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OUR HISTORIES, OUR FUTURE
By Tim W. Shenk, Editor
This time is a period of ends and
beginnings. As I draw to a close ten years as
CUSLAR Coordinator, I am tempted to make
this statement a personal one. It is. But it’s also
relevant, I believe, for all of society.
The global COVID-19 pandemic has deepened the fissures of our social existence into
a chasm between a few “haves” and the
multitude of “have-nots.” While billionaires
globally have seen their wealth increase
by $3-4 trillion since the beginning of the
pandemic, the International Labour Organisation reports that workers have suffered the loss
of a similar amount in wages. Though some
areas in the U.S., Europe, China and Cuba
will reach significant vaccination rates this
summer, most other countries are suffering
a devastating second wave. In particular, the
extremist governments of Bolsonaro in Brazil and Modi and India have failed their populations in the manner of Trump’s United
States, and hundreds of thousands have died
needlessly.
Inequalities are not surfacing only in
country-by-country comparisons but are
stark within wealthy countries like the
United States. More than 140 million
people here were poor or one lost paycheck or
family emergency away from poverty before
March 2020, according to the Supplemental
Poverty Measure. And with job loss, extended illness and over 600,000 COVID-related
deaths in the U.S. so far, a majority of families are facing serious precarity. The situation
is more dire for the African-American, Latinx
and indigenous populations, who contract the
virus and die at 2-3 times the rate of whites.
Vaccine rollout in poor communities has also
been painfully slow and inadequate.
The COVID-19 pandemic didn’t need to drag
on this long. Scientific knowledge has been
developed over the course of history, and
its products, such as vaccines and treatment
equipment, should be considered free for
common use, not the intellectual property of
for-profit entities. In fact, this was the intention
of Oxford University scientists who were
developing a vaccine in England. Bill Gates
and other powerful players lined up to convince
them to pass their findings to AstraZeneca,
creating another proprietary recipe, extending
the life of the pandeic to the detriment of millions.
I opened by saying that this period is one of
ends and beginnings. What is ending is the era
of the rule of the rights of private property over
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all of our right to live. The beginning has not
yet been birthed -- but slowly some days, and
explosively other days, it is making its way toward us. It is an era in which the benefits of the
Earth’s abundance and humanity’s tremendous
productive capacity will be shared.
CUSLAR has been there, coaxing, shepherding and hastening the coming of this new historic era since 1965. Since 2011 I have had the
honor and the responsibility, along with our
advisory board, of guiding the organization.
When I arrived, recently settled in Ithaca, NY
after five years in the Dominican Republic, the
U.S. was in the midst of a “jobless recovery”
after the 2007-08 Great Recession. President
Barack Obama was in his first term and came
with the rhetoric of “change” and a new start
for U.S.-Latin American relations. In a particularly poignant moment, Venezuelan president
Hugo Chavez gifted Obama a copy of Eduardo
Galeano’s Open Veins of Latin America, a biting critique of colonialism and U.S. interventionism in the region. It was a sign that Latin
America would be wary of progressive rhetoric while the essence of coercive U.S. foreign
policy remained intact.
At CUSLAR we have consistently sought to
get beneath the surface of the issues and go
beyond the headlines. Our visiting speakers
and contributors are, more often than not, militantes or organized leaders in struggle. We
hosted Judite Stronzake of the Brazilian Landless Workers’ Movement and Estela Barnes de
Carlotto of the Argentine Abuelas de la Plaza
de Mayo. We have welcomed organizers Willie Baptist, Rev. Claudia de la Cruz, Manolo
de los Santos, Fernando Garcia, Shailly Gupta
Barnes, Lillian Hall, Odilia Romero and Jose
Vasquez. We’ve hosted journalists Luis Hernandez Navarro and Todd Miller, agronomist
Angel Alvarez and political leader Fidel Santana.
CUSLAR’s 50th Anniversary celebration
in 2015, one of my great memories from
these ten years, featured past coordinators and alumni such as Mary Jo Dudley,
Cornelia Flora, Joel Gajardo, Kevin Healy,
Raymond Offenheiser and Hannah Wittman.
At the heart of all of this work is the CUSLAR
students. Sixty students from Cornell, Ithaca
College and Elmira College have participated
in a CUSLAR student internship over the past
decade. They have done a significant part of
the organization’s work -- organizing events,
research, writing and participating in local,

national and international activism.
A program that brought many of these
human rights education threads together
was a six-year partnership, 2013-19, with
community organizations in the Dominican
Republic through Dr. Angel Pichardo Almonte.
The Cornell-CUSLAR Global Health
Program in the DR sent two dozen
Cornell students for eight-week studyservice placements over four summers.
CUSLAR has shaped me as it has shaped hundreds of others. CUSLAR not only enriches the
Cornell University curriculum and community
dialogue, but it sends out ripples worldwide.
May we continue to work for CUSLAR’s mission of justice, peace and mutual understanding wherever we are.
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SEVEN lessons from the haitian revolution: an overview of a CUSLAR study series
By Tim W. Shenk

The Haitian Revolution was the first and only
successful rebellion of enslaved workers and
led to the founding of the first independent
Black republic in the Americas in 1804. Its significance for world history and current struggles for abolition and racial and economic justice cannot be overstated.

neuver among several stronger powers, especially while they were at war with each other, and
Brooke Heagerty and Nelson Peery explain the exploit their conflicting interests to build power
roots and purpose of white supremacy: “White for the enslaved Black workers.
supremacy and racism serve to defend social
privilege, made possible from an expanding cap- 5. Every revolutionary process requires
italist system. From the colonial period ... to the revolutionary leadership.
struggles of today, the ideology of race has been
The revolution in the slave colony of Saint- developed, adapted and used to defend and adDomingue, which would be renamed Haiti -- its vance the interests of the capitalists, both at home A revolution could not be successful until there
was a consolidated core of leaders forged in
original indigenous name -- was an inspiration and around the globe.”
struggle who had mastered the lessons of past
for other enslaved peoples. In fact, an elderly
Frederick Douglass, tireless U.S. abolition- It is not enough to say that race and class are in- engagements with the enemy. It was not enough
ist, would tell a crowd in Chicago in 1893, terconnected. In fact, the ruling classes of Europe to participate in the spontaneous flare-ups of iso“We owe incomparably more to Haiti than to all and the colonies invented racial categories and lated attacks and arson that the mass of enslaved
of our abolitionists. I regard her as the original white supremacy to divide the laboring class as workers were carrying out. A strategy of insurpioneer emancipator of the nineteenth centu- a necessary condition of continued profit-mak- rection was required, and this required leaders
ry…. Until she spoke no Christian nation had ing by big capital. In colonial Saint-Domingue, with unity of direction and purpose.
given to the world an organized effort to abolish the “small whites” were mostly the dispossessed
This training of leaders from the ranks of the opslavery.”
peasants turned vagabonds and thieves of Eu- pressed in Saint-Domingue began in earnest after
rope. They were kept from open rebellion by a
Beyond names and dates, the March 2021 psychological wage of whiteness and the promise the insurrection of 1791. “Toussaint could have
CUSLAR study series aimed to extract lessons of work as plantation overseers, even though they had thousands following him,” James notes.
from this process for current social change ef- never saw the tremendous profits extracted from
“It is characteristic of him that he began with a
forts. We identified seven key areas we could enslaved Black workers by the planter elite.
few hundred picked men, devoted to himself,
cast light on by studying the Haitian Revoluwho learnt the art of war with him from the betion.
Throughout
the
revolutionary
pro- ginning.” This group of soldiers would become
cess, the allegiance of these small whites Toussaint’s generals over the next decade. This
would waver between siding with a united core of generals would draw many thou1. Political economy is a central part
perceived racialized ally -- the plantation owners sands more to them in time, becoming the deciof political strategy.
-- and the class with whom they objectively had sive force in the revolution.
A study of material conditions is necessary much more in common, the enslaved Black workwhen making strategic assessments about ers. The ruling class did everything in its power to 6. Revolutionary processes develop
possibilities for change. The French colony of keep these groups at each other’s throats.
Saint-Domingue was a main global epicenter of
profit-making in the 18th century, creating the
wealth of an emerging French bourgeoisie that
would overthrow the old rule of kings. The intensity of the exploitation in its prized colony,
the brutality of the enslavers and the disproportionality of enslaved workers to planters were
some of the conditions that made a successful
slave rebellion possible in Haiti even as many
others were crushed.

2. Religion, custom, and culture
are central in revolutionary struggle.
In what would become the Haitian Revolution,
religious ceremony was not a simple appendage
of resistance. It was at the very core. The Vodou
ceremony at Bois Caiman in August 1791 is
widely understood as the beginning of the revolution. C.L.R. James writes: “Vodou was the
medium of the conspiracy. In spite of all prohibitions, the slaves travelled miles to sing and
dance and practise the rites and talk; and now,
since the revolution, to hear the political news
and make their plans” (p. 86).

4

Committee on U.S. - Latin American Relations

3. Racism is a tool of capitalism.

During the war, French generals tried to use racial
affinities among Blacks as a physical and psychological weapon. General Leclerc boasted in a letter to
Napoleon Bonaparte that he made a point of sending Black officers to hunt and murder rebellious
Blacks: “I have ordered them to make terrible examples and I use them always when I have something terrible to do” (James, p. 345).

4. Know your enemy, know yourself.
According to James, “The first sign of a thoroughly ill-adjusted or bankrupt form of society is that
the ruling classes cannot agree how to save the
situation” (p. 123). Because Saint-Domingue was
the extremely profitable “Pearl of the Antilles,”
the colony was coveted by all of the European
powers.
The British and the Spanish wanted SaintDomingue for themselves. Or, at the very least,
they wanted to keep their French enemies from
funding their war efforts with the profits made
there. Reading this situation, revolutionary leaders like Toussaint L’Ouverture were able to ma-

in stages.

With a serious core of leaders, rebellion could be
sustained beyond the mass uprising of 1791. Enslaved Black workers gained clarity through the
intensification of struggle, and the middle strata
of free coloreds were obligated to choose a side.
By 1793, French authorities were obligated first
to assemble a multiracial government, then to
declare full emancipation of slaves, as demands
increased and European enemies threatened the
island.
Yet once Napoleon agreed to truces in
Europe, in 1801 he unleashed the full force of
the French army on Saint-Domingue, determined
to return the colony to slavery. Resistance was,
of course, fierce. Things went so badly for the
invading army that French commander Rochambeau declared a war of extermination. He calculated that defeating the formerly enslaved Black
masses would only be possible if they killed all
Blacks on the island and replaced them with new
enslaved workers from Africa who knew nothing
of liberty, equality and fraternity.

Yet they could not defeat men and women who
would rather die than submit to a return to slavery.
The formerly enslaved Black workers, led by JeanJacques Dessalines, declared independence and
went about the task of self governance.

7. A counterrevolution of property
must be expected.
Of course, Haitian independence was not the happy ending of the story. Jame notes that “the rich are
only defeated when running for their lives” (p. 78).
And even when they are defeated, they have significant resources to attempt a return to power.
It is estimated that 25,000 planters left the colony
before Haiti’s independence or shortly after, taking what capital they could salvage as well as the
determination not to be beaten again. The majority
set up shop on new plantations in Louisiana, South
Carolina and Maryland, and they brought with them
a brutally intensive form of slavery that was not yet
the norm in the United States.
It is hard to overestimate the effects this influx of
“big whites” must have had on the policies and
practices of the U.S. slave system to pre-empt conditions for another successful revolution of enslaved
Black workers. Haiti, for its part, today is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. The last two
centuries have been a lesson in the lengths to which
the ruling class has been willing to go to prevent the
Haitian process from standing as an example for
other would-be revolutionaries to follow.
In 1825, the French decreed they would continue to
recognize Haitian independence only with the payment of 150 million francs, ten times the value of the
Louisiana Purchase, as compensation for lost profits
in the colony. This debt was crushing to the Haitian
potential for development and self-determination for
more than a century.
By the early 20th Century, the United States took on
the role of occupying imperial power and has consistently backed brutal and undemocratic governments
against the will of the majority of the Haitian people.
These seven themes surfaced throughout our study
series. Beyond providing a framework for studying
this historical time period, we hope they are useful
concepts to consider when assessing current conditions and potential for fundamental transformation
of society.

race- and class-based divisions
in colonial saint-domingue
by Jacob Pokryska
To understand the Haitian Revolution, we
have to examine the social groupings on
the island, including race- and class-based
divisions within the colony’s society. Like
many colonies with an economy based
upon slavery, Saint-Domingue had a racial
caste-system, in which groups were placed
into a heierarchy based on race and class.

BIG WHITES: The planter class
The most powerful of these groups was
the “big whites,” a planter class that
owned the capital on Saint-Domingue:
the sugarcane and coffee plantations, the
sugar refineries and the enslaved workers who labored on them. Exploitation
of this massive unfree workforce made
them the wealthiest group on the island.
They considered themselves French aristocracy and most considered their stay in the
colony to be a short-term profit-making venture Saint-Domingue. Describing the elites,
James writes: “The younger sons of French
noblemen found in San Domingo some opportunity to rebuild their shattered fortunes
and live the life of the country magnate now
denied them in France. They came as officers
in the army and officials, and stayed to found
fortunes and families. They commanded
the militia, administered a rude justice” (p.
30). Much like the American planter class,
the big whites utilized tactics of racial division to control other groups on the island.

the middle: free coloreds
Of these other groups, the “mulattoes” or
free coloreds were a middle strata and one
of the most politically powerful on the island. As the number of free laborers grew,
their influence in Saint-Domingue society
did as well. After decades of development,
education, and their own involvement in the
slave trade, this group gained considerable
economic power. This group responded
particularly to the promise of equality in
French society after the French Revolution
and in Saint-Domingue by extension. James
notes: “Between the French bourgeoisie and
the black laborers the Mulattoes, from August 1791, wavered continuously. Mulatto
instability lies not in their blood but in their
intermediate position in society.” (p. 207)

the small whites
Similar to the mulattoes, the “small whites”
were also a group that was courted by all sides

of the revolution during its initial stages. Separated from the big whites on economic lines,
and from the mulattoes on racial lines, the
small whites were still a powerful force on the
island, their race used as an easy way to stoke
hate and maintain the racial caste system.
As James describes the group, “In the towns
the great merchants and the wealthy agents of
the maritime bourgeoisie were included with
the planters as big whites. On the plantations
the managers and the stewards were either
agents of the absentee owner, or were under
the eye of the planter himself and, therefore,
subordinate to him. These in the country, and
in the towns the small lawyers, the notaries, the
clerks, the artisans, the grocers, were known
as the small whites. Included among the
small whites was a crowd of city vagabonds,
fugitives from justice, escaped galley slaves,
debtors unable to pay their bills, adventurers
seeking adventure or quick fortunes, men
of all crimes and all nationalities” (p. 33).
The concept of whiteness on SaintDomingue changed as men from all over
the world came to the island, and the planters were able to manipulate the identity of
the small whites, weaponizing their privilege, and keeping them from potentially
joining the rebellion with the Mulattoes and
slaves, whom outnumbered by more than
10-to-1 the white population of the island.

the enslaved black workers
The final group, the enslaved Black laborers, were the largest group on the island by
population. Owners of nothing, not even
their own bodies, the enslaved laborers
were subject to horrific conditions. They
were tortured and murdered for the least
provocation, and no attempt was made
to keep them alive long enough to reproduce. Laws intended to improve these living conditions were ignored by the planters and unenforced by the government.
The enslaved Black laborers did not accept
this treatment, however. Because of the inhumanity of the planter class, they were in
revolt for much of the time-period in which
slavery existed on the island, and they would
be the ones to end that period. Several rebellions, including the Oge Rebellion in 1790,
occurred before the Haitian Revolution began in full during the revolts of 1791. Despite their numbers and productive power,
the workers were forcibly repressed to keep
their collective power as low as possible.
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four key moments in the haitian revolution

By Tim W. Shenk, Jacob Pokryska and Daniela Rivero. Adapted from Sessions 2 and 3 of the CUSLAR Haitian Revolution study.

The revolutionary process that culminated in
the overthrow of the French colonial planter
class and the establishment of the independent Republic of Haiti developed in stages,
as do all fundamental social transformations.
Though the revolution itself is generally defined as taking place in the 12 years between
August 1791 and January 1804, its seeds were
planted much earlier. Individual and group
rebellions were common from the moment
abducted Africans were brought in chains to
the colony of Saint-Domingue via the Middle Passage. Acts of self-liberation through
escape or suicide, poisoning of enslavers
and livestock, arson, sabotage and uprisings
on single plantations were the spontaneous
and constant response of the enslaved Black
workers to the condition of slavery. Yet this
spontaneous movement, even as it coalesced
under leaders like Mackandal in the mid-18th
century, was not enough to translate into a
full-blown revolutionary offensive. For that,
the enslaved Black workers had to develop
coordinated direction and leadership.
In this summary of the second and third sessions of the CUSLAR study series on the Haitian Revolution, we examine four particular
moments in the revolutionary process: the insurrection of enslaved Black workers of 1791,
formal emancipation in 1793, the Leclerc Expedition and war of extermination of 18021803, and Haitian independence and coronation of Jean-Jacques Dessalines in 1804. The
first three show the maturation of the struggle
from coordinated insurrection, to political
maneuvers and the beginning of the exodus of
the planters, to total war for liberty or death.
The fourth is an end but also a beginning, as
independence brought on a new set of challenges for the victorious Black workers.
These four moments, of course, are not the
only or perhaps even the most salient historical stages. Yet they do speak to several of the
themes we set out to study: the necessity of
clear, competent, committed and connected
leaders for successful coordinated action; the
limitations of spontaneous action; political
maneuvering and tactical alliances; the revelation of the depths of violent brutality of
a ruling class whose profit-making is threatened; and the compromises required in order
to govern in a hostile world.

The insurrection of enslaved
Black workers of 1791
In The Black Jacobins, C.L.R. James writes
that by the time of the August insurrection of
1791, the slaves “had travelled a long, long
way since the grandiose poisoning schemes of
Mackandal” (p. 86). The plan to exterminate
the whites and take the colony for themselves
was conceived of in a massive scale that in-
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cluded the 12,000 slaves in Le Cap, 6,000 of
whom were men. The slaves in and around the
suburbs would set fire to the plantations, which
would signal the slaves in town, who were to
massacre the whites while the slaves in the
plains completed the destruction.
“Voudou was the medium of the conspiracy,”
and in spite of it it being outlawed, slaves would
travel miles by night to gather in ceremony of
song and dance, to talk and perform rites, and
in the leadup to the revolution, to exchange political news and conspire (p. 86). Their leader,
Boukman, was a High Priest or Papaloi, who
was the head of a plantation and followed the
political situation among the whites and Mulattos. In an undoubtedly decisive moment for
the Revolution, he led the slaves in ceremony
before the violence began:
“On the night of the 22nd, a tropical storm
raged, with lightning and gusts of wind and
heavy showers of rain. Carrying torches to
light their way, the leaders of the revolt met in
an open space in the thick forests of the Morne
Rouge, a mountain overlooking Le Cap. There
Boukman gave the last instructions and, after
Voodoo incantations and the sucking of the
blood of a stuck pig, he stimulated his followers by a prayer spoken in creole, which, like so
much spoken on such occasions, has remained.
‘The god who created the sun which gives us
light, who rouses the waves and rules the storm,
though hidden in the clouds, he watches us. He
sees all that the white man does. The god of the
white man inspires him with crime, but our god
calls upon us to do good works. Our god who
is good to us orders us to revenge our wrongs.
He will direct our arms and aid us. Throw away
the symbol of the god of the whites who has
so often caused us to weep, and listen to the
voice of liberty, which speaks in the hearts of
us all.’” (p. 89)
That night, James recounts that it was the slaves
of the Gallifet Plantation, who were so well
treated that they were known as “The Happy
Slaves of Gallifet,” who led the way. The slaves
gathered in gangs, slaughtering their masters
and burning their plantations to the ground:

slaves were locked into, and the whites were
their arbiters, and for this reason they both
needed to be destroyed for the slaves to be
free. Brutal as the violence of the insurrection
was, James maintains that “the cruelty of property and privilege was always more ferocious
than the revenges of poverty and oppression”
(p. 89). Even when some slaves were captured
in August and questioned by the Governor, de
Blanchelade, the whites hated the slaves so
much that they thought them incapable of having planned such an organized attack.
This initial uprising, vast as it was, stalled after
four months. The colonists were able to hold
their fortifications. The insurrectionists, having
burned most of the countryside, could not continue to survive without provisions, and their
leaders were obligated to enter negotiations
with the whites.

Formal emancipation in 1793
After nearly two years of insurrectionary activity led by the enslaved Black workers, the
colonial government was forced to grant significant concessions to the rebels while leaving the essential profit-making potential of the
colony intact.
French Commissioner Léger-Félicité Sonthonax, who had been sent by the revolutionary
government in France, was trying to hold the
colony together. He was in the main northern
city of Le Cap, setting up multiracial governance that gave mulattoes more rights and
power. Most of the white planters wouldn’t
follow him and had sided with Galbaud, who
had been sent from France to be the new Governor. In addition, it was Sonthonax’s responsibility to quell the slave rebellions and fend off
potential invasions by the British and Spanish,
who saw the French position weakened. Toussaint and his men were rallying against the
French colonial government as well, accepting
weapons from the Spanish king to fight for full
emancipation.
James describes the scene on June 21, 1793:

“In a few days one-half of the famous North
Plain was a flaming ruin. From Le Cap the
whole horizon was a wall of fire. From this wall
continually rose thick black volumes of smoke,
through which came tongues of flame leaping
to the very sky. For nearly three weeks the
people of Le Cap could barely distinguish day
from night, while a rain of burning cane straw,
driven before the wind like flakes of snow, flew
over the city and the shipping in the harbour,
threatening both with destruction.” (p. 89)

“Sonthonax, facing defeat and extermination,
gave orders that the slaves and prisoners of
Le Cap should be armed; at the same time,
promising pardon and freedom to the insurgent
slaves who surrounded the city, he unloosed
the lot at Galbaud and the whites. Galbaud’s
sailors, drunk with victory and with wine,
had just turned from fighting to pillage when
10,000 blacks swooped down from the hills on
to the city. The road from the heights ran along
the seashore, and the sailors who remained on
the ships in the harbour could see them hour
after hour swarming down to Le Cap.

The slaves’ act of burning plantations and
slaughtering white planters was decisive. The
plantations represented the conditions that the

“The counter-revolution fled for the harbour
leaving all behind them. Galbaud had to throw
himself into the sea to get to a boat, and to

erated slaves were certainly weaker than the
armies of the European empires. Yet Toussaint was able to maneuver, gain strength and
play stronger enemies off of each other while
they were at war with each other. After the
government in France declared formal abolition in February 1794, he rejoined the French
banner and turned against the Spanish troops
he had previously led.

The Leclerc Expedition and war
of extermination of 1802-1803
There were several years of relative peace
on Toussaint’s island at the end of the 18th
century. The Island had a period of successful
economic development, in what James describes as “a new spirit ... in the country. No
doubt the poor sweated and were backward
so that the new ruling class might thrive. But
at least they too were better off than they had
been” (p. 248).
All this would come to an end, however, as
French politics put the colony in danger once
again. During Robspierre’s control of France,
slavery had been abolished, and the right-wing
Republicans, the Girondins, later codified the
end of slavery into the new constitution of
republican France. Napoleon, however, was
forced by members of the French aristocracy
to either re-instate slavery in the colonies, or
sell the land to Britain, a nation that had not
yet abolished slavery. To appease the French
ruling class, Napoleon sent a massive military expedition to the island under the guise
of dethroning Toussaint. The people who had
fought for their freedom, however, knew this
was an attempt to push them back into chains,
and as such, prepared for a fight to the death.
Napoleon and his general, Charles Leclerc,
devised their own plan to recreate the colony’s society as it used to be.

complete the royalist discomfiture, fire broke
out and burnt two-thirds of the city to the
ground, destroying hundreds of millions’ worth
of property. Ten thousand refugees crowded on
to the vessels in the harbour and set out for the
United States of America, the great majority of
them never to return. It was the end of white
domination in Saint-Domingue.” (p. 126-127)
This is a significant moment that James highlights with a certainty of pronouncement. The
10,000 planters who fled the colony while Le
Cap burned would be joined by 15,000 more
over the next two decades. These grands blancs
took what wealth they could salvage, as well
as a cry of alarm to their new home, the United States. This mass migration changed the
character of the ruling slave power in the U.S.
just as the invention of the cotton gin changed
the character of slave labor. The lessons of the
planters’ defeats in Saint-Domingue were not

lost on the ruling classes of the surrounding slave
societies.
The half measure of pardon and emancipation
of a few enslaved workers proved to be too little. It satisfied no one. Two months later, Sonthonax was forced into a more radical position,
declaring full emancipation of all enslaved Black
workers on the island. Emancipation was a tactic
meant to defend the colony against other imperial invaders, and it didn’t have the enslaved people in mind. But the plan ultimately backfired,
according to James. “The revolution awakened
[the formerly enslaved], had given them the possibility of achievement, confidence and pride.
That psychological weakness, that feeling of
inferiority with which the imperialists poison colonial peoples everywhere, was gone.” (p. 244)
Toussaint’s brilliance as a strategist came to the
fore in this period. He and his army of self-lib-

As James writes, “Bonaparte had his doubts
about Toussaint, Moise, and Dessalines. If
they did not come to swear fealty (and be
politely but firmly deported), they were to be
declared traitors, hunted down by a war to the
death, and if captured shot within 24 hours.
... ‘On the same day … all doubtful persons
whatever their colour, were to be arrested,
and the black generals whatever their status
deported” (p. 293). The existing leadership
of the island was to be destroyed, leaving
the population vulnerable. James describes
the final stages of Napoleon’s plan: “The last
stage was the disarming of the population.
The National Guard and gendarmerie were
to be reorganized, in other words, made all
white, and San Domingo would then be ready
for the ‘special laws’” (p. 293).
A major flaw in this plan, however, was the
fact that Leclerc never told his troops the true
intentions. Yet many in the French ranks, who
were republicans and sworn to protect liberty
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and equality, began to question the intent of the
conflict when in contact with Toussaint’s men.
Describing this phenomenon, James notes, “the
dishonest political position of the French Army
was now taking its toll.

found the free republic of Haiti after its indigenous name. On
December 31, 1803, they read the
final Declaration of Independence
at Gonaives.

The soldiers still thought of themselves as a
revolutionary army. Yet at nights they heard the
blacks in the fortress singing the Marseillaise, the
ça Ira, and the other revolutionary songs. Lacroix
records how these misguided wretches as they
heard the songs started and looked at the officers
as if to say, ‘Have our barbarous enemies justice
on their side? Are we no longer the soldiers of
Republican France? And have we become the
crude instruments of policy?’ ... Toussaint had
no mercy on the local whites, but he treated the
French prisoners with courtesy and care, spoke
frequently to them, explained his stand. Later, as
the army went to pieces, some soldiers deserted
to the blacks. All that was needed was a highly
political detachment of white Jacobins fighting
in the black ranks, and calling on Leclerc’s soldiers to come over” (p. 318).

The following October, JeanJacques Dessalines was crowned
Emperor. James notes the pomp
and circumstance of the occasion:

“Private merchants of Philadelphia
presented him with the crown,
brought on the American boat the
Connecticut, his coronation robes
reached Haiti from Jamaica on an
English frigate from London. He
made his solemn entry into Le Cap
in a six-horse carriage brought for
him by the English agent, Ogden,
on board the Samson. Thus the
Negro monarch entered into his inheritance, tailored and valeted by
English and American capitalists,
supported on the one side by the
A commonly held myth about the Haitian Revo- King of England and on the othlution is that yellow fever was the deciding fac- er by the President of the United
tor of the conflict, and in this way the superior States.” (p. 370)
fighting forces of the French were overcome by
bad luck or harsh climate. This ignores the fact This support of Haiti by the British
that any army fighting for its own survival, on its and Americans was self-interestown land, has an advantage in motivation that ed, to be sure. Their gamble was
is difficult to overcome. History has shown this to prop up Dessalines and the inin Russia and Vietnam, and it is true in Saint- dependent Haitian state not out of
Domingue as well. James talks about this myth, respect for self-determination or
stating:
democratic rule. It was a play to
destroy France. James chronicles
“To read English and French accounts of their the following, what he calls “one
operations in San Domingo one would believe of the most infamous and unjustithat but for yellow fever they would have been fiable crimes in all this wretched
easily victorious. But up to April there had been history”:
no yellow fever. Toussaint had lost more than
half his forces even before the campaign began. “[W]hen the Congress met at GoLeclerc had raised thousands of black troops, and naives in December, there were
some of Toussaint’s troops had fought with him. three Englishmen present, one of
Yet in the eight weeks of February and March them Cathcart, an English agent.
17,000 French veterans had landed, 5,000 were They swore that the English would
in hospital, 5,000 were dead, and the first peri- trade with San Domingo and acod was not yet complete. The ‘war to the death’ cord their protection for its indeand the hunting down of the black generals who pendence only when the last of the
would not present themselves to be deported was whites had fallen under the axe.
a total failure” (p. 323).
These civilised cannibals in their greed for
trade wanted to drive a wedge between Haiti
The revolutionary forces of Haiti were victori- and France to break all possibilities of unity.”
ous due to their resilience in the face of an over- (p. 371-372)
whelming force.
Official histories remember Dessalines as the
Black butcher, the one who ordered the massaHaitian independence and
cre of the remaining whites in early 1805. This
coronation of Jean-Jacques
massacre was indeed brutal and became a cenDessalines in 1804
tral justification of imperial retaliation against
Haiti for its supposed barbarism. Yet the true
The defeated French army left Saint-Domingue barbarians, as James points out, were those
and was forced to surrender to the British navy who gave the embattled Black Haitians, now
that had set up a blockade around the island. weary after years of struggle, no choice but to
Meanwhile, the rebel leaders made plans to continue to kill for their hard-won freedom.
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A lesson to be considered here is the extent to
which sections of the ruling class try to use the
poor as a bludgeon against each other. They
don’t see the poor as a serious adversary but as
pawns in a larger game, to be sacrificed at a future moment. In that way, alliances that the organized poor make with a section of the ruling
class can only be understood as temporary and
tactical, never a lasting strategy. As we have
seen in the Haitian context and consistently
throughout history, the ruling class will close
ranks and attempt to crush the poor when the
latter shows signs of serious independent organization and power.

Poverty and Ideology are Counterrevolutionary Weapons
By Daniela Rivero

The overthrow of French plantation owners by
the enslaved workers of the colony and subsequent founding of the first free Black republic
in 1804 posed an enormous economic and political threat to France, the United States, and
the global economic order of imperialism and
colonialism. Not only did Haiti represent a key
fixture of the French political economy, but the
Caribbean as a whole was seen as a vital political asset for the continuation of the Transatlantic Slave Trade and maintaining of plantation
economies in the Americas. For France, the loss
of Haiti was a massive economic blow, and the
existence of a free Black nation in the Caribbean was irreconcilable with their enterprises of
capital accumulation and global imperialism.
For Haiti’s neighbors in surrounding islands and
in the mainland U.S., the revolution presented a
frightening look into what might lay in store for
other plantation owners and slave masters. For
these reasons, the young new nation could not
be permitted to thrive.
In April of 1825, France finally recognized
Haitian independence only under the condition that Haiti would pay 150 million francs
in reparations for their losses. For comparison,
this amounted to 10 times more than what the
United States for the purchase of the Louisiana
Territory around the same time. Under the threat
of looming violence and France’s plans to reinstate slavery, Haiti’s ruler Jean-Pierre Boyer
was forced to sign a document agreeing to pay.
To say that the debt was crippling is an understatement. France was cognizant of the infeasibility for Haiti to make such a payment. Marlene
Daut cites a British journalist, who wrote at the
time that it was a “sum which few states in Europe could bear to sacrifice.”
In order to make the first two payments Haiti
had to take out a loan of 30 million francs from
French banks, which they soon defaulted on. In
1838, France sent an expedition of 12 war ships
in a show of force, out of which came the falsely
named “Treaty of Friendship” that reduced the
outstanding amount owed to 60 million francs.
Colonists claimed that this would only cover a
fraction of their property loss (under which they
included the slaves they had once owned). In reality, the 90 million francs was five times more
than France’s annual budget.
Haiti’s people ended up having to bear the brunt
of the debt, as Boyer implemented extremely
high taxes and was forced to put projects such
as the development of a national school system
on hold. By the time Haiti finished paying its
debt to France in 1947, the accrued interest from
French banks added up to more than twice the
value of the plantation owners’ original claim.
The lasting effects are evident in the fact that
Haiti is one of the poorest nations in the world.
The racial wealth gap indicates that the poverty
rate in France’s metropolitan area is 14.1 percent
compared to Haiti’s 59 percent. In a 2008 study,

researchers at the University of San Francisco found that the drain on Haiti’s treasury
resulted in its inability to fund public education, provide healthcare, and build infrastructure. Indeed, Daut writes that “French
prosperity is built on Haitian poverty.”
Haiti is an important case to consider because it shows how counterrevolutions
are about much more than military tactics.
Counterrevolutionary tactics also employ
ideologies and narratives placing people,
systems, and epistemologies on a hierarchy
that determines who is fit to govern and who
is not. France’s condition of restitution payments from Haiti did much more than account for the “losses” of plantation owners.
It guaranteed that Haiti would struggle for
the coming centuries as a poor nation, while
France and the United States would benefit
from framing Haiti’s poverty as a failure of
its government. This in turn justified their
continuing intervention in Haitian and Caribbean affairs under the guise that Black
and Indigenous people are unfit to govern
themselves. Thus, Haiti’s poverty and corruption become a smoke screen for the active maintenance of the divide between the
global north and south created by the colonial project.
The United States has invaded Haiti twice
since it gained independence. The first invasion took place in 1915 when the United
States, in response to “political instability,”
staged a military occupation that lasted 25
years. During this time, American banks
took control of Haiti’s finances, and The Na-

tional City Bank of New York (now Citibank),
acquired Haiti’s outstanding debt and interests,
making U.S. banks the direct beneficiaries of
France’s extortion. In 2002, Haiti’s democratically elected president Jean Bertrande-Arisitide announced his plan to recover the Independence debt, which amounted to an estimated
$21 billion. Ira Kurzban, a U.S. attorney, was
preparing legal proceedings against France
on behalf of Haiti to recover the money. The
proceedings were halted when, on February
29, 2004, Arisitide was overthrown in a coup
backed by France, Canada, and the United
States. Anthony Phillips notes that the coup
government then put a stop to the legal proceedings against France within its first week in
power.
While the specifics of Haiti’s case are unique,
this dynamic has played out time and time again
in the many other places that global powers
present as examples of the “failure” of workers’ revolutions: Cuba, Venezuela, Nicaragua,
Burkina Faso, and so on. Just as billionaires do
not simply make their fortune, but rather accrue it through exploitation and wage theft, so
the wealth of developed nations in the global
north is contingent upon the poverty of nations
in the global south. In May of 2015, French
president Francois Hollande admitted that his
country needed to “settle the debt” with Haiti,
and upon realizing that he may have provided
fuel for claims of restitution, clarified that the
debt was “moral.” Daut maintains that the debt
is “both moral and material.”
While Arisitide’s efforts to recover the independence debt were cut short, other attempts

Committee on U.S. - Latin American Relations

9

at restitution for historical injustices were
mounted in the 20th century around the
world. Truth and reconciliation efforts were
taken on in South Africa, Chile, and Cambodia to address the crimes of apartheid,
the Pinochet dictatorship, and the Khmer
Rouge. In the United States, legislation was
passed to compensate Japanese-Americans
for their internment during World War II,
and in New Zealand special tribunals were
established to repatriate land stolen from the
Maori people by settlers (Phillips, 2008).
Haiti finished paying its independence debt
140 years after the abolition of the the slave
trade and 85 years after the Emancipation

Proclamation. France’s and the global north’s
moral and material debt to Haiti remains unaccounted for. Haiti, perhaps more than any
other revolution in history, shows that it is
possible to topple regimes that feel as immovable as the French empire once did.
As people living in the “developed” world, to
study the Haitian Revolution and its legacy is
to engage in an inquiry of our current material
and social conditions. It means reinvestigating the unresolved possibilities that history’s
only successful slave rebellion created. As
to how we might engage in this century-old
struggle that can feel insurmountable, I offer
a pearl from Arundhati Roy:

“Our strategy should be not only to confront
empire, but to lay siege to it. To deprive it of
oxygen. To shame it. To mock it. With our art,
our music, our literature, our stubbornness,
our joy, our brilliance, our sheer relentlessness
– and our ability to tell our own stories. Stories that are different from the ones we’re being
brainwashed to believe. The corporate revolution will collapse if we refuse to buy what they
are selling – their ideas, their version of history,
their wars, their weapons, their notion of inevitability. Remember this: We be many and they
be few. They need us more than we need them.
Another world is not only possible, she is on her
way. On a quiet day, I can hear her breathing.”

roots music: an audio book of haiti’s revolutionary history
By Kimberly St. Fleur
tory of our liberation have never been siloed
and tucked into one specific genre of music.
Our pride for our country transcends genres.

If you grew up in the United States, you
couldn’t escape patriotic music such as “The
Star-Spangled Banner” or “America the
Beautiful.” As a Haitian-American child, I
knew that those songs were not meant for
me. I’ve never felt patriotic during those
moments and I probably never will. To me,
many of these songs seem to celebrate displacement, genocide, slavery and injustice.
Haitian patriotism has a different feeling,
though. This national pride is about liberation. Haitians will never let you forget the
Haitian Revolution, the first and only successful slave revolt in the history of the
Western Hemisphere. They will never let
you forget that slaves were able to successfully organize themselves and drive out one
of the largest imperial powers of the time.
They will never let you forget they are
Black, and their success and pride is for all
those in the Black diaspora.
Haitians pass on these truths through our
music. The history of Haiti is deeply woven
into our music like it was in the flag. In a
country with as much diversity of music as
the United States, our patriotism and the his-
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Yet particular kind of music that celebrates
Haitian revolutionary spirit is mizik rasin.
Rasin, roots music, developed during the
1970s and 1980s during the Duvalier dictatorship. The Duvaliers appropriated vodou
leaders, culture, and ceremonies to enforce
their violence and authority over the people
of Haiti. In an effort to preserve the vodou
culture and separate it from its association
with the government, Haitians combined
traditional ceremonial drumming with rock
and roll and jazz to create rasin. This eclectic
and dynamic genre of music has found permanence in Haitian culture as it serves as a
medium to relay social messages, whether of
unity or political discontent, to the people, or
pep Ayiti. At first, rasin allowed for traditional ceremonies and rhythms to speak against
the dictatorship without being caught, but
soon after the exile of Jean-Claude Duvalier,
mizik rasin became more developed and grew
to be very popular during the widespread
dechoukaj or “uprooting” period throughout
the country.
During CUSLAR’s Haitian Revolution study,
we showcased three songs of the rasin genre,
each exemplifying a different aspect of rasin
music. By sharing these songs, we not only
hoped to share the beauty of Haitian culture,
but also to explain the significance and impact of this genre on the Haitian collective
sense of unity, pride, and justice.

pale pale’w by boukan ginen
Pale Pale’W by Boukan Ginen is a song
that won an award during the 1991 Carnaval celebration in Haiti. This song title
means “talk” and is widely seen as being in
support of President Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Aristide’s campaign messaging and

presidency revolved around building social
programs, reducing poverty, and bringing justice to the victims of the Tonton Macoute, the
secret police force the Duvalier dictatorship
used to brutally enforce their authority. Aristide
won the 1990 election on the platform of his
Lavalas movement, which threatened the power
of the Haitian elite, business leaders and military. Aristide’s transition was rocky and on January 6th, 1991 the Haitian right mobilized and
attempted a coup d’etat against Aristide, eight
months before the September coup that ousted
the popular president.
The lyrics of the song relayed a warning to
those who attempted the January coup that the
Haitian people were witnesses. And as witnesses and Haitians, they have the right and obligation to speak truth and justice:
Je nou la nou tap gàde yo
Zòrèy nou la nou tap tande
Bouch nou la se pou’n pale
Zafe peyi lakay, fo’n pale
Our eyes were there watching them
Our ears were there listening
Our mouths are there for us to talk
The affairs of our home country,
we have to speak on
In this song, we see how mizik rasin is a genre
that is very in tune to the current political moments in Haiti. Rasin not only serves as a medium of retaining culture, but also as a catalogue
of Haiti’s history from the rumblings of revolution to the current hectic political climate. In
addition, this particular song also served as a
call to action for Haitians to stand up and unite
against the oppressive coup government, invoking Haiti’s revolutionary roots.

se ayiti wi! by Lakou mizik
The next song is Se Ayiti Wi! by Lakou Mizik.
This song was introduced during the second

session of our study series discussing the revolutionary process. Se Ayiti Wi! is a classic, exciting, and dynamic carnaval song which expresses the pride Haitians have in the revolution. The
song starts with the term kouzin, which means
“cousin” but also signifies familiarity. The singers call out to their fellow Haitians, telling them
that they need the spirits. They explain that they
are assembling people at Bwa Kayiman and reiterate that in order to be delivered, they need the
spirits. The singers boast about the accomplishments of the revolution and how the slaves did
the impossible, succinctly summarized with this
line: Bow! Libere! which means, Liberty! with
Bow! signifying the breaking of shackles.

Petwo family and is considered to be the lwa of
vengeance and rage. Calling on her during the
revolution, has given her the title of the patron
lwa or saint of the revolution. Vodou’s continued presence in rasin music today highlights its
significance in Haitian culture and how integral
it was to the Haitian Revolution.

Besides pride in the revolution, this song also
speaks to the importance of spirituality, specifically vodou religion during the Haitian revolution. The Bwa Kayiman ceremony is considered the start of the revolution in 1791. In
a secret nighttime meeting in a forest outside
of the northern city of Le Cap, hougan Dutty
Boukman and mambo Cecile Fatiman led the
gathered slaves in a vodou ceremony where
they made a blood pact with with the lwa, specifically thought to be Erzulie Danto, the petwo
aspect of Erzulie, the head of the Erzulie family
of spirits.

Mackandal would go to the mountains to gather slaves to kill the white plantation owners.
These initial acts of insurrection eventually led
to his execution, and he aptly became known
as the Black Messiah. Despite his execution,
his legacy lives on. His bravery, leadership and
courage inspired Dutty Boukman and Toussaint
L’Ouverture to take on leadership that would
lead to the overthrow of the colony and end
slavery on the island.

Petwo spirits are a family of lwa (gods or spirits) that were born in the New World out of the
harsh conditions and treatment of slavery. Due
to this, they are described as “hot” and more violent and anme (bitter) spirits as opposed to Rada
spirits who are “cool” and considered more benevolent. Erzulie Danto is the main lwa of the

nati kongo by boukan ginen
The third song we highlighted was Nati Kongo by Boukan Ginen. In the song, Haitian
Revolutionary leader Mackandal is called on.
Mackandal was a vodou priest who predated the
official start of the Haitian Revolution.

Furthermore, Boukan Ginen also rallies all
members of the community to come together in
unity. In the beginning, they call on the youth
(joven), the spiritual elders (grandet), and also
the ancestors (zanset), which emphasizes the
involvement of all members of the community
and also a reverence for the ancestral roots.
Later in the song Boukan Ginen names leaders
of different Black liberation movements, such

as Martin Luther King, Jr., Bob Marley, and
Steve Biko. Calling on the names of these leaders
takes Boukan Ginen’s call to action for unity to a
greater level, now calling for unity in the Black
diaspora. This message of unity becomes more
apparent when we consider the song’s title. Nati
translates to natal, and Kongo refers the ancestral
homeland in Africa where Haitians came from
before slavery. At a deeper level, this song’s title
indicates Africa is the homeland of all those in
Africa and those of the Black diaspora.
Rasin mizik’s embrace of Blackness and our
African roots represents Haiti’s embrace of its
African heritage and Blackness. This reverence
for our culture and that of our ancestors goes
back to the revolution and has embodied our resilience since even before the official start of the
revolution. Haiti has gone through a lot in its history from colonization and enslavement, to U.S.
occupation and political repression, to natural
disasters exacerbated by the harmful actions of
imperialist countries towards our planet.
Yet, through it all, Haitians get through it, and
rasin mizik, and other genres of Haitian music,
are a main reason. Rasin music serves as an
audio book of our revolutionary history, a history that is grounded in vodou and spirituality.
We see this in genres of music in the diaspora
such as hip-hop, blues, and reggae -- it reminds
us of the importance of music and culture. The
best way to understand the ongoing power of
the Haitian Revolution is to appreciate Haitian
music and the people who create it.
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women revolutionaries in the struggle for haitian liberation
The Haitian Revolution, and so much of “political” work, is too often told as if it were done overwhelmingly by men. We suffered from this blind
spot and historical inaccuracy in our study.
It is no true remedy to add a “women’s section”
as an addendum. Much better will be to integrate
fully women’s work and contributions to the revolutionary process, and acknowledge feminized
labor, too long made invisible, into our reading
of past and current struggle. Many thousands of
women in colonial Saint-Domingue were combatants, healers, spiritual and religious leaders,
arsonists, messengers, spies, assassins, even military commanders. Here we highlight five women
about whom something is captured by history,
who Ciara Taylor celebrates in the cover art of
this issue in her piece, “Viv Libete!” - Ed.

Adbaraya Toya

was a soldier and healer abducted from the Dahomey Empire and enslaved on the Cormier sugar
plantation in Saint-Domingue. She raised JeanJacques Dessalines, who called her “auntie.” She
taught Dessalines skills in hand-to-hand combat
and encouraged him to join the insurrection.
Once emancipated, she raised and led troops into
battle and became a leader in Dessalines’ army.

Catherine Flon

was the seamstress who in 1803 sewed
the first Haitian flag -- red and blue,
for the unity of Black and mulatto -at the behest of her godfather, Jean-Jacques

Dessalines. She was the first woman to appear
on Haitian currency, the 10-Gourdes note, in
2000.

Cécile Fatiman

was a vodou priestess. At the vodou ceremony
at Bwa Kayiman in August 1791, she led important rituals while possessed by the goddess
Erzulie. This ceremony was the rallying point
and launch of the Haitian Revolution. There
revolutionaries gained strength, spiritual guidance, collectivity and information for the coordinated attack they would carry out against the
slave system.

Sanite Bélair

was a lieutenant in the revolutionary army,
fighting Napoleon’s expedition. After her capture in 1802, she negotiated for the right to a
soldier’s execution by firing squad and cried
“Viv libète! A ba esclavaj!” (“Long live freedom! Down with slavery!”) She became the
second woman featured on Haitian currency in
2004.

Marie-Jeanne Lamartinière

was a celebrated revolutionary soldier during
the Haitian Revolution and fought the French
at the Battle of Crête-à-Pierrot in 1802. She
was an expert shot with a long rifle as well as a
nurse to her comrades.

saint-domingue, ripe for revolution
By Tim W. Shenk

What made Saint-Domingue ripe
for revolution while other slave
rebellions were consistently
and brutally put down?
In CUSLAR’s study of the Haitian Revolution,
we found that some of the narratives -- if they
are told at all -- leave an incomplete picture of
how and why this slave rebellion became a successful revolution while so many others were
crushed by the ruling classes of their day. Many
histories overrepresent the individual decisions or
valor of leaders while giving less importance to
the conditions in which they found themselves.
This reflection in no way means to diminish the
extraordinary leadership of Toussaint L’Ouverture, Jean-Jacques Dessalines or the deep courage of the formerly enslaved Black combatants
under the command. Toussaint, for his part, will
be regarded by history as one of the world’s most
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brilliant military strategists. Yet we cannot
overlook the objective conditions. Historian
C.L.R. James, author of The Black Jacobins,
considers many factors in his assessment of
the potential for revolution. James writes that
great leaders “make history, but only such
history that it is possible for them to make.”

sweeping conclusions or prescribe any sort
of blueprint for the future. Rather, it suggests a method for assessing possibilities
for transformative social change that gives
considerable weight to objective conditions.

So why was a revolution made in Haiti and
not in the Southern United States, for example? The contradictions were acute in
both places: both claimed democratic ideals in a society built and enriched by slavery.

A full 90 percent of the population of SaintDomingue at the outbreak of coordinated insurrection in 1791 was enslaved Black workers.
Half a million enslaved Blacks were controlled
by 30 to 40,000 whites and free coloreds. Maroon communities, or self-liberated communities, were common and well established in the
mountains beyond the reach of the plantation
owners. There weren’t enough poor whites to
serve as effective slave catchers. Racial categories had been constructed based on the needs
of the planters for a middle strata that they enticed to their side with bribes. Free coloreds, or
mulattoes, made up an important part of that
middle, and many joined the rebellions when

We found five main points of consideration
in studying Saint-Domingue with a comparison of the antebellum U.S. slaveocracy:
1) racial and class composition, 2) intensity of exploitation, 3) generational psychological warfare, 4) inter-imperial wars
and 5) the counterrevolutionary backlash.
This brief reflection does not mean to draw

1. Racial and class composition

the whites’ restrictions on them began to chafe.

4. Inter-imperial wars

In contrast, at the outbreak of the U.S. Civil War in 1861, there were 4 million enslaved
Black workers in the U.S. South and 5 million poor whites. This large section of poor
whites continually served as a buffer between
the exploiters and the most exploited. Whenever a slave rebellion arose in the United
States, poor whites could be counted on to
mount a swift and brutal counterattack orders
of magnitude greater than the initial uprising.

Toussaint was the general commanding a ragtag army. His soldiers often marched barefoot
into battle with broken tree branches or twisted
metal salvaged from broken barrels, against
the professional French army equipped with
muskets and cannons. Toussaint’s army did
not win because it out-muscled its adversaries. Yes, the formerly enslaved Blacks were
fearless. These men and women flung themselves against their enemy singing, which
unnerved the French rank and file. But they
didn’t always fight when faced with these
conditions -- they retreated to the mountains, bided their time and resorted to poison,
guerrilla raids and destruction of property.

2. Intensity of exploitation
James describes the slave plantations of SaintDomingue’s Northern Plain as “more closely resembling the modern proletariat” than any other
grouping of workers that existed in the world at
that time. The density of living conditions and
intensity of labor were higher than other slave
societies. This was so much the case, according
to James, that “[t]he slaves in Saint-Domingue
could not replenish their number by reproduction. After that dreaded journey across the ocean
a woman was usually sterile for two years. The
life in Saint-Domingue killed them off fast. The
planters deliberately worked them to death rather than wait for children to grow up” (p. 14).
Indeed, Conniff and Davis confirm that the average life expectancy of an enslaved African
worker on Saint-Domingue was seven years.
These conditions must have made it clear to the
mass of the enslaved Black workers on SaintDomingue that they had no choice but to kill
the slave system before it killed them. They
had nothing to lose, literally, but their chains.

Toussaint deftly maneuvered the resistance
among the warring French, English and Spanish. He fought under the Spanish crown for a
time, for a time under the flag of the French
monarchy. He would accept supplies and weapons from one imperial power to fight the others.
It was a dangerous game. Toussaint and his
inner circle knew that none of these powers
were their friends, and when a victor emerged
from the European wars, it would soon turn
its firepower on the Blacks in an attempt to
re-enslave them. They also saw that sections of
the ruling class would try to use the poor as a
bludgeon against each other. In that way, empire rarely sees the poor as a serious adversary
but as a pawn in a larger game of geopolitics.

For Toussaint, allying with one imperial power against another was useful temporarily as a
tactical alliance. He never saw it, however, as
a lasting strategy, because the ruling class will
always turn to attempt to crush the poor when
they show signs of independent organization
and power. Though Toussaint himself was
betrayed, captured and sent across the ocean
to die in a French prison, his leadership in the
protracted war of maneuver laid the foundation
for an unprecedented victory for his people.

5. The counterrevolutionary backlash
Another significant question that arose in
our study was the effect of the Haitian Revolution, not only on the response by the
powers that be to Haiti itself, but to all other oppressed peoples with thoughts of rebellion. The successful slave uprising in
Haiti must have struck fear into planters
all over North America and the Caribbean.
Grand blancs who fled Saint-Domingue
during the revolution certainly would have
shared their experiences of being run off of the
island. They and their class of exploiters would
have done everything in their power to repress
the news of that victory among their enslaved
workers, as well as crush any organizing plot
in its infant stages. Could we surmise through
the dialectics of history that the planters’ defeat in Haiti was one thing that drove them
to more brutal legal, psychological and physical violence in places like the U.S. South?

3. Generational psychological warfare
The planter class of the United States raised generations of enslaved Black people with constant
psychological warfare. The ideology and theology of white supremacy were well developed.
In Saint-Domingue, labor conditions were such,
as we noted above, that enslaved Black workers did not live long enough under good health
to have children. Importing new slaves from
Africa, then, was a constant necessity. Because
of this, 70 percent of enslaved workers on the
eve of the revolution had been born in Africa.
Though the psychological damage of slavery
was present, it was not yet widely internalized,
and this allowed for clarity among the ranks.
The imported Africans knew they were not to
blame for their own condition. They could see
that was the oppressive hand of the grand blancs
— the rich whites — that held them in bondage.
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protests for a new constitution
in santiago, chile in 2019

EL PUEBLO UNIDO: DEMOCRATIC REFORM IN CHILE
By Jacob Pokryska

Current waves of protest and mobilization
in Chile draw strength from a powerful
socialist tradition, at its peak under the
guidance of president Salvador Allende
(see facing page) in 1970. While the ensuing
military dictatorship was brutal after
Allende's ouster in 1973, protestors today
reference historical struggles by mass
invocation of 1970's protest music and
slogans.
On October 25, 2020, the people of Chile
voted on a nationwide referendum that would
decide the future of their electoral system.
The people were voting on if and how a new
constitution would be created, and even as
the COVID-19 pandemic raged throughout
the world, turnout was higher than the previous presidential election in 2017, and the
results were overwhelmingly in favor of writing a new constitution.
In most liberal democracies today, one would
probably struggle to find a majority willing
to completely scrap their current constitution
and replace it. To understand why and how
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Chile reached this point, the last 50 years of
Chilean history must be analyzed. This was the
latest battle in the long history of Chilean class
conflict, and very much the last stand of the old
Chilean right-wing.
For the world that watched this referendum,
it shows that when people unite and demand
change, reform does not necessarily need to
come in an election year. It does not necessarily
need to have the support of those in the highest
positions of power. It does not require taking
up arms. It simply requires enough people to
stand up and fight, something that can occur
anywhere and everywhere that neoliberalism
has harmed the working population. This referendum provides not only an inspiring story
of the fight against global capitalism, but also
a process for achieving social change. As the
famous Chilean political anthem goes, “El
pueblo unido jamás será vencido.” The people
united will never be defeated.

The Chilean Left
While the story of the Chilean left goes back
to the wars of independence in the early 1800s,
the modern Chilean left gained power in September 1970 with the presidential election of
Salvador Allende. Allende represented the Popular Unity (Unidad Popular, or UP) coalition of

left-wing political parties in Chile. The Cold
War was in its most global moments. Socialist governments had been established in Cuba
and Vietnam, while Nasser-ist nationalist military leaders seized power in several other Latin
American countries.
In Chile, the Cuban revolution had motivated the left, and as Chilean politician Heraldo
Muñoz notes, “Cuba constituted a nationalist,
anti-imperialist, popular, anticapitalist, and
Latin-Americanist experience … with which
Chile and Chilean Socialists could identify
fully—that is, politically, culturally, geographically, historically, and economically; unlike
the various nationalist-populist experiments
in Latin America.” The Cuban diplomats and
left-wing advisors who arrived in Chile during
the ’60s were unsatisfied with the Chilean left’s
legalistic strategies for revolution. Allende,
however, managed to become the first democratically elected Marxist leader the region had
ever had.
Popular Unity worked over the first years of his
presidency to peacefully transition to a socialist
mode of production. This included agricultural
and social reform, but the most notable of the
early socialist initiatives was the nationalization of the copper mines around the country,
something that had actually begun under the

previous president, Eduardo Frei Montalva.
Copper was consistently Chile’s key export,
and mining constituted a large part of its economy and employment in rural areas. The Chilean
legislature and political establishment generally agreed on the need to nationalize the copper
industry, but the methods, structure, and leadership of the newly nationalized mines were
issues of contention. Allende had to balance the
act of removing private, mostly foreign capital
from Chile’s most important industry without
immediate hostile reprisal from the US or Brazil, with whom relations had become tense.
Tanya Harmer notes, “During the UP’s first
nine months in power, the government therefore grappled first and foremost with how it
should deal with its most obvious potential
enemies, the United States and its neighbors
in the Southern Cone. ... Another was how to
read between the lines of the Nixon administration’s diplomacy to determine precisely
what U.S. aims and objectives were vis-à-vis
Chile.” Sanctions from the Nixon administration, as well as what could generously be called
financial mismanagement, began to affect the
Chilean economy, as the idealized efficiency of
nationalized industries did not manifest in the
ways the Vuskovic plan, Chile’s collectivist
economic plan, had planned.
By 1972, the proverbial wheels had begun to
fall off of Allende’s grand plans for peaceful
transition to socialism. As the 1973 midterm
parliamentary election began to approach,
the country was entering a period of economic strife. Though Nixon’s order that the CIA
“make the economy scream” didn’t keep Allende from the presidency, it seriously hampered
his ability to govern. Ultimately, however Even
though widespread sentiment was skeptical, the
Popular Unity coalition managed to gain seats
in both the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies, despite losing the popular vote by over
400,000 votes. Despite the economic struggles
and foreign pressure on the Allende administration, the biggest electoral threat to Popular
Unity’s government was defeated.
Just a few months after the election, however, the rising costs of food and disagreements
over inflation-based wage increases led to the
workers of “El Teniente”, one of Chile’s largest
copper mines, to go on strike, a major blow to
the labor-based Allende government, according to Francisco Zapata. This mine was home
to most “aristocratic” miners of all the mines
in Chile, due to their high wages and influence
over the foreign (mostly American) investors in
the mines, as 20 percent of Chile’s production
came from this specific mine. These workers
became a tool for the right-wing Confederation
of Democracy coalition to create further economic chaos.
The Chilean mining unions were divided between white-collar unions, supporting the liberal-turned-right-wing Christian Democratic

of dollars the CIA had been funneling to the
National Party and other opposition groups
had not been enough. There were 41 previous
years of uninterrupted Chilean democracy, but
this legacy was not sacrosanct for the National
Front.

“They have strength and will be able
to dominate us, but social processes
can be arrested neither by crime nor
force. History is ours, and people make
history.…
“Workers of my country,
I have faith in Chile and its destiny.
Other men will overcome this dark
and bitter moment when treason
seeks to prevail. Go forward knowing
that, sooner rather than later, the
great avenues will open again where
free men will walk to build a better
society.… Long live Chile! Long live the
people! Long live the workers!”
- chilean president salvador allende, in his
last speech, by radio, while the presidential
palace was being bombed in a military coup
on september 11, 1973. allende would die
defending the palace later that day.
Party, and the blue-collar unions supporting the
UP. The white-collar workers in El Teniente
were organizing and leading the strike, while
most blue-collar workers returned to work.
While union leaders from other mines pushed
for a return to work, and other miners continued
to labor in their own mines around the country,
the striking miners were supported by wealthy
factions in Santiago.
Late in the strike, 25 percent of the workers still
refusing to go back to work were given lodging
and food at the Catholic University in the capital
city as they worked with the CIA-funded National Party to put foreign pressure on Popular Unity
to meet their demands.

The Fall of Allende
In the months following the miners’ strike, Allende was increasingly aware of the subversive
military forces that could threaten his power and
life, and as a result became increasingly paranoid. “With the strike over,” says the narrator of
Patricio Guzman’s documentary, The Battle of
Chile, “Allende’s adversaries have tried almost
everything to topple his government. They have
one last resort.” By September 1973, the millions

Several coups had been attempted during the
year, but on September 11, 1973, General Augusto Pinochet, Admiral José Toribio Merino,
and Air Force General Gustavo Leigh with
complete support of the secret police of Chile,
launched an attack on the presidential palace
with Allende himself and thirty-six guards inside, as described by Naomi Klein’s The Shock
Doctrine. The people of Chile had no popular
militias with which to defend the President.
Hopelessly outmatched, Allende died during
the fighting, following a final address to the
Chilean people. “They have strength and will
be able to dominate us, but social processes can
be arrested neither by crime nor force. History
is ours, and people make history … Workers of
my country, I have faith in Chile and its destiny. Other men will overcome this dark and bitter moment when treason seeks to prevail. Go
forward knowing that, sooner rather than later,
the great avenues will open again where free
men will walk to build a better society … Long
live Chile! Long live the people! Long live the
workers!”
Following the death of Allende, the military
junta would take immediate control of the
country, with Pinochet becoming the figurehead, and eventually managing to consolidate
power away from the other military leaders.
There was a major problem in the new military
junta, however. With the country in the grips of
an economic crisis, and leaders that knew more
about blowing holes in buildings than managing inflation, the junta needed economic advisors. Luckily for them, there was a new, radical
economic ideology in need of a country. Economist Milton Friedman had been a professor at
the University of Chicago since the late 1940s,
and took a radically different approach to economics than the Keynesians of his day. A total
rejection of the Keynesian idea of government
involvement in stabilizing the markets,
Friedman made it a dogma that the less government intervened in the economy, the more
efficient it will be. The problem was that after
World War II, social-democratic governments
in Europe had all moved to Keynesian economic models, and there were no rebuilding states
to experiment on.
The “Berkeley Mafia” had their fun with Indonesia and the genocidal Suharto. Chile, however, would be Friedman’s. In the decades leading
up to the coup, “the U.S. government would pay
to send Chilean students to study economics at
what pretty much everyone recognized was the
most rabidly anti-‘pink’ school in the world—
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In October 2019, the metro system
of Santiago announced an increase
in fares by 30 pesos. This increase
was only 4 cents, but simply the idea
of raising the price of something
already taking up large parts of
people’s already low incomes, was
enough to start demonstrations
and protests. At one point a protest
in Santiago’s Plaza Italia became
host to a full 5 percent of the city’s
population. These protests explicitly
were about the constitution and the
failures of the neoliberal policies
that had been a part of Chile for decades. One slogan said it succinctly:
“It’s not 30 pesos, it’s 30 years!”
the University of Chicago.” The problem was
finding students. US officials in Chile “went
on to approach ... Chile’s [aforementioned]
Catholic University, a ... conservative school
with no economics department,” according to
Klein.
From there, a steady supply of Chicago educated, anti-socialist economists were being
made ready and willing to help the newly established junta. Pinochet, who drove
around Santiago in a gold-plated bulletproof
Mercedes, now needed someone to fix the
consequences of the sanctions and economic
punishments that allowed the coup to happen
in the first place.
The changes the Chicago Boys would make
were radical, eliminating price control, cutting government spending by 10 percent, and
privatizing many of the industries nationalized under Allende, with the notable exception of the mines, noted by Klein. The result
was far from what had been taught to the students in Illinois. Inflation increased to levels
never seen under Allende, and unemployment
dramatically rose as small businesses closed,
unable to compete with the multinational corporations coming into the marketplace.
As these failures compounded, Friedman
himself visited Chile in 1975 and had a personal meeting with the general. By this time,
it was known that Allende’s most powerful
supporters had been exiled, jailed, or killed.
It was known that thousands of people had
been tortured in the stadiums of the country.
Anyone could be killed, from military leaders
like Carlos Prats to beloved musicians like
Victor Jara, the cruelty and repression of the
regime was open and unashamed, a tool to be
used to enforce the policies of radical rightwing experimentation.
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Despite this, Friedman visited Pinochet and
told him that he had not gone far enough. More
privatization, more market influence, and more
foreign capital was needed to fix the ills of the
economy. Following this meeting and Pinochet’s loyal agreement to further the economic policies of the Chicago School, the country
entered an intentional, self-made recession.
Unemployment reached 20 percent as publicly
owned businesses were privatized and, according to Klein, over 100,000 industrial jobs were
destroyed.
There was little net economic gain for the
country during this period, as quality of living
declined and domestic entrepreneurs or small
business owners, many of whom supported the
coup, now found themselves being exploited or
crushed by foreign capital.
Although the Pinochet regime faced opposition
within and outside the country, tacit and open
support from foreign capital and governments
gave Pinochet the legitimacy he needed to
openly use violence as a means of suppressing
political opposition. With fear being an accepted state political tactic, he was free to consolidate his existing power via referendum in 1980.
While the referendum won handily, it must
be understood that opposition to it was not
only discouraged but suppressed into non-existence. The referendum and corresponding
constitution established an eight-year term for
Pinochet, created a “national security agency”
known as COSENA, dissolved the lower house
of Congress, and generally gave Pinochet even
more control over the various governmental
systems that had previously been controlled by
different branches of government.
Also written into the constitution was the provision that Pinochet would be made “senator-for-life” following his time as head of state,
according to historian Tomás Moulian. While
many of these changes would be reversed after
the end of the dictatorship, the generally high
amount of power given to the head of state and
military was something that stayed a part of the
constitution, and would affect Chilean politics
to this day.
It may have been a surprise to the regime to be
defeated so thoroughly in the 1988 referendum
at the end of Pinochet’s eight-year term, despite
the continuing political suppression. The terms
of the 1980 referendum established terms for
transition to a more civil, legislative style of
government, but Pinochet would still be the
only “named” option as defined in the 1980
plebiscite. Some within the government had
considered running a conservative civilian to
divorce the party from the human rights abuses
that took place for the previous 15 years The
referendum confirmed those people correct. Pinochet lost, and an election would be held the
following year.

Following Pinochet
Chile, however, could not entirely move on,
both from the dictatorship and the powers of
global capitalism. The dictatorship enacted
a provision prior to the transition of power
that “impeded Congress from investigating
the crimes of the dictatorship or from bringing constitutional accusations for actions carried out during the military regime against its
leaders,” Moulian notes. The Pinochet constitution gave the Junta the power to control not
only their own time, but they would be able to
control the future narrative. With this general
culture of suppression, not only would the dictatorship’s crimes go unpunished for decades,
but the changes to the economy and political
structure of Chile would remain in place, with
incremental change over time, but many of the
core inequalities still existing.
While Chile had entered the world of global
capitalism as a market state during the period
of military dictatorship, the country actually increased its involvement in trade-deals, foreign
finance and capital. Describing the country’s
post-Pinochet economic system, sociologist
William I. Robinson notes: “Chile’s neoliberal transformation began earlier and is more
“complete” than anywhere else in the hemisphere, perhaps the world. The entire Chilean
productive structure has been re oriented from
an accumulation strategy based on industrialization and the expansion of internal markets to
diverse exports for the global market.”
The country was thoroughly in the grips of
neoliberalism, which had become a dominant
global ideology after the end of the Cold War.
Entire industries worth of unions had been destroyed during the regime, and now there were
industries with almost unregulated exploitation
of peasant labor. Robinson notes that this exploitation was especially brutal in rural areas.
Attempts at reforming the constitution to help
the marginalized indigenous populations had
failed several times in the 1990s and 2000s
under several Presidential administrations. As
a rule, inequalities failed to be addressed by
conservative presidents. When more left-wing
presidents entered office, they faced opposition
from the houses of Congress.
Finally moving to modern Chile, though poverty decreased, economic inequality was still
very high, with a GINI coefficient that was one
of the highest in the region.In the major cities
of Chile, workers often spend a significant portion of their income on rent and transportation.
In October 2019, the metro system of Santiago announced an increase in fares by 30 pesos.
This only converts to around 4 cents in US currency, but the principle of it, simply the idea
of raising the price of something already taking up large parts of people’s already low incomes, was enough to start demonstrations and
protests. From Santiago, the demonstrations

spread to other major cities,
and at one point a protest in
Santiago’s Plaza Italia became host to a full 5 percent
of the city’s population, according to reporting by Vox.
These protests explicitly
were about the constitution
and the failures of the neoliberal policies that had been
a part of Chile for decades.
One slogan said it succinctly: “It’s not 30 pesos, it’s 30
years!”
In response to the protests,
the center-right President Sebastian Piñera declared the
first state of emergency the
country had seen since the
return of democracy, as reported by The Guardian. The
Chilean military and police,
already given tremendous
power under the constitution,
was now given the right to further restrict citizens’ rights to assembly and movement. Before
the state of emergency was even over, “the current UN High Commissioner for Human Rights
... Chile’s ex-president, Michelle Bachelet, a
left-leaning politician who was herself tortured
during the dictatorship ... sent a team of human
rights officers to Chile to investigate allegations of physical and sexual abuse at the hands
of the military”, according to Vox writer Mark
Johanson. More and more allegations of police
and military misconduct began to emerge as the
protests became more and more violent.
In October 2020, The Guardian estimated
that “the Carabineros [Chile’s police force]
have racked up more than 8,500 allegations
of human rights abuses in the past year”. In a
flashback to the repression of the ’80s, demonstrators were arrested and allegedly tortured,
including one 14-year-old. A 16-year-old boy
was thrown from a bridge by Carabineros in the
run-up to the referendum, the event captured on
video. He later recovered in the hospital after
being rescued by bystanders, laying face down
in the shallow river below. Nonetheless, despite
the brutality and militaristic behavior of Chilean law enforcement, the protests continued.
Piñera promised to increase taxes on the
wealthy, raise pensions, and reduce the cost
of healthcare, but these promises did not stop

The people never, ever stopped fighting
even when the consequences were torture
and forced disappearance. Class conflict
is at the core of Chilean history. In this
case, the left wing, and more specifically,
the youth, fought to prove that a better
world is possible.

the protests. Under immense pressure, and
with the police’s repressive tactics failing to
stop the protests, Chile’s National Congress
voted in November 2019 to hold a referendum on the constitution in the following
year. Question one was a simple yes or no:
“Do you want a new Constitution?” Question
two would determine how a new Constitution
would be drafted, with respondents choosing between a fully elected constitutional
convention or a mixed convention of newly
elected representatives and existing congressional representatives.
Protests continued after the announcement
of the referendum, demonstrating against police behavior and in support of those arrested
in 2019. Protestors also decried the conditions of the country, demanding short-term
solutions to increase the standard of living,
according to interviews conducted by The
Guardian. The Coronavirus pandemic was
exactly the deus ex machina Piñera needed to
end these protests, however, and after March
2020, the protests had mostly ended as security forces kept urban populations inside and
the referendum was postponed. A media war
raged, with large TV and print campaigns
against the referendum, but on October 25, it
passed by over 4 million votes and a 2-to-1
margin.
In the same monumental stadiums in which
people were held captive and tortured, lines
of people came to cast their vote for the future
of Chile.
Only time will tell what compromises will
be made between the people of Chile in the
composition of this new constitution. Every
delegate in charge of creating and ratifying
the new constitution will need to be elected
first, potentially opening the process to out-

side threats such as foreign meddling or uneven representation, but while the process is
imperfect, it still provides a path to meaningful
change. To create improved conditions from an
immensely flawed constitution does not mean
the constitution is not immensely flawed, it is a
testament to liberal democracy’s ability to provide the bare minimum in almost any scenario
while simultaneously being an obstacle to real
social change.

Conclusion
In my research, I was continually struck by the
rhetoric used by the 2019 protesters. Themes
of dignity and empowerment were common on
signs and in chants. Folk songs from the artists
killed or persecuted by Pinochet were being
sung with new fervor in an effort to remove the
general’s influence from their government. “El
Pueblo Unido Jamás Será Vencido” is striking
when being sung by a united public in a town
square. “El Derecho De Vivir En Paz” takes on
a new life when sung by songwriter Victor Jara’s own countrymen fighting the last vestiges
of the regime that killed him. I find the history
of Chile very sad, but also very hopeful and
uplifting.
The people never, ever stopped fighting even
when the consequences were torture and forced
disappearance. Class conflict is at the core of
Chilean history, a country with a developed left
wing and a developed right wing, fighting to
decide the future. In this case, the left wing, and
more specifically, the youth, fought to prove
that a better world is possible.
Even if Allende is no longer with us, his example teaches that the individual can only make
change if there is power behind him, and in
Chile, the power is in the people throughout the
country who labor for the benefit of others.
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la selva viviente y los derechos de los pueblos originarios:
foro virtual con dirigentes del pueblo de sarayaku
Las comunidades kichwa de Sarayaku fueron fundamentales en la
resistencia indigena ecuatoriana del 1990 y han estado al frente de la
movilización por los derechos de los pueblos indígenas.
El 24 y 25 de febrero del 2021, un grupo de dirigentes de Sarayaku
-incluyendo a Mario Santi, Daniel Santi, Abigail Gualinga y Yaku
Viteri- hicieron presentaciones virtuales a públicos diversos del estado
de New York. Hablaron de los derechos, la cosmología y las luchas por
la autonomía en sus territorios ancestrales en la Amazonía, echando la
batalla contra el estado de Ecuador y las industrias extractivistas.
CUSLAR organizó este foro virtual con Simon Velásquez y el Cornell
University Latin American Studies Program. A continuación están
extractos de las conferencias de 3 de los ponentes.

Ver el video del foro: https://youtu.be/_Pg3lVmvTsw
Ver la traducción al inglés y el texto original en español:
cuslar.org/sarayaku.

Simon Velásquez: Buenos días. Primero va- La Constitución dice que hay que consultar a fuerza el legado de nuestros ancestros y nuesmos a presentar a Mario Santi que fue presidente de Sarayaku. Amigos, les voy a dejar
entonces el micrófono. Si nos pueden hablar
de la Declaración de los Derechos de los
Pueblos Indígenas, y de cómo ven su territorio, especialmente con el tema de recursos
naturales y la soberanía de sus tierras. Como
quieran ustedes empezar, les dejo a su voluntad.

los pueblos indígenas de buena fe para llegar
a un acuerdo. Al usufructo de los recursos existentes en los territorios y los pueblos indígenas tampoco no se ha hecho esa consulta. Por
ello, Sarayaku ha resistido y sigue resistiendo
la lucha para enfrentar este desafío frente al
extractivismo, a la colonización. A muchas empresas extractivistas están viniendo para usufructuar a nuestro territorio.

Mario Santi: Gracias. Mi nombre es Mario Hoy en día, estamos enfrentando las nuevas
Santi Gualinga. Soy dirigente de educación
de Sarayaku, ex-presidente del pueblo originario Kichwa de Sarayaku.

Nosotros estamos viviendo aquí en nuestros
territorios defendiendo de manera pacífica
como pueblos milenarios. Somos un pueblo
de paz y que construimos la verdadera autonomía y gobernanza.
La Constitución de la República Ecuatoriana
reconoce nuestros derechos, los derechos colectivos, pero estas leyes sí son violentados en
los territorios de los pueblos indígenas. También nos ampara la carta de las Naciones Unidas, la declaración de la ONU, y los pueblos
indígenas tienen su derecho a la libre determinación. También, los estados nos violentan
cada día.
Por eso, Sarayaku, como un pueblo, ícono de
la resistencia, estamos en lucha para la supervivencia y para controlar nuestros territorios.
La Constitución de la República Ecuatoriana
ha sido violentada hacia los derechos de los
pueblos indígenas. No hemos sido consultados. La Constitución dice que hay que consultar a los pueblos indígenas para exportar
un recurso que posee en su territorio, pero no
hemos sido consultados.
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licitaciones petroleras en los territorios de los
pueblos indígenas. Tenemos nuevos bloques de
la extracción del petróleo decididos por el gobierno actual, pero seguimos resistiendo como
pueblo. Entonces, nosotros estamos al pie de
la lucha. Los jóvenes, los ancianos, los líderes,
las mujeres, estamos en este momento a pie de
la lucha. Porque muchas veces la intervención
del estado ha hecho que a los pueblos indígenas, tras décadas nos han venido manipulando,
mintiendo para sobornar y para extraer nuestros recursos. En ese sentido, nosotros estamos
siempre y alerta y en pie de lucha.

tros abuelos y nuestros padres. Y nuestros padres nos han dejado y eso vamos a prevalecer.
Y vamos a ser nuestra propia consulta como
pueblo originario aquí en nuestro territorio.
Por eso Sarayaku, los jóvenes, los ancianos,
los intelectuales, los dirigentes nos hemos reunido para mantener vigilante de este proceso
vinculante de nuestra ley de nuestro derecho
para que nuestro territorio sea libre de mal para
poder enfrentarnos muchos cambios actuales
que nos están viniendo tras día y para mantener
la única propuesta para la libre determinación
para del Kawsak Sacha, la Selva Viviente.

Eso es el legado del pueblo, de la nación del
pueblo originario Kichwa de Sarayaku como
pueblo que estamos llevando adelante los procesos de lucha a nivel local, nacional, internacional. Al mundo, hay que cuidarlo y hay que
mantenerlo para que no se termine. Hay una
solución importante de las ideas de los pueblos
indígenas para llevar adelante estos procesos,
mecanismos de cambios importantes en la actualidad. Dejo el paso a Yaku. Es el dirigente,
Tenemos la constitución, tenemos las declara- un embajador internacional de los pueblos inciones de las Naciones Unidas, pero no nos ha dígenas.
garantizado. Nosotros, en este momento hemos
declarado que Sarayaku como un pueblo ícono, Yaku Viteri: Importante en esta reunión, nada
histórico, de nuestra resistencia estamos libre más quería abordar, ya que esta reunión se trata
de determinarnos nuestro territorio. Nuestros a nivel de una academia importante en los Esríos, nuestra selva, nuestros recursos, nuestras tados Unidos, de la cual queríamos o considerespecies, nuestras plantas, nuestros árboles, el amos importante abordar los temas de los pueboro, el petróleo, está aquí en nuestro territorio. los originarios, en este caso, cómo abordar la
Y por eso nosotros decimos no a la explotación situación del territorio, porque históricamente
de los recursos de existencia en nuestro terri- y actualmente el territorio de los pueblos origitorio. El gobierno, obedezca el decreto de la narios está en disputa. Está en disputa porque la
constitución.
noción de territorio no es muy bien entendida o
comprendida por parte de los estados y las traY los pueblos indígenas reclamamos el justo mas nacionales. Entonces para nosotros es imderecho que está escrito en la Constitución de portante cómo abordar desde una posición sola República. Pero esta Constitución ha sido vi- ciohistórica y epistémica lo que para nosotros
olada. Y nosotros nos mantenemos con mucha significa territorio, la noción de territorio.

Y la lucha Sarayaku ha sido principalmente la
defensa y la protección del territorio, y con ello
la vida y todo que está relacionado con territorios--la vida, los seres, la naturaleza--que nos
garantiza nuestra forma de existir como pueblos indígenas. Entonces, porque la noción del
estado o la noción de las empresas extractivas,
el territorio simplemente es entendido como un
espacio físico, un espacio geométrico. Entonces, para nosotros es todo lo contrario.
Es por eso que nos parece importante que las academias puedan hacer sus soportes fundamentales en eso. Para nosotros en nuestro territorio
no existen los recursos naturales, solamente existen los fines de vida que para el estado es un
recurso o son recursos que vienen y explotan.
Para nosotros es todo lo contrario. Entonces,
es importante de que los debates académicos,
incluso los discursos políticos, entiendan esta
dimensión de territorio qué significa para los
pueblos originarios. Porque para nosotros, territorio es estructura, es una correlación, es una
convivencia, es una coexistencia.
Entonces ahí cuando nosotros damos o entendemos el concepto del Kawsak Sacha o
entendemos la filosofía del Kawsak Sacha o
del Sumak Kawsay. Entonces, es el territorio
como decía a iniciar. Esto está en disputa. Para
nosotros es importante el mundo, que la academia, que los cientistas sociales, que los entendidos en derecho, el gobierno, que la sociedad entienda qué lo que significa el territorio en
la modernidad, en la actualidad. Porque desde
ahí estamos anunciando nuestra lucha.
Entonces también los territorios tienen que ver
con lo simbólico y lo espiritual. Entonces nos
parece que las academias deben estar relacionadas con los procesos de lucha que los pueblos llevamos, que deben estar relacionados con
todo el proceso el conocimiento que estamos
anunciado. Porque así podríamos fundamentarnos, tener una idea clara de nuestro territorio,
tener una idea clara por lo que los pueblos estamos luchando para que a nivel planetario se entienda estos procesos. Solamente así podemos
hacer conocer esas alternativas que ya hemos
planteado.

queda escrito. Son las mismas leyes, los que
a veces los están rompiendo los derechos de
la naturaleza.

Y la lucha de Sarayaku ha sido muy importante,
y creo que todos los jóvenes de Sarayaku somos conscientes de todo lo que hemos vivido.

Entonces creo que tal vez en cada país donde
los pueblos indígenas están resistiendo, aún
no nos garantizan el estado de poder nosotros
seguir en nuestros territorios porque siempre
son ellos mismos los que quieren explotar. Y
todos los acuerdos que hacen en cuanto los
internacionales son negociados, y creo que
nunca o tal vez no tienen la idea de alguna
vez escuchar la propuesta de los pueblos originarios, ya que somos nosotros los que estamos todavía cuidando a la naturaleza.

Y desde el tiempo de no sólo de la CGC, sino
de mucho tiempo atrás. Creo que nuestros mayores han trabajado mucho, han luchado mucho.
Se han organizado para poder a que nosotros
sigamos todavía en nuestros territorios libres.

Tenemos el derecho de tener un espacio para
estar en estos acuerdos para que de esta manera podamos seguir, insistiendo no sólo como
pueblos originarios sino el mundo entero.

es Abigail Gualinga. Soy de Sarayaku. Bueno,
yo creo que estos temas, es muy importante de
abordar y que también la gente o los que están viendo sepan cómo los pueblos originarios también estamos tratando de trabajar para
poder asegurar nuestra resistencia. Como decía
Daniel, lo que está escrito de la declaración de
las Naciones Unidas es muy importante, pero
en cada país, por ejemplo aquí en Ecuador sólo

Transcrito por Adriana Guzmán y Joshua Lam.
audiences. They spoke on indigenous rights
and cosmology and their struggles for autonomy on their ancestral lands in the Amazon,
battling the Ecuadorian state and extractive
industries.

Entonces nada más quería hacer una aporte
desde esa perspectiva para que el diálogo
pueda tomarse desde este entendimiento. Compañeros entonces nos seguiríamos profundizando en unas cosas que nos parecen importantes.

Abigail Gualinga: Hola con todos. Mi nombre

Entonces creo que ahora es también el turno de
nosotros seguir reuniéndonos y seguir trabajando para que podamos conservar nuestro territorio y podamos hacer que los derechos que
las Naciones Unidas nos garantiza se plasme y
que sea la práctica, que no sólo quede escrito.
Gracias.

Sarayaku’s Kichwa communities
were central to Ecuador’s first National Indigenous Uprising in 1990 and are at the forefront of indigenous rights mobilization.

On February 24 and 25, 2021, a group of
Sarayaku leaders -- including Mario Santi,
Daniel Santi, Abigail Gualinga and Yaku Viteri -- presented online to Central New York

CUSLAR organized this Public Issues Forum
with Simon Velasquez and the Cornell University Latin American Studies Program. It
was funded in part by the Cornell Law School,
the American Indian and Indigenous Studies
(AIIS) program at Cornell and the Cornell Student Activities Funding Committee.

Watch the video of the forum here:
https://youtu.be/_Pg3lVmvTsw

Find the English translation of the original
Spanish transcript at cuslar.org/sarayaku.
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we must become ‘language warriors’
An address by Emiliano Vera
Good afternoon, buenas tardes.
I’m Emiliano Vera, and I’m a teacher
from Bushnell, IL calling in via Chicago. I grew up between rural Illinois and
Puebla, Mexico, in my abuela’s house
just three blocks away from the forts
where the Mexican army successfully
defended against a much stronger force
of invading European imperialists in
a battle that we now celebrate as 5 de
Mayo (which we celebrate in the U.S.,
Puebla, and nowhere else).
Like many children of immigrants, I felt
like I grew up between two worlds, neither of which I fully fit into. But feeling
like an outsider brought me into the social movements of the poor and dispossessed. As a member of the Unity Across
Language team, I’ve brought up a lot the
feeling of “Impostor Syndrome” that I
would get when I first started doing live
interpretations for the University of the
Poor Zoom classes, and I found out that,
actually, I wasn’t alone in feeling that
way. That “Impostor Syndrome” is common in lots of children of immigrants who
grew up, like I did, feeling like they were
between two worlds.
And it was through talking about our collective experiences interpreting and translating in spaces that organize the poor and
dispossessed that we in the Unity Across
Language team found that we had gained
a wealth of knowledge and experience
that we wanted to share, and that we still
had so much more to learn from our comrades who have been doing this work on
the ground for years.
This forum today is the fruit of those
many discussions. We are here to share
our experiences as organizers of the
working class, the poor, and dispossessed,
across the lines of division drawn by language. To build the kind of movement we
need, we must turn our many tongues into
a tool for the unity of our class. In this
forum, we hope to encourage organizers who work in multilingual spaces to
become true language warriors who are
equipped not just to go be better leaders
in their own organizations, but become
the leaders of a broad coalition of poor
and working people in the US and across
the world.
In becoming language warriors, we are
joining in a long history of struggle of the
poor and dispossessed. The most successful poor peoples’ movements have often
been the ones that successfully bridged
the divide of language in a way that was
intentional, equitable, and central to their
cause.
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For the enslaved and indigenous people
resisting colonization, organizing across
language was a matter of survival. The
Seminoles united indigenous people and
escaped slaves in Florida to resist American wars of conquest for decades. The
Guarani reducciones in Paraguay fought
off Portuguese slave raids and Spanish
colonial authority for hundreds of years,
forging a multilingual state that still has
among the highest number of speakers of
an indigenous American language. Haiti’s
successful revolution was achieved by mobilizing enslaved Black workers abducted
from across Africa, speaking dozens of different languages, united by their enslavement and a common promise of freedom
and equality.
As capitalism developed and the U.S. took
in droves of European peasants fleeing
oppression only to turn them into immiserated industrial workers, the most radical
sectors of the labor movement were led by
socialists, communists, and anarchists who
organized among the immigrant workers, holding lively rallies of thousands of
people speaking Italian, Russian, Yiddish,
German, Polish, Hungarian, and countless
other languages.
Meanwhile, the despotic Russian Empire
that was called the Prisonhouse of Nations was overthrown in the world’s first
successful proletarian revolution by an oppressed class unified across 200 languages against the oppression of the czar. The
multinational, multilingual Union of Soviet Socialist Republics that emerged would
prove its commitment to internationalism
and unity across language time and time
again, for example, in the Baku Conference of the Peoples of the East, gathering
organizers from across the colonized countries in Asia and Africa.
And no country has done more for the
cause of internationalism for its size than
Cuba, which has not only trained high
quality doctors and teachers around the
world, but also fought alongside the anti-colonial struggle in countries like Angola, where Che Guevara’s “Portuñol” -- or
Portuguese and Spanish mix -- built the
solidarity needed for victory against colonialists and apartheid invaders.
As language warriors, we are guided by the
wisdom of the struggles of the past. And
we desperately need to build that solidarity
now. Remember, we’re not just living in
the shadow of Trump - immigrant communities are every bit as much under attack
now as they were 6 months ago. For some
communities, the Biden administration has
ratcheted up attacks, for example, increasing the deportation of Haitians to an even
higher rate than under Trump.
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On May 8, 2021 CUSLAR and the University of the Poor
hosted a bilingual online forum called “Unity Across
Language: multilingual organizing for social change.”
It featured Leonardo Vilchis of the Los Angeles Tenants
Union / Union de Vecinos, Abel Luna of Justicia Migrante of Vermont, Natalia Fajardo of Vecinos Unidos of Wisconsin, and Sergio Hurtado of Movimiento Cosecha.
From the University of the Poor Unity Across Language
team, Emiliano Vera gave this address, speaking to the
need for “language warriors” of the poor and dispossessed. Weber Anderson and Yessenia Gutierrez provided
simultaneous interpretation in English and Spanish.
Funding support was provided by the Cornell Language
Resource Center and the Student Activities Funding
Commission.

Materials related to the forum are available at
cuslar.org/ual.

As true leaders of our multilingual class, several of the
organizations here led a rally on May Day demanding a
halt to Biden’s deportations. It is clear that, as Trumpism
refuses to fade away and polite liberals go back to ignoring our children locked in cages and our families being
torn apart, we need more than ever to unite our voices.
In English, Spanish, French, Kreyol, Tagalog, Chinese,
Vietnamese and more, we say “Enough!”
Furthermore, we can’t let language organizing be something that we put in a corner for just the immigration
activists to worry about. No country is homogenous,
and speakers of non-dominant languages also tend to
be among the most oppressed members of the poor and
dispossessed. In the US, 60 million people speak a language other than English at home, 25 million of whom

CHAOS AND GENOCIDE IN BRAZIL
By Liszt Vieira

Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro’s rhetoric addresses not reason, but emotions and prejudice.
The typical “Bolsonarist” rejects fact-based reality and only accepts what he wants to hear.
That is the secret of the fake news industry
managed by Cambridge Analytica that handled
the UK’s Brexit elections in June 2016, Donald
Trump in the U.S. in November 2016 and Bolsonaro in Brazil in November 2018.

The president’s fascist ethos seeks to destroy
democracy. The government is destroying natural resources. The disastrous effects of global
warming and climate change are already being
felt. World Health Organization Director of Public Health and Environment, Maria Neira, was
quoted in El País in February saying that “70 percent of the last epidemic outbreaks started with
deforestation. The Ebola, SARS and HIV viruses
jumped from animals to humans after the masThe advance of the extreme right in several sive destruction of tropical forests.”
countries has shown that reason and science
were powerless to contain lies supported by Brazil is on the verge of chaos. Not only in
ignorance, prejudice and conspiracy theories. Manaus is there a collapse in the health system.
This “post truth” policy based on fake news suf- Across the country, people are dying in ambufered a blow with the defeat of Trump in 2020. lances due to a lack of hospital beds. The most
Yet it is still in effect in Brazil, where the worrying variants of the coronavirus are already
denial of the pandemic and the sabotage prevalent in six states, says the Brazilian Scientifof the vaccine are highlights of Bol- ic Institution FIOCRUZ. In several places of the
sonaro’s official necropolitics, insensitive to the country, people die without access to beds and
increasing deaths by COVID.
respirators.
There are more than 400,000 dead. Brazil has
the second highest death toll by country, and
until the recent spike in India, we were first
in daily averages. In April, we suffered 4,000
deaths per day. Nevertheless, weapons are the
priorities of the government that has boycotted
funds for health, education, science, culture, environment – all things they see as unproductive
expenses. The state governors opened a front of
political struggle for the purchase of vaccines.

Worldwide, Brazil is seen as a health threat, as
an open door to more lethal variants of coronavirus. Faced with a catastrophic picture, after a
record number of deaths by COVID, Bolsonaro
said: “Enough of the bullshit. How long will you
be crying?”

speak English less than “very well”. Over half
of those are Spanish speakers, with the other
half representing millions of people speaking
hundreds of languages.

Empire. Businesses hire language specialists
to break into new markets. And even well
meaning nonprofits can get defanged by the
constant lure of grant money from billionaire-funded foundations.

From Larry Itliong, Cesar Chavez and Dolores
Huerta uniting Filipino and Mexican agricultural laborers in California into the United
Farm Workers, to the Bernie Sanders campaign
turning out record numbers of Spanish, Arabic,
and Somali speaking restaurant workers to vote
in 2020, Unity Across Language means bringing together not just the biggest languages, but
the dispossessed from everywhere, regardless
of language or immigration status.
Finally, keep in mind that while we are the language warriors for our class, the ruling class
has its own language warriors. We know that
language is an important front of struggle because of the millions of dollars that the CIA,
the State Department, and the Military spend
on training people in “strategic languages” for
the purpose of expanding and administering the

Brazil is heading for chaos. Bolsonaro has already shown signs of insanity. Many psychologists consider him a psychopath. And psychoanalysts have already

Our goal is not just to be proficient in different languages -- we must be able to speak the
languages of the working class in the way
that the working class speaks them, with
clarity that comes from being immersed in
struggle with our people. In doing so, we
are developing new leaders from among the
poor and working class, and bring out the
voices of leaders from language communities that aren’t heard enough. And one of the
amazing effects of Unity Across Language is
that, by learning to speak clearly with people in another language, you also learn how
to communicate more clearly in your own. In
building Unity Across Language, we are also
constructing a common consciousness of the
international working class.

defined him as a perverse being who takes pleasure in the pain of others. The greater the pain,
the greater the pleasure. Genocide becomes a
source of pleasure. In civil society, many are
already asking for legal intervention, as 60 impeachment requests have been shelved. Others
speak of the “National Salvation Committee” to
guide and decide public policies to protect the
life and economic survival of Brazilians.
Many governments around the world have taken measures to mitigate the crisis worsened
under the pandemic: payment of a part of workers’ wages, transfer of non-refundable funds to
companies affected by the lockdown, creation
of a state bank to finance infrastructure and a
small increase in corporate income tax rates
from next year onwards. In Brazil, the government rejects even giving 100 dollars a month of
emergency aid!
Bolsonaro has kept his promise. He has said, “I
came to destroy, not to build.” Supporting this
insane destruction are large parts of the private
sector, the military, evangelicals, judges, and
politicians who support a government that generates chaos and commits genocide.
Liszt Vieira is a retired university professor
in Brazil.

So, we’ve set high goals for ourselves today.
We are building Unity Across Language in
order to strengthen our organizing among the
poor and dispossessed, in our communities,
throughout the country, and across the whole
world. We have the models of the struggles of
the past and our own experiences in organizing our multilingual class, and we are here to
learn from the experiences of other leaders of
our class. It is an urgent task, because many of
the people who we care about are at as much
risk as ever. But Unity Across Language for the
poor and working class means that we must act
strategically, learning how to communicate in
order to unite to build power across our identities. Let’s get started!
Emiliano Vera is an organizer with the Illinois
Poor People’s Campaign, the University of
the Poor and the Western Illinois Democratic
Socialists of America. They work as a teacher
in Bushnell, IL.
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Coronavirus and the extreme right:
what is left of Brazil?
By Ana Elisa Corrêa and Beatriz Vieira

The recent conditions of Brazilian society
have been published in the mainstream media worldwide, causing horror and pity from
a diverse international audience. Among the
effects of the economic crisis set in motion
by the modus operandi of world capitalism,
in 2020 Brazil plunged into the murky waters of a double horror: the coronavirus pandemic and the Jair Bolsonaro administration.
On the one hand, the advance of the extreme
right in the political leadership of the country is
the result of a major popular desire expressed on
presidential elections, Sunday family struggles
and social media. On the other hand, it has been
terrorizing a great part of the population that is
experiencing uncontrolled transmission of the
coronavirus. Intermittent interruptions of trade
in states and districts, in spite of the protests of a
federal negationist government, prove to be insufficient to stop the contagion that presents brief
respite and then returns to the upward curve.
Every day we observe, astonished, the exponential increase in the number of deaths, which
reached more than 4,000 per day in April 2021.
The hospital beds and ICUs are full, people are
dying in lines waiting for respirators, and health
professionals desperately request help watching intubated patients who lie awake due to
lack of sedative, to then perish by asphyxiation.
Vaccination has been slow. The lack of vaccines suggests that it will be impossible
to guarantee the second doses of those already vaccinated with Coronavac, and just
as impossible to keep up with the vaccination schedule for the elderly by age group.
Despite contamination being well above the
level considered minimally safe for public collective activities, several states have reopened
schools without guaranteeing basic sanitary
conditions. This puts the school community
at risk and could lead to new waves of contagion and death. Emergency financial aid for
the poor, in precarious and intermittent jobs
or unemployed, was suspended and returns
this month reduced to less than 50 percent of
the initial value. The meager R$ 150 a month
(US$30) is barely enough to feed a person,
reaching R$ 275 (US$55) for women with
children, which is still far from guaranteeing
the support of a family’s minimum nutrition.
Faced with this social tragedy that the Brazilian
reality has become, would the general population and its historically organized popular movements just watch this extermination paralyzed?
Are we just letting ourselves be murdered by
policies enacted by a negationist state of exception? At this point, it is crucial to participate in
careful reflection. Depending on the facts chosen and the lens used to study them, it is possible to carry out radically different analyses.

22

Committee on U.S. - Latin American Relations

On the one hand: PROTESt isn’t working
In a pandemic context, street demonstrations
have become a risky and contradictory option
in the face of the denialism that we confront
daily. Despite the need to differentiate ourselves from the extreme right positions, some
collective initiatives have risked proposing
demonstrations on-site, guaranteeing a certain
social distance during street protests. But it is a
fact that no significant demonstration has managed to make an impact, such as those that occurred just before we entered social isolation.
Since March 2020, through social networks
campaigns organized by left movements, parties and unions, there have been repeated “panelaços” during presidential announcements:
individuals bang pots in their living room, kitchen, or balcony. Exasperated individuals shout
“Fora Bolsonaro” (Leave, Bolsonaro!) seeking
some space for public protest against the suffocating feeling that took over the country. Rallies organized by parties, unions, movements,
left fronts and social collectives from the broad
progressive field gathered up to 1,000 cars in
some state capitals demonstrating against the
genocidal policy, in defense of life and the Unified [Public] Health System (Sistema Único
de Saúde - SUS). However, we cannot ignore
the fact that there were also caravans and street
demonstrations in defense of the government
and its obscurantist policy, although in most
cases with a numerically smaller participation.
As a necessary response to the economic and
subjective devastation, many have been the
networks and actions of solidarity formed to
support vulnerable populations. In this sense,
the articulation of social movements is important, seeking resources and logistical organization for the distribution of basic needs items in
the peripheries of large urban centers, including
food and hygiene kits to prevent viral transmission. A certain spirit of mutual aid has led many
people to individually contribute to relatives,
neighbors, friends, friends of friends or total

strangers, who have lost a family member or
who are unable to maintain their livelihood. Networks of psychologists and psychoanalysts are
organized to serve many Brazilians immersed
in a condition of mental suffering, of which
people rarely manage to escape by themselves.

On the other hand: denialism and covid kits
Brazil is undoubtedly experiencing a mass extermination that, however absurd it may seem,
is not significantly eroding the support of about
30 percent of the electorate that approves this
genocidal policy. Is this considerable portion
of Brazilians willing to let themselves die?
The early treatment kit has managed to get
great popular support from everyone including die-hard Bolsonarists, those who say they
regret their vote for the extreme right or even
those who voted for the left. Putting together
a cocktail of drugs with no evidence of effectiveness in combating disease, the “COVID
kit” has been, we dare say, as popular as the use
of masks and sanitizer. The remedies that “after all, do not hurt” can be found in any pharmacy at popular prices – proving themselves
worthy competitors against Big Pharma and
strengthening conspiracy theories a la Q’Anon.
People rely on the COVID kit because there
is no certainty about a vaccine that can cover everyone in short time. The long wait for a
vaccine that will take too long to be effective
can, in people’s minds, be replaced by an immediate response, albeit a remedy of doubtful
effectiveness. Something is being done, it appears. Here and now. And those who cannot
avoid going out every day to go to work, that
is, a huge number of formal and informal workers from middle and lower classes in Brazil,
cannot bear to be eternally afraid and to wait
for death, for themselves and their loved ones.
Based on a series of individual and collective
protests, we can also identify that there are
many people who have had to embrace denialism because of a desperate need to work.

Beyond the idea of a purist ethical issue, work
and life are mixed in an inextricably – and perhaps for many – unbearable way. A video of a
supposed professor at the Federal University of
Pará circulated on social media, in which she
desperately cries out to return to face-to-face
work, stating that she is willing to give her life
for an on-site return to the University, that she
can no longer stand inside the house like an animal, “licking the furniture.” Regardless of the
veracity of the video, there are real movements
underway in Brazilian society that claim, regardless of contagion rates, for the public and collective face-to-face returns, such as noticed the
numerous local, state and even national movements for opening commerce, schools, and bars.
The home office proved to be an unbearable experience, leading students and workers of different shades to exhaustion and despair. The work to
which we are already accustomed, or imprisoned
to, has become digital torture, while the home
has become a space of widespread suffering.
For those who are not “privileged” with formal work (online or on-site), in other words,
for the superfluous population, the homeless
and those in overcrowded slums and urban peripheries, a lockdown with mobility restrictions
aggravates the struggle for survival which is
already so painful. This tortuous terrain seems
to be fertile for the crazy “solutions” presented by the current extreme right government.
In face of all this, in addition to online campaigns, caravans, “panelaços” and solidarity
communities, where else could social movements, organized for decades to fight for poor
Brazilians’ fundamental rights, intervene?

But why has the electoral option, seeking to
restore a government policy that manages
compensatory social policies and a neoliberal
economic policy, become the main goal for
Brazilian social movements? We come closer
to some material response when we go back
to this Lula´s statement and ask: what is the
consequence of this conciliation policy for
Brazilian social movements? Only a careful
historical reconstruction could bring better
explanations for the institutionalization process and the insertion in capitalist order of
some of the most significant social movements ever seen in the contemporary global
experience, which were transmuted, in spite
of its members collective will, from radical
critics to managers of barbarism. This is not
just a Brazilian experience, but, keeping in
mind the particularities, also of other Latin
American countries that nurtured hope on the
“pink tide” of leftist governments in the early
2000s. This process, besides heading off potentially anti-systemic struggles, has disarmed
possibilities of radical criticism, disconnecting social activists and their organizations
from the daily life of the grassroots, generally shaped by the logic of the capitalist state.

looking to the 2022 elections and beyond

The “army of João Pedro Stédile,” the primary public face of the Movimento dos
Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (Landless
Workers Movement), that Lula threatened
to put on the streets to defend Dilma Roussef´s government from the extreme right in
2015, was already at that time nothing more
than an unarmed and ragged army. And this
“army” recently seems to be fighting battles
aiming the return to its former jobs in the
higher and lower state bureaucratic echelons, including public-private partnerships .

A huge amount of energy and resources are being dedicated to the electoral race that will take
place in 2022. All hope seems to be devoted to
the next elections to rid the country of the double horror, coronavirus and Bolsonaro. Former
president and immensely popular Workers’ Party (PT) leader Luiz Inácio “Lula” da Silva was
released from prison after blatant irregularities
were revealed in the task force against corruption led by Sérgio Moro, “Operation Car-Wash.”

But this tendency doesn’t refer only to the
Landless Movement and goes beyond the
loyalty or combativeness of its individual activists. We’re seeing a worldwide regression
regarding struggles that used to go beyond
State and parliament. The struggle for rights
urban and rural landless people, Blacks,
Women, LGBT, indigenous people, each
group with its own strengths and limits cannot
escape the historical defeats that surround us.

Lula appears now as a shining star that will
free us from the darkness of “Bolsonarism,”
as if this government was responsible for producing a reactionary and obscurantist collective conscience, and not the opposite.
In a recent interview by the journalist Reinaldo
Azevedo in April, Lula clearly expressed what he
recognizes as the greatest Workers’ Party contribution from 2003 to 2014 while it held the presidency. He spoke of the greatest and most successful conciliation policy between capital and labor
ever seen in the history of Brazil. In a time of
low expectations and ongoing genocide, it is to
be expected that a chance for Lula’s return will
renew the hopes of social activists from a range
of movements, including old critics of the PT.

Although they have been nurturing experiences of collectivity and humanity that actually save lives, they depend, ultimately, on
begging resources from indebted companies
and states, or on the success of their integration into the capitalist market. As it could
not be otherwise, this systemic, economic,
political, social and environmental crisis is
also the crisis of the forms of leftist struggle and resistance in Brazil and worldwide.
After a decade and a half in state power,
the left, institutionalized or not, became the
defender of democracy and its institutions,
and thus got mixed up in order that does
not stand still, destroyed by the advance
of the economic crisis and the pandemic.

Vulnerable populations can then find someone to
blame for their misery and choose as an immediate alternative an extreme right that ideologically
revolts against the media, corporations, the legislature, the judiciary, against “all that is out there”
(quoting here Bolsonaro’s campaign) . To an
unbearable reality is added an extreme right that
claims things are going to radically change. This
reversal of roles choked the social movements
which, unarmed, were exasperated by the massive advance of conservative ideas among popular sectors. This is a sad reality that today remains
without effective answers by the Brazilian lefts.

finally: if we cannot escape
If we cannot escape these woes, beyond
what has been done so far by social movements, is there nothing else on the battle front?
Continuously new collectives have been raised,
even only in the virtual world. Students, teachers, education workers, health professionals,
app drivers and delivery workers, public transport drivers, street sweepers and many other
affinity groups, mainly linked to their sector of
work, have come together based on the need to
think collectively about how to resist the compulsion to work in the present situation, often
without the guarantee of sanitary conditions by
the employers, exposing so many to the virus.
Therefore, on one hand, the planetary structural crisis undoubtedly includes the historical social struggles crisis. And it is most important to
deeply analye our own past experiences in order to avoid reinforcing the same structure we
aimed to destroy. Worse than being unsuccessful in overcoming capitalism is to become part
of its tragic management. On the other hand, in
pandemic Brazil the struggle for work and the
struggle for life are more than ever combined
in potential explosions. And while alive we
cannot stop resisting n behalf of our humanity.
If we cannot escape, let our capture reveal the
revolt of the caged animal and not the bovine
passivity that the Bolsonaro’s government is so
proud of cultivating. A time of revolts without
a clear direction, without a negotiating commission, without control, has opened since the
beginning of the 2010s. From the most socially
explosive, such as the June 2013 revolts in Brazil and the Chilean uprising in 2019, to the most
local oriented protests, such as the Brazilian high
school students occupations in 2015/16 and the
recent strikes of app drivers and delivery workers around the world, it is undeniable that there is
something new for the social struggle. All explosions involve risks. After all, the uncontrollability
of their strength and reach is evident. As the options run out, it may be time to face the fear of being out of control and the risk of getting burned.
Ana Elisa Corrêa is a professor in social sciences at the Federal University of Minas Gerais
(UFMG) in Brazil. Beatriz Vieira is a professor
of history at the Rio de Janeiro State University
(UERJ) in Brazil.
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looking back, looking forward

CUSLAR

From outgoing CUSLAR Coordinator, Tim W. Shenk:

915 N. Cayuga St., Ithaca, NY 14850 USA

So many experiences at CUSLAR have shaped me these last ten years.
I’ll highlight two of them here.
In the left column are images of the Cornell-CUSLAR Global Health
Program in the Dominican Republic, in which we took Cornell
students to Santo Domingo for four summers between 2014-18. We
learned so much from our hosts on Calle Sucre, and especially from
our principal partner, Dr. Angel Pichardo Almonte.
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At right are memories of CUSLAR’s 50th Anniversary celebration in
2015. Mary Jo Dudley, Cornelia Flora, Joel Gajardo, Pamela Sertzen
and Fidel Santana shared words at our opening panel. Shailly Gupta
Barnes and Santana presented the next day while Alicia Swords and I
served as interpreters. This reunion brought together cuslareños and
cuslareñas from every decade since CUSLAR’s founding in 1965,
so the embraces were long and heartfelt. Here’s to many more.
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