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Abstract

Spatial insights into the workings of social movements have received little attention in
established social movement theory so far. Emphasis is usually placed on the temporal
dimensions of social change, and most accounts of social movements examine only briefly
the particular worldly place out of which a given movement emerges, before the more
‘serious’ analysis focuses on the movement structures and how it is inscribed in the wider
global changes of history. This thesis argues that an approach to social movements via their
specific geographies or, more analytically, their spatialities provides a deeper
understanding of both a movement’s particularity ‘on the ground’, and the ways in which
social movement agency is articulated across different scales from the local to the global.
Through a genealogy of spatial theorising it is shown how ‘space’ and ‘place’ matter in
social movement theory and research. A place perspective is then offered on the social
movement of black communities on Colombia’s Pacific coast that has mobilised in the
wake of the new Constitution of 1991 in the form of ethnic-territorial organisations that
defend their rights to cultural difference as intrinsically linked to territorial control.
Focusing less on the social movement structures per se than on the ‘pre-geographies’ or
‘soils’ out of which social movement agency emerges, this thesis advocates an
ethnographic cultural geography and applies thick description and the voices of local
people on the Colombian Pacific coast to unlock the ‘aquatic sense of place’ among rural
black populations in this region. The ‘aquatic space’ as a particular set of spatialised social
relationships in the Pacific lowlands is then examined and the ways in which it has been
instrumental in the organising structures of rural black communities into community
councils along river basins. These processes are further examined in the light of capitalist
and state interventions that frequently mediate them, thus creating complex interactions
between ethnic social movements, the state and capital.

The thesis concludes by arguing that such a place perspective on social movements,
drawing on both resource-mobilisation thcofie§ and identity-oriented perspectives and
grounding them in space, provides deej;er fi;\s‘igh’é‘é;‘into the workings of social movements

than established social movement theory.
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CHAPTER 1

Geography, social movements, black communities and

Colombian labyrinths: but what exactly is this PhD all about?

The sixth planet was a planet ten times as immense. There lived an old man who
wrote enormous books. [...] ‘What is this heavy book?’ - the little prince asked. ‘What
are you doing here?’ ‘I am a geographer’ - said the old man. ‘What is this, a
geographer?’ ‘A wise man who knows where the seas are, the rivers, the towns, the
mountains and the deserts.’ ‘This is really interesting’ - said the little prince. ‘At last
a true profession!’

Saint-Exupéry (1971:64-65)

So there you have it. We are ‘wise men’ (and women?!) exercising a ‘true profession’ that
is characterised by the knowledge of location (the seas, rivers, towns, mountains and
deserts). It is worthwhile bearing in mind these words of the ‘old man’, as I am trying to
expand the meaning of the concept of geographical location, or rather to emphasise its link
to the subjectivities of place in the analysis of the place-based cultural and political
struggle of the social movement of black communities on Colombia’s Pacific coast. To do
this, I must know the place where the movement emerges, where the people who form that
movement live, and what it means to them living in this place that is the Colombian Pacific
coast. Because this place and the subjectivities, identities and passions that it generates
with locals make a difference to the ways in which the movement organises and articulates
itself. I will therefore provide a spatialised analysis of social movement practice in this
thesis, in particular uncovering the geographies of the ‘preconditions’ of resistance (the
pre-existing people, cultures, places), rather than focusing on the social movement per se
and its structures, politics and strategies. As an organising category for these preconditions
or ‘soils’ out of which a subsequent social movement emerges, I make use of the concept
of the ‘aquatic space’ that conceptualises the everyday social relationships amongst black
communities as profoundly conditioned by various aquatic elements that the specific
environment in the Pacific provides. I propose an ethnographic cultural geography,
applying extensive participant observation and deep ethnography as the privileged research
methodologies, to uncover local meanings of place, and to show how these impact on the

recent political organisation processes in the Colombian Pacific. It is then not only
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characteristic of our ‘true profession’ as geographers to know where the seas and rivers are,
but also where social movement agency emerges and what particular forms it takes on in

specific places. The little prince would be enthralled at such a prospect.

Reflections of a ‘wise man’ on the social reality of protest at the beginning of the new
millennium

Recent years have seen an increase in protest movements all over the world. This trend is
characterised by a diversification of struggles, ranging from feminism, ecology, anti-racist,
to land and ethnic struggles. In sociological terms it has been argued that a shift has
occurred away from class-based to identity-based conflicts (Melucci 1989, Castells 1997),
although the former do not disappear. More recently, globalising resistance networks have
been formed that connect a large number of locally based social movements across space to
address wider questions and to articulate their protests globally (Routledge 2001). Local
problematics are increasingly regarded as intrinsically entwined with global issues on all
kinds of scales. It is this entanglement of the local and the global, which some have
referred to as ‘glocalisation’ (Robertson 1995, Beck 1998), that may be considered one of
the outstanding characteristics of our ‘condition of postmodernity’ (Harvey 1989).

It is maybe social movements who best articulate the contradictions of late
capitalism at the beginning of this new millennium. Theorising social movements is
therefore not only an act of reflection on protest and social action, but also an examination
of a changing social reality and its spatial constitution. This is perhaps why social
movement research has recently attracted an increasing interest from throughout the social
sciences. There is a common understanding among social movement researchers that these
‘new’ forms of protest require new theories of social action, both to explain the emergence
and the development of social movements through time and space, and to reflect on their
future potentials (McAdam et al. 1996, Alvarez et al. 1998).

Social movement theory has been a dynamic field of social inquiry that has
experienced a number of paradigm shifts (and/or entanglements) since the Second World
War. The most influential theoretical trend that established itself in the 1970s was
resource-mobilisation theory (RMT), itself the synthesis of a number of theoretical currents
that emerged in the 1960s. RMT, however, came increasingly under pressure in the 1980s,
when its insufficiency at accounting for the cultural dimensions of social protest was

critiqued. This cultural component was embraced in new ways of theorising social
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movements that emphasised processes of identity construction, an approach that I refer to
as identity-oriented perspective (IOP) in this thesis. This was also a ‘new’ arena in which
anthropologists situated their inquiries. Yet, bar a few exceptions (e.g. Slater 1985),
geographers and the particular geographies of social movements were conspicuously
absent from social movement theory. This conceptual and methodological void has more
recently been addressed in terms of conceptualising the ‘spatiality of resistance’ (Routledge
1997) and the ‘spatialities of social movements’ (Slater 1998).

This PhD should be understood as a further contribution to the geographical debates
in social movement research. It acknowledges the ‘cultural turn’ in social sciences in
general, and emphasises the need for a ‘geographical turn’ in social movement theory in
particular (to use the ‘turning’ metaphor of Cook et al. 2000). Drawing on these debates,
this PhD provides a spatial approach to the social movement of black communities on
Colombia’s Pacific coast, striving to understand the particularities of place and culture out
of which this movement has emerged, and which it in turn mobilises in its project of
cultural politics. Applying deep ethnography, I reveal the particular sets of historically
formed spatialised social relationships in play along the river basins of Colombia’s Pacific
coast, conceptualising them in terms of the ‘aquatic space’, and detailing them as the
spatial preconditions for social movement mobilisation and organising. These spatial
preconditions can be considered as the ‘soils’ out of which the movement emerges, and
what it draws upon in its strategies and concrete articulations of resistance.

In many ways, I employ here a less common research strategy and narrative in the
analysis of this movement. Although I have researched the movement’s structures, its
negotiations with the government and the increasing interaction with globalising resistance
networks, and will make constant references to these research findings throughout this
thesis, I will focus my analysis on the sense of place and local aquatic identities as
important spatial preconditions for social movement mobilisation. My narrative style
follows this analytical strategy in that it flows like the rivers of the Colombian Pacific
coast, meandering through the local aquatic imaginaries of the tropical rain forests.
Privileged representation is therefore given to the voices of local peasants and fishermen

. o e . . 1
over the often institutionalised discourses of urban movement leaders.

' I use the term ‘fishermen’ throughout this thesis, as the fishing activities amongst rural black populations
on Colombia’s Pacific coast are almost exclusively undertaken by men, even if women may occasionally
engage in certain fishing practices as well.
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In order to place these developments into their geographical, historical, socio-
economic and spatio-cultural context, though, I will discuss in this introductory chapter
some of the outstanding moments and features of Colombia’s (official) history and societal
development. I will then briefly outline how Colombia’s new Constitution of 1991 has
provided a favourable legislative context for black ethnic-territorial mobilisation on the
Pacific coast. The latter is articulated by, amongst others, the Process of Black
Communities PCN (Proceso de Comunidades Negras), a social movement that I introduce

later in this ch.apter.2

Colombia: into the labyrinth of Macondo®

All my work corresponds to a geographic or historical reality. It is not magical
realism and all these things which are said. When you read Bolivar, you realise that
all the others have, in some way, a documented base, an historical base, a
geographic basis which is proved with ‘The General’.
Garcia Mdrquez (quoted in Pearce 1990:4)
Colombia is a country of an exuberant tropical geography and very diverse regions (Guhl
1975). It is located in the north-western part of South America, bordering with Panama to
the north, Venezuela to the east, Brazil and Peru to the south-east and Ecuador to the south
(Figure 1.1). Colombia is also the only country in South America that borders with two
oceans, the Atlantic Ocean on its Caribbean coast to the north and the Pacific Ocean to the
west. Prominent in Colombia’s geography is the mountainous region of the west, where
three mountain ranges of the Andes, the Western, Central and Eastern Cordillera, cut the

country and define its climatic variations. Deep valleys separate the ranges, notably those

of the two great rivers, the Cauca and Magdalena.

2 As I have mentioned before, this PhD does not intend to discuss social movement structures in great detail,
since I am mainly concerned with uncovering the preconditions for social movement mobilisation.
Therefore, a more detailed analysis of the PCN will appear in future publications.

* Macondo is the fictional community on Colombia’s Caribbean coast created by Gabriel Garcia Marquez,
the Colombian literature Nobel prize-winner in 1982, in his novel One Hundred Years of Solitude (1970). It
has become a symbol of ‘magical realism’, the literary trend associated with the ‘boom’ in Latin American
fiction in the 1960s and 1970s. Yet, Colombia itself often seems to take on Macondian dimensions in which
the boundaries between the ‘magic’ and the ‘real’ get blurred, and I certainly found my own personal
Macondo in my fieldwork site, Guapi. The image of the ‘labyrinth’ in this section’s title is taken from Garcia
Marquez’s book The General in his Labyrinth (1991), a novel that recreates the liberator Bolivar’s last
journey. This imagery has also been used by Jenny Pearce in her book Colombia: Inside the Labyrinth
(1990), the principal English-language source which I have used in the analysis presented in this section.
Other sources include: Pécaut (1973, 1993), Leal Buitrago (1984, 1995), Diaz Uribe (1986), Sanchez and
Pefiarando (1986), Guzman Campos and others (1986), Pizarro (1987), Leal Buitrago and Zamosc (1991),
and Leal Buitrago and Davila (1991).



CHAPTER 1: Geography, social movements, black communities and Colombian labyrinths

Y Y
______ Iadl ; X 9
CARIBBEAN SEA
Py A AN
(==
Barranquilla - @ . v——v
c-nngom_(b/ I .

/\

N

r
VENEZUELA

N
Y
Buc.nnmang.

\ \\‘s § :{\\&\

Llanos Orientales

ECUADOR
BRAZIL

NN Area above 2,000 metres Amazon Basin

77 Pacific lowlands

400
km i

—

Figure 1.1 Map of Colombia
Source: adapted from Wade (1997a:28)



CHAPTER 1: Geography, social movements, black communities and Colombian labyrinths

This region covers 26 per cent of the country’s land mass, but 80 per cent of the population
lives there. It is also the centre of the country’s economy. To the east, there is a low-lying
flat region made up of huge savannahs (/lanos orientales) to the north and extensive rain
forests to the south. Less than two per cent of the population lives in these areas.

The Pacific lowlands, the region under study in this thesis, lie to the west of the
Occidental Andean range and extend for some 1,300 kilometres from Ecuador in the south
to Panama in the north. They cover an area of almost ten million hectares of tropical rain
forest which contains one of the world’s highest levels of biodiversity. They are inhabited
by around 1.3 million people, some three per cent of Colombia’s total national population.
A region geographically separated from Colombia’s interior by the Western Andean
mountain range, it has variously been described as the ‘hidden littoral’ (Yacup 1934) or the
‘periphery of the periphery’ (Granda 1977) due to its physical and economic marginality in
relation to the rest of the country. Of interest to the Spaniards during colonial times for its
rich alluvial gold prospects, the region’s economic picture has typically been of a “boom-
and-bust’ economy imposed on a subsistence economy since the mid-19th century, in
which during relatively short time spans natural products are exploited intensively
responding to external demands, before a decline in demand leads to a rapid decrease and
collapse of these economies. Both the ‘ivory nut’ (fagua) and the rubber exploitation on the
Pacific coast in the first half of the 20th century are typical of these boom-and-bust cycles,
while local people continued to practice a subsistence economy of fishing, agriculture and
gathering for their everyday needs. Since the 1960s the region has been an important
source of the country’s timber supply, which has led to high levels of deforestation that
pose a threat to traditional life styles of local populations in many areas. More recently, the
region has attracted strategic attention in national development plans with view to
conserving and exploiting its biodiversity, for example, by pharmaceutical industries.

Colombia’s ecological and geographical diversity is matched by its ethnic
composition. According to the last census in 1993, 532,233 indigenous people live in the
country (DANE 1993). They belong to 81 different indigenous groups and make up 1.6 per
cent of the nation’s total population of 33,109,840. There are furthermore an estimated 25
per cent of Afro-Colombians, the remainder being made up of a mixed mestizo

population.4 The country is currently passing through a highly critical moment of political

* Yet, see my later discussion in Chapter 5 on the unreliability of racial population data in this census.
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instability. Its escalating internal armed conflict has been likened to civil war dimensions.
Powerful guerrilla groups effectively control over forty per cent of the national territory
and also large parts of the lucrative illegal drug traffic. Right-wing paramilitary groups
have extended their areas of influence, leaving terror and intimidation in their wake. The
leaders of an emerging civil society are targeted by selective killings from right-wing death
squads, and the state is too weak or unwilling to safeguard its population. There are
currently some two million internally displaced people in Colombia, who have mostly fled
their rural homes after having been subject to intimidation and threats to their lives. These
people arrive in the larger cities, where they contribute to the chaotic conditions of the
urban space, as they have to adapt to new surroundings that may never become theirs. The
cruelties and atrocities of Colombia’s internal conflict seem to surpass all imagination, but
one must remember that civil war, armed uprisings and bloody repression have a long
tradition in Colombian history. In fact, Colombia in the 19th century has been described as
a ‘country of permanent war’ (Sanchez & Pefiaranda 1986). Following the Wars of
Independence from Spain (1810-1816), there were eight general civil wars, fourteen local
civil wars, countless small uprisings, two international wars with Ecuador and three coups
d’états. These wars were never ended in decisive victories, but merely provided short
breathing spaces before renewed fighting took place.

Responsibility for these wars lay with the two political parties that formed in the
mid 19th century, and which still dominate Colombian politics in a hegemonic way today;
the Liberal Party founded in 1848, and the Conservative Party founded in 1849.
Allegiances to the two parties were sworn by the rural and the urban poor, who expected
some kind of favour or reward in return from the local landowner or politician. There were
no discernible differences in their respective politics at first. The penetration of the two
parties into popular consciousness, though, polarised society to the extent that people
believed that differences really did exist. As the first party conflicts ensued, ordinary
people witnessed how their families and friends were killed under the banner of one or
other of the parties. As this pattern was reproduced on countless occasions, loyalties and
hatreds were born with deep personal roots, and bipartisan clientelist structures and
‘hereditary party identification’ (Zamosc 1989:106) were mobilised in successive civil
wars. Different from many other Latin American countries, Colombia’s internal wars were
only rarely fought by the army and more usually by ordinary people in the countryside who
rallied behind the interest of the local land-holding oligarchy, thus creating profound bonds
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of personal allegiance. These clientelist structures are still today one of the outstanding
characteristics of Colombia’s party political system (Leal Buitrago & Dévila 1991), which,
as I will explain in Chapter 6, has also had a profound impact on local organising structures
of black communities on Colombia’s Pacific coast.

The presidency of General José Hilario Lopez (1849-1853) inaugurated 37 years of
Liberal government. A federalist liberal constitution was drawn up in 1863 that renamed
the country the United States of Colombia. By diffusing power to the regions, however,
regional armies and oligarchs disputed power in almost forty rebellions and uprisings.
When power reverted to the Conservatives in 1885, they passed an authoritarian centralist
constitution in 1886. This is seen by some as the first attempt at a national political project
by the land-owning class (Pearce 1990). It considerably strengthened the powers of the
president and restored the role of the Catholic Church in education and as an element of
social order, previously undermined by the Liberal government. The years between 1885
and 1930 saw a period of Conservative hegemonic rule and came to be known as the
Conservative Republic, although political negotiations between the parties ensured that
some Liberal politicians occupied government posts in order to diffuse the more radical
elements in both parties. Nevertheless, against the backdrop of a deep economic crisis in
1899, when world coffee prices fell dramatically, Liberal leaders resorted once again to
war in what was to become one of the longest and most destructive of Colombia’s civil
wars, the Thousand Day War (Guerra de Mil Dias) from 1899 to 1902. Facing a
Conservative-controlled central army, Liberals resorted to rural guerrilla warfare. More
than 100,000 people died, and the country emerged politically and economically so
devastated that it could do little to prevent the US-induced separation of Panama from its
territory in 1903. Because of a split in the Conservative Party that could not decide on a
single candidate in the 1930 election, the Liberal party emerged as the winner and
established once again a period of Liberal hegemonic rule, albeit, as on previous occasions,
a certain power sharing was accommodated for by granting some government posts to
Conservative politicians.

While a bipartisan oligarchy monopolised wealth and political power in this way,
the mass of the people lived in poverty. These tensions came to the forefront in the mid-
1940s, when the populist Liberal candidate for presidency, Jorge Eliécier Gaitan, openly
addressed these issues and mounted a challenge that went beyond party politics to confront

the class conflict. Yet, the Liberal Party was divided, and the Conservatives profited from

8
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this split to win the election in 1946. Nevertheless, Gaitan’s populism and his mass politics
found wide-spread popular support as it provided a real challenge to the elitism of
Colombia’s ‘oligarchic republic’. For the oligarchy, who was more interested in defending
their personal and economic interests than in any specific party affiliation, populism
equalled revolution. Industrialists were already very suspicious of the spread of
unionisation to the private sector. The state’s repression of popular mobilisation was
responded to by even more demonstrations and strikes. Social unrest seemed on the verge
of exploding. By the end of 1947 political violence had claimed 14,000 victims during that
year. On 7 February 1948, Gaitan led a silent protest march of 100,000 people through the
streets of Bogot4 to demand minimum guarantees for human life of the President. Two
months later, on 9 April, Gaitan was assassinated during a rally. That day people
spontaneously rose up in a collective fury in what is known as El Bogotazo, looting and
destroying everything that represented the dominant power structures. From there, violence
spread into the countryside, people once again taking up arms and running virtually amok.
This was the beginning of a period of ten-year collective slaughter of the worst kind - it
became known as La Violencia. Between 1948 and 1958 some 200,000 people were killed
in the most atrocious ways imaginable:
The government sent police and soldiers to cut off testicles, slash pregnant women’s
bellies, and throw babies in the air to catch on bayonet points - the order of the day
being ‘don’t leave even the seed.’ [...] It was a war of incredible cruelty and it
became worse as it went on, feeding the lust for vengeance. (Galeano 1997:103)°
After ten years of unabashed national ‘bleeding’, a political solution was sought for with a
party pact that created the National Front in 1958. Under this pact political power would
alternate every four years during a period of ‘peaceful coexistence’ of 16 years until 1974.
This hegemonic power sharing arrangement, however, did not open up any space for
political articulation and participation beyond the two dominant parties.

It was also during the phase of La Violencia that the first guerrilla movements
emerged that later consolidated themselves. Vieira (1989) has proposed a periodization of
the Colombian guerrilla phenomenon in three phases: 1) a period of a liberal guerrilla
ascendancy (1949-1953), associated with the first half of La Violencia; 2) a period of a

communist guerrilla ascendancy (1955-1958); and 3) following the Cuban revolution of

* The implications of the historical experience of such atrocities are felt today with the escalating
paramilitary violence in the country and the abominably shocking ways in which rural peasants are
assassinated.
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1959, the emergence of guerrilla groups of diverse tendencies (1962-1989). The last period
has been subdivided by Pizarro (1991:413) into a phase of emergence and consolidation of
guerrilla groups (1962-1973), a phase of internal crisis and division (1973-1980), and a
phase of recomposition and boom (1980-1989). It can be claimed with some confidence
that today in 2001, Colombia’s most powerful guerrilla, the Revolutionary Armed Forces
of Colombia FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) are at their absolute
peak in terms of political, territorial and economic power. They have negotiated from the
government a demilitarised zone in the south east of the country, where currently the so-
called ‘peace process’ takes place between the highest government officials and the leaders
of this revolutionary movement. However, at the same time right-wing paramilitary groups
have spread throughout the country, knowingly supported by the Colombian army, to crush
the leftist guerrillas. Such a military project seems impossible, but they are spreading terror
throughout the rural areas where they arrive and accuse local peasants of collaborating with
the guerrilla. If Colombia was considered to be ‘on the edge of chaos’ in 1989 (Leal
Buitrago & Zamosc 1991), then this edge has crumbled since then, with the country falling
into the abyss of total civil war. Reflecting on the possibilities of an emerging civil society
articulating itself within this context of internal war, one would today still have to
wholeheartedly agree with Pizarro’s analysis in 1993:

The guerrilla movement has not been a suitable instrument for social and political
change, nor has it contributed to the expansion of democratic spaces. On the
contrary, in Colombia the ‘chronic rebellion’, perceived by the elites as a potential
threat, real or imaginary, has served as a justification for the maintenance and even
the increase of democratic restrictions throughout decades. Internal war and
authoritarian restrictions have mutually reinforced one another. (Pizarro 1993:156;
my translation)6
Although the Colombian political situation has been described by some as a “tangled knot”
and “one of the most complex in Latin America” (Pearce 1990:3,4), which this dissertation
is neither about nor able to disentangle, it has been necessary to draw out these major
political developments in Colombia’s ‘labyrinthine past’ and its more recent history, in

order to understand the emergence and the potentials and restrictions for social

mobilisation in the country. Black communities, the subject of this study, are exposed to

% “El movimiento guerrillero no ha sido un instrumento idéneo de cambio social y politico ni tampoco ha
contribuido a la ampliacion de los espacios democraticos. Por el contrario, en Colombia la ‘insurgencia
crénica’, percibida por las élites como una amenaza potencial, real o imaginaria, ha servido como
justificacion para el mantenimiento e, incluso, el incremento de restricciones democraticas a lo largo de
varias décadas. Guerra interna y restricciones autoritarias se han retroalimentado mutuamente.”

10
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these processes just like any other social group. And it was at the end of the 1980s, when
the country was ‘on the edge of chaos’, its political system plagued by a weak state, a
chronic governing crisis and a superposition of multiple violences, exacerbated by the
powerful drug cartels, that a light at the end of the tunnel seemed to be discernible. This

light would crystallise, it was hoped, in the new Constitution of 1991.

Black communities and the Constitution of 1991

I believe that we are acting, thinking, conceiving and trying to go on making not a

real country, but one of paper. The Constitution, the laws ... everything in Colombia

is magnificent, everything on paper. It has no connection with reality.

Garcia Mdrquez (quoted in Pearce 1990:11)

Colombia’s new Constitution of 5 July 1991 replaced the previous one still in force since
1886. According to President César Gaviria, it constituted an “institutional revolution” and
a “peace treaty, a navigation map for the 21st century” (Pizarro 1993:151). Drawn up by a
Constituent Assembly that was popularly elected in December 1990, it was to democratise
the state structures, ensure increased popular participation in the decision-making processes
at national, regional and local level, and instil the state with a new legitimacy that it had
long lost.” The Constituent Assembly was a national public body which included
independent representatives from ethnic, political and religious minorities, as well as re-
incorporated guerrillas of the M-19, the People’s Liberation Army EPL (Ejército Popular
de Liberacién) and the indigenous guerrilla group Quintin Lamé (Arocha 1992b).8 For my

purposes here, I will not discuss the extent of institutional reform brought about by the new

" The emphasis on participation must be seen within the overall strategy of a weak state to escape a crisis that
threatens to extend through the whole of society. In fact, the guerrilla organisation M-19 had made a new
Constitution a condition for peace in their negotiations with the government.

8 Conspicuously absent from the Constituent Assembly was the country’s most powerful guerrilla group
FARC, whose previous negative experience of peace negotiations with the government and subsequent re-
integration into society made them more cautious this time. As a result of a peace treaty between FARC and
the then Colombian president Belisario Betancur, the Communist People’s Union party UP (Unién Popular)
was founded in 1984. Yet, in the following months and years, many of their leaders were killed by right-
wing paramilitary groups that were often linked to state institutions. This experience clearly throws its
shadow over contemporary peace negotiations, in which it seems clear that the ever more powerful FARC
guerrillas have no intention of re-integrating themselves into political and social life in Colombia, and thus
exposing themselves to similar ‘cleansing actions’ as in the 1980s and 1990s. These ways of ‘doing politics’
by eliminating the political adversary affects the whole of national, political and social life. The candidate for
presidency of the demobilised M-19, that had formed into the political movement Democratic Alliance M-19
(Alianza Democrética M-19), Carlos Pizarro, was killed in 1990. And still today, eleven years later, ex-
members of the M-19 are subject to assassinations, which are covered by the national press in a matter-of-
fact style and rarely in analytical terms as a systematic politics of the extreme right to eliminate political
adversaries. In these circumstances, a guerrilla fighter would have to be plainly stupid to demobilise and
intend a re-integration into social life. Such are the bleak prospects of a ‘peace’ process that sees the country
slowly bleeding to death.

11
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Constitution, but rather focus on the concrete implications that it has had for the organising
processes of black communities in the country. In an unprecedented move the nation was
declared to be multicultural and pluriethnic, for the first time recognising formally
Colombia’s ethnic diversity. Whereas various articles dealt specifically with Colombia’s
indigenous populations and outlined their territorial and political rights, only Transitory
Article AT-55 (Articulo Transitorio 55), made specific reference to the country’s black
communities. I will discuss this legislation in detail in Chapter 8, but it is important to
point out at this stage that the Constitution of 1991 set off a new dynamic and direction in
the organising processes of black communities.

Until then, politicisation by black groups had been limited to some small urban
intellectual groups on the one hand, and traditional land right struggles in the northern
Pacific coast department of Choc6 on the other. Two of the urban movements of black
intellectuals have survived to this day; the Centre for the Investigation and Developmént of
Black Culture, and the National Movement for the Human Rights of Afro-Colombian
Communities - Cimarrén. Their political directions are very much informed by the North-
American black civil rights movements. The former is based in Bogotd and made up of
black educated people mainly from the Pacific coast, and although this organisation still
functions, its influence is very limited, especially after UNESCO withdrew financial
support. The other organisation, Cimarrén, has had a wider influence and is still very active
in various regions of the country. It emerged out of a study group, Soweto, that was formed
in 1976 by black university students in the city of Pereira in the interior of country.
Cimarrén itself was formed in 1982 in Buenaventura, the Pacific’s principal maritime port.
It has functioned as an umbrella organisation for various study groups in different cities
that have mobilised around issues of blackness. Its name is derived from the historical
experience of cimarronaje, the self-liberating practice of slaves during colonial times to
flee the haciendas and gold mines in search of autonomous life styles. The symbolic
naming of the organisation Cimarrén therefore stresses a historical continuity and also the
common experience of suffering and oppression as expressed in the underlying modern
ideology of cimarronismo (Mosquera 1985). Cimarronismo takes the figure of the
cimarron, the runaway slave, as symbol of a cultural and political resistance that still
prevails today, and at the same time this figure evokes a global community of suffering
inviting people to make a link between certain aspects of their phenotype and a history of

oppression that is national as well as global (Wade 1995). The links to the North-American
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black experience are particularly evident in both of these organisations. Cimarrén’s office
in Bogota, for example, is adorned with posters of black leaders from all around the world,
prominently featuring Malcolm X, whose earlier photographs also have an intriguing
similarity to Cimarrén’s leader Juan de Dios Mosquera.

An important black organising experience prior to 1991 emerged in the mid-1980s
in the Choc6 department on the Pacific coast, where the Catholic Church’s Afro-American
Pastoral was decisive in helping to set up black peasant organisations who mobilised
around the defence of their lands and the environment, under threat from the accelerated
and uncontrolled exploitation of natural resources by external capital in the region. These
first ecclesiastical grass-roots groups formed in 1987 the Peasant Association of the River
Atrato ACIA (Asociacion Campesina Integral del Rio Atrato). It was here that first direct
links were articulated between the notions of a peasant identity and blackness, as well as
creating an expression of the black peasants’ specific relations to territory. As some of the
movement activists later pointed out:

In fact, the relationships between culture, territory, and natural resources constitute a

central axis of discussion and strategy building both within movement organisations

and in their dealings with the state. (Grueso et al. 1998:209)
These notions found concrete political expression in AT-55 of the Constitution of 1991.
Although the whole process of constitutional reform was not overtly aimed at what the
state might have called ‘ethnic minorities’, the debates on increasing popular participation
opened a space both for black and indigenous populations into which issues about ethnicity
and nationality could be thrust (Arocha 1992a,b; Findji 1992). Yet weak politicisation and
internal division within the black movement meant that eventually no black representatives
were elected for the Constituent Assembly (Wade 1995, Agudelo 1999). It was then up to a
sympathetic indigenous representative, who had campaigned from a platform which
addressed both indigenous and black interests in the Pacific region, to push for the
inclusion of AT-55 that required the promulgation of a law that would grant collective land
rights to rural black communities on the Pacific coast. The transitory nature of the article
meant that the law had to be passed by 5 July 1993. As a result, political mobilisation in
the Pacific region intensified considerably, and over 350 organisations of black

communities were registered with the Office for Black Community Affairs by 1994.° As

® The Office for Black Community Affairs was created through Law 70 (Chapter VIII, Article 67) under
jurisdiction of the Ministry of the Interior. One of its tasks lies in establishing a register of black
organisations in Colombia (as dictated in Decree 2313 of 13 October 1994, Article 2). However, many of
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one of the most strongly articulated directions at co-ordinating these efforts on the regional
and national level, the Process of Black Communities PCN (Proceso de Comunidades
Negras), a network of more than 120 local organisations, emerged in October 1993 as a
national organisational dynamic with its base in Buenaventura. This group has also
developed the strongest ideological discourse and is of particular interest for my

subsequent analysis of local organisational forms.

Ethnic-territorial mobilisation on the Pacific coast: the emergence of PCN 10

PCN arose with the third National Conference of Black Communities ANCN (Asamblea
Nacional de Comunidades Negras) held in September 1993 in Puerto Tejada, a
predominantly black town south of Cali, where the politico-organisational situation of
black communities was debated.'' Given the growing gap between various organised black
sectors, and in particular the presence of opportunistic black traditional politicians, mainly
associated with the Liberal Party, who sought to capitalise for their own and party political
interests on these unprecedented legal mechanisms favourable to black communities, the
ANCN defined itself in the following terms:

[We are] a sector of the social movement of black communities composed of people
and organisations with diverse experiences and goals, but united around a set of
principles, criteria and objectives that set us apart from other sectors of the
movement. In the same vein, we represent a proposal to the entire black community
of the country, and aspire to construct a unified movement of black communities able
to encompass their rights and aspirations. (quoted in Grueso ef al. 1998:202)

PCN’s strategy was consequently articulated as an ethnic-territorial movement based on

five principles:

these organisations were rather short-lived experiences or even existed only on paper, without a more serious
commitment to the multiple struggles of black people in Colombia.

' The main sources of information for this section are, if not otherwise stated: OCN (1996), Escobar (1997),
Grueso and others (1998), PCN (1999), various interviews with PCN activists in Buenaventura and PCN
documents consulted in their office (19-22 December 1998), interview with PCN activist Libia Grueso in
Cali (14 December 1998), and various personal communications of PCN activist Naka Mandinga on a recent
visit to Glasgow (28-31 March 2001).

" The first ANCN took place in July 1992 in Tumaco in the Department of Narifio, where a framework was
developed for the regulation of AT-55. At the second national conference in May 1993 in Bogot4, delegates
revised and approved the text that was to become Law 70, which had previously been negotiated between the
government and black community representatives. The rift between different black organisations had already
become apparent in the third ANCN. The two most important organisations from the Choc6 refused to attend
and sent letters rejecting the position of PCN as a co-ordinating force. The Peasant Association of the river
Atrato ACIA emphasised the need for organisation in the rivers and a decentralised nature of the struggle,
whereas the Peasant Association of the river San Juan ACADESAN (Asociacién Campesina del rio San
Juan) simply declared: “We don’t believe that the time has come to construct a national organisation” (letters
of ACIA and ACADESAN, studied at PCN’s office, Buenaventura, 21 December 1998).
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1) the reaffirmation of identity and the right to be black, seen as a cultural logic that
permeates the lifeworld in all of its social, economic and political dimensions, countering
the logic of domination and opposing a model of society that requires uniformity for its
continued dominance.
2) The right to territory and a space for being, regarded as a necessary condition for the re-
creation and development of an Afro-Colombian cultural vision.
3) Autonomy as the right to the exercise of identity that arises out of an Afro-Colombian
cultural logic in relation to dominant society and other ethnic groups.
4) Construction of an autonomous perspective for the future, based on traditional forms of
production and social organisation.
5) Declaration of solidarity with the struggle for the rights of black people throughout the
world.
These principles address two different but interrelated themes: on the one hand, an
ideological and political reflection of the movement that entails a re-articulation of the
notions of territory, development and society from an Afro-Colombian perspective; and on
the other the articulation of their rights, aspirations and dreams based on and developed
through the perspective of daily life and traditional practices of black communities on the
Pacific coast.

The movement has consequently referred to the latter as the ‘logic of the river’
(PCN 1999) from which the sense of belonging and of territoriality is derived for rural
black communities in the Pacific, and through which their fundamental life aspects are
spatially arranged. The logic of the river and what I have termed and will discuss in
Chapters 5 and 6 as the ‘aquatic space’ among black communities on Colombia’s Pacific
coast provide the particular spatial precondition for social mobilisation in the Pacific. The
river banks are literally the ‘soils’ out of which mobilisation arises and on which it is built.
There is not only an ethnic specificity to the black movement that distinguishes itself from
other movements, then, but also a spatial specificity that distinguishes it from other black
movements (in Colombia and beyond). This thesis argues that it is important to understand
the spatial specificity of social movements, as it importantly impacts on the movements’
mobilisation structures and their articulations. Such a spatial approach to social movement
theory and research recognises the nature of many contemporary place-based struggles and
the ‘defence of local constructions of place’ by social movements (Escobar 2001). It

furthermore stresses the need to understand the sense of place, or the local ‘structures of
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feeling’ - to borrow Williams’ (1977) phrase, as a constitutive element in social movement
organising. It is argued that by focusing attention, although not exclusively, on these
spatial dimensions, we are better able to understand a movement’s particularity, its
development through time and space, and its relation to governments, party politics and
civil society, all issues of great concern in conventional social movement theory. This is
regarded as the original input of this thesis, as a contribution towards a ‘geographical turn’

in social movement theory.

Chapters to come: outlining the thesis’ ‘flow’

In Chapter 2 1 review and critique the existing literature on social movements, discussing
in detail RMT and IOP. Rather than treating these two theoretical frameworks as separate,
however, I suggest that they can be made work together on the empirical level to improve
our understanding of contemporary social movements. I then examine critically existing
definitions of what is understood by the term ‘social movement’, arguing that differences
in definition contribute to some of the still existing binary thinking between RMT and IOP
in social movement theory. Finally, cautioning against the ambiguous term ‘new social
movement’, | examine the recent literature on contemporary social movements in Latin
America, weaving at this stage a number of case studies into my analysis.

Chapter 3 starts off from the premise that conventional theories of social
movements have paid too little attention to their spatial dimensions, a trend further
aggravated by an unprecedented explosion in the often uncritical and superficial use of
spatial metaphors throughout the social sciences. The concepts of ‘space’ and ‘place’ and
their practical applicability to social movement theory and research are then discussed,
drawing in particular on Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of the ‘production of space’ and
Agnew’s (1987) conceptualising of ‘place’ as consisting of the fhree elements location,
locale and sense of place. Applying Lefebvre’s notion of ‘representations of space’, I go on
to examine the struggle over nature and discuss my own concept of the ‘discursive fix’ as
the latest adaptive response of global capitalism to the ‘limits to capital’ (Harvey 1982) and
to a deteriorating nature as necessary production condition. The concept of the discursive
fix is subsequently applied in Chapter 8 to the specific case of the discourses on nature,
biodiversity and sustainable development that now circulate in and around Colombia’s
Pacific coast. Following Lefebvre, I then examine how ‘representational space’,

encompassing the subjectivities of everyday life and local forms of knowing, can be
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regarded as a (re)source for the ‘quest for a counter-space’ that social movements often
articulate. Tying these insights into an analysis of Agnew’s (1987) tripartite concept of
place, I examine how location, locale and sense of place provide a framework with which
to construct a ‘place perspective’ on social movements. Chapters 5 and 6 are also loosely
framed around this tripartite distinction, in that Chapter 5 examines the ‘aquatic sense of
place’ on the Pacific coast as a precondition for social movement agency, and Chapter 6
discusses the location and locale of the Pacific lowlands as the ‘soils’ out of which social
movements emerge.

Breaking the thesis up between theoretical, methodological and empirical sections,
Chapter 4 provides a discussion of qualitative research methods in the social sciences and
outlines the methodology that I have applied. The chapter is split into two main parts. Part
One deals with theoretical reflections on qualitative methodology and critically discusses
the concepts of representation, cultural translatability, community, strategic essentialism
and the politics of positioning. In particular, I examine the often uncritically applied
category of ‘black communities’ in the Colombian context. I then examine ‘participatory
action-research’ (PAR), and discuss to what extent I had intended to apply PAR in my
research and the limitations that I encountered in this project. Part Two is entitled
‘Practical Experience’ and consists of a detailed account of my in-the-field experiences,
ranging from the ethnographic tools employed to a short portrait of dofia Celia, a woman
from Guapi who features prominently in my discussion of local aquatic epistemologies on
Colombia’s Pacific coast.

Chapter 5 provides an enquiry into the ‘aquatic sense of place’ on the Colombian
Pacific coast, as accessed through the oral tradition and the voices of local peasants,
fishermen and traditional healers. These provide the individualised personal keys through
which I intend to unlock a more analytical account of the sense of place and the subjective
feeling that is derived from living in this particular part of the world. Extensive quotes are
used from two chief informants, dofia Celia Lucumi Caicedo and don Agapito Montafio,
both from the river Guapi on the Cauca coast, who have so generously given me access to
their specific local aquatic epistemologies. Oral tradition is argued to function in the
context of mobilisation as a site of resistance that conveys local history and can be drawn
upon by social movements in their quest for a counter-space.

Chapter 6 examines in detail the location and locale of the Colombian Pacific

coast, and thereby wishes to ‘set the scene’ for social movement agency emerging out of
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this region. The aquatic space manifests itself in the physical environment of a rain forest
criss-crossed by intricate river networks and mangrove swamps (location), but also in the
spatialised social relationships (settlement patterns, distribution of land ownership, kinship
ties, transport and so on) along river basins (locale). These contexts for social interaction
are expressed in the notion of the ‘logic of the river’ that highlights the traditional ‘flow’ of
life in the Pacific, one which is still of great importance in everyday life amongst rural
black communities in spite of the increasing penetration of agents and aspects of modernity
into the region.

Chapter 7 examines the ways in which the notions of the aquatic space and the
logic of the river are reflected in a new political context, and how they have been drawn
upon by black communities in the formation processes of community councils along river
basins. It furthermore shows how other actors such as the government and external capital
interests have played an important part in the mediation of these processes of community
representation, which have not always adhered to the ‘idealised’ spatial form of a
community council being established along a river basin. Crucially, the community
councils are argued to be ‘spaces of negotiations’ between all of these different actors.

Chapter 8 looks more directly at the actual formation processes of the community
councils, and their practices and their ideals. It starts off by examining the legislation that
has created this specific organising figure as community representation and as territorial
authority of the collective lands of black communities on the Pacific coast. I analyse in
detail the text of the Constitution of 1991, the following Law 70 for black communities and
the Decree 1745 of 1995 which lays out the norms for the creation of community councils.
I then consider the local processes of mobilisation that have led from the building of
palenques along the river basins via the constitution of General Assemblies as arenas of
conscientisation to the eventual constitution of community councils. In particular, I
examine the role of leadership and previous organisational experiences played in these
processes, as important resources for mobilisation. The utility of aspects of both IOP and
RMT are illustrated in this chapter as contributing to the understanding of the social
movement of black communities on Colombia’s Pacific coast.

In Chapter 9 1 draw out my principal conclusions. It now only remains to be hoped

that this has not turned out too ‘heavy’ a book; I would hate to see the little prince bored.
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CHAPTER 2

Social movement theories: a literature review and critique with

particular reference to Latin America

Today more than ever, there are no ideas without a utopia.
Henri Lefebvre (1976:35)

It is not necessary to conquer the world. It is enough if we renew it .
Subcomandante Marcos (EZLN 1996:3)

Introduction

In a recent attempt at summarising and interrelating some of the emerging issues in social
movement theory, Foweraker (1995:21) argues the case for a stronger consideration of
resource-mobilisation theory (RMT) in the Latin American context. He conceives of this
project as synthesising identity-oriented perspective (IOP) and RMT, thus attempting to
break the binary division that is still prevalent in much of contemporary social movement
literature (Tarrow 1994, Jordan 1995, Shefner 1995). With specific reference to the Latin
American context, Escobar (1992:63) states that “more clearly in Latin America than
elsewhere, the move toward a grand ‘theory of social movements’ is actively resisted”.
Instead of analysing social movements through a closed conceptual framework, I suggest
that we look at which particular insights from various social movement theories are
relevant for a specific case study, and how they can be usefully combined in illuminating
the specificities of social movements on the ground. Rather than procuring a clear-cut
integration or synthesis of theories on the conceptual level, it seems more pertinent to me
to aim at a juxtaposition of theories at the empirical level. It is my aim in this thesis to
highlight the different stages or levels of inquiry into social movements, and in particular
to focus on everyday social relationships as preconditions or ‘soils’ out of which social
movements emerge. RMT and IOP have much to contribute in the understanding of both
social movements per se (their actual organisational forms, structures, strategies) and the
everyday contexts (preconditions, shared histories, cultural practices). In this chapter I will
therefore outline the conceptual frameworks of both RMT and IOP in social movement
theories, and point to how in subsequent chapters I draw upon insights from each when

discussing the social movement of black communities on Colombia’s Pacific coast. I
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define in this thesis a ‘social movement’ to be an organisational form of social actors who
consciously and in a sustained manner enact processes of cultural and/or political

contestation based on a common understanding and a shared collective identity.

Social movements in Latin America: towards a dialectics of theory and practice

Theory and practice must be regarded as a dialectical unity, as Marx long ago pointed out.
That means that, while theory is derived from practical experience, it also informs practice,
and is constantly reformulated and reworked through changing practical conditions,
especially variations over time and space. Such an understanding highlights the
problematic of applying theories that have been developed in a particular political, socio-
economic and spatio-cultural context to a different geographical environment with very
different socio-cultural conditions. This point has been most clearly expressed in radical
post-structuralist critiques of Western theories of ‘development’ and their application to the
so-called ‘Third World’ (Esteva 1987, Shiva 1989, Sachs 1992, Escobar 1995). These
critics frequently stress the need to consider indigenous knowledges and traditional social
practices as viable alternative production rationalities in communities that are threatened
by the meta-narrative discourse and the homogenising practices of development. Following
the above outlined dialectical approach to theory and practice, indigenous social practices
should be accounted for in indigenous theorisations, which at the same time would act as a
counter-weight to dominant Eurocentric theorising.

A strong plea for indigenous theorisations can be made, for example, from the
experience of ‘dependency theory’ in Latin America and the considerable impact that it has
had in Europe and North America.!? In a similar vein we must understand the more recent
development of ‘subaltern studies’ originating in India, from where some of the most

powerful post-colonial voices arise these days.!3 Also, within social movement theory,

12 Dependency theory was an influential, complex body of theoretical development with structuralist and
Marxist roots that emerged in Latin America in the 1960s. It explains Latin America’s historical and
continued underdevelopment in terms of a structural logic inherent in the development of global capitalism
that creates and exploits peripheral satellites, a process explained by Frank (1969) in the notion of the
‘development of underdevelopment’. See also Furtado (1965) and Cardoso and Faletto (1970) for detailed
studies in the Latin American context. The insights of dependency theory have also been ‘regionalised’ and
appropriated to speak to the specificities of Africa (Amin 1976).

13 Subaltern studies emerged in India in the 1980s as a radical project in contemporary Indian history. They
challenged the dominant official histories of India’s colonial and post-colonial past, which, they argued,
erased the presence and the power of various subaltern groups. In particular, they challenged a nationalistic
historiography that represented an Indian elite as having heroically stood up against imperialism, when in
fact they completed a political trajectory that was inaugurated by the colonial powers. Subaltern studies
privilege local discourses and present alternative interpretations of seemingly established historical facts,
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there now exists a large body of work coming from Latin American scholars, for example,
who either work in Latin America or in the US or Europe. At the same time, Latin America
still holds a fascination for many European and North American scholars, giving rise to a
rich potential for cross-fertilisation of ideas and theories which travel across continents,
through space and time. Said’s (1983) notion of ‘travelling theories’ is helpful in this
respect, as it conceptualises the dialectical unity of practice and theory in spatial terms,
establishing a series of encounters and dialogues through which theories and theorists
travel and move across space:

Both theories and theorists travel between the two continents, between uneven
spaces, at times sharing the space and at times contesting it. There is no linear path
between the two (multiple) places, no epistemological center and periphery; [...]
rather, there are multiple and mutual creations, appropriations, and resistances [...]
that create an overlapping and decentered network within which both theories and
theorists travel. (Escobar 1992:63)
Theorising social movements in Latin America, while drawing on theories derived in North
America and Europe, must therefore take into account the multiple and particular
historical, cultural and geographical contexts that have conditioned social life in Latin
America:

New social movements in Europe mainly represent a response to post-industrial
contradictions, and those in Latin America primarily arise in response to clearly
material demands, [...] their struggles are principally organized around the
satisfaction of basic needs. (Hellman 1992:53)
This point is particularly important given the fascination that some theorists today show for
the ‘postmodern’ moment of the information age, a focus which often seems to obscure the
very material conditions out of which many social struggles arise. One can think, for
example, of the common references to the Zapatista guerrillas in Chiapas, Mexico, as the
‘first informational guerrilla movement’ (Castells 1997:79), a conceptualisation that aims
at emphasising the new forms of resistance that use state-of-the-art technology to spread
their message world-wide. The writings of their leader Subcomandante Marcos (EZLN
1996) articulate best to some theorists the ‘new postmodern revolutionary era’ (Esteva,
quoted in Hellman 1995:170). Yet, such an interpretative focus seems to reflect rather a

new enthusiasm on the part of theorists than new realities on the ground. It must not be

thereby decentering the dominant representations of their colonial past and uncovering the facts that official
history hides or lies about (Guha & Spivak 1988; Spivak 1990, 1996; Guha 1997). Particular theoretical
concern has been given to the limitations of the subaltern subjects to recover their voices in a context of
knowledge production under the sign of colonialism (Spivak 1988).
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forgotten (and I do not suggest that Esteva does), that the peasant struggle in Chiapas is not
a novel conflict, but that it can be traced back centuries through Mexican history (Katz
1988, Nash 1997). The Zapatistas’ declaration hoy decimos basta - today we say it’s
enough - on 1st January 1994 drew attention to the historical continuity of a long-fought
struggle, however invisible it may have been to the international community up to then.
Their declaration and uprising was meant to put an end to the five centuries long pillage
and ‘bleeding’ of the region.!* The point here is not to suggest that Esteva and Castells
ignore the material conditions of the rebellion in Chiapas: of course they do not. But by
portraying the struggle as ‘postmodern’, or the Zapatistas as ‘informational guerrillas’, they
run the risk of obscuring and diverting the focus away from local material realities, and one
can only wonder what the Chiapas peasants would make of these declarations. While able
to understand the enthusiasm of theorists for new articulations and forms of resistance, care
should be taken not to amalgamate all of these actions under the umbrella term
‘postmodern’. New strategies do not necessarily mean new realities or new conflicts. And,
of course, the so-called ‘new social movements’ are not so new according to Calhoun
(1995), who argues that in the early 19th century some movements already showed
characteristics that are associated today with new social movements. I will analyse this
debate on new social movements later in this chapter.

In the remainder of this chapter I will review and critique the existing literature on
social movements and stress the need to adapt social movement theories to Latin American
realities, the latter of course in themselves being heterogeneous. Rather than a
straightforward literary review, this chapter draws extensively on empirical data and other
case study material, thus reinforcing my theoretical concern for ‘placing’ social movement
theories within specific political, geographical and cultural contexts. I should emphasise
from the outset that I share with Zirakzadeh (1997:19) the understanding of the various
theoretical approaches to social movements as complementary rather than incompatible. It

is only for analytical reasons that I treat the different approaches separately.

14 Galeano’s (1997) imagery of a ‘bleeding’ Latin America clearly provides a guide for much of the
Zapatistas’ rich and creative use of language: “Chiapas is bleeding through thousands of paths: through oil
and gas pipelines, through railway carriages, through bank accounts, through lorries, through vessels and
aircrafts, through clandestine villages [...]; this land still pays its tribute to the empires: oil, electricity, cattle,
money, coffee, bananas, cacao, tobacco, sugar [...] and blood from Chiapas flow through the thousand and
one teeth of pillage thrust in the throat of Mexico’s Southeast” (EZLN 1996:22).
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Resource-mobilisation theory: the strategies of collective action

Zirakzadeh (1997) distinguishes between three waves in social movement theorising: pre-
Second World War theories that regarded social movements as disruptive and usually
negative within the prevailing social order; resource-mobilisation theory, indigenous
community theorising and political process approaches that emerged in the 1960s and
which saw social movements as potentially progressive elements of society; and culturally
sensitive approaches that, by the end of the 1970s, had established a corpus referred to as
identity-oriented perspective. For my purpose in this dissertation I will ignore the first
wave, simply because it is irrelevant to the specific movement that I examine, while I will
discuss the third wave in detail later in this chapter. In this section, I am discussing the
various currents of Zirakzadeh’s second wave, although I do not intend to explicitly
distinguish between them, as there is much overlapping and cross-referencing between
them.

Resource-mobilisation theory is concerned with explaining how social movements
emerge and develop over time. It focuses above all on organisational structures, leadership
and the movements’ goals, with the availability of resources regarded as fundamental in the
successful organisational structure. Resources include adequate funding and financial
support, the existence of networks, the expertise of movement leaders, and some degree of
already pre-existing organisations on whose experience leaders can draw (Oberschall 1973,
Pickvance 1976, McCarthy & Zald 1977, Tilly 1978). Particular emphasis is given to the
strategies that social movements adopt in their struggles, and to how these strategies can be
assessed in terms of success and failure. The individual actor within this framework is seen
as strategically assessing the costs and benefits of his/her involvement in collective action.

Olson (1965) has extensively discussed the obstacles to individual participation in
collective action in his interest-group-derived theory. He focuses on the strategic
calculations of self-interested ‘rational’ actors who will not engage in collective action if
the perceived costs exceed the expected benefits, a situation also referred to as ‘the Olson-
problem’ (Tarrow 1994). The question then arises as to how the obstacles to individual
participation in collective action can be overcome. Olson argues that collective action is
best sustained with selective incentives given to the individual by movement leaders,
which would outweigh the perceived costs of participation in collective action. One of
these selective incentives is, for example, the benefit of Union membership which protects

the individual worker from sanctions. Yet, there arises the problem of ‘freeriders’ who see
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themselves represented by the union without having to engage themselves in collective
action, and the larger the group the greater the number of group members who may not see
the need to participate in collective action since others already represent their interests. The
Olson-problem thus focuses very much on the individual nature of engaging in collective
action. This approach to collective action has recently been criticised from within RMT by
Tarrow (1994:23-27), who argues that the problem is social rather than individual. The
question to be addressed is how to get individuals to act in a sustained manner towards a
common goal. Therefore, it becomes a problem of co-ordination, in which leaders must
provide selective incentives to convince individual actors of the need for their own
participation in collective action. McCarthy and Zald (1977) also argue for an
organisational solution to the collective action problem, focussing on the role of
professional social movement organisations in providing resources to mobilise
individuals.!?

Examining the strategies that social movements employ in the pursuit of their
objectives, Tilly (1978) has argued that these are drawn out of a pool of previous
experiences which he refers to as ‘repertoire of contention’. These provide general
conventions of collective action for social movements that are born out of the particular
histories of groups of people. The concept ‘repertoires of contention’ is still helpful today,
particularly as it exemplifies the historical and spatial continuity of strategies employed in
collective action. We can think, for example, of the strike as still being the main strategy
for unions to rally the workers behind their demands. Other universally applied repertoires
by demonstrators include the sit-ins and occupations of public institutions and places to
disrupt the ‘normal’ flow of life, as in Beijing in 1989, when thousands of students
converged on Tiananmen Square to voice their demands for a democratisation of Chinese
society. These repertoires, far from being closed in themselves, are open to new influences

and to the creative potential of the individuals participating in collective action.!6 The

15 The continued emphasis on the role of leaders and the problem of co-ordination can be traced back to
Lenin’s approach to collective action in terms of an organisational solution. Lenin saw an intellectual
vanguard organising collective action in ‘backward societies’ that suffer from a lack of consciousness.
Different from Marx, who regarded an emerging class consciousness as a necessary pre-requisite for a
proletarian revolution, Lenin bypassed this process of consciousness-construction by placing an intellectual
vanguard at the forefront of the workers’ struggle (Hobsbawm 1983:260-261).

16 See, for example, Routledge (1997b:369) for an activist’s report on the ‘Carhenge’ protest against the
building of the motorway M77 near Glasgow: it “consisted of nine cars [...], buried engine-down in the M77
road bed. The cars were set alight and then spray-painted with political slogans. This hybrid site not only
humorously evoked Stonehenge, it was also a symbol of the end of the age of the car. [...] Carhenge was
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increasing use of information technology has also facilitated new forms of protest, as
practised so efficiently by the Zapatista rebels in Mexico:
[Their] wuse of telecommunications, videos, and of computer-mediated
communication [has helped to] diffuse their messages from Chiapas to the world [...]
and to organize a world-wide network of solidarity groups that literally encircled the
repressive intentions of the Mexican government. (Castells 1997:80)
This revolutionary new way of mediating local protests across global spaces, and the
Zapatistas’ call for an ‘intercontinental encounter for humanity and against neoliberalism’
(EZLN 1996), may well point towards new ways of conceptualising ‘globalising
resistances’ from local realities. By placing these ‘new’ strategies into Tilly’s
conceptualisation of repertoires of contention, we can conceptualise these repertoires as
fluid, becoming and open. The increasing ‘media-tion’ of social protest and resistance
(Routledge 1997b) does not only spread social movement causes on a global scale, but it
also experiments with new forms of protest. These new forms may consequently be
adopted by other social movements of whose repertoires of contention they did not initially
form part. This can lead to a networking across space, not only of causes but also of
strategies among social movements, in which one learns from the experience of the other.
The concept of networking has found increasing recognition in social movement
literature. Tarrow (1994:22), for example, conceives of social movements as an
“interlocking network of small groups, social networks and the connection between them”.
Such loosely structured groups may be more efficient in voicing and co-ordinating social
protest and can build and dissolve alliances across class, ethnic, racial, sexual and cultural
boundaries. Gerhards and Rucht (1992), on observing two demonstrations in Berlin, have
counted a total of 140 different groups involved in one of the demonstrations and 133
groups participating in the other. They conceive of this kind of networking as
‘mesomobilisation’. In these cases, collective action is nurtured and sustained successfully
precisely by such loosely built alliances and networking between different groups, which
might otherwise not be accommodated within the more rigid structure often comprised by a
single movement. Therefore, it has been suggested that “Olson’s ‘large group’ problem is
often resolved by a ‘small group’ solution” (Maxwell & Oliver 1993:54). If we are

concerned with assessing social movements in terms of success and failure, possibilities of

symbolic of what activists understood as the irrationality of the car culture - the poisoning of the air that we
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breathe by increasing amounts of exhaust fumes, or ‘carmageddon’.
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networking will have to be taken into consideration, and we should attempt a theorisation

of social movements in terms of loosely built alliances and networks.

Identity-oriented perspective, or ‘the power of identity’ '’

The identity-oriented perspectivé in social movement theories emerged in Europe in the
early 1980s. It must be placed within the wider intellectual environment of the 1970s
within the social sciences that showed wide-spread dissatisfaction with essentialist and
structurally determined notions of the individual in society. Giddens’ (1984) structuration
theory attempts to explain the complex dialectical relationship between structure and
agency, between the surrounding environment and the individual as social actor, who is
neither determined to act in prescribed ways nor completely free in his/her decisions from a
constraining as well as enabling environment. Actors are no longer seen as exclusively
defined by the category of class, as in structural Marxism, nor are their actions determined
by rational choice, as suggested in RMT. Instead, the actors are defined by a complex web
of social and power relations in which they are enmeshed. It is within these social relations
that identities are actively constructed as the result of constant negotiations, and identities
are therefore seen as unstable, dynamic and changing.

Applying these insights to social movement theory, Touraine (1988:49) has stated
that the identities of actors must not be seen independent of the conflict with the adversary,
but that they represent the expressed cultural dimensions of social protest and are
dialectically constructed in social struggle. The construction of identities is hence a fluid
process within which the individual social subject can assume more than a single identity.
Indeed, the individual is regarded as made up of multiple identities or a ‘plurality of subject
positions’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985). The weight with which any one subject position is
articulated changes according to the social relations encountered. A worker, for example, is
not simply defined by his/her position in the production process and determined to engage
in revolutionary anti-capitalist struggle once he/she has become aware of his/her class
consciousness and capitalism’s inherent contradictions. The same worker may be a father
(or a mother), may have homosexual (or heterosexual) orientations and/or may be black
(and/or Asian or white); in all of these different roles, the individual actor assumes a

different subject position. The anti-essentialist stance of the individual as social subject

17 This phrase is taken from Castells (1997).
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emphasises the multiplicity of these subject positions inherent in the individual actor’s
process of identity construction. These identities are therefore neither fixed nor obvious,
but must be constantly negotiated and fought for. Yet, rather than rejecting structural
Marxist approaches to the individual altogether, I argue that parallels can be observed
between a classical Marxist analysis and a post-Marxist critique of the categories pf class

and identity, as I have shown in Table 2.1:

Table 2.1: Marxism and post-Marxism: class or identity?

Marxism post-Marxism
* actor defined by class consciousness * defined by identity consciousness
* proletarian revolution * multiple forms of resistance
* meta-narrative / macro-level * series of narratives / micro-level
* teleological * unstable, negotiated, ambiguous

I am not interested in constructing a binary division here, simply opposing a fixed class
consciousness with a dynamic process of identity consciousness. Rather, I argue that, as in
structural Marxism which regards class consciousness as a necessary prerequisite for
collective action in terms of a proletarian revolution, post-Marxist contributions to the
study of social movements focus on an actor’s identity consciousness that induces him/her
to engage in sustained collective action.

Nevertheless, whereas post-structural critiques have placed much emphasis on the
social construction of identities and on the plurality of subject positions, less focus has
been given to the process of what I refer to as ‘identity conscientisation’.18 This process is
arguably indispensable for a social movement when mobilising, precisely because all
identities are unstable, ambiguous and dynamic. In the process of conscientisation they are

temporarily stabilised, and particular subject positions are motivated, educated and

18 The notion of ‘identity conscientisation” owes to Freire’s (1971) concept of conscientizagdo: the processes
by which consciousness is generated collectively within an oppressed group, normally on the general and
more specific conditions of submission and oppression within which their everyday lives are inscribed, and
as a result of which they are encouraged to take action against these unjust political and economic structures.
The English version of Freire’s (1971) text sticks to the original Portuguese phrase of conscientizacdo
without translating it. Subsequently, however, the term ‘conscientisation’ has become accepted throughout
the social sciences. I discuss Freire and conscientizagdo in more detail in Chapter 4.
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encouraged. It is this process of identity conscientisation that acts as the motivating force
for an individual to engage in sustained collective action. Obviously there is no necessary
relation between a constructed identity consciousness and an actor’s engagement in
collective action. Many other factors will have to be considered as well, such as the social
networks in which an actor is enmeshed that may encourage his/her participation in
collective action or may hinder or even prevent it. The presence of already existing
organisations, neighbourhood associations or other movements may facilitate an
individual’s choice of participation in these movements. The social networks may provide
a certain disposition for engaging in collective action, and maybe some neighbours will
already have attained experience in mobilising and are now encouraging others to join
them in their movement.

Furthermore, it is important to assess the weight of the individual’s other subject
positions at any one time. For example, a single mother with three children, no matter how
conscious she is of the oppressive conditions surrounding her, may decide against
participating in collective action within a framework of governmental repression if she
deems that the conditions are too dangerous to risk her life and maybe those of her
children. This situation would warrant a typical Olson-style analysis in terms of a rational
actor weighing the costs of his/her engagement in collective action against the expected
benefits. However, this same mother may decide to participate in acts of resistance,
precisely for the same reasons, namely with regards to her children’s future lives and to
improve the conditions in which her children will grow up. Her social network plays a
crucial part in this decision-making process, particularly if there are like-minded people in
the neighbourhood where certain structures for popular participation in collective action
already exist. In the absence of such preconditions, she may feel rather isolated with her
consciousness of the repressive conditions in which her life evolves. Consider the moving
example that Galeano (1997:269-270) gives of the four women and 14 children who started
a hunger strike against General Hugo Banter in La Paz, Bolivia, in 1977, demanding a
general amnesty for the exiled and fired workers in the tin mines. Against all the odds and
threats of the dictatorship and the ‘advice’ that was given by like-minded people, they
sustained their protest. Ten days later, 1400 workers and students had gone on hunger
strike, and the dictatorship finally gave way and conceded the general amnesty. The
women started their collective action, having created a social network of solidarity

amongst themselves first, which then extended to other sectors of Bolivian society. They
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created their disposition to engage in collective action through a process of identity
conscientisation, in which they became to see themselves as the women whose husbands
had been sacked and who no longer knew how to feed their children. While this was the
particular subject position that they articulated in their protest, once their husbands had
returned to work, it became possible for other subject positions to come to the forefront and
to be more strongly articulated. The very process of collective action may also have further
raised levels of conscientisation among the women, so that they did not only see
themselves as mothers or wives, but as members of a society ruled by an unjust and
repressive government, a subject position that may have been articulated consequently in
further acts of resistance.

Of course, one form of identity can still be located in the concept of class, and a
proletarian revolution is still a form of resistance in post-Marxist conceptualisations
(however likely or not this is to happen!). Miliband (1985), for example, still emphasises
the primacy of organised labour as the ‘principal gravedigger of capitalism’, and thus
argues for the continuing strategic importance of struggles centred on property and class
relations. This is particularly important in Latin America, where most social struggles are
based around material concerns (Hellman 1992, Foweraker 1995). It is therefore crucial to
understand social movements as articulating multiple subject positions that embrace both
material and non-material struggles. The black communities on the Pacific coast in
Colombia, for example, have organised themselves as a social movement around non-
material claims of ethnicity and their cultural difference from dominant representations of
Colombia as a mestizo nation. Yet, their demands for collective land rights are material
claims, and these remain at the centre of their struggle with the Colombian government
(Escobar & Pedrosa 1996, Oslender 1997).

Similarly in Brazil, one of the most important social movements, the movement of
landless peasants MST (Movimento Sem Terra), aims to bring about agrarian reform and
challenges existing political and social structures. The identity of participants as landless
peasants is a powerful construction across ethnic and gender boundaries. Within the
movement we find people from all kinds of ethnicities in Brazil, as was visible in 1997 on
the 1000 kilometres march to Brasilia’ when the MST had organised marches originating
in different parts of Brazil that converged on the country’s capital (Simoes 1997). The
participants’ subject positions derived from ethnicity were superseded during the march by

those of being landless peasants, expressed visually by waving MST flags and wearing
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MST T-shirts. Their identity as landless peasants of multiple ethnic origins was actively
constructed by the movement, and had to be constantly re-negotiated. Once the march was
over, people returned to their place of residence and different subject positions came
temporarily to the forefront.! Even during the march, other subject positions were
articulated simultaneously, so that, for example, women or members of the same ethnic
group walked together in groups within the march. Therefore, other subject positions of
race, gender, age and so on, are not erased but are temporarily put in subordinate positions
and may appear less visible, as the actors affirm their identities in the manifestation of their
activities and their ‘articulatory practices’:

There is no subject position whose links with the others are permanently assured; and

consequently, there is no fully acquired social identity which is not subject, to a

greater or lesser degree, to the action of articulatory practices. (Laclau 1985:33)
The identity of agents is thus not given by class alone (peasant, worker, bourgeois) but by
the plurality of subject positions. With such an anti-essentialist stance, “we break with the
category of the subject as a rational transparent entity which could convey a homogenous
meaning on the total field of her conduct by being the source of her actions” (Mouffe

1995:260). As Laclau further elaborates:

Evidently, the relation between these different positions is far from being obvious
and permanent; it is rather the result of complex political constructions which are
based on the totality of social relations and which cannot be derived unilaterally from
the relations of production. [...] The concept of ‘class struggle’, for example, is
neither correct nor incorrect - it is, simply, totally insufficient as a way of accounting
for contemporary social conflicts. (Laclau 1985:28-29)

The relation between the different subject positions is contingent, non-determined and

negotiated, so that every identity is a ‘relational identity’:

The creation of an identity implies the establishment of a difference. [...] Every
identity is relational and the affirmation of a difference is a precondition for the .
existence of any identity. Mouffe (1995:262-263)

Drawing on Derrida’s (1976) concept of the ‘constitutive outside’,20 Mouffe further states:

When it comes to the creation of a collective identity, basically the creation of an ‘us’
by the demarcation of a ‘them’, there is always the possibility of that ‘them and us’

19 Unless the peasants took part in occupations of non-productive lands, for example, which is one of MST’s
main strategies at expressing their demands for land reform. In this case, the actors continued to identify
themselves primarily as landless peasants.

20 The “outside’ is constitutive in the formation of identities in that the existence of the other becomes a
condition of the possibility of my own identity, since I could not have an identity without the other. Thus the
‘outside’, as the other within, is essential part of the articulation process of any identity, and the interior is
always contingent in relation to the outside.
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relationship becoming one of ‘friend and enemy’, that is, to become antagonistic.

(Mouffe 1995:263)
Collective identity in this understanding must be seen as a product of constant negotiations
which establish a contingent, non-predetermined relation between subject positions within
an unstable discursive structure. Hence, there seems to exist a contradiction between an
autonomy of subject positions and the fixing of articulatory practices in a unified
discursive structure, as expressed, for example, by social movement leaders at the
negotiating table. In the name of a temporary unity to achieve wider political aims, the
‘social’ is ambiguously “constructed by the partial limitation of the effects of contradictory
logics” (Laclau 1985:34) as a strategy in the process of negotiation and bargaining.2! With
such a position we break the binary division between the ‘social’ and the ‘political’ by
immersing the political into the social, and indeed, the political is “inscribed within the
different spheres of the social whole” (Slater 1997:262). Therefore, “political practice in a
democratic society does not consist in defending the rights of preconstituted identities, but
rather in constituting those identities themselves in a precarious and always vulnerable

terrain” (Mouffe 1995:261).

Appropriating historicity and other preconditions

Identities are not only relational, but they are also grounded in specific cultural
experiences. And it is this cultural sensitivity that the identity-oriented perspective has
inserted into social movement theory. Touraine (1988:8) has referred to the actors’ specific
cultural experiences as ‘historicity’, “the set of cultural models that rule social practices”.
The actors assume the collective task of cultural self-production, which is regarded as a
complex set of actions that society performs upon itself. Thus a social movement in
Touraine’s definition (1988:68) is “the action, both culturally oriented and socially
conflictual, of a class defined by its position of domination or dependency in the mode of
appropriation of historicity, of the cultural models of investment, knowledge and morality
towards which the social movement itself is oriented”. Or in other words, within a social
movement people assume, or seek to assume, control of their historicity. In this context,

the processes of identity conscientisation and the articulation of relational identities as

discussed above chart the ‘shift’ that occurs from a precondition stage of mobilisation to

21 The strategy of essentialising identities for the purposes of achieving political goals has also been referred
to as ‘strategic essentialism’ (Spivak 1990), a concept that I will discuss in Chapter 4 in more detail.
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the development of a social movement per se. In the case of the black communities in
Colombia, I will show how a process of identity conscientisation entails such a shift from a
mere possessing of shared histories and cultural traditions to a concrete political project
with cultural, political and territorial demands. Crucially, this shift also has its spatial
component in that a particular set of spatialised social relationships along the rivers in the
Pacific coast is translated into the physical constitution of community councils along river
basins. This shift is then also (chrono)logically traced in my thesis in that I begin with an
analysis of the everyday social relations constructed around the aquatic space (Chapters 5
and 6) through to the organised political expressions of the community councils (Chapters
7 and 8). Clearly, not all black peasants, fishermen, and others embark on such a political
project; the processes of identity conscientisation, far from being completed, have only just
begun and are themselves ambiguous, interrupted and discontinuous. Importantly, the
cultural and the political cannot be separated any more in these processes. In fact, “social
movements are a crucial arena for understanding how this perhaps precarious yet vital
entanglement of the cultural and the political occurs in practice” (Alvarez et al. 1998:5). To
some, most struggles fought today can be located in this field of ‘cultural politics’, the
“process enacted when sets of social actors shaped by, and embodying, different cultural
meanings and practices come into conflict with each other” (Alvarez et al. 1998:7). These
authors apply Touraine’s notion of historicity to a Latin American context and show how
social movements there assume control over their historicity, and how they actively defend
it.

In a way, this is an appropriation of Touraine’s notion for a context that he
deliberately excluded. To him, Latin America was in the process of acceding to a ‘higher’
level of historicity, as it had been reached in European and North-American societies, but
this tells us more about the Eurocentric nature of the author than about changing realities in
Latin America. The notion of a ‘highest level of historicity’ in itself is, of course, very
problematic. Escobar (1992:84), for example, points to the sophisticated historical
consciousnesses which anthropologists have analysed in non-post-industrialised societies.
There, historical consciousnesses have always existed, deeply embedded in the societies’
everyday social practices. Denying this fact exposes the theorist’s incapacity for reading
these ‘submerged realities” (Melucci 1989) with a sufficiently analytical eye. Such a
representation indeed tells us more about the author than about the culture his/her text

pretends to represent. Touraine’s ‘view from the hill’ and top-down approach is also visible

32



CHAPTER 2: Social movement theories

in the methodology that he developed in social movement research, intervention
sociologique, in which the researcher enables a social movement to find its ‘highest
possible meaning’ through a hypothesis and initiates a social movement’s self-analysis. An
analysis of the self-production of action is then followed by a ‘conversion’ of the results
into contents of action. Touraine’s method implies a normative assumption of the
possibility of an objective analysis without considering issues of power relations. He
ignores the problematic interaction of researcher and actor, and aims at a causal
explanation of the notion of ‘meaning’. His qualitative assessment of meaning as having
different stages further raises the question as to whether there are also ‘lower’ meanings.
Touraine’s structural approach can moreover be traced in his belief that there is only one
central social movement in a given society at any one time, and in post-industrialised
societies he claims to find evidence of a temporal shift from the worker’s movement to the
anti-nuclear struggles as epitomising the ‘truly central conflicts’ (Touraine 1988:26). In
constructing such hierarchies, Touraine plays down the continued importance of workers’
struggles and the transformational potential that the plurality of contemporary social
movements have for society, a characteristic of all societies at the end of the millennium
(Castells 1997).

What remains important in Touraine’s analysis, however, is his insistence on the
cultural stakes of collective action. Melucci follows on from this, but less authoritatively he
sees the researcher essentially as an option, a kind of feedback in relation to the social
movement. In this understanding, identity does not appear as an accomplished fact, but as a
socially constructed process that acknowledges “the internal complexity of an actor (the
plurality of orientations which characterizes him [sic])