he would
never forget that | called him a*“ political poet” inprint! R

Joe Rosenblatt, artist and poet, lives on Vancouver Island.
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