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Introduction 

In this issue we look at various social movements in Asia, in an attempt to review 
the state of these movements and the kind of questions and problems that 
currently concern them. No doubt these movements have made much progress 
in bringing people's issues to the fore, in raising popular consciousness, as well 
as in altering the terms of discourse even of the state and the powerholders. But 
problems of poverty and social injustice continue, and the tasks before these 
groups are as monumental as ever. 

The movements themselves have gone through changes and have had to deal 
with many obstacles, both without and within. These are examined in this 
volume as we look at the women's movement in India, the Malaysian workers' 
movement, and the Philippine communist movement. A critical look at NGOs 
is also included, not because these are themselves people's movements, but 
because they have generally been supportive of such, or at the very least, have 
justified their existence on the basis of such support. Perspectives on democracy 
and the search for democratic alternatives in China and Eastern Europe, are 
likewise presented. 

The discussions on India, Malaysia and the Philippines have as their setting 
the particular socio-<:ultura~ political and economic context of each country. To 
appreciate the impacts these various movements have made requires an 
understanding of this context and the historical conjuncture from which they 
have emerged and developed. The Malaysian workers movement, for example, 
which has its origins in the colonial era, has had to endure severe repression by 
both business and the state, and has had to resist persistent and pernicious 
efforts to corrupt its leaders as well as to divide it along industry, religious, racial 
and ethnic lines. 

Still the experience of the young shop-floor workers who in 1972 took over 
the Transport Equipment and Allied Industries Employees' Union shows that 
Malaysia's workers are not necessarily corrupt, ignorant, docile, or powerless. 
The new leadership that emerged was not perfect, and admittedly made 
mistakes, some of them, serious. But what is of greater significance here is the 
way they have had to root their movement in the lives, day-to-day struggles, 
perceptions and aspirations of their co-workers, in that way, indigenising much 
of the "established" notions of working class struggles that came largely from the 
West. 
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The particular impact of the Indian women's movement can be seen in three 
phases. The first signalled an "unprecedented departure from a fatalist pessimist 
position" on Indian women's lives and status as daughters and wives whose very 
existence could only be tolerated through their husbands (living ones at that). 
The second phase saw women demanding from the state equal protection 
before the law, as well as special laws upholding civil and other rights of women. 
Consistent throughout this phase is the rejection by the movement of the 
societal (read, male-dominated) view that men and women were biologically 
unequa~ hence the social inequities which have disadvantaged women. In 
virtually every facet of social and public life, the movement is adding a women's 
dimension ·to such needs and services as health, housing, educatioll!literacy, 
public transport, law enforcement, economic planning and policy-making, 
among others. · 

The third phase is essentially a search for a deeper understanding of 
patriarchy as it is manifested in the unabated violence perpetrated against 
women; as women grapple with notions of sexuality, religion and communalism; 
as they question male- dominant views on ecology, development and 
democracy; and as they challenge patriarchy itsel[ 

The Philippine communist movement undeniably has a place in the history 
of struggle of the Filipino people. Although it grew as an underground 
movement, its members therefore most vulnerable to repression by the state 
(which used communism as its rationale for repression), across the wide 
spectrum of the ideological left in the Philippines it enjoys the broadest mass 
base. All said, they were a force that everyone had to reckon with. This is no 
mean achievement, one that could only have been attained through unstinting 
efforts, countless sacrifices and the cost of many lives. For those members of the 
movement who have had to interact directly with the "masses", much rethinking 
and relearning from and on the ground have in fact taken place. 

Now the movement is going through some upheavals of its own, in part 
because of the advances it has made which have rendered Party dogma 
inadequate if not irrelevant to the changing times and popular consciousness; 
and in part because of problems it created, in particular, human rights violations 
committed by its own members against other members and sympathizers, the 
military and the civilian population. Questions are increasingly being raised 
about adherence to principles of democracy and gender equality in the Party's 
own praxis. 

As the discussions in this issue indicate, the Party has admittedly suffered a 
loss of its mass base. There is also an apparent rift between the thinking of the 
central leadership (which doesn't seem to have changed at all since the 
Com11lunist Party of the Philippines was launched in 1968), and those who have 
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been at the forefront of the struggle. While the ongoing debates seem to 
narrowly focus on the question of strategy, that is, whether to "surround the 
cities from the countryside" or towage "insurrection", the questions do go much 
deeper. These range from the analysis of the current social formation and stage 
of development of the Philippines, to the interplay of class, gender, ethnicity and 
ecology in social development (instead of the "orthodox" and sometimes rigid 
approach of historical materialism), the plurality of forms of struggle (as 
opposed to the centrality of armed struggle), and the plurality of the struggle 
itself (as against the communist movement singlehandedly waging revolution). 
These questions cannot simply be swept aside. 

Clearly inroads have been made by these movements, but the way ahead is 
equally, if not more, complicated. There is a need to keep sharply attuned to the 
people's pulse, listening to them as they articulate (in their own language) their 
needs and hopes. Add to this a sense of urgency that prevails especially in light 
of recent world developments. 

To be sure these are confusing and often exasperating times- what were 
previously generally accepted constructs of capitalism, socialism, North, South, 
East, West, left, right, are now being turned on their heads. Not too long ago it 
was difficult to imagine Yeltsin criticising Clinton's programme as "too socialist", 
Vietnam's government inviting US investors to its shores, McDonald's and Coca 
Cola in India, a Thai girl nurturing the ambition of one day becoming a 
prostitute. Alongside these are vestiges, institutions and practices of the old 
world order: a Nobel laureate detained by Burma's military regime which has 
continued to turn a blind eye to worldwide outrage; the Khmer Rouge rejecting 
peace in Cambodia; the US government maintaining its embargo on Vietnam; 
the World Bank and the IMF still imposing harsh policies on the third world 

Furthermore, and this is one thing for which the 19'XJ's will surely be 
remembered, we have witnessed the disintegration of the world's largest socialist 
project, the Soviet Union. As Roger Burbach writes: "In modern history no 
major power has collapsed so rapidly without suffering from the ravages of an 
invasion or war." (Monthly Review, February 1993, p. 11) While this political and 
social upheaval has yet to be fully played out, it has created a major setback for 
socialists and communists throughout the world (though not all will concede 
this). As some of the contributions in this volume indicate, and as many, 
particularly in the women's, ecological and human rights movements will 
emphasize, socialism as it has emerged in contemporary history has not 
satisfactorily answered important questions with regard to democracy, gender 
equality, ethnicity and a sustainable environment. 

Not that the developed capitalist North is without its own share of problems. 
The list reads like that of many a third world nation: slackening growth, growing 
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unemployment, unstable currencies, mounting debt (internal and externa~ 
personal, corporate and public), and rising poverty. Still despite tbe weakened 
economic base of individual nation-states of tbe North, capitalism presently 
enjoys an ideological advantage, one which is being exploited to the hilt by the 
forces of global capitalism- the multinational corporations, the G-7, the IMP, 
GATI, World Bank, etc.- and which i-; being unleashed with a vengeance on 
the third world and Eastern Europe. 

In fact, one lesson that can be drawn from the rapid changes the world has 
recently undergone and the experiences and struggles of the different people's 
organizations across the region, is that the dichotomy posed by the Cold War era 
was not really the heart of tbe issue. Another important while painful lesson is 
that there are no general models, no pre-fabricated alternative models which we 
can readily adopt and apply to our own situations. This is not to say that there 
are no alternatives, on the contrary, some of tbem may already be looking us in 
the face. This is merely to say that finding and creating a real alternative to the 
world and societies we live in is something we will have to work out in the course 
of our respective struggles, even as we subject these to a sometimes painful 
re-examination. While this is easier said tban done, it seems tbe only way 
forward 

Maitet Diokno 
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Rhythms of a movement 

Nandita Gandhi and Nandita Shah 

The women's movement has no 'beginning' or origin. We know from fables, folk 
stories, songs and humour that women in different ways have resisted their 
subordination. This insubordination has always existed as an emotion and anger 
deep within us and flowed like music in and out of our lives, consciousness and 
actions. Gradually through time, this resistance has moved into collective protest 
and schools of ideology. Yet, it bears a familiarity of earlier beats and notes in its 
new words, issues and methods as iftheywere different variations in a huge cycle 
of continuity. 

What we today call the Indian women's movement emerged as a part of the 
Social Reform Movement in the .1800's. Initially men and later women 
reformers bore social ridicule, religious excommunication and loneliness to fight 
the injustices perpetrated against women especially widows who were .so 
ill-treated that sati or prostitution seemed better options. The first mahila 
mandals (women's clubs) organised by the Arya and Brahmo Samajs, the Hindu 
revivalist and reformist organisations, provided the first space for socialising and 
education. 

This was the first public propagation of the belief that it is not the destiny or 
fate of women to be oppressed, illiterate and ignorant. Society had played a part 
in retarding the development of women, and it had now to redress its ways, treat 
women as human beings and provide for their education and progress. Secondly, 
the Social Reform Movement set into motion forces which encouraged the 
emergence of a number of women - doctors, social workers, teachers and 
scholars, the first cadres of the women's movement- who gradually took over 
from men the cause and the organisatioiL 

The second phase of the Indian Women's Movement (IWM) began with the 
mass participation of women in the Non Cooperation and Civil Disobedience 

Editor's note: The authors have excerpted this article from their book, The issues 
at stake: theory and practice in the conlemporary women's movement in India, 
Kali for Women, Delhi, 1992. · 
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Movements launched by theN ationalist Movement and Gandhi and the forging 
of strong links between the women and men leaders. During that period the 
IWM moved. towards a different path away from its social work and 
parliamentary opentation. The All India Women's Conference which had been 
established in 1924 grew to become the single largest national voice of the 
divergent groups. Political tendencies within the IWMinfused all its old and new 
demands with an equal rights perspective. The demand for education was 
broadened to a demand for coeducation; reform of law included those 
pertaining to marriage, divorce and inheritance; economic equality included a 
right to one's husband's income and pension for widows; and surprisingly the 
right to abortion. By 1955, the Constitution of India could boast of some of the 
most progressive laws for women. 

Two decades after Independence, middle class and working class women 
once again participated in great numbers and with militancy in alternative 
development activities, mass struggles and agitations launched by students, 
activist groups, dalits and splinter political parties. These struggles helped 
women become aware of their militancy and collective strength and became the 
precursors to the third phase of the IWM. 

The third phase of the IWM like the preceding two was also concerned with 
violence on women, not on the earlier issues of sati and ill-treatment of the 
widows but rape and wife battering; with marriage but not widow or child 
marriages, rather, divorce, maintenance and child custody; in legislative reforms, 
not the enactment of more laws but in amendments and implementation of the 
existing ones; with education, not only spreading educational facilities but 
attacking sexist and stereotyped textbooks, with equality; not only equal rights 
but equal opportunities to work and equal pay. This progressive evolutionaty 
movement inwomen's struggles was a product of the changing social, economic 
and political climate in the countty and a changing perception of women's 
oppression. 

The newly formed youth and student groups raised the evetyday realities of 
women's lives and the atrocities committed on them as political issues. For 
example, rape on tribal and hnrijan women (Mathura Rape Case, the 
Ramezabee Case and the 1980 Pipre, Bihar carnage); dawty/wife murders in 
Delhi and Bombay; sexual harassment in Hyderabad, etc. Violence on women 
which had been usually seen as symptoms of class oppression, a breakdown of 
law and order or given humanitarian concern was now perceived as a 
manifestation of the unequal relationships between men and women in society. 
Physical violence, sexual or otherwise, or even its threat was seen as one of the 
ways of maintaining and enforcing the subordination of all women. Their 
arguments were based on a revised understanding of the concept of patriarchy 
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or the domination and exploitation by men of women's labour, fertility and 
sexuality. 

Ideologically, if the first phase of the Indian Women's Movement made the 
unprecedented departure from a fatalist, pessimist position on women's life and 
status, the second phase decried the biologistic explanation of existing 
inequalities between the sexes and the third phase sought to understand the 
oppressive hierarchical relationship between men and women and societal 
systems in order to introduce changes and a new society. 

The leadership of the women's movement now and earlier has remained 
predominantly middle class. This is not something unique to the women's 
movement but is also true for other movements and parties like the communist 
parties. Presently, given its strength, resources, the personal and public nature 
of its issues and the hostile obstacles before it, the IWM has chosen to influence 
and pressurise the State and its organs rather than oppose, fight and seize State 
power. It is no mean achievement to convince the State to create a department 
for women's affairs, change the national census criteria for inclusion of different 
aspects of women's work, influence development policies and five year plans, 
amend legislation, and have special cells within the police structure for distressed 
women. The women's movement also recognises the need to fight political 
cooptation by the State and build alliances with other movem~nts without 
submerging or prioritising women's issues in favour of general ones. 

The beat goes on 
The women's movement in India has firmly established itself in the minds, 
actions and programmes of the people, parties and the State. With every passing 
decade, there are critiques and assessments, praise and recommendations. We 
need all of them because the movement has not ended. It waits for other 
performers and other renderings. Instead of a critique we then think it more 
relevant to present some of our insights and observations of the movement, the 
issues which remain to be taken up and dilemmas that need to be tackled 

Issues 
Violence on women is an issue which most groups have taken up with emotion 
and consistency. This has both helped as well as proved an obstacle for the 
women's movement. The problem is no longer of groups, mixed, mass and 
others not taking up the issue but the manner in which they are doing so. There 
is the peculiar situation in which the wide political acceptance of an issue has 
actually restricted its scope and development. 
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Violence has been taken up mainly in the context of articulated politics or 
within an anti-dass and anti-state framework. Most groups simply added the 
dimension of sexual violence, of landlord or police rapes, to their political 
practice. In many ways, it helped break the hold of feudal lords over women 
peasants and the landless and revealed the extent of police atrocities but it also 
took the form of 'mass base'. The victim of violence remained a symbol for 
political protest These mass mobilisations seldom differed in their form and 
content nor did they empower local women or galvanise them into self activity. 
Theoretically and organisationally, violence as an issue still has a low priority. It 
was painful to watch the tussle of conflicting pulls and the cover up attempts by 
the women members of the Bombay Communist Party Marxist and Janwadi 
Mahila Sabha after their cadres had gangraped a woman member of the 
Kashtakari Sanghatana, a left wing organisation in Dahanu, Maharashtra, in 
October 1989. 

Many groups are now attempting to step out of this familiar political practice 
and take up the unpopular issues of marital rape, sexual harassment, wife 
beating (without linking it to alcoholism) and pornography. The task before us 
now is to develop a different perspective and method which will bring out the 
patriarchal relations underlying violence on women. Perhaps we may have to 
sacrifice wider political acceptability and mass response for a slow, unexciting, 
more laborious process of introspection, building alternative structures and 
theory and in dialoguing with other groups. 

There are two parallel opposite flows of issue based actions taking place in 
the movement One, mass/political groups which had earlier excluded women's 
issues are now more prone to taking up "women's" issues. Two, women's groups 
primarily interested in specific women oriented or gender issues are now moving 
towards 'general' issues. What do these two flows signify? Is it that the two 
cannot be conceptually and organisationally compartmentalised? 

Women's issues will sooner or later come to the fore as a result of women's 
political participation. The issues could be those of violence, dowry or other 
women oriented issues and struggles for basic amenities like water, land, against 
communalism, etc. We have to ask the question - how can these artificial 
boundaries between issues be understood and dissolved in a way that will 
promote women's interests and their movement? What are women's interests? 

Maxine Molyneus (1985) differentiates between three conceptions of 
women's interests. Women's interests are both general and specific and at a 
class, caste, ethnic, etc., level. They are at the same time complex and conflicting. 
Practical gender interests are the result of concrete conditions or immediate 
needs and are based on women's existing roles, for example, civic amenities like 
water, housing, escalating prices. Strategic interests emerge from an analysis of 
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women's oppression and a strategy for change. The demand for equality and 
sharing of housework come from the perceptions of sexual discrimination and 
division of labour. These chaUenge the prevailing forms of women's oppression. 

Every issue whether women's or general has the potential to be taken in a 
way that will contribute to the strategic interests of women and it appears that 
women's groups are more conscious in their attempts at realising this potential 

Means and ends 
We observed that many groups in the movement used similar methods in their 
struggle. Whether mass based, service oriented or involved in publications, most 
groups have staged demonstrations and dramas, lobbied amongst 
parliamentarians and grassroots people and made use of different media like 
posters, video and the printed word to carry their message. While it is true that 
some groups place an ideological preference on one method it has not made 
them indifferent to others. However, it would be impossible to methodologically 
characterise this phase of the women's movement, unlike the earlier one, as 
having perfected a particular method like representative arid lobbying politics. 

The process of struggle is extremely important for most women's groups 
because they believe that they can theorise from personal experiences and 
grassroots data i.e. from bottom upwards. In part this method has been widely 
accepted because the women's movement has received very little help from 
existing theories or academic studies. It entails a going back to the basics, 
chaUenging stereotypes and questioning concepts. The 'means' therefore' are 
related to the 'ends' not only as efficient ways but moral justifications and 
reflections of the basic principles of political ideology. 

Secondly, the experimentation with different methods exists also because 
women's groups have not restricted themselves to a single issue. Mass 
organisations like the Nari Mukti Samtha (Assam) with an agitational and 
mobilisation approach have had to take up work related issues and also rape. 
Trade unions like SEW A (Gujarat), in response to their women members, have 
had to go into developmental programmes like the setting up of labour or craft 
cooperatives. On the other hand, service organisations like Saheli (New Delhi), 
Women's Centre (Bombay) and Sakhi Kendra (Kanpur), basicaUy interested in 
helping women in distress, are pushed into public agitational politics. Far from 
restricting itself to publication, Manushi has consciously taken to performing 
street theatre, holding public meetings and propagating a boycott of elections. 
Inevitably, this has led to a re-thinking on the use of different methods and their 
limitations. 
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Secondly, after a period of street demonstrations, women's group; found 
themselves being perceived as convenient marchers for everyone. When can 
morcluls be called effective? Pamphleteering underwent a change with more 
visuals and simpli.fied, less jargonised language. What are the limits of using 
cultural mediums? Some have combined such an evaluation with the ongoing 
debate on what is consciousness: How can it be 'raised', is it something that can 
be really transferred? Is there a revolutionary consciousness? 

Lastly, the prolific use of different methods has thrown up a new culture of 
poster making, street theatre, drama, women's studies, prose, poetry and 
especially songs. It has drawn in numerous artists and musicians, politicians and 
social workers, academicians and concerned individuals to contribute to the 
movement. 

Confronting ... Communalism 
The women of the earlier phases of the movement skillfuUy chaUenged as weU 
as used religion and religious symbols and sentiments. They could in the same 
breath, with conviction and persuasion, condemn sati and resurrect Sita, contest 
Hindu orthodoxy but function within its framework, in short foUow Mahatma 
Gandhi's dictum, "It is good to swim in the waters of tradition but to sink in them 
is suicide." This political philosophy which quickly appealed and eased 
contradictions won them popular support 

The present women's movement seems to have broken away from this 
tradition and has largely refrained from using religious symbols (even for quick 
communication). It has at times condemned the politicisation of religion and 
criticised it as an oppressive patriarchal force, has also perceived it as a purely 
personal matter and has therefore maintained a discreet silence. We have not 
been able to come to grips with the issue !Jf religion, fundamentalism and 
communalism except at a very superficial level We have not understood our 
own feelings towards religion, the deep need women and men have for the 
spiritual, the sense of identity which they derive from it and their acceptanCe of 
religion as a way of life and world view. 

Perhaps we are handicapped by the rationalist/secular foundation prepared 
by the pre-independence generation of nationalists; by an economistic 
application of Marxism; the criticisms made by the anti-Brahmin movements; 
and our own reactions to communal frenzy, and have wiped out religion from 
our minds and our political agenda But there is no way we can escape it in 
everyday politics, electoral wrangling and in the lives of women. The demand for 
and against the Uniform Civil Code (which would replace the several existing 
personal laws based on religion) shows that the women's movement is caught in 
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a dilemma which threatens to divide or impede its momentum. If it adopts a 
gender based, religion neutral approach, it may deny women's deep affiliation 
for religion and religious identity, and thereby alienate them. On the other hand, 
if it were to appeal through religion and use its symbolism, it is bound to estrange 
many especially the minorities or perhaps be caught in an unending theological 
discourse with pandits, mullahs and priests. 

These are some of the difficult choices for a movement as it encounters 
communal riots in Meerut, Bhivandi, Bhagalpur, the anti-reservation protests, 
the Ram Janmabhoomi-Babri Masjid controversy, etc. The Nation-al Federation 
of Indian Women, the women's wing of the Communist Party of India, held a 
successful peace rally of 7,000 women in Ayodhya in a bid to defuse the 
communal situation there. But can women as sufferers of men's wars come 
together to advocate sanity and reason? (IndinnExpress, 24 October 1989) Can 
it put forward a humanitarian appeal based on religious tolerance and 
secularism? However, the gradual sweeping rise of communalism shows that we 
have failed to transform personal lives and social relations in the 40 years of our 
nation state. 

Should we then continue our efforts to develop a secular culture? There 
have been many attempts to replace mythological figures with those of Savitri 
Phule, the courageous social reformer, or Rani of Jhansi, the queen who stood 
up against British treachery and colonisation. At the inauguration ceremony of 
the Indian Association of Women's Studies meeting in Trivandrum (Kerala) 
some women objected to the use of Hindu oriented diyas (lamps) and coconuts. 
There is an ongoing debate on what sort of connotations the images ofKali and 
Shakti (Hindu goddesses) have for other religious groups. At the level of 
strategy should we forge alliances with progressive religious reformers and 
activists like Swami Agnivesh and Asghar Ali Engineer who may not have 
articulated anti-patriarchal positions? 

Or should we as Paulos Gregorios argues participate in an evolution of an 
Indian spiritual secularism which does not exclude religion nor attempts to use 
religious dogmas for its axioms and which moves from our common-sense 
perceptions to a transcendent reality? (Times of India, 20 March 1990) 

Sexuality 
In a patriarchal and sex segregated society as India there is a certain 
encouragement and tolerance of friendships between members of the same sex. 
Besides kin relations, the dost or sakhi (friends) bonds are well known and 
socially recognised. However, homosexuality is seen as a perversion and Section 
377 of the Indian Penal Code condemns those engaging in "carnal intercourse 
against the order of nature" with imprisonment for up to 10 years or for life with 
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or without a fine. Paradoxically, homosexuality/lesbianism is also socially 
accepted as long as it does not affect existing social relations, marriage practices, 
etc. Lesbianism has drawn very little attention to itsel£ Society has been 
indifferent to it and there is no popular vernacular equivalent for the term 
lesbianism, nor does it feature in law. 

The women's movement has treated the issue of lesbianism in more or less 
the same way. It took some time for women's groups to react to thestoryofl.eela 
and Urmila, two women constables in the 23rd Battalion special armed force 
women's wing of the Madhya Pradesh police, their marriage and their 
unwarranted dismissal by their astonished superiors. (Sunday Observer, 25 
February 1988) As this issue was never publicly and theoretically discussed, 
women's groups could only respond by demanding an immediate reinstatement 
of the two cops. A signature campaign started from Bombay brought in loads of 
responses. The news coverage though sensational and riddled with male 
curiosity and patronage created a sympathetic climate. But women's groups 
failed to go beyond treating it as a personal matter between two adults. In a joint 
meeting of all groups in Bombay, the topic was summarily dismissed without 
even a discussion. 

Most groups refused to take a public position. They feared that the women's 
movement was too small and not yet strong enough. to bear the backlash from 
men, political groups and even the majority of the women's groups. It was also 
felt that there were already too many differences and splits between groups on 
vital and survival issues. More importantly it would be extremely difficult to 
function in the absence of a lesbian grouping or movement. Lastly, by turning it 
into a political issue, women's groups felt that they would be drawing 
unnecessary suspicion and public attention to men and women who live with 
their friends. 

Although there were no public debates, there were many intra-group 
discussions which raised a host of questions and analysis. If wife beating and 
dowry murders, so called family/personal matters, are political, then why should 
l.eela's and Urmila's relationship be considered personal? If rape and sexual 
harassment is one way of controlling women's sexuality, is not the practice of 
heterosexuality another form? Why is there such a pressure and compulsion on 
women to marry? Why does religion sanctify marriage? Who decides what is 
'natural' and what is not? Who decides women's relationships, through marriage 
or not, and prescnbes a punishment for breaking the rules? 

Does this issue concern only lesbians or all women? The women's movement 
itself has challenged 'natural' male/female roles, sexual division of labour and 
myths of motherhood If patriarchy defines and controls women's sexuality, then 
this issue questions women's role and position in relation to men. In 
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understanding how sexuality is structured in society, we need to question the 
institution of marriage, especially the unequal relations within it. The double 
standards of morality in society for men and women, women's lack of choice in 
contraception and reproduction and the images of' good' and 'bad~ women also 
need questioning. Why do men and society in general show hostility to 
lesbianism? 

Ecology 
The heroic and deeply moving Chipko Movement (1969) initiated by local 
women and supported bySarvodaya leaders shows that deforestation, ecological 
destruction and the development process have not been kind to women. These 
have made their skills obsolete, robbed them of employment and placed an 
unbearable strain on subsistence production and on women's domestic chores 
like fuel gathering and fetching water. Maria Mies (1986) and Vandana Shiva 
(1988) have painstakingly shown the strong patriarchal and colonial character 
to this technology based development process. It seems inevitable that women's 
biology and spirituality will motivate and draw them into ecological struggles. 

Some women and environmentalists speak of women's special affinity or 
spiritual unity with Nature. In some cultures Nature has been called fernale. 
Women because of their reproductive and caring functions are nurturing, gentle 
and peace loving. In others, men have been equated with Nature as creators and 
preservers. We need to ask whether we can clearly identifY Nature from biology 
and from human society. What is natural seems to emerge from social 
conventions. Women have challenged the 'natural' role and desire of women to 
be mothers. We have taken pains in establishing that biological behaviour is 
determined and transformed by society. This does not mean that we should 
ignore biology or disown women's links with Nature. Is it not necessary for us to 
work out the complex interweaving of biology, physical environment and the 
nature of our technological application and social development? 

Simply because women are the victims of the development process does not 
mean that they will spearhead ecological protests or become ecology conscious. 
In fact barring the Chipko campaigns, women are not in the decision making 
process in either the Narmada Bachao Andolan against the building of the large 
Sardar Sarovar Dam on the borders of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and 
Maharashtra, or against the nuclear plant at Kaiga, Kama taka. In Balli a pal their 
main concern was the loss of their land and cultivation. On the other hand, 
ecology activists have expected women to join in with men without 
differentiating between their class and specific gender issues. How will the land 
lost to the Sardar Sarovar Dam and subsequent displacement affect women? 
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Have the women ofKaiga heard about the Bhopal tragedy and the effects of the 
poisonous gas leak on women? 

There is no automatic shift from practical and class issues to a politicised 
anti-patriarchal struggle. Women activists of ecological struggles will need to 
fight on two fronts,.against the destruction of the environment and against male 
interests. The Bodhgaya land rights struggle has already set a precedent and 
shown the hardships and the success of integrating class and gender issues. At a 
dhama (sit down strike) in Bombay of the dam affected people (March 1990), 
ecology groups were surprised at the support given by women's groups. 
According to them women's groups had ignored their efforts to 'involve' them. 
But women's groups saw these efforts as patronising. Perhaps now, we, like 
them, are ready for a dialogue and a more women oriented ecology struggle. 

The "State" of our grey areas 
The women's movement has had a very ambiguous relationship with the State 
and often taken contradictory positions in its theory and practice. The entire 
State structure seems formidable, enigmatic and all powerful. Should women try 
to be effective within it so as to reach out to thousands of people? There is a very 
real fear of being submerged in this massive complicated machine or of being 
coopted. Women have demanded that they sit in various government 
committeeS and commissions but their experiences of working with the 

· authorities have seldom been positive. Half measures and lack of political will 
for implementation of programmes have been frustrating. We have asked fur 
legal reforms but have not always followed them up with persistent lobbying. 
Nor have we made a consistent, hard hitting critical assault on the State and its 
policies. 

Women are divided in their opinion on women's electoral participation. 
Most agree that political party nominations are a form of cooption or that such 
parties have brought in women relatives in a titular and nominal way. Women 
party members have consistently claimed that a larger number of women 
candidates could influence party and national politics. In some instances this has 
been true. The Pidghara Gram Panchayat in Madhya Pradesh has the first all 
women team in the country. It has initiated its reign bymootingwomenoriented 
schemes like providing tapped water, covered toilets and bathrooms, education 
centres and roads. (Sunday Observer, 12 February 1989) On the other hand, it is 
equally true that women in important posts may not always raise women's issues. 
The four women prime ministers: Indira Gandhi, Golda Meir, Margaret 
Thatcher and Sirirnao Bandaranaike, never expressed much concern for women 
as a group. 
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Perhaps the women's movement can actively promote certain women 
candidates who have been known to take up women's issues in Ioca~ state arid 
national politics regardless of their party affiliations. Or it can bring out women's 
issues in mainstream politics through propaganda and agitations. It can 
concentrate on educating women voters. It can even think in terms of an 
independent women's party! This is one area which cannot be ignored for too 
long. 

There has not been sufficient attention paid to the specific relations between 
the State, the family and capitalism. Like the rest of society, the State recognises 
women only through their relations with men and not as independent entities. 
Women have been able to retain their maiden names only after bitter arguments 
with officials. Bank officials and government bureaucrats always ask for the 
husband's or father's permission before signing documents like passports and 
ration cards. Until recently, women could not get abortions without their 
husband's signature. The tacit encouragement of 'one jol1 for a family' · 
programme and family wages implies that men are responsible for women and 
children. The link between the State and the family is also clearly seen in 
maintaining religion based personal laws. Even the size of the family is 
determined by government propaganda as also the incentives and disincentives 
of the family planning programme. 

Often women workers find protective legislation a handicap. By preventing 
women from doing night shifts, the State and industry treat women as a weaker 
group and feed the patriarchal notions of home responsibilities and possibilities 
of sexual assault. Either night shift should be banned as a health hazard or be 
given as an option to both men and women. Women should be provided with 
late night transport and there should be public propaganda which urges men to 
help out with domestic chores. In times of crisis, industry does not hesitate to 
recruit women, with or without family, married or unmarried. For example, the 
electronic industry in its search for cheap, dispensable labour, has opted for 
young unmarried women to save on wages, maternity benefits, etc. 

Feminism 
In the course of our interviews with women's groups, we often asked women 
whether they would call themselves feminists. Most seemed to have overcome 
their earlier hesitations and fears of being called feminist, 'westernised' or 'man 
haters'. However, they shied away from any further categorisation of feminism 
This may be a reaction to the different trends and the controversies around such 
categorisation which have emerged in other countries. On the other hand, there 
have also been some attempts to discuss other categories like Asian Feminism 
(by the SNDT Research Unit in Bombay) and Gandhian Feminism 
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The questions which emerge are: Can feminism be called an ideology? Is 
there one or many types of feminism? We believe that it is necessary to identify 
oneself as a feminist to establish a set ofbeliefS and to make alliances with other 
like minded groups. However, there is no one definition of feminism but rather 
like socialism and Marxism it is evolving and adding newer layers of meanings. 
Feminism has been called an ideology because it establishes systemic links 
between women's lives and their oppression, suggests fundamental changes in 
the relationships between women and men; between different classes and 
castes, and with the state, and puts forward a vision of a total transformation of 
society. 
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Towards a model for effective 
trade unions in Malaysia 

ArokiaDass 

We have seen how the incipient militancy of an earlier generation of labour 
activists was both undermined and smashed by the violence of the colonial and 
neo-colonial state. [See 'A legacy of militancy', pp. 25-27 of this chapter.] We 
have established that, in its place, a semblance of workers' representation has 
been fabricated, which has consistently collaborated with the agencies of capital 
and the state to defuse the potentially powerful force of organised labour. 

Today, with the policies of the state, traditional ethnic allegiances are being 
actively fostered as they continue to be a useful instrument of manipulation and 
contra~ while the scope for labour activism has been whittled away by repressive 
legislation, such as the infamous Internal Security Act, as well as by the threat of 
state violence. In effect, very little has changed as far as labour is concerned, 
despite the achievement of independence and the spurious campaign to 
improve the lot of the Bwniputra - the indigenous Malay. The same 
instruments of suppression are being used today as were employed by the 
colonial powers of yesteryear to entrench the masses of this country into the 
position of subservient labour. 

New mechanisms of control are also being developed: free trade wnes 
where female labour - easily exploitable because of the traditional 
conditioning of women into compliance- is used in preference to male labour, 
which has an established tradition of labour organising. Women, regarded as 
subsidiary wage-earners and not primary 'bread-winners', are more readily 
susceptible to rules which ban the formation of trade unions. The power of the 
national unions is being destroyed by laws which encourage the establishment 
of in-house unions and institute the illusion of worker consultation in structures 
such as the Joint Cl>nsultative Cl>uncils. 

Ediior's note: This is the concluding chapter of the author's book, Not Beyond 
Repair- Reflections of a Malaysian trade unionist, Hong Kong: AMRC, 1991, 
pp. 168-177. 
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While all these strategies of the state may appear oveiWhelming, it is my 
contention that they will not ultimately succeed if the present generation of 
trade union leaders analyse the situation accurately, recognising that there has 
been a conscious and well-planned strategy to mislead and misdirect them into 
adopting the wrong models of labour organisation for over 40 years. 

The basis of change 
To extricate ourselves from this quicksand of impotence in which we have been 
embedded for the past four decades, we can find no better inspiration than the 

. traditions of the pre-independence labour movement, for these were based on 
a spontaneous and focused struggle for betterment of the lives of subsistence 
workers, as well as the political objective of freeing society from colonial 
domination. 

If we analyse it we will find that the original structure oflabour organisation 
in the 1930s and 1940s was sound because it comprised individual 
plantation-based workers united into General Labour Unions (GLUs); these 
were not industry-based but open to all workers in a particular unit of 
production, the aim being to bring all social divisions of labour together. They 
were unlike the craft unions developed in the industrialised world, which 
fostered competitiveness between different sections of the working class and 
thereby sowed disunity. Individual unions in the GLUs were able to mount 
demands based on the specificity of their situation. The different levels of 
organisation encouraged democratic development: the state federations, the 
Federation of Trade Unions (FTUs), and the national federation, the 
Pan-Malayan Federation of Trade Unions (PMFIU). In spite of the difficulties 
encountered by the PMFIU, for a young trade union centre to have done so 
much for labour in so short a time was remarkable. 

The ensuing destruction of this model need not deter us. Short-sighted 
analyses by some academics have seen the failure of the PMFIU as the result 
of the movement's political thrust They argue that tbe PMFIU was not a 
genuine trade union movement but rather a front for the Malayan Communist 
Party (MCP) and totally under its direction. But there is sufficient evidence that 
most of the labour leaders were not communists, but simply militant trade 
unionists who had become politicised by the local and international conditions 
prevailing at the time. They analysed, correctly, that trade union successes could 
only be negligible within the context of the colonial system; since the MCP was 
the only force coordinating the anti-colonial struggle, they naturally made 
common cause with it. 
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Beyond repair? Not! 

From my own experience as a trade unionist, I have discovered that worker 
militancy lies just beneath the mask of apathy and despair which most observers 
accept as reality. Were it not for my firsthand experience, I, too, would have 
accepted the popular dismissal of the Malaysian labour movement as 'beyond 
repair'. 

When I first became involved in the Transport Equipment and Allied 
Industries Employees' Union (TEAIEU) in 1972, it seemed as corrupt and 
ineffective as any other union in Malaysia. It had been organised in 1971 with 
the help of the Malaysian Trade Union Congress (MTUC), in whose building it 
kept an office, and whose nominee held the post of general secretary. The 
shop-floor workers were aware of the corruption of its leaders and resented the 
high-handed practices by which a small group maintained control of what was 
supposed to be the members' organisation. 

During the elections for the executive council some months before, some 
union members had failed to cast their votes. However, when the results were 
announced, the figures seemed to include the votes of these members. We had 
collected these unused ballot papers and were therefore able to demonstrate 
concretely to the entire membership that the election results had been 
fraudulent. · 

Thereupon we drafted a petition to call for an extraordinary general meeting 
to pass a motion of no confidence in the executive. More than a thousand 
workers signed this. At the same time, we visited the registrar of trade unions 
and complained, not only about the election rigging, but about the fact that 
union members had been debarred from electing the general secretary. 
According to the executive, he was to be appointed by the executive council. 
This manoeuvre had been adopted because the 'incumbent' had, in fact, 
disqualified himself from standing for election. This was against the law, as well 
as contradictory to the constitution of the union. 

Excerpts from Chapter 8, "An example of possibilities: The Transport 
Equipment and Allied Industries Employees' Union," pp. 127-147. 
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Modem histmyvindicates such a decision, for in the industrialised world, the 
gains of labour movements which have remained divorced from political 
struggle have not been sufficient to create humane and just social systems. 

The real failing of the early unionists resulted from the fact that, in the early 
stage of the development of society, most of the labour organisers had come 
from China It was therefore a difficult task to organise workers with different 
cultures, ethnicity and religions. The industrial sector was not developed as yet, 
and the bulk of the proletariat came from the plantation industry and the mines. 
The Indian plantation worker was not 'free labour', unlike the Chinese worker 
who was mobile and thus had bargaining power. 

But once Indians began coming out of the shackles of confinement on the 
plantations, they too began to develop new ideas and political awareness and 
contributed to the further development of unions. These early pioneers faced 
the problems of organising workers with a peasant mentality in line with the 
Asiatic mode of production. An impossible task, yet they managed to the extent 
that the British government was frightened of them. 

The initial lack of understanding of the state of the workers' consciousness 
in general caused some mistakes to be made. Some of their initial methods were 
wrong, but they were inexperienced and their understanding of socialism, a 
newly emerging concept in those years, was flawed. Their links with the Chinese 
Communist Party caused them to undervalue the fundamental hold of 
traditional Malay culture on the lives of the Malay peasantry. This allowed elite 
groups with links to the indigenous culture to delude the peasantry into believing 
that they would best represent their interests. 

Thus the PMFTU was not capable of mounting the mass popular movement 
which would have made their armed struggle successful. It was not, as some 
would have us believe, that the MCP abandoned labour during the initial stages 
of the war for independence, and therefore workers lost confidence and 
accepted the co-opted unions instead. 

The important lesson for us now is to learn from the past experiences, good 
and bad, and to shape an effective trade union movement appropriate for 
present times. With the rise of the Malay peasants into wage labour in the 
factories, the situation has altered significantly, and this opens new opportunities 
for the revival of the early militancy in the labour movement. 

The current time is ideal, for, despite all the machinations of the political 
leaders, their economic strategies have been shown to be of little benefit in 
creating the just social order that has been their basic platform for mobilisation. 
They are tainted with the odour of corruption and inefficiency, and the working 
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On the day after we had handed in the petition, we were infonned that the 
whole executive council had resigned en bloc, that they had sold the union's 
furniture and office equipment, and that the files had been left on the verandah 
of the office. We went there to see what was happening and the general 
secretary, after making personal threats, handed over the keys to the office, 
saying: 'This is your baby." 

The shocking thing was that this whole series of events had only taken two 
weeks. The arrogance of the leadership had created such strong discontent in 
the five factories that they had· no support from the members and they were 
unable to resist our manoeuvres. 

We, who had inherited the leadership of the union after this brief skirmish, 
had had no experience of trade unionism, no knowledge of labour laws, no 
leadership training, no knowledge of trade union tradition, no links and no 
advisers. But we did have mass support. So we set out to learn labour organising 
by ear. 

Perhaps that was the main factor which made us ultimately effective. Having 
no guidebooks, creeds or dogmas, we simply reacted to the needs of the workers; 
we had to open our eyes and ears to the concrete realities which surrounded us 
and develop whatever skills were necessary for survival. We had to keep faith 
with the workers themselves and trust their instincts and knowledge for they 
were our only source of strength. 

The process of learning from the workers became never -ending and, as we 
learnt from them, their confidence in the value of their own knowledge grew and 
we observed a rapid development of their innate skills of analysis and reasoning. 
Our own ignorance of the mechanics of trade-union management helped force 
us to immediately put into practice the ideology which had guided our coup. 
Union democracy could be our only strategy. 

In the beginning, because of the involvement of remaining elements from the 
old leadership, we made many miscalculations. In 1974, for instance, one 
employer, Asia Automobile Industries, refused to recognise Muharram, an 
Islamic religious occasion and gazetted national public holiday. They were 
interested in meeting production targets but the workers felt that, as a matter of 
principle, the religious holiday should be respected. 
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class knows that they have little genuine concern for improvement for all 
Malaysians. 

The task for trade union leaders 
Why do our people seek employment in factories and plantations? Not out of 
choice but rather because they cannot earn a living on their own or are expelled 
from their areas. Theywantto have a better life, to be free and seek happiness. 
Every idea oflife, happiness and freedom, is based on material well-being, which 
in third world rountries such as Malaysia, has become unachievable within the 
traditional context of the rural village. 

The basic role of the trade union, therefore, is to organise workers to struggle 
for material gains from their employers. Trade union leaders cannot ignore this 
fact and unions which emphasise better material benefits for their workers are 
not to be condemned, for they only subscribe to the needs of the members. Only 
if they can show commitment to this goal will they be able to gain the confidence 
of the workers and carry the struggle further. 

But the leadership of the unions must understand also that material 
well-being, to the worker, is only a basic precondition in the search for security, 
freedom and self-expression, which, in the Malaysian context, is crucially bound 
up with cultural expression. 

The unions must be self-{:()nscious, not only defending the economic right~ 
of the workers but also addressing the other existential problems they encounter 
as recent arrivals in the sphere of wage labour. These include: 

1. The new uncertainty and dependence which the shift from the agricultural to 
the industrial environment inevitably brings. The worker is always conscious 
that he has to feed the family and maintain a certain level of lifestyle. If the plant 
closes be becomes dependent and this is a major source of fear and insecurity. 

2. The alienation of industrial labour. In selling his labour power to the employer, 
the worker loses the comforts of traditional skilled activity and is tied to heavy, 
boring work, with its. physical and psychological stresses. This is disorienting, 
and ultimately, debilitating and soul-<lestroying. 

3. The loss ofthe sense of'self as a result of the hierarchical structure in the plant 
The worker enters the plant, changes his clothes and becomes a child. He is 
told what to do, when to eat, and so on. His previous independence is gone. 

These conditions are a Violation of the humanity of the individual. Only with 
a change in the relations of production can these problems be overcome. In the 
interim, the trade union is the only organisation which can play an effective role 

18 



The workers decided to defy management and no worker, even the 
non-Muslims, turned up for work. Young work-site committee members, such 
as Atma lingam, felt it was important that workers teamed up on such issues, 
even if they were only significant to one sector of the workers, the Muslims. 

The following day, the management summoned the work -site committee and 
accused the workers of conducting a wildcat strike. The union was blamed. 
Selected members of the work-site committee, including Lingam, who were all 
new officials, were summoned before an inquiry and suspended for a week. 

The union investigated and informed the four suspended officers that they 
were wrong in not consulting their headquarters about the matter. The union 
headquarters further suspended the four officers from the union for six months. 
The headquarters' decision came as a shock. This was a serious mistake on the 
part of the executive council members and the workers, naturally, were very 
resentful and criticised us strongly. 

Eventually it became very clear that we should have recognised that the 
work-site committees should have the power to decide actions on the work-site 
according to the wishes of the workers who ultimately are the decision-makers 
of the union .... 

After this initial period, there came an era of consolidating the membership 
for collective action in relation to all work-site problems. The union 
concentrated on building worker unity and soon developed such a strong 
element of cohesiveness that they came to control the pace of production in the 
plants themselves, irrespective of management requirements. Various strategies 
were formulated to develop this consciousness of their own power, for they 
quickly realised how unity among themselves could work to their advantage. 

The major problems we addressed in the early period were basic ones 
concerning wages and collective bargaining, and health and safety. Our 
combined strategies resulted in a wage rise of250 percent for the lower grades 
over the 13 years that we handled collective bargaining. Our major intention was 
to narrow the gap between the lowest-paid and highest paid employees, so we 
negotiated for a percentage increase on the existing wages, which was divided 
by us, the union executive, among the various scales. The union gave the greatest 
increase to those on the lowest grades, moving upwards to the lowest increase 
to those then earning the most In real terms, all union members obtained almost 
the same amount, but the percentage increase was significantly different This 
was completely different from the practice in other unions, where emphasis was 
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in helping the worker develop strategies to understand and cope with such 
deeply destructive impositions on his psyche. 

Moreover, because of the inunature state of civil society, all matters which 
affect workers as a whole or as a citizen are the legitimate concerns of trade 
unions, whether we are talking about wages and working conditions, pensions, 
social welfare, housing, women's rights, education, defence, or foreign policy. 
The only way to force the authorities to recognise that there are basic rights that 
all our people should enjoy is to engage in a more generalised class struggle. 

Destroying the illusions of the recent past 
However, because of the rapid pace of industrialisation in this country, workers, 
while performing as proletarians, are still bound by the perspectives of their 
peasant traditions. Because social security is inaccessible to them in the current 
situation, the tendency is always to revert to traditional institutions which 
provide it: the family and the traditional culture of the villages. In Malaysia, this 
is particularly evident in the susceptibility of workers to the lure of 
fundamentalist religion, not just in its Islamic form, but also in its Christian and 
Hindu forms. The social security provided by traditional culture inhibits the 
development of class consciousness, especially since ethnicity is a barrier to class 
identification at the wider level of society. 

Moreover, workers in the villages and those who have moved to urban 
settlements have become pauperised and are now subject to the culture of 
poverty. Only a few can achieve individual security. Others look forward to 
collective action, identification as slum dwellers, or joining gangs. This is a 
superficial relationship which does not amount to class consciousness. Those 
who can disguise their poverty tend to embrace the veneer of respectability, 
making distinctions between themselves and those who are unable to hide the 
poverty which dominates their lives. 

As Marxist analysis explains, under the capitalist system, security is also a 
commodity that you can buy and sell. Everything has a price to the extent that 
one can even buy progress. For some, the impression of material progress 
through wage labour leads to a culture of adoption which might create an 
illusion of working-class solidarity based on common material and social 
aspirations. This culture can easily be destroyed, for the concept of human 
society is not based on the fact that all goods are accessible. In the face of 
increasing oppression, solidarity crumbles. Even during a strike, if workers do 
not get their demands quickly they abandon the strike and try to go back to work. 

What is essential at this stage of their developing proletarian consciousness 
are the right influences to help the individual worker to understand that his 
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placed on ex-gratia payments, and on signing the collective agreement to the 
detriment of increasing the salary scales of members. In the end, our members 
received significantly higher wages than those of other unions. 

It was an uphill struggle to get uniforms and basic safety equipment. But 
beyond this, the work-site committee felt that the living conditions of the 
workers had to be a concern of the management, since the quality of living 
conditions clearly contnbuted to productivity in the factory. 

Over the years, better salaries negotiated enabled the workers to enjoy better 
accommodation and such problems as 'excessive' medical leave ceased. But 
beyond addressing the basic issues, we recognised that we had to do far more to 
improve the status of the workers. We had seen unions being organised simply 
on the basis of wages and in the end they did not go further than that. So when 
the companies buy out the leaders, the union slowly dies a natural death, leaving 
the workers to succumb to apathy, concluding that their wretchedness is their 
own fate. 

It was amazing to see the sudden flowering of creativity and resourcefulness 
among work-site committee members, ordinary workers and executive 
committee members. Each new challenge led to new forms of development as 
our instincts became honed and the group dynamics deepened. In this procesS, 
we often had to cast aside tenets of traditional trade union practice, as 
home-grown strategies regularly proved more fruitful than long-established 
theories. In a short time, we realised that the key to success was not in organising 
the workers as workers but as people. 

Gradually, the union became more and more involved in the cultural issues 
that are so central to workers' lives, especially in a multi-<::ultura~ ex-colonial 
state such as ours. Factory work is monotonous, boring, draining. The workers' 
real life lay in their villages and communities, and for us to have any real impact 
on them we had to become entwined with the joys and sorrows of their lives, not 
remain mechanically connected to the most hated part of their existence, the 
factory. This is a particularly complex issue in a multi-ethnic context such as 
Malaysia's, but because ethnic issues are a major platform of manipulation to 
destroy working-class solidarity, it is crucial that it be addressed. 
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oppression, his denial of happiness by the constraints of wage labour, can never 
be overcome except through class actioiL Today, in every section of our 
community, the masses are being led to believe that their oppression is the 
outcome of an imbalance in ethnic control over the forces of productioiL They 
need access to another interpretation of their condition. 

At the same time, on an individual level they are subjected to the propaganda 
of managements which assure them that hard work will be rewarded, that new 
technology will make their work easier and that manual labour will eventually 
disappear, though in the interim, team effort is needed with close co-operation 
between management and workers. 

These diversionary ideologies need to be counteracted with a careful 
education process undertaken by the trade union leadership. This must start 
with an analysis of the actual experiences of the workers themselves, not with 
any general theory or abstract analysis of social dynamics. Such a conscientising 
process need not, and certainly should not, be an attempt to sever the links with 
the traditional cultures of our peoples, for not only has that strategy been shown 
to be futile as in parts of Eastern Europe, but it is based on a lack of respect for 
the people themselves. We know that the traditional cultures and religions 
which have shaped our values are founded on tenets of 'sharing and caring'. 
These are fruitful elements in developing a healthy modem society and we 
should in no way contnbute to the loss of such values for they provide an 
excellent basis for the development of socialism. 

A sensitive approach based on intimate knowledge of the worker's 
experiences is required. The union's leadership needs not only to listen to 
workers intently and help them to analyse their experiences in relation to the 
workplace, but to be able to identuy with the aspirations of the cultural groups 
out of which they come. The simplistic application of international trade union 
practice simply does not make for trust and proper guidance in a complex and 
sensitive situation such as we face in Malaysia today. 

But through the dis~ion of the realities that workers face in everyday 
existence, they can be led to recognise the way the market economy decides their 
fate as workers, promoting insecurity and embedding them at the lowest level of 
existence. We need to pose the question to them: Who should organise work? 
Is work only for the creation of profit or for the social improvement of the whole 
community? We need to discuss the means of production which currently 
dictates that at all levels the workers are not masters of their own lives. 

In this way, they will develop an understanding of the way society is organised 
which will prepare them to take class-conscious action to overcome the 
obstacles to their progress. 
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Despite the many tricks and strategems that we employed to always keep 
management on the defensive and achieve our goals, I can state that the 
cornerstone of our organi<>ing was honesty. We were frank with the employers 
but never hesitated to use sly manoeuvres to corner them, or threaten and carry 
out industrial action to win our demands. 

But with the workers to whom we were responsible, we dealt in nothing but 
the truth. We would try to influence them by argument but never tried to hide 
things from them. If there is one cardinal principle for successful organising in 
the labour movement this is it. 

Times are changing now, and probably our strategies will be inappropriate in 
the current climate. But the essential principles are still, and will always be, valid. 
Respect and integrity are the only basis for human relations, ~nd the human 
being is more important than all else in an enduring movement towards 
upliftment of the working class. 

Such a process of education can only take place within the framework of a 
truly democratic union. Only unionists who can truly identify with the 
experience of the membership can develop the right instincts to locate the 
correct strategies in any given situation. Thus the leadership must develop from 
the rank and file and not from cadres from an educated class with some 
knowledge gained from foreign concepts and analysis. 

Wider structures 
Nevertheless, if these unions act on an individual basis alone, the limit of their 
capacity for actual change will be very narrow. Experience has shown that in 
genera~ union federations have been stronger politically than large industry­
based unions, for, not being part of the day-to-day bargaining mechanism, they 
can act as a coordinating body for the whole labour movement. I therefore see 
it essential for us to reconstruct an organism based on the model developed by 
the PMFTU in the 1930s. 

Such an organi<>ation will have to act on a political level based on the vision 
of society that they embrace for the working class. Engels' analysis of The 
condition of the working class in England in 1844 puts the reason for this clearest: 

The history of these unions is a series of defeats of the working men, 
interrupted by a few isolated victories. All these efforts naturally cannot 
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alter the economic law according to which wages are determined by the 
relation between supply and demand in the labour market. Hence the 
Unions remain powerless against all great forces which influence this 
relation. In a commercial crisis the Union itself must reduce wages or 
dissolve wholly; and in a time of considerable increase in the demand for 
labour, it cannot fix the rate of wages higher than would be reached 
spontaneously by the competition of the capitalists themselves. But in 
dealing with minor, single influences they are powerful. If the employer had 
no concentrated, collective opposition to expect, he would in his own 
interest gradually reduce wages to a lower and lower point; indeed, the 
battle of competition which he has to wage against his fellow manufacturers 
would force him to do so, and wages would soon reach the minimum. But 
this competition of the manufacturers among themselves is, under average 
conditions, somewhat restricted by the opposition of the working men. 

We have already experienced this process in Malaysia. Despite earlier gains, 
the unions are now no longer in any position to dictate wages. In the industry in 
which 1EAIU has members, we lind that the average wage has dropped and the 
gains made by the union over the years have been lost The supply of workers 
has increased over the years and workers are willing to accept lower pay. Existing 
workers who have seen their fellows retrenched during the period of recession 
so as to reduce wages find themselves trapped in fear of retrenchment and 
actually spontaneously work harder and increase production. 

Retrenchment was a mechanism the employers used to get rid of militant 
workers and it has led to a perceptible weakening of the union. As a defensive 
mechanism against capitalism, therefore, the union was only effective during 
periods of economic prosperity for the employers, and cannot ultimately 
transcend the economics which govern wages. 

We have to recognise, therefore, that trade union militancy, on its own, 
cannot change the overriding economic relations which dictate the terms on 
which we operate. It takes political structures to do this. 

The labour movement must, as a consequence, interface with the political 
system through a political party which can represent its interests. There is a need 
to define political aims and objectives clearly based on our vision of the kind of 
society that will give workers their just position. 

From a workers' perspective, there can be only one answer: a society based 
on true democracy, where everybody has avenues for influencing.development 
This implies democratic control over the means of production. Therefore, we 
have to opt for a planned economy, despite current propaganda blaming the 
disaster of Eastern Europe on centralised planning, instead of admitting that it 
was not the planning process that was wrong, but the failure to adhere to 
democratic ideals. In a country such as ours, there is no option if we want true 
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A legacy of militancy. 

1926 first strike in Malaya, conducted by Chinese fitters, followed by several more 
involving secretly organised groups. 

1927 Nanyang (South Seas) General Labour Union (NGLU) established on 
instructions of the Profintern - the communist international's trade union 
organisation. Total membership of 5,000 ( 42 affiliate unions). 

1928-31 NGLU virtually eradicated due to crackdown by colonial administration. 

1930 formation of Malayan General Labour Union (MGLU) from the remnants of 
NGLU. Because of frequent arrests of its members and the Great Depression, 
its influence grows only after 1934. 

1935 significant strikes in Batu Arang coal mines and Singapore Traction (bus) 
Company. Workers from all ethnic groups demonstrate "the possibilities of 
workers' organisation overcoming traditional ethnic barriers." 

Sep '36 strike wave, mostly spontaneous, involving workers at pineapple canning 
to 1937 factories, building workers, municipal labourers, tin miners, rubber tappers. 

1940 the restrictive Trade Union Ordinance (TUO) enacted which requires 
compulsory registration, stresses 'conciliation procedures', denies right to 
picket, and bans political and sympathy strikes. TUO enacted to comply with 
Colonial Development and Welfare Act. 

Mar '41 Klang lndian Association leads strikes at eight rubber estates. The British 
arrest their leader, lire workers, cut off water and rice supplies, call in troops. 
By mid-May strike spreads, involving some 10,000 workers. 

development except that of control of the large forces of capital, natural 
reserves, and banks. Such control should not be extended to the class of small 
farmers and petty traders. 

Despite the importance of this political activity, we should guard against the 
tradition of allowing the union movement to become subsumed into the party. 
Unions and political parties have distinct roles; neither organisation has 
exclusive rights to deal with particular issues. The political party in a democratic 
countty acts through the institutions of the state, even though it may be a mass 
party and even though it may, and should, campaign for its policies outside the 
strict parliamentary forum. However it has the right and duty to take those 
policies into the legislative process. 

The trade union's primary responsibility is the defense of the interests of 
workers. The union comes first, then the party. Any relationship between the 
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16 May state of emergency declared in Selangor. Troops kill four workers, arrest 300 
1941 others and banish the leader to India. 

1945 

Dec 
1945 

29-30 
Jan'46 

Feb'46 

1947 

12June 
1948 

end of Japanese occupation; return of the British. 

strike by 18,000 municipal workers, rubber-factory, brewery, engineering 
and transport workers. John Alfred Brazier appointed as first pan-Malayan 
Trade Union Adviser (TUAM), supposedly to promote trade unionism, but 
who institutes policies weakening workers movements. 

attempted arrest of Soon Kwang, militant member of the Malayan People's 
Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA), which leads to work stoppage, the biggest 
since re-occupation. · 

formation of the Pan-Malayan General Labour Union (PMGLU), later known 
as Pan-Malayan Federation of Trade Unions (PMFTU). With a membership 
of 263,598 by 1947 - over half of workforce and 85 percent of all unions - it 
attempts to break divide-and-rule tactics of the British. 

'Kedab Incidents' investigated on demands by workers. The board of inquiry 
finds "a degree of cooperation that amounts to collusion between the vested 
interests on the one hand and the government executive, the police, on the 
other for the purpose of suppressing the fundamental rights of the largest class 
of people in this country, namely, labour." 

new law bans federation of unions except along same industry/trade lines. 
Influence of the now illegal PMFTU continues to grow. Its leaders are killed, 
arrested, and members are forced into the jungle. PMFTU loss felt to this day. 

union and party should be a developed through a process of debate and 
discussion. The Brazilian national union federation, the Central Unica dos 
Trabalhadores (CUT) provides a good example as it formed a political party 

. which, because of its mass base, it was able to control 

In the process of social development, the workers' party seeks allies in other 
development-oriented groups, such as the environmental movement, women's 
organisations and so on, for it must be serious about challenging the existing 
government if any change is to take place. We have to tty to build a popular 
movement and adopt a revolutionary perspective, whatever the current 
conditions. 

Patience and absolute fidelity to the ideals of social development are the 
major ingredients for long-term effectiveness. There can be no shortcuts in this 
process. The labour movement in Malaysia has lost forty years, and many people 
have lost their lives. There is no way to stem the tide; one must take positive 
action to tum it. · 
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26Mar 
1950 

31Aug 
1957 

1959 

1960 

1969 

Malaysia Trade Union Congress (MTUC) established. Projected as the 
'voice of labour', but in fact an organisation of labour 'bosses', it enjoys state 
patronage. Other genuine unions are effeetively marginalised. 

Merdeka (bahasa for independence). Malaya's 11 states gain independence. 
In 1963, Republic of Malaysia formed with Sabah, Sarawak and Singapore, 
which pulls out two years later. 

MTUC endorses the Trade Union Ordinance, which empowers the registrar 
of trade unions to refuse registration if a union does not meet requirements and 
if he suspects it of harbouring illegal aims; also, to investigate any person 
regarding existence or operation of a trade union. Ordinance limits union 
membership to workers of similar trades or occupations. 

enactment of the infamous Internal Security Act (ISA) to replace emergency 
rule. Hundreds of militant trade unionists detained [including the author, 
Arokia Dass]. Under the ISA, the state can indefinitely detain any person 
suspected of 'subversive' activities. Atmosphere of fear and inhibition created. 

launch of new industrialisation policy accompanied by more restrictive 
amendments to labour laws: union officials to have served at least three years 
in the industry before standing for eleetions; ban on membership/hiring of 
officials of political parties in unions; denial of right to strike or negotiate over 
retrenchment, promotion, hiring, dismissal or transfer of workers; more power 
to registrar of trade unions allowing him to suspend a union and freeze its 
funds. 

SOURCE: Arolda Dass,Not Beyond Repair-Reflections of a Malaysian trade unionis' Hong Kong: 
Asia Monitor Resource Centre, 1991. 
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Reform the party! Save the revolution! 
An open letter to comrades 

Tales Duhaylungsod 

Editor's note: This letter, written by a member of the Communist Party of the 
Philippines (CPP) under a pseudonym, was one of the first to open the debate 
and discussion of issues among the broad membership of the Party. Not long 
after this was circulated, a document ["Reaffirm our basic principles ... "] 
allegedly written by Jose Maria Sison, alleged chairman of the Party, under the 
name Armando Liwanag, was circulated, calling on all Party members to 
reaffirm the pre-martial law Party line. Since then the discussions and debates 
within the Party have been flourishing. In mid-December 1992, a barrage of fax 
messages from Jose Ma. Sison carried the debate in the Philippine underground 
into the headlines of Manila newspapers. Already rampant in underground 
circles for half a year, now reverberating through open Philippine political 
circles, this debate will slowly seep into progressive international circles. 

It is too early for a full-scale analysis of this struggle in the Philippine Left 
The debate remains at a point where it is difficult to tell what the outcome will 
be. Much of it remains hidden in the often arcane language and processes of the 
underground We are printing the open letter, one of the earliest to come out 
when the current stage of the debate started in early 1992, in the hope that it will 
shed some light on the issues being fiercely fought over by the underground We 
have also added excerpts from the "Reaffirm" document to help the reader 
obtain another dimension of the ongoing struggle within the Left. 

Nasa panganib ang kilusan natin, mga knsama. Our movement has been 
stagnating for the past three or more years. If we do not move quickly and 
decisively, we will soon enter a period of decline that may be Irreversible. 

We built our movement with our commitment to our people, the force of our 
ideas, and belief in our people's capacity to seize power and create a new and 
just society. There are tens of thousands of us who continue to believe in these 
ideals. We have the capacity to solve our problems, regain our momentum and 
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advance the Philippine revolution. We have to act now. To do otherwise would 
be to betray those of our comrades who have sacrificed their lives for our 
revolution. 

Our responsibility is not just to our past but to the future of our people. As 
serious as our problems are, our mass organisations remain the largest and best 
organised in the country. They 'COntinue to be the most important resource of 
those of our people who have so little in the way of political resources. While 
too many of us are disoriented, we continue to count within our ran~ among 
the most dedicated and the most self-sacrificing people in the country. We have 
to act soon not just to save our party, but because our country's future requires 
a vita~ active and creative national democratic movement. 

The task that faces us is not just the task of our leaders. Our problems are 
such that we all need to participate in finding solutions. To be sure, this process 
requires leadership. Our leaders need to define the problems, suggest solutions 
and organise a process of democratic discussion in order to come to resolutions 
that we can all support Democratic participation in this process is essential. The 
tendency to impose solutions without sufficient discussion within the ranks is 
precisely one of the roots of our problems today. 

Some comrades will say that we should not even write about or widely discuss 
our problems because if the enemy gets wind of these discussions they will use 
them against us. We should, of course, remain vigilant in preventing the enemy 
from getting information of tactical importance and some discussions should 
remain restricted within the leadership. But broader issues of strategy and tactics 
and the nature of the alternative we are fighting for cannot be kept within 
leadership ranks. Even less, the current state of our movement and the problems 
we face. Even if comrades do not know the details of our problems, they sense 
that there are serious problems. If they feel that there are problems and are not 
provided the basis for understanding them, they will only retreat into apathy and 
become disillusioned. If they are not brought into discussions of what these 
problems are they cannot be part of the solution. 

Is our condition serious? 
To find solutions, we need to discuss our problems with unstinting realism. To 
understand the need for urgency, we need to come to some agreement about 
how serious our problems are. The need for discussion can be measured by 
radically different assessments of our movement's condition. Some comrades 
believe that we are in a "revolutionary flow''. I disagree. I believe our problems 
are very serious. I believe that they are so serious that they threaten our very 
existence as a revolutionary movement. 
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Excerpts from "Reaffirm our basic principles 
and rectify errors" 

by Armando Uwanag, Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Philippines 
(as reprinted in Kasarinlan,Vol. 8, no. 1, 1992, pp. 83-133). 

Let us reaffirm the basic revolutionary principles of the Party on the 23rd 
anniversary of its reestablishment. These are our guiding light in taking stock of 
and celebrating the accomplishments of the Party as well as in confronting 
certain long-running problems and unprecedented setbacks. 

These principles include 1) the repudiation of modem revisionism and 
adherence to the following: 2) theory of Marxism-Leninism, 3) class analysis of 
Philippine society as semi-colonial and semi-feudal, 4) general line of a new 
democratic revolution, 5) leading role of the working class through the Party, 
6) theory of people's war and the strategic line of encircling the cities from the 
countryside, 7) confO<!pt of a united front along the revolutionary class line, 
8) democratic centralism, 9) socialist perspective and proletarian 
internationalism. 

The worst deviations and errors arise from petty-bourgeois impetuosity and 
subjectivism characterized by flights from the concrete conditions and the 
current strength of the revolutionary forces. It combines wishful thinking for the 
armed urban insurrection with army "regularisation." This takes away cadres 
and resources from mass work in order to build prematurely higher and 
unsustainable military formations (companies and battalions) and top-heavy 
staff structures. This is misrepresented as an adjustment on or refinement of the 
theory and practice of people's war, or as a superior theory or strategy 
altogether. Now, we are confronted with an unprecedented loss of mass base 
and other related problems. 

It should be made clear, however, that we are still far stronger in several 
respects than we were in 1968, 1977, or 1980. There is a firm ground for further 
leading the masses (arousing, organising, and mobilizing them) and launching 
the offensives (mass actions, armed tactical offensives) that we are capable o[ 

The grossest example of the failure to recognize the principal and secondary 
aspects of a certain thing or process is the Kampanyang AHOS (AHOS 
campaign, the anti-informer hysteria in Mindanao). The grave violations of civil 
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Our problems are partly the result of improved government 
counterinsurgency work. Better militacy intelligence work has resulted in a 
continuing series of arrests of party leaders and brutal but effective militacy 
operations in the countryside have shrunk our rural base. Government 
propaganda has kept us on the defensive throughout most of the past few years. 
Th~ does not mean that thegovernmentwill achieve thestrategicvictocyin 1992 
that it has bragged about At the same time, it ~ clear that the government's 
failure to achieve its counterinsurgency goals derives less from our efforts than 
from the government's own weaknesses. The political bankruptcy of the Aquino 
regime and divisions within military ranks are the main obstacles to 
counterinsurgency. 

While government claims of victory are hollow, counterinsurgency 
operations have seriously hurt us. Arrests have decimated the top ranks of our 
leadership. The Executive Committee and the Politburo operate way below 
optimum strength. Recent arrests have, for all intents and purposes, destroyed 
the National People's Army (NP A) General Staff. Major areas of work such as 
education and propaganda operate without functional national units. While 
some regions and some areas of work have achieved some growth, others have 
declined such that the national situation is one of no growth. For the first time 
in a decade, we began losing significant numbers of party members in 1988. I 
have not seen any national assessments of our forces since 1989, but I suspect 
the situation has not changed and may in fact have gotten worse. 

Quantitative indicators of our strength, however, are not the best measure 
of our movement's conditioiL We have had fewer membe.rs and a smaller mass 
base in the past. We still have a large, sophisticated national organisation with 
tens of thousands of dedicated members. What is a major problem is that 
nationally, we have not regained political momentum. We are not centre stage. 
We participate in a number of coalitions. But even progressive groups continue 
to be wacy of our tendency towards sectarianism. We have the initiative in 
shaping a number of national issues but have failed to fuse those within a 
comprehensive national programme acceptable to a range of political forces 
outside our own ranks. 

Disagreements 
Government counterinsurgency operations are hurting us more than in the past 
But the more important reasons for our problems are internal. Among our many 
internal problems, the most important is our failure to effectively deal with 
disagreement on key issues. Because these disagreements involve vital issues of 
strategy and tactics and more recently on socialism, it is becoming increasingly 
difficult to resolve other, less inclusive issues. Disagreements on peasant 

32 



rights, the unjust taking of lives of comrades and other individuals, and the 
attendant devastation of the revolutionary forces by this campaign are so 
strikingly clear and revolting. But some elements who have risen in rank within 
the Party rationalize that the campaign is correct because itprobablysucceeded 
in eliminating real deep penetration agents (DPAs) even if hundreds upon 
hundreds of good comrades and innocent people were victimized and killed. 

For a while, from 1981 to 1983, the military offensive companies, oversized 
companies, and coordinated companies were effective. Fighters were recruited 
rapidly. But mass work and the mass base in the countryside deteriorated and 
dwindled at the same time. As the enemy military forces increased, the 
companies and oversized companies of the people's army were forced into a 
purely military situation. Thus, the enemy forces could use to their advantage 
their military superior forces. 

When the boycott error of 1986 was under fire and was not resolved for 
several months, the floodgates of ultrademocracywere opened at various levels 
of the Party and among Party members in general. The Executive Committee, 
as it was then composed, was beleaguered. Certain central staff organs were 

\ acting like centers of comprehensive political authority. Some elements issued 
publications and promoted their own lines, like "critical support for the 
'liberal-democratic' Aquino regime" and the line of armed urban insurrection 
cum premature build-up of unsustainable higher military formations. There was 
ideological and political osmosis between ultrademocratic elements in the Party 
and populists, liberals, "social democrats," and other petty-bourgeois elements 
outside the Party who collaborated in denouncing the boycott error of 1986. 

Under the guise of reacting to bureaucratism, there are certain elements who 
whip up ultrademocracy in order to question and oppose the basic principles, 
line, and policies of the Party; to disinform the Party membership; to 
misrepresent, provoke, and tum the Party inside out. Ultrademocracy or 
liberalism is as bad as bureaucratism. It can confuse, degrade, endanger, and 
even disintegrate a revolutionary Party that allows it. 

But there are more cases of ultrademocracy in which mere staff organs and 
lower leading organs take major decisions even against the Party line without 
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organising in more populated areas and on the orientation of our main labour 
centre divide our leadership and hinder organising work. We are unable to agree 
on and enthusiastically support a national "line of march". Many disagreed, for 
example, with the analysis of the national situation and the assessment of the 
condition of our forces that lay behind the December 1990 call for "launching 
the offensives". It is no wonder then that not much was achieved in answer to 
that call. 

Disagreements, per se, are not a problem. Handled properly, disagreements 
are the source of new ideas. Resolved expeditiously and democratically, 

· disagreements can be the beginning of firm unity. Our biggest problem today is 
not disagreement within our ranks but our failure to resolve these 
disagreements. We have a tendency to suppress views other than those of the 
leadership. While debate was encouraged in the period immediately after the 
"snap election boycott" but not long after, in early 1986, and certainly by 
mid-1987, there was a tendency to suppress and use organisational sanctions 
against individuals and sometimes whole units who continued to raise questions 
on various aspects of policy and line. This intolerance of dissenting opinion 
continues today within party units at home and abroad. 

Another problem is the tendency of some sections of our leadership to take 
positions on key issues without sufficient discussion not just within the ranks but 
even within the leadership. One crucial example is the positions interpreting the 
fall of socialist governments in Eastern Europe and problems in the Soviet 
Union taken in the December 1990 party anniversary statement. The 
January-February 1991 Ang Bayan indicates that there is disagreement on this 
crucial issue all the way to the top of the party leadership. There is also 
disagreement over the rather intemperate attack on the FMLN leadership in E1 
Salvador and on the Sandinistas in Nicaragua in the latest issue of Rebo/usyon. 
On crucial issues such as these, it does not make sense to publish official 
positions when no unity has been achieved within the leadership and within the 
ranks. 

Finally, we cannot look at the resolution of these disagreements as simply a 
question of ideological consolidation and political education within the ranks. 
Doing so preempts discussion and biases the resolution of disagreements 
towards a form of ideological fundamentalism. This formula is what lies behind 
the opinion of some leaders that our problems can be solved by rooting out 
incorrect ideas propagated by some leaders from a large island. According to this 
explanation, the severe decline in party work on that island as a result of the 
DPA problem was the direct result of an incorrect "Insurrectionist" line. Instead 
of being held responsible for their errors, these leaders were promoted and 
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bothering to consult the higher leading organ. The UFC [United Front 
Commission I could proceed with a "peace process framework" that degrades 
the NDF [National Democratic Front I and is detrimental to the interests of the 
revolutionary moyement. It also proceeded with theNDF Congress without the 
Executive Committee or the PB [Political Bureau or Politburo I being able to go 
over the draft documents and plans.Ang Bayan could publish articles against the 
decisions of the central leadership and against the anti-revisionist line of the 
Party. 

There are certain elements who keep on writing "strategy", "orientation", 
and even "policy" papers which deviate from and attack the Party line. They 
even manage to use some central staff organs to promote the wrong line on the 
national and international scale. Notwithstanding the disastrous results of their 
line, they continue to tout it. 

Influences of liberalism, populism, social democracy, and other petty 
bourgeois trends- and even of imperialist and modern revisionist propaganda 
(especially Gorbaohovite) - are seeping into the Party. There are 
ultrademocratic elements who attack the leading role of the working class, the 
socialist perspective of the Philippine revolution, democratic centralism, and 
other basic principles of the Party. Some of them go to the extreme of 
demanding that the Party go beyond the framework of or disregard its basic 
Marxist-Leninist principles because these are supposed to constitute 
fundamentalism. They demand that the leading organs of the Party give up their 
responsibilities. 

Under conditions of setbacks and extreme difficulties due to effective enemy 
operations in the cities and the countryside, those members of the Mindanao 
Commission who were left behind were prone to oversuspiciousness and panic 
about the possibility that there were DP As in their midst who were tipping them 
off. Believing that their line was correct and victorious and could be fouled up 
only by the enemy agents within the Party and.the movement, they were ready 
to believe the report from certain political detainees in early 1985 that there 
were large numbers of enemy DPAs in the Party, the people's army, and the 
mass organisations and institutions. They believed that the Party was being 
infiltrated over a long period of time through the white area organisations and 
that the agents were already being mobilized in late 1985 or early 1986 to bring 
down and destroy the revolutionary movement. Thus, in 1985 and onward, the 
anti-informer hysteria started and raged in'Mindanao. 
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allowed to propagate their line nationally, thus explaining the nationwide scope 
.of our problems today. 

While the summation of the DPA problem leaves much to be desired and 
much more work needs to be done to understand the severe decline in party 
work on that island in 1985-86, I do not believe that this explanation is sufficient 
for understanding the situation there much less national trends. The recurrence 
of the DPA problem in another area under a completely different set ofleaders 
indicates that the DP A problem has deeper ideological roots than 
"insurrectionism". Many more factors have to be brought into an explanation of 
our problems. More importantly, the solution implicit in the "insurrectionism" 
explanation, which involves an ideological purge of incorrect ideas and their 
propagators will divide the party and bring about an even bigger disaster. 

The position that the solution to our problems lies in the return to the basic 
ideas of our movement in the late 1960s and 1970s is also at the heart of what 
might be called the "modern revisionism" position in the debate on socialism. 
Disagreement on the nature of socialism which is the logical outcome of 
different interpretations of developments in Eastern Europe and the Soviet 
Union goes to the very heart of our party's programme. It does not make sense 
to assume· that there is a body of knowledge about socialism that can simply be 
imparted in political education after the collapse of socialist regimes in Eastern 
Europe and the Soviet Union. Similarly, the resolution of our disagreements on 
strategy and tactics cannot be seen as a simple matter of going back to our 
original strategy. We have more than twenty years of practice and a radically 
different world to incorporate into the discussion. 

Strategy 
By far the most damaging disagreement within our ranks is that on strategy. This 
disagreement has divided our top leadership and is clearly one of the major 
reasons for our leaders' problems in the last few years. Debates on this issue have 
affected our military work, our united front work, peasant and labour organising 
and our tactics in the Manila-Rizal region. These deep fissures have made it 
difficult to provide consistent and effective leadership. 

I believe that improper handling of this debate has also deeply affected 
morale within our ranks. Many of the comrades who have left the party or who 
remain without much enthusiasm do not have developed critiques of strategy 
much less carefully worked out alternatives. What is debilitating is the 
uncertainty generated by the debate. At the same time, for people who have 
been in thestruggle for many long years, it is very difficult to accept the idea that 
the only thing we can do is continue doing what we have been doing all these 
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... On the basis of mere suspicion, close to a thousand people (including 
cadres and mass activists) became victims of civil rights violations and severe 
punishment. Due process was completely disregarded as panic and hysteria took 
over. The Party membership fell abruptly from 9,000 to 3,000. The effective 
armed strength fell to that of the 1982level 

Despite the devastation wrought which victimized comrades and the people 
of Mindanao, those responsible have not accounted for their political and 
criminal responsibility but instead have been promoted to national positions in 
the Party and allowed to spread their wrong line at the further and bigger 
expense of the Party and the revolutionaty movement. 

There is a gross lack of understanding of the theotyofpeople's war and the 
strategic line of encircling the cities from the counttyside. This strategic line is 
not an arbitraty edict for a permanent condition. It simply means that when the 
people's army cannot as yet seize the cities, the revolutionaty forces have to 
accumulate strength first in the counttyside where reactionaty power and 
control is relatively weaker and where there is a wide area of maneuver for the 
people's army to launch tactical offensives, accumulate armed strength, and 
engage in mass work. 

Conditions in the future will arise to allow the people's army and the people 
to finally seize the centers of municipalities, provincial capitals, minor cities, and 
major cities (in that probable order) in mass uprisings led by the Party. But it will 
be foolhardy to believe that Metro Manila could fall in an uprising led by the 
Party even before the backbone of the enemy forces is broken in the counttyside 
or before such forces go into a process of final disintegration. 

Building the people's army in stages is ridiculed by certain elements who have 
not really studied the theoty of people's war and who obviously do not believe 
that it is necessaty for the NP A to smash the reactionaty armed forces and 
replace it in the end We have seen how the NPA started from scratch in 1969 
and grew. The people's war will certainly have to go through a middle stage of 
development before it can totally and finally defeat the enemy forces and 
replace them. 

The initial, middle, and final stages of the people's war cannot be dismissed 
as useless concepts by those who hold the opportunist notion that urban armed 
insurrection and imported heavy weapons can replace the full development of 
people's war. When the term probability (closer to realization than the term 
possibility) instead of certainty is used to refer to the stages of people's war, it is 
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years. When victory seems far away, many comrades who are tired have a 
tremendous need for new ideas, new ways of doing things. 

This is an extremely complex and profoundly difficult issue and there are 
others who are better placed to understand all of its ramifications. But in 
studying the history of our movement, I have come across certain elements in 
the development ofthedebate that may shed light on it. Although the first major 
debate on strategy within our ranks occurred in 1978 in Manila-Rizal, the first 
attempt to revise our strategy occurred in 1980 during the Central Committee 
(CC) Plenum of that year and the Politburo meeting of 1982 The formulation 
of the concept of "three strategic combinations" during that time did not 
constitute the abandonment of the strategy of people's war. It represented an 
attempt to learn from the lessons of our successful implementation of the 
strategy. In particular, it sought to integrate our practice in non-armed struggle, 
in the mass movement and in united front work especially in the urban areas to 
balance our previous emphasis on armed struggle in the rural areas. 

Unfortunately, the concept of "three strategic combinations" was not 
particularised in specific areas of work nor sufficiently popularised within our 
ranks. In the 1985 CC Plenum, the new formulation was abandoned in favour 
of a return to a classic Maoist interpretation of our strategy. Perhaps one of the 
reasons for this was the explosion of growth in all areas of our work after the 
murder ofNinoy Aquino in August 1983 and the mistaken belief of our leaders 
that it was not a time for tinkering with an apparently successful strategic 
framework. I believe that it was this decision that made it difficult for our leaders 
to see the opportunities in the situation in the last few months of the Marcos 
dictatorship. The result was our disastrous boycott of the snap election. 

It is important to go back to the concept of "three strategic combinations" 
because there has been a tendency for the debate to be posed in terms of a 
choice between "people's war" and "insurrection" as if the two were mutually 
exclusive. Opponents of the "insurrectionary strategy" have tended to 
caricature it as an adventurist strategy which would stake our military resources 
in one major insurrectionary push in urban areas. My understanding of the 
"insurrectionary strategy" is that it can be integrated into the idea of "people's 
war" as long as the primary emphasis on armed struggle in the rural areas and 
on a military victory as the only possible end game scenario is abandoned in 
favourof"threestrategic combinations". Such a strategywould enable us to find 
a dynamic balance between armed and non-armed, urban and rura~ and 
national arid international struggle. 
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to give allowance for non-realization or defeat due to deviations and errors like 
those committed by the Mindanao Cbmmission against the line of people's war. 

The expression "left opportunism" is apt when it refers to demagogically 
taking advantag~ of the natural desire for quick and easy victory while leading 
the revolutionary forces to defeat and self-destruction. Urban insurrectionism 
and military adventurism have so far been the gravest form of left opportunism 
in the history of the Party since 1968. These are retrogressions to the line of 
urban guerilla warfare (Carlos Marighela) and the foco theory (promoted by 
Regis Debray), which some elements tried to promote within the Party in the 
early 1970s but which were effectively combatted by the Party. 

Inherent to the line of seizing power through urban uprisings with the aid of 
a few prematurely enlarged NP A units that lacked extensive and deep going 
mass base was the undermining and lessening of the interest of Party members 
and mass activists in going to the countryside to do revolutionary work. The 
cadres were encouraged to stay in leading and staff organs of the urban-based 
Party organisation a'?d legal mass organisations. They failed to recognise that the 
peasant masses do not by themselves produce the kind of cadres and other 
personnel that the urban areas produce and which the rural areas need. 

It is wrong to say that luring the enemy in deep, letting him move around blind 
and dea~ and letting him punch the air when we cannot fight to win are 
outmoded tactics. These are useful at any stage of the people's war. The winning 
line is to fight only the battles that we can win. The losing line is to stick out big 
heads or to overreach. Another losing line is not to fight even the battles that we 
can win. All the way we assume that we expand and consolidate the mass base. 

We must maintain and further develop our Marxist-Leninist stand, 
viewpoint, and method. We must constantly improve our knowledge of the 
materialist philosophy, historical materialism, political economy, scientific 
socialism, the new democratic revolution, party building, people's war, and the 
building of the united front. 

It is not a matter of arbitrary choice that in the structure of theoretical 
education a large part should be allotted to the study of the works of Mao and 
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Socialism. 
The debate on the crisis of socialism has been slow to develop within our ranks. 
The January-February 1991 Ang Bayan attempt to stimulate debate has 
apparently been stopped. Whatever technical violations of organisational policy 
were made by Ang Bayan staff should not be used to suppress the debate on 
socialism that they initiated. Neither should the fact that lite Executive 
Committee has apparently taken a formal position on the issue. There are too 
many party leaders and rank and file members who disagree with that position. 
To impose that position without further discussion would be disastrous to inner 
party life. 

We should intensify our efforts to promote debate on the crisis of socialism. 
The issue goes right to the heart of what we are fighting for. Without such a 
debate, this issue will continue to divide us and poison our relations with each 
other. The successful resolution of this disagreement, on the other hand, could 
l;le the key to the solution of at least two of our most difficult problems, namely, 
low morale within our ranks and our inability to regain political momentum on 
the national stage. By adding uncertainty about the nature of the alternative 
society we are fighting for, to uncertainty about our strategy, the collapse of 
socialist regimes in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union has caught many of us 
in an ideological vise that has sapped morale. k; long as people including those 
on the left believe that the kind of society we want is what has collapsed in a 
massive and depressing heap in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, there is 
noway we can gain their trust and regain our political momentum. 

As with the debate on strategy, this issue is too complex to examine in detail 
in a letter like this. What I want to get into here is what I believe to be the core 
of this debate, the question of democr~cy. Revolution is a profoundly 
democratic process. It means the mobilisation of the masses in politics, their 
involvement in decisions that affect their lives. During the long Marcos years, 
we were at the forefront of the fight against dictatorship and for democracy. 
Today, our mass organisations above and underground continue to inspire 
hundreds of thousands of our people to fight for their rights. All the more reason 
then why we should affirm democracy in our party life, in our proposal for an 
alternative society, and in our critique of the practice of socialism. 

In their critique of "actually existing socialism" in Eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union, the Executive Committee has focused on "revisionism" -on the 
abandonment of the basics of socialism as the major reason for the collapse of 
socialist regimes there. Undoubtedly, the leadership of these countries made 
mistakes in the handling of domestic and foreign issues and problems. Otherwise 
they would not have made a mess of their economies and lost the support of their 
people. By focusing on "revisionism", however, the Executive Committee begs 
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the Chinese Revolution. Mao represents a stage of theol)' and practice which is 
a major development ofMarxism-Leninism. His works bring Marxism-Leninism 
deeper into the East And this arose from semi-mlonial and semi-feudal 
conditions basically similar to those of the Philippines. 

The Chinese and the Vietnamese examples of people's war bear closer 
relevance to the current people's war in the Philippines than any other armed 
revolution abroad. These examples demonstrate that the chronic crisis of the 
semi-feudal conditions is the ground for a protracted people's war and, to this 
day, they remain the best available and most relevant to our struggle. 

Inside and outside the Party, there are a few but articulate elements 
espousing ideas of insurrectionism, populism, liberalism, social democracy, and 
the like who have been influenced by the swindiing and wrecking operations of 
the Gorbachovite crew in the Soviet Union and who have derided, denigrated, 
and attacked the basic principles of the Party. Just as it is important to take the 
most responsible among them to account for celebrating Aquino in the past as 
the champion of democracy and economic recovel)', let us take them to account 
for continuing to celebrate Gorbachev as the ideologist of socialist renewal and 
democracy. 

The glib advertising job of Gorbachev has turned out to be a cover for the 
total negation of Marxism-Leninism and the entire course of Bolshevik his to!)'; 
for capitalist restructuring; for the rise of the bourgeois class dictatorship; for 
unleashing nationalism, ethnic conflicts, and civil war; and for the emergence of 
all kinds of monsters, including racism, fascism, and rampant criminality. 

The Party is the advanced detachment of the working class and the 
Philippine revolution. Without this vanguard, the revolutional)' mass movement 
along the new democratic line cannot arise and develop. Even the by-products 
of this movement, such as petty bourgeois groups and trends of thought which 
·are patriotic and progressive in varying degrees, cannot thrive without the 
growth and advance of the Party and the revolutional)' mass movement. To 
attack the vanguard role and development of the Party is to II)' to defeat the 
revolution and bring back the worst forms of reaction. 

Just as they simplistically hold Stalin responsible for evel)'thing that has gone 
wrong under the anti-Stalinist revisionist regimes long after the death of Stalin, 
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the question of the adequacy of the socialist model developed under Stalin and 
passed on to other socialist regimes and communist parties. It assumes, 
implicitly, that the model was essentially correct. 

I believe that the main lesson we should derive from the current crisis of 
socialism is that socialism cannot succeed without integrating democracy into 
the core of its theory and practice. The reason why socialist economies have 
collapsed is because the centrally planned Stalinist economic model is 
anti-democratic. By centralising all economic decision making, such a model 
deprives the masses of the right to make economic decisions for themselves at 
all levels of the economic process. This is not the same as saying that socialist 
economies need to revert back to market capitalism. At the core of our critique 
of capitalism is that it is anti-democratic. The modem capitalist corporation is 
one of the few remaining Stalinist organisations around 

The anti-democratic thrust of Stalinism is even more pronounced in politics. 
Political decision-making under Stalinism is limited to the party and within the 
party, to its top leadership. Mass organisations which were built for democratic 
popular participation are neutralised and turned into instruments of the party 
and the state, often against their own members. Because this type of autocracy 
necessarily breeds dissent, a pervasive secret police apparatus is built to spy on 
and terrorise the people. There is now too much evidence of mass murder and 
mass political imprisonment under Stalin to deny that they existed. These are 
not "errors" or "mistakes" in implementing an essentially correct theory of 
socialism. This is an essentially incorrect formulation of the ideal of socialism. It 
is not just mass murder which is a crime, the Stalinist perversion of the socialist 
ideal is itself a crime. 

As in the issue of strategy, I believe that the correct position on the issue of 
the nature of socialism lies in the correct summation of our practice as a 
movement. The NDF programme for an alternative economy and political 
system is a democratic programme. This programme is a crystalisation of the 
ideas and the hopes ofND activists through the years. It may be argued that the 
NDF programme is not supposed to be a socialist programme so it cannot be 
discussed in a debate on socialism. But party cadre played major roles in the 
formulation of the NDF programme. It should at least be consistent with the 
party programme. If the party does not disavow the anti-democratic theory and 
practice of Stalinism, then it would be inconsistent with the NDF programme. 

Taking a risk 
Bringing these debates into the centre of our party life is risky. More debate 
could result in more division instead of greater unity. It is understandable 
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they wish to put the stigma of their specious definitions of Stalinism on the Party. 
The Party will not allow itself to be wrecked from within by those stereotyping 
it by any epithet and by those trying to damn it by some analogies. We know 
exactly how Gorbachev pushed the line of negating the entire course of 
leninism, socialism, and Soviet history under the guise of totally negating Stalin. 

Among those who are whipping up ultrademocracy are elements who are 
responsible for the gross violation of the civil rights and brutal victimization of a 
large number of Party and non-Party members. The Party is determined to hold 
such elements to account for their deeds no matter how many issues they drum 
up to sidetrack the one which concerns their responsibility and no matter how 
much anti-Party "conjuncture" they find with other promoters of 
ultrademocracy. 

Errors keep on arising in united front work. There are those who equate the 
united front with the entire people and then accuse the Party of 
instrumentalizing the people when the Party speaks of the armed struggle and 
the united front as weapons of the Party. They do not understand that the 
working class leadership through the Party, the armed struggle through the 
NP A, and the united front through the NDF and other formations or informal 
cooperative relations are all functional aspects of the revolutionary movement. 
They are all weapons or instruments of the Filipino people in the national 
democratic revolution. 

There are also those who wish to equate theNDFwith the entire united front 
and make the NDF a catch-all federation which assumes the leadership over the 
Philippine revolution and in which the Party is politically and organisationally 
subordinated not only to a "federal center" but to one with a preponderance of 
petty bourgeois formations. 

There are those who erase from the history of the NDF the role and initiative 
of the Party in its formation and who eliminate the leading role of the working 
class in united front... In fac~ the programme of the NDF has been overwritten 
and diluted several times under the wrong notion that even after the seizure of 
political power (the basic completion of the new democratic revolution) the goal 
is not to build the socialist society but the "national democratic society" under 
the influence of the (now failed) Sandinista progranune of "multi-party 
democracy" (no socialist revolution) and "mixed economy" (no socialist 
construction) and the policies of revisionist regimes whose cornerstone is the 
elimination of the leading role of the working class. 
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therefore why our leadership has hesitated to promote more debate. They 
believe that more debate at this time could lead to open splits and the collapse 
of our party and movement. These are real concerns that we should respect. I 
do not believe that any of our leaders are holding on to their ideas simply 
because they are defending their power or the supposed perquisites of power. 

While inhibiting debate at a time when there are deep disagreements on key 
issues may prevent splits in the short run, I believe that it will also prevent us 
from solving our problems and advancing our struggle. It will assure further 
stagnation and the slow death of our movement. Making revolution is risky 
business. We have to trust our ability to resolve these disagreements in open 
debate without creating warring factions that will destroy our party. We have to 
have the courage to stake the life of our party and our movement in exchange 
for the possibility of once again being in the forefront of revolutionary change 
in our country. 

Doing this is not as difficult as starting armed struggle with only a few rusty 
rifles against a full-fledged military armed by US imperialism. There is, in fact, a 
proposal that has been made by two comrades that can become the basis for 
formulating a detailed plan. I hope they will not mind my elaborating on and 
popularising their proposaL 

1. Form a small committee of comrades from the homefront and those abroad 
withsufficientdepth and breadth of experience to identify the key issues, explain 
them and lay out the opposing positions. Short papers should be written on 
each of the issues under debate. This committee, necessarily, must include 
people with different positions on these issues. 

2. These papers should then be discussed carefully in all party units. Once the unit 
has reached consensus, leaders can be elected who will be ·delegated to 
represent the unit's position in discussions at the next higher level of 
organisation. This ascending process of discussion and leadership selection 
should culminate in a party congress where a party programme is approved and 
leadership elected 

Of course, implementing this is not going to be as easy as it sounds. We have 
not had a party congress since the founding congress in 1968 because of security 
considerations. I believe that it is time to risk the security problems attendant to 
holding such a congress. If discussions on key issues are carefully organised in 
lower level meetings and conferences, the congress does not have to last more 
than a week or two. If delegates are elected in carefully, democratically to 
represent the opinions of party rank and file, there do not have to be too many 
delegates to the congress. If the number of delegates and the time spent at the 
congress itself are kept to a minimum, it should be possible to hold a party 
congress. If security problems could be surmounted such that we could hold the 
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It is now a matter of life and death for the entire Party to reaffirm its basic 
principles, assert its correct line, and criticize, repudiate, and rectuy those major 
deviations and errors which have run for so long (overlapping with half of the 
existence of the Party and armed revolution) and which have brought about 
unprecedented setbacks to the Party, the New People's Army, and the entire 
revolutionary movement 

We anticipate that there will be elements who will oppose or deflect the 
rectification movement by using the following tactics: 

1. Continuing to question and attack the Party's basic principles no less in order 
to dogmatically insist on the erroneous line; 

2. Detaching the erroneous line from the serious adverse consequences; 

3. Confusing the evaluation of the deviations and errors by playing down bigger 
errors and playing up lesser ones; 

4. Confusing the evaluation of collective and individual responsibilities; 

5. Generating new and old issues of lesser importance and relevance to the major 
problems and unprecedented setbacks that we now face; 

·6. Retaliating against well-founded criticism by making unfounded attacks; 

7. Attacking the many in order to conceal a few in error. 

At every level of the Party, in any organ, the central leadership must not 
hesitate to remove from the Party any element who is responsible for any major 
deviation or error and who, instead of accepting responsibility, continues to 
systematically attack the Party line or is incorrigible and resorts to any of the 
aforesaid tactics to deflect or defeat the purpose of the rectification process. We 
must also serve serious warning to those elements who resort to ultrademocracy 
by campaigning outside of the appropriate Party channels or by going beyond 
the bounds of the Party. 

It is a fair estimate to make that only a few will be removed from the Party 
due to the gravity of the error for which they are responsible or due to the loss 
of conviction to the revolutionary cause and to the basic principles of the Party. 
In this regard, the slogan of the Party is "A bit fewer but a lot better," to 
paraphrase Lenin and Mao. 

There may be those who are no longer fit to remain in the Party for 
ideological reasons such as the loss of conviction to all or any of the basic 
principles of the Party. They can be considered allies if they can still cooperate 
with us on political issues, provided they do not become special agents of the 
enemy by attacking the Party and capitalizing on their previous association with 
or inside knowledge of the Party. 
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NDF congress successfully, there is no reason why we cannot hold a party 
congress. 

To hold this congress successfully, our attitude towards the process is an even 
more important requirement than security precautions. If we come into this 
debate with the attitude of securing victory for preconceived ideas despite all 
costs, then debate will lead to greater division and the collapse of our party and 
movement As good Marxists, we should understand that the resolution of 
ideological struggles is a materialist process that involves more than the logic, 
coherence and even brilliance of our ideas. To prevent further division, we 
should give great importance to achieving unity. We should devise a democratic 
process whereby the opinions of all party members are heard and sharpened 
through debate at all levels. 

We need to undertake this task with a 5ense of urgency in order to arrest the 
stagnation of our party and movement. Another reason is that Philippine politics 
is at a crucial conjuncture where our people are open to new ideas. Our 
country's economic crisis continues. The GNP is expected to contract in 1991 
for the firsttime since 1985. Atthe end of Cory Aquino's term, the hopes of 1986 
have given way to profound disillusionment. The coming [1992] elections will be 
dominated by traditional politicians who do not have any new ideas for solving 
our country's economic and political crises. The sooner we can solve our internal 
problems, the sooner we can contnbute to the task of finding economic and 
political alternatives for our country's future. This conjuncture in our country's 
history will not last very long. If we do not measure up to this challenge, history 
will pass us by. 

Many of us who are not in the leadership have a tendency to shy away from 
this crucial debate because we do not trust our grasp of these complex issues. 
Others are afraid to challenge the ideas of our leaders, to risk old friendships in 
the heat of intense debate. We prefer to continue doing our assigned tasks in 
the hope that time or our leaders will resolve these problems without our having 
to get into the debate. But we have sacrificed a lot for this movement of ours. 
For many of us, this movement constitutes the work of a lifetime. Are we 
prepared for the possibility that at the end of our productive lives we will be 
forced to say that we did not do enough, risk enough to save our movement? 
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Gender issues in 
revolutionary praxis 

Sunny Lansang 

This paper is borne out of the need to make some attempt to link the theoretical 
advances brought about by feminism to the day-to-day concerns of comrades.1 

These concerns are brought out through chismis (informal talk among friends) 
sessions, formal sharing sessions and one-on-one conversations. They cover the 
concerns of mental health professionals dealing with family problems; of 
comrades in the army attempting to better understand women's empowerment 
or disempowerment; of people in human rights work attempting to understand 
our recent errors in judgement that led to the Digos massacre2 and other 
violations in the past few years; of those struggling with our moralistic way of 
handling sexual relations and sexual choice; of those who after years of full-time 
work have come to the decision that they must leave the Party, not because they 
no longer believe in Marxism-Leninism but because they no longer agree with 
the way we are conducting politics. 

Most of all it is borne out of the concern of this writer, a feminist, who has 
not yet met another feminist comrade who is satisfied with the way the Party is 
confronting the practical and theoretical challenges posed by the local and 
international women's movement. 

All these are interrelated. The shortcomings of our organisation are 
becoming of increasing concern to growing numbers of comrades, which I 
believe comes from a lack of ideological work. It is increasingly evident that the 
movement must reassess our communist vision for the future, our application of 
Matxist theory to our conditions and the day-to-day ethic of struggle which 
results from this reao;sessment. 

It is my belief that an integration of feminist theorising with our previous 
constructs holds tremendous promise in bringing to light possible courses that 
can be taken in order that the revolution may keep step with our changing 
internal (to the revolutionary movement) and external realities. 

47 



Methodological constraints 
Admittedly, the evidence that these are concerns of the people in the 
revolutionarymovementis anecdotal This is also due to several methodological 
and philosophical considerations. · 

Methodologically, it will be difficult due to organisational and security 
constraints to conduct an empirical study among the ranks of comrades. The 
ethicality of using documents to which the writer has access is also difficult to 
ascertain. Small-scale limited studies of one collective, on the other hand, do not 
provide the breadth of insight that is achieved through the discussions with 
various comrade friends and comrades who seek professional advice. These 
sources provide a broad range of information from various levels of the party 
hierarchy, in various lines of work and sectors, from different class backgrounds. 

Philosophically, one must also take into consideration the nature of feminist 
research and pedagogy. Feminist pedagogy and research, coming as they do 
from a hidden and oppositional tradition to the mainstream logical positivist 
tradition in science, have long placed greater emphasis on the validity of 
individual experience as a basis for revolutionary action. 

This position also stems from the awareness that the oppression of women is 
rooted not just in what has been defined as the public sphere of production, but 
in the more intimate and personal sphere that has been assigned to 
reproduction. Because women experience oppression in the most intimate 
spaces of their lives, in areas not traditionally accepted as being part of public 
concern, personal testimony has great importance in ascertaining the truth of 
this oppression. The challenge is how to understand the validity of subjective 
discourse from a framework that does not make the universality of truth the 
assumption behind test of validity. This viewpoint has direct implication to the 
nature of evidence and proo[ 

Production and reproduction 
This has implications larger than the need to point out that anecdotal evidence 
can be justified on the basis of critical theory and the need to liberate science 
and transform its rules into those that more greatly empower the dispossessed. 

The feminist insight which ties up in a continuum the daily experience of 
exploitation in the private life of a woman to the exercise of coercive power by 
the state apparatus is a major theoretical construct It is a construct that in my 
view must be more completely understood and must stand as a basis for our 
praxis. 
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The call to abolish the classic distinction between the public and the private 
sphere and to make the private sphere an area for political analysis and action 
finds its foundations in socialist feminist theory. A theory that according to its 
proponents, is a more consistent application ofMandst principles. 

Traditionally, only the public sphere has been considered as an arena for 
political action. This stems from the liberal democratic theory which makes 
distinctions between those aspects of life which must be regulated by the state 
(public sphere) and those which are the reserve of the individual (private 
sphere). 

Mandst analysis has accepted that the family and home are a basis for an 
analysis of prevalent social relations in society. In The Origin of the Family, 
Private Property and the State, Engels states: 

According to the materialistic conception, the determining factor in history 
is, in the final instance, the production and reproduction, of inunediate life. 
This again, is of twofold character; on the one side, the production of the 
means of existence, of food, clothing and shelter and the tools necessary for 
that production; on the other side, the production of human beings 
themselves, the production of the species. The social organisation under 
which the people of a particular historical epoch and a particular country 
live is determined by both kinds of production: bjthe stage of development 
on the one hand, and of the family on the other. 

It would seem that there is a recognition here of two circumstances which 
determine the development of society: production and reproduction. But the 
Mandst analysis of the area of reproduction has long been problematic, if not 
underdeveloped. In other works, Marx and Engels give differing interpretations 
to the sphere of reproduction to include not only aspects of the production of 
human being. AlisonJaggarwrites: 

... (T)raditional Marxists use "reproduction" to cover a wide variety of 
social practices. In its broadest meaning, "reproduction" is that aspect of 
production devoted to replacing. the means of production, such as the 
production of seedcorn or replacements of existing machinery. 
"Reproduction" is also used in a more restricted sense to refer to those 
institutions that maintain and reproduce the social relations of production. 
As Marxists construe them, these are capitalist social relations. In this 
usage, "reproduction" is taken to indude entertainment, education, 
advertising, in short, the whole realm of culture and ideology - what 
Marxists call the superstructure. Finally, "reproduction" is sometimes used 
to refer to what I have been calling "procreation," those activities involved 
in bearing and rearing children.4 

What has become problematic about the arena of reproduction is that 
whatever the meaning given to the word, Marx and Engels seem to have held 
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this field as secondary to the area of production in determining the course of 
human history. 

Lenin himself states that while the forces of production were 
underdeveloped, the social order was more dominated by the ties of sex. But in 
the light of the development of productive capacity: 

The old society built on groups based on ties of sex bursts asunder in the 
collision of the newly developed social classes; in its place a new society 
appears constituted in a state, the lower units of which are no longer groups 
based on ties of sex but territorial groups, a society in which the family 
system is entirely dominated by the property system and in which the class 
antagonisms and class struggles, which make up the content of all written 
history, now freely develop. 

On ideology and culture, Marx writes: 

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that 
are indispensable and independent of their will, relations of production, 
which correspond to a definite stage in development of their material 
productive forces. The sum total of these relations of production constitute 
the economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal 
and political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of 
social consciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions 
the social, political and intellectual life process in general. It is not the 
consciousness of men that determines their beingli but on the contrary, their 
social being that determines their consciousness. 

The above-mentioned quotation has often been cited as leading to economic 
determinist interpretations as to the relation of culture to the mode of 
production. 

At the current stage of our development, both the reproduction of human 
beings and the reproduction of ideology in the early stages of life are located 
largely in the family, the private sphere. It is also here that the exploitation of 
women, i.e. the creation of gender in relations of exploitation, are rooted 

This is not to deny that women are not exploited in the sphere of production 
Women's work in agriculture has in fact been a long overlooked reality. Women 
workers everywhere earn less because they are women. They are subject also to 
all forms of sexual harassment and are denied basic needs such as adequately 
paid maternity leaves and daycare centers. Home-based work such as those 
which involve subcontracting in the garments industry has fallen to women and 
has resulted in superexploitation in the countryside. 

Indeed as the economic crisis worsens globally and locally, we are seeing the 
increasing feminisation of poverty. This can be seen in the area of migrant 
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workers where women have become the majority even as the rate of exploitation 
of our migrant workers increases. 

All revolutionary projects must deal with the fact that: 

While women represent half the global population and one-third of the 
(paid) labour force, they receive only one-tenth of the world's income and 
own less than one percent of the world property. They are also responsible 
for two-thirds of all working hours? 

Any political analysis which takes the sphere of production alone as its 
purview cannot account for the fact that exploitation, even as it occurs in the 
sphere of production, is gendered. It definitely cannot take into account that in 
the sphere of childbearing and rearing, in housework and in the area of 
emotional sustenance, women are exploited and oppressed 

In this latter context, it is obvious that women are indeed exploited by men 
in a Marxist sense. Because of the unequal burden of work in the home, women 
do forced, unpaid, surplus labour. This labour results in products or services 
which are not at all controlled by women themselves. 

This basic exploitation of women in the reproductive sphere is attended by a 
deeply rooted ideological structure which is reproduced just as surely as any 
other element of the bourgeois (capitalist or colonialist) culture. The 
socialisation of women (or, to be more clearly Marxist, the social construction 
and reproduction of the categories, woman, man and child) begins in early life 
and pervades all aspects of our culture. 

The stereotyping that occurs is a matter of wide acceptance although it has 
been confirmed by academic study in our universities. Women are considered 
weak, emotiona~ subservient and inclined to the tasks of childrearing and 
housework. They are vecy often considered inferior tq men and, at worst, are 
considered commodities for men's pleasure. It must be added at this point, 
although this shall be returned to later, that these stereotypes are not merely 
found in the prevailing culture but within the movement and the party itself. 

Patriarchy and the semicolonial 
and semifeudal system 
It is not, however, the purpose of this paper merely to convince the unconvinced 
that women are exploited At this point the National Democratic Front (NDF) 
programme has recognised this exploitation and correctly stated that the 
emancipation of women is a project of the entire people. 

What is more important is the insight that the exploitation of women, the 
construction of gender, is fundamental to the survival of the semicolonial and 
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semifeudal system. All class societies are also gendered societies. The socialist 
conception of complete freedom through the absolute democratisation of the 
means of production is incompatJble with continuing exploitation in the area of 
reproduction. 

Thus, just as we ensure that our praxis, our revolutionary ethics, our very 
lifestyles are a rejection of capitalist hegemony- so must we ensure that this 
same praxis is a rejection of patriarchy. To allow the continuation of patriarchal 
attitudes and practices among our ranks, is to oppose imperialism and feudalism 
with our right hand only to caress it with our left 

We must realise that the areas of childbearing, childrearing, sexuality- the 
whole question of biology - are social constructs like everything else that is 
human. As part of the material base of society, these activities which are part of 
reproduction, are subject too to historical changes that are brought about by a 
constant struggle of one group to establish dominance of the other. The material 
conditions of reproduction in any society, including the technologies that are 
pertinent to its activities, as well as the social relations that structure these, are 
just as surely characteristic of a given society at a particular historical period as 
the mode of production is. 

In this sense the men and women in gendered society are in a class relation. 
Socialists must therefore work for a classless society not only in the sense that 
we wish to see the dissolution of classes but also the dissolution of gender. In the 
final analysis, socialism demands the abolition of men and women as constructed 
in present-day society as surely as it demands the abolition of classes and the 
withering away of the state. 

Indeed, modem-day philosophers such as Michel Foucault have made 
explicit the changing power relations in the historical evolution of human 
sexuality and the relations of these to the more institutionalised powers of class 

8 and state.. . 

Sexuality 
But it is one thing to establish a vision, and another to see to it that our praxis 
abides by it. 

At this point, we must critically examine certain areas that are proving 
problematic to us and how our praxis in these areas might well be guided by a 
revolutionary agenda guided by socialist and feminist principles. 

The area of sexual relations and sexuality is one such area. In The German 
Ideo/QID', Marx defined ''three aspects of social activity": the production of 
material life which at its very fulfillment creates new needs (the second asrt 
or circumstance) and a third circumstance, reproduction within the family. 
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This reproduction is a social relation insofar as the activity demands 
conscious and purposive cooperation between human beings. Yet these 
relations have been structured in present-day society in a form that is repressive 
of free human agency, that is, in fact, alienating in the Marxist sense. 

As Marx states: 

The human essence of nature first exists only for social man; for only here 
does nature exist for him as bond with man - as his existence for the other 
and the other's existence for him as the life-element of human reality.10 

And yet these relations are alienated in capitalist society as Marx saw: 

Thus alienated labour turns the species of man, and also nature as his 
mental species-property, into an alien being and into a means for his 
individual existence. It alienates from man his own body, external nature, 
mental life, and his human life. A direct consequence of the alienation of 
man from the product of his labour, from his life activity and from his life 
species is that man is alienated from other men. When man confronts 
himself he also confronts other men. What is true of man's relationship to 
his work, and to himself, is also true of his relationship to other men, to their 
labour, and to the objects of their labour. In general, the statement that man 
is alienated from his life species means that each man is alienated from the 
others, and that each of the others is likewise alienated from human life.11 

Marx's concept was that alienation occurred only in capitalist society because 
of the extraction of surplus from labour in the form of commodities. But it can 
be argued that such alienation has occurred to women and men in the social 
relations of reproduction that have been imposed through histoty. 

Family and sexual relations have varied through histoty and deserve their 
own dialectical and materialist treatment What is clear, however, is that present 
norms that sanction only heterosexual relations within marriage are as much a 
part of Spanish and later American colonialisation as they are a part of 
present-day neocolonialism. These norms were in fact clearly imposed by the 
Spanish and later modified by US cultural dominance and are surely a part of 
the colonial legacy. 

They are part of this legacy through no accident. Norms of heterosexuality 
within the bonds of state and religious sanctions have contributed to the 
subjugation of women and children in families as well as the subjugation of the 
Filipino family itself to the demands of colonial expansion. It has ensured a 
passive and long-suffering family based on women's ability for self-sacrifice; it 
has ensured the reproduction of this subservient and gendered ideology. It has 
assured that women's (and men's) reproductive labour power is tied to a system 
easily exploitable by feudal, colonial and neocolonial interests. 
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Qn sexual relations 
It is therefore surprising that until very recently, our own rules on sexual 
relations have been a replication of these norms. We have imposed the same 
repression on sexuality - sex outside of marriage being banned and bisexua~ 
lesbian and homosexual relations being seen as ideological failings. 

It is to the credit of the movement that the freedom of sexual orientation has 
now been upheld in the NDF programme. But we must not be content with this 
acceptance on paper. Because to liberate sexual relations and sexuality from 
patriarchal repression is a major strategy in our efforts to change the relations 
of reproduction in society. 

Reproductive rights 
Similarly, the idea of reproductive rights, i.e., the right of a woman to control her 
own body must be seen as a strategic call that will extend through the course of 
the national democratic revolution and the early stages of socialism. Until such 
time as social relations of reprQ<iuction are democratised, women will be tasked 
with the care and rearing of children. Until such time as the individual is 
gendered as a social construction, then pregnancy will occur within women's 
bodies. As such, the right to decide if, how many, when, how and with whom to 
have children regardless of age, disability, sexual orientation, civil status, 
religious and political affiliation will remain essential to the liberation of women. 

Human rights and women's rights 
In general, our human rights propaganda has dealt with the issues of violence 
against women only as they occur within the framework of the violation of other 
political rights- usually in the case of women detainees. We must elevate our 
propaganda against violence against women in society in general to a political 
call to end aU such violence, in the same way that we have caUed for the end of 
violence brought about by poverty and fascism. There is a continuum between 
the violence that besets women in their individual and private lives at the hands 
of men; and the more public aspect of state fascism. The two are related not just 
in terms of their being linked in patriarchal and militarist ideology but also in the 
way this violence shapes and reshapes productive and reproductive social 
relations. 

Sexual harassment 
In this regard we must also pay attention to the way we handle issues of sexual 
harassment among our own ranks. To tolerate such lapses of discipline results 
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in the deterioration of the morale not only of the comrade who is the victim but 
also speaks badly of the ideological level and sense of moral agency of the male 
comrade who has done this harassmenl We must remember also that sexual 
harassment must of necessity occur in situations where the male comrade is in a 
situation of power vis-a-vis the female comrade. In these cases therefore the 
higher position of the male comrade must not be taken as a mitigating 
circumstance. Rather, charges of sexual harassment, if proven, must surely be a 
gauge of the comrade's unsuitability for positions of responsibility. 

Reconstructing the patriarchal family 
The whole question of family relations must also be considered Often enough, 
we have been remiss in realizing that we must struggle just as much to restructure 
families as we do other social relations. 

In failing to recognize this need, the movement falls into the danger of 
exploiting women's reproductive labour. For men comrades to leave family 
responsibilities to their wives in order to go full time is not a gauge of ideological 
strength any more than it is the particular contribution to the revolution of his 
wife that she take on the entire task of raising and caring for her children When 
as in some cases, women who complain at this injustice are castigated for their 
lack of commitment, it is tantamount to a betrayal of true revolutionary ethic. 
But these cases, though common enough, represent only one extreme of our 
failure to liberate women, children, the elderly in our own families. We must also 
contribute to ask why women comrades (or non-comrade women married to 
comrades) continue to do the bulk of household, secretarial, child rearing and 
even emotional work in our families. We must also ask whether issues 
concerning alimony and infidelity (areas where more often enough men take 
advantage of women's marginalised and oppressed positions in society) are 
handled with an eye to revolutionary justice and discipline. We must ask whether 
there are enough comrades who have used the principle of "politics in 
command," of self-sacrifice, to bring injustice upon their families by their neglect 
and insensitivity. 

In our organising work among women of all classes, but especially the basic 
masses, we are beginning to realise how difficult it is for women to go to 
meetings, to organise and to struggle because they are truly burdened with child 
care and housework. A socialist feminist ethic tells us that revolutionary work 
lies just as much in organising these women to liberate themselves from these 
privatised burdens which they are forced to bear in the isolation of patriarchal 
families, as it is in organising them around the issues of imperialism and 
feudalism. 
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Political integrity and moral agency 
Against the call "politics in command," we must juxtapose the feminist cry "the 
personal is political." To rise above personal circumstances and problems in 
order to sacrifice for the revolution does not mean that we turn our backs to our 
responsibilities towards specific individuals whether they be friends or family. 
Neither does it demand the infantilisation of comrades within the limited life of 
our subculture to the point that we lose all sense of the mainstream, the ordinary 
unpoliticised lila [person]. 

Political integrity demands that our personal relations live up to the same 
non-exploitative, empowering and liberational standards that we impose on all 
other aspects of our political work. 

If in fact there is one sense in which feminist politics bears on all our praxis, 
it is to re-emphasise the sense of moral agency of the individual as part and parcel 
of our revolutionary ethic. Marxism has called attention to the fact that the 
alienation of capitalist society has reduced human relations to the adversarial or 
non-caring. In calling attention to the head to bring thesphereofthe private and 
personal into the area for socialist analysis and praxis, we can put current 
meaning to our call to end alienation. 

A sense of individual moral agency distinguishes our revolutionary 
movement as socialist, as fundamentally addressed to the liberation of the 
human from exploitation and alienation. The development of this individual 
responsibility cannot happen if, in the most intimate reaches of a comrade's life, 
we live whether as man or woman, in blissful ignorance or wilful acceptance of 
the inequalities of gender exploitation. 

Our efforts at policing ourranks of all errors against the welfare of the people 
must find its bedrock in our total rejection of personal inequalities of which 
gender is as much a factor as class. Unless comrades see the injustices, the power 
relations of dominance and subordination that permeate all our interpersonal 
relations as men and women, then the sense of moral agency cannot be 
developed fully. In this sense, patriarchal practices and attitudes are the material 
basis for so much of our moral weakness. Weaknesses that find their most 
disturbing manifestation in the increasing number of human rights violations 
that our comrades have perpetrated among the people or even on other 
comrades. 

Individual and collective 
Perhaps in our communal life, in our fear of being charged as individualists, we 
have forgotten the role of the individual. 
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Agnes Heller writes that, "Marx recognises no needs other than those of 
individual people", and while understanding needs as generally social or 
"socially produced", such needs nevertheless "are the need of individual human 
beings": "When the domination of things over human beings ceases, when 
relations between human beings no longer appear as relations between things, 
then every need governs the need for the development of the individual, the 
need for self-realisation of the human personality."12 

Conclusion 
We have had many victories in the course of our more than 20years of struggle 
to liberate our people. But our movement has changed and grown bringing with 
it many lessons that demand theoretical reformulation. Our movement has 
grown to include many, many individuals with various skills, talents and needs. 
An ever-widening number offarnilies have comrades as a father, a mother, a son 
or a daughter. Entire families can be committed to the movement, even as we 
begin to see several generations, young and old, working side by side. It has also 
seen a largernumber of women participate in the movement bringing with them 
their own concerns. As the movement goes on, there is a need in fact to tum our 
attention to the lives in this movement, to the personal and private, to the need 
for nurturance in a community of resistance. There is also a need to accept that 
the Marxist theory on women is underdeveloped and is only now being 
elucidated by women in their numbers. 

Through their own experiences in revolutionary struggle against feudalism, 
imperialism and patriarchy, women have brought to our movement new ways of 
analysis that imply the need for a change in our theories, our ethics and our 
praxis. 
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This article was published in Debate, Philippine Left Review, Issue No. 1, September 1991. 

!. This is with reference to the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP). [Editor] 

2. Editor's rwte: This massacre took place on 25 June 1989 in the southern Philippine province of 
Davao del Sur. Thirty seven men, women and children (31 of them, women and children) were 
killed by members of the New People'sArmy(NPA), the armed wing of the CPP. 'l\voofthe 
dead men were beheaded by the NP A The deaths occurred in the context of an encounter 
between NPA rebels and members of a church group, mostly unarmed, who had been 
organised by the local militmy into an anti-communist religious cult group called Ituman. The 
National Democratic Front (NDF) after conducting its own investigation found that the killing 
of innocent civilians could have been avoided by the NP A Source: The Philippines- Vwlatin"g 
ofthelawsofwarbybothsides,Asia Watch, 1990,pp. 76--82. 
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Samizdat writings in China 

LauKin Chi 

Ever since the military crackdown on pro-democracy demonstrators on 4 June 
. 1989 in Tiananmen Square, ideological control in China has been very strict 

Many newspapers or magazines were banned, reorganised or taken over by 
commissions sent by the authorities. The works of blacklisted writers were 
forbidden publication or circulation. Yet, because of economic decentralisation, 
local publishing firms have more say in what to publish, and very often, books 
are circulated in the market for some time before the authorities ban them. 
These may be literary works or works of social science. For example, Huang 
Yuan Feng (Gale in the Wilderness), published by Modern Press in Beijing in 
May 1990, was banned presumably because the work espouses egoism. Shui Lai 
Cheng Baa? (Who Gets This Contract?), published by Hua Cheng Press in 
Guangzhou, September 1990, was also banned, presumably because it covers 
extensively the economic and social conditions of the people. 

The immediate aftermath of the 4 June 1989 crackdown led to student 
activities in Beijing and in the major provincial capitals which focussed on 
denouncing the repression, disseminating facts about the crackdown and 
organising protest actions. On June 5, the Beijing College Students 
Autonomous Federation issued a Letter to all Citizens with a call to give up all 
hope in the Li Peng government and launch a prolonged struggle, a movement 
of non-violent civil disobedience. In the provincial capital~, students also called 
for a long-term struggle after attempts by workers to paralyse the transport and 
other industries through strikes and traffic blockades failed. On June 8, it was 
reported that a crowd of 150,000 gathered in the square outside the train station 
in Changsha, the provincial capital of Hunan Province, for a memorial service 
for the dead in the Beijing crackdown, and for student leaders to bid farewell to 
the public before they went underground 1 

In the massive wave of arrests after June 4, all protest activities had to be 
conducted in great secrecy. All networking was necessarily limited to clandestine 
links among individual core members of different groups. Ironically, much of the 
information about underground organisations and samizdat publications came 
to be known to the outside world only after the activists concerned were arrested 
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and the charges against them disclosed by the Chin~ government Some of the 
information was conveyed by contacts to journalists or students in exile. 

Identifiable samizdat publications have appeared in Beijing, Shangha~ 
Changsha, Chengdu and Kunming. Most of them were put out by students or 
inteUectuals who had participated in the 1989 movement for democracy, and 
occasionaUy by veteran activists whose involvement dated back to the Beijing 
Spring Democracy Movement of 1978-81. Some workers or professionals 
(la\vyers, physicians, writers) were also involved. 

In the first four months of 1991, the Public Security authorities had 
discovered 60 to 70 'illegal' organisations operating in major cities including 
Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Fuzhou, Hangzhou, Shenyang, 
Chengdu, Wuhan, Nanjing, Chongqing and Xi' an according to a report on the 
speech given by Tao Siqu, Minister of Public Security, in an internal meeting of 
top leaders of the Beijing government and security forces on 6 May 1991. The 
more active underground organisations included the College Students 
Federation, Workers Autonomous Federation, Liberation United Front, 
Marxist United Front, Revolutionary Communist Party, and AUiance of the 
Oppressed and Exploited. 2 In the four months following the crackdown, over 
137,000 copies of anti-government propaganda materials, leaflets and posters 
were seized all over the country. · 

The accuracy of these reports is difficult to ascertain. However, it does give 
some idea of the dimension of unrest fermenting in China. In this article, I will 
go through the literature (programmes or statements or leaflets) of seven 
underground organisations in China. Either the fuU texts or detailed reports 
about them are available outside China. 

Samizdat publications are circulated among smaU circles of dozens or 
hundreds of people, while leaflets are usuaUy produced and distnbuted in 
thousands. Another means of communicating news and ideas in a general 
situation of censorship is to resort to legal proceedings, such as the cases of Guo 
Luoji, Wang Meng and Chen Ziming. They filed lawsuits against the 
government, knowing weD enough that these would invariably be rejected by the 
court but knowing also that public attention would be drawn to the injustices. 

Appearing also for a brief period- for a month or so- in June 1991 were 
T-shirts with slogans expressing discontent or satirising official propaganda. 
They were the fashion until the government banned them. 

Let us first go through the samizdat publications before coming to the 
literature related to the underground organisations. 
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Concern of samizdat publications 
Chengdu, Sichuan Province, has produced many post-modernist poets since the 
early 1980's. Unaccepted by official literary publications, such poetry was 
circulated by samizdat publications. A well-known samizdat publication, 
Sichuan Modem Poems, was founded by the renowned poet liao Yiwu in 1987. 
After 4 June 1989, Liao wrote a long poem entitled The Massacre, which he 
recorded on cassette tapes which were widely circulated in Shanghai and Beijing. 
In February 1990, liao, together with the poets Li Yawei, Wan Xia, Liu 
Taiheng, Ba Tie and Gou Mingjun, wrote the script and began production of a 
videotape entitledAnLingQu (Condolence for the Dead). On March 25, the day 
of completion of the production, they were all arrested. Liao was sentenced to 
seven years in jail, and all the others to three years.3 

Samizddt publications like Wqd Grass, Herb of No Name and Fmcture were 
also produced by underground 
poetry clubs in Sichuan. About a 
dozen people from an underground 
poetry club in Chengdu were 
reportedly arrested on 7 April 1990 
and charged with illegal publication.4 

The name of their club is not yet 
known. 

In Kunming, Yunnan Province, 
four persons - Ji Kunxing, Shang 
Jingzhong, Shi Ying and Yu Aumin 
-were arrested at the end of 1989 
for organising a "counter­
revolutionary organisation" and for 
producing the samizdat publication 
Pioneer.5 The contents of this 
publication are not known. 

The Shanghai samizdat 
publication Rejuvenation was 
published by the UFDMC. Free 
Voice was broken by the Shanghai 
authorities in May 1991. It had 
provided the overseas media with 
information about infrin~ements on 
human rights in China. About a 
hundred copies of Modem Han 
Poetry, a non-political collection of 
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Samizdat publications 

The following titles of samizdat 
publications are known outside 
China: 

In Beijing: 
Da Jia (All of Us) • Min Zhu Tao Lun 
(Democratic Discussion) • Tie Uu 
(Iron Currents) • Zi You Lun Tan 
(Free Forum) 

In Changsha: 
Wan Xiang (Phenomena on Earth) 

In Chengdu: 
Duan Ceng (Fracture) • Wu Ming 
Cao (Herb of No Name) • Ye Cao 
(Wild Grass) 

InKunming: 
Xian Feng (Pioneer) 

In Shanghai: 
Fu Xing (Rejuvenation) • Xian Dai 
Han ·shi (Modem Han Poetry) • Zi 
You Zhi Sheng (Free Voice) 



und(!rground poetry, were seized by the authorities on 17 April 1992, and two 
poets, Meng Lang (real name Meng Junliang) and Mo Mo (real name Zhu 
Weiguo ), were arrested? 

Phe/Wmena on Earth from Changsha, Hunan Province, was first published 
in November 1991. Its first issue of26 pages was edited by Li Zhongyuan and U 

Dissident groups 

The names, statements and 
programmatic documents of the 
following underground organisations 
are available outside China. 

Zhong Guo Gong Can Dang Ge Ming 
Wei Yuan Hui (Revolutionary 
Committee of the Chinese Communist 
Party, RC-CCP) 

Zhong Guo Min Zhong Tuan Ti Zi Zhi 
Lian He Hui (AutonomoJJs Federation 
of People's Organisations in China, 
AFPOC) 

Zhong Guo Min Zhu Yun Dong Lian 
He Zhen Xian (Untted Front of the 
Democracy Movement in China, 
UFDMC) 

Zhong Guo Ren Quan Wen Ti Van Jiu 
Hui (Research Group on Human 
Rights In China, RGHRC) 

Zhong Guo She Hui Min Zhu Dang 
(Socialist Democratic Party of China, 
SDPC) 

Zhong Guo Zi You Gong Hui (Free 
Labour Union of China, FLUC) 

Zhong Guo Zi You Min Zhu Dang 
(Party for Freedom and Democracy in 
China, PFDC) 

Zhong Hua Jin Bu Tong Meng (China 
Progressive Alliance, CPA) 
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Dingcheng, and contains essays and 
poems. The longer essays are rather 
abstract and liberal expositions of 
freedom, love, truth and human 
existence. The autonomous self and 
rationalism are championed as 
opposed to servitude and passivity. 
None of the articles touch on the 
immediate reality. The shorter 
essays are literary prose, mostly 
expressing bitterness for the world 
and longings for explosions to 
cleanse the world of evil Some of 
these rather blunt writings might 
very well be censored in an official 
publication. 

One interesting point about this 
publication is its title. The 
romanisation of Phenomena on 
Earth is given on the front page, 
apparently with an error identified 
and crossed out just in time. So, 
"W ANGXIANG" has the "G" 
crossed out so that it correctly reads 
"WAN XIANG". Yet, "Wang 
Xiang" could mean "daring, 
unrealistic ideas or aspirations". 
There are apparently attempts to 
load words with allusions and to 
present ideas in a mildly subversive 
way. 

It is not surprising that more 
samizdat publications from Beijing 
are known to the outside world 
Beijing has been the centre of the 



movement for democracy, and it also has easier access to journalists or 
foreigners. I will discuss some of these publications here. 

Democratic Disrussion was reportedly published by a student Liu Xianbin 
from the.People's University, and contains articles demanding the reform of the 
communist system. Uu was arrested around early May 1991. 

Chen Yingbin and Zhang Yafe~ former students of the Qinghua University, 
were arrested at the end of 1990 for publishing Iron Currents. Chen was 
sentenced to 15 years in jail for"counter-revolutionarypropaganda", and Zhang 
h 

. . 9 as to serve seven years tmpnsonment. 

All of Us, a bimonthly, ftrst came out in October 1991. It was published by the 
Study Club of the People's University, with the editorial board consisting of Shi 
Zhai, Yuan Cheng and Li Yan. Its inaugural issue descnbes how the publication 
came into being. It said that the Study Qub was the largest student society in the 
People's University, and since its founding in October 1990, it had reeruited over 
200 members including postgraduates and undergraduates. Through publishing 
All of Us, it hopes to promote the exchange of ideas among responsible, rational 
and committed young scholars. 

All of Us contains essays on philosophy, literature and culture, and also 
creative writings. In the first two issues, each over 50 pages of typed manuscripts, 
there are articles espousing the idea that socialism is compatible with human 
rights; criticizing the "ultra-left" cultural theories and practice; stressing the role 
of intellectuals in China as a significant force in the control of knowledge and 
capable of ushering in a new social order based on law instead of party ideology; 
rejecting feelings of impotence and helplessness through an analysis of the 
poetry of Baudelaire; commenting on China's foreign policy and proposing that 
the state be more pragmatic in pursuing its interests; and arguing against the 
Three Gorges Dam Project. There is a list of recommended readings at the end 
which includes literary or political works critical of the communist system or the 
bureaucracy, western views of the history of modern China, and the early works 
of Marx and Mao. · 

The articles in All of Us demonstrate a rational approach to problems both 
philosophical and temporal. While keeping away from forbidden areas which 
would certainly offend the authorities, the articles are by no means subservient 
to party orthodoxy; they take opportunities to present critiques, often bordering 
on dissent, of government policies. Two sensitive topics are raised in the first two 
issues: the role of intelleetuals vis-a-vis social control, and the role of the state 
vis-a-vis the people. Judging from the premises and presuppositions that these 
two topics tackle, one may feel a sense of unease that the writers themselves may 
be lacking a profound understanding and hence critical appreciation of the 
relationship between knowledge and power, and the antagonism between the 
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state and the people. This, in turn, may give the reader the feeling that the 
publication is not intrinsically subversive. 

On 8 June 1992, Wang Shengli and Uao Jiaan (whose alias is Shi Zhai), both 
editors of All of Us, were arrested The police searched their dormitory rooms 
and found leaflets and a printing machine. On 12 June 1992, the university 
authorities announced that Wang and Liao had been arrested for distributing 
"counter-revolutionary leaflets" and would soon be ~rosecuted on charges of 
"counter- revolutionary propaganda and instigation". 0 

Free Fornm is reportedly one of the best samizdat publications circulating in 
Beijing, with incisive analysis of current affairs and world events and good 
insights on ideas of freedom and democracy.11 Several issues have come out and 
the concern of the publication has shifted from reports of the Tiananmen 
massacre and denunciation of the repression to reviewing problems of theory 
and practice within the democracy movement, analysing the participation (or 
lack of it) of different sectors of the population in projects for social change, and 
offering a critique of the Dengist reform. A special emphasis is placed on 
understanding and learning from the upsurge in Eastern Europe. 

XmXi (Information), a 12-page monthly, is published in Hong Kong and has 
been distributed in China since October 1990. This is a digest of news and 
analytical articles, mostly from the media in Hong Kong. 

Literature of underground organisations 
Many of the organisations operating underground become known either when 
they distribute their programmes, statements or leaflets in public or to the press, 
or when their core members are arrested and the names of the organisations are 
made known by the government. It is always difficult to come to any realistic 
estimate of the size of these organisations. Some may never make any claim as 
to the size of their membership, and in cases where claims are made, it may be 
in dozens, hundreds or thousands but these are .difficult to verify. In addition, 
members of an organisation may be cohesive as a group, or may relate to each 
other in a very loose manner, as must be the case for networks of underground 
groups from different cities. The repression and agent infiltration make it very 
dangerous and quite impossible for large groups to operate over long periods of 
time. 

The programmes or statements issued by underground organisations in 
general tend to be direct and to the point, transmittingtheir political messages 
in an unequivocal way: denunciation of the regime's repression and criminal 
deeds; elaboration of the organisation's programmatic positions; and an appeal 
to the public to organise and/or act. 
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The RC-CCP which is based in Beijing has issued three statements-Letter 
to all CCP members, Letter to the ge,ople of China, and Letter to the United 
Nations and all people of the world. In these documents, the RC-CCP claims 
it has operated as a clandestine dissident group inside the Chinese Communist 
Party since the end of the Cultural Revolution, and decided to make public its 
political views in response to the repression of the June 4 Movement The letters 
appeal to party members to reject the reactionary clique headed by Deng 
Xiaoping, Li Peng andY ang Shangkun, abandon the Four Guiding Principles, 
stand with the people to overthrow the dictatorial rule of the CCP, and rebuild 
the Party. They ask the people to reject the one-party rule of the CCP, which 
for 40 years has been the rule of a bureaucratic, privileged class headed by Mao 
and Deng. In their letter to all people of the world, they assert that the Chinese 
government has lost its legitimacy to rule, and that the Chinese people do not 
recognise the existing government. They also make an appeal for general 
support and sympathy. 

The RC-CCP, while expressing admiration for Marx and aspiring to rebuild 
the communist party, is in its more concrete positions, closer to social 
democracy, advocating "competition on an equal basis among various forms of 
economic ownership". 

The UFDMC, in its leaflet entitled The people will never forget distnbuted 
before the second anniversary of the June 4 crackdown, also expresses 
disillusionment with the CCP's 40 years of rule, and asserts that instead of 
placing requests and hopes with the CCP, it will rely on its own strength- the 
strength of the people- to fight for truth and democracy. 13 

The RGHRC, based in Shangha~ is more specific in its area of concern­
human rights. Many of its members have been arrested. The arrest of 
26-year-old Gu Bin in early April 1991 was followed by the arrest of a dozen 
people including 47-year-old Yang Zhou, and the renowned writer Wang 
Ruowang and his wife Feng Suying. Wang and Feng were released after 30 
hours of continuous interrogation (and in August 1992, the couple was allowed 
to leave the country); but Gu and Yang remain in detention. Gu Bin had 
participated in the 1986 student movement in Shanghai when he was then a 
student of the Shanghai Institute of Chemical lndustry. 14 Yang Zhou has a 
longer history of participation in the movement Towards the end of 1978, he 
promoted the setting up of a human rights association in Shanghai and was 
arrested in April1979 and sent to jail for two and a halfyears.15 On his release 
he continued his activism. On 25 July 1990, he wrote an open letter to Jiang 
Zemin, General Secretary of the CCP, arguing for the release of all political 
prisoners, and for the registration of all political parties or societies to enable 
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them to operate legally.16 Open letters to party leaders, under the cover of 
petitions, are often a safer means to air one's views. 

With the police raids the names of some personalities involved in the 
RGHRC were disclosed. It is now known, that different generations of activists 
have come together to work for common goals. This is very significant 'for the 
movement for democracy. 

More names of organisations surfaced in the third year after the June 4 
crackdown. The PFDC signed a waD P9J!ter that appeared in the campus of the 
Beijing University in November 1991.17 Entitled Statement on the question of 
human rights in China, the waD poster criticizes_ the government's violations of 

The Free Labour Union of China 

Though the Communist Party of 
China claims it represents the 
working class of China, workers in 
China are deprived of their rights to 
free speech, assembly, strike and 
employment Thedeterioratingliving 
and working conditions of workers 
were further aggravated after the 
1978 reforms. The lack of 
corresponding social security for 
workers with reforms on economic 
management has led to their working 
overtime without pay their having to 
shoulder medical expenses, and their 
havingtocopewithaworseningliving 
standard. 

Power has been concentrated in 
the hands of a few, especiaDy in the 
hands of low-ranking bureaucrats. 
What causes concern is that while the 
private sector has been rapidly 
expanding, no legal provisions have 
been drawn up to defend the rights of 
workers in this sector. Workers are 
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sometimes placed in conditions 
worse than those portrayed in the 
nineteenth century by Charles 
Dickens. 

Although China is signatory to 
international labour laws which 
guarantee the right to organisation, 
free labour unions have been 
repressed. However, there have been 
attempts by workers to set up their 
independent unions. In December 
1991, the Free Labour Union of 
China (FLUC) was formaDy set up 
with a caD to workers to form free 
unions and to act against repression 
and corruption. 

The FLUC strongly believes that 
it is absolutely necessary for unions 
that truly represent the interests of 
workers to be set up, as the official 
unions stand on the sid.;: of the 
government and capitalists. It is 
committed to building an economic 



political rights of citizens, and urges the release of all political prisoners, 
rehabilitation of groups and persons that have been persecuted, recognition of 
the right of political association, and the convening of a national assembly with 
representatives of different parties and sectors of people. The wall poster was 
put up just before the US Secretary of State came on a visit to China and was 
hence designed to attract international attention. 

It has been reported that the PFDC is made up of a number of underground 
organisations active not only in Beijing but also in Shanghai, Xi'an and ChengdtL 
A dozen people were arrested at the end of December 1991.18 On 29 March 
1992, the thirteenth anniversary of Wei Jingsheng's arrest, a member of the 

and political system based on justice 
and human rights. It aims to organise 
workers in state enterprises, 
especially in the heavy industries and 
in public transport. The FLUC has 
pledged to improve the working and 
living conditions as also the social and 
political standing of workers in China. 
Since its formation the FLUC has 
managed to recruit members in 
several places, conduct surveys in 
several factories on the actual 
working and living conditions of 
workers, start a newsletter which is 
mailed out, assist some workers in 
defending their rights and express its 
views on several state policies. The 
Chinese government was shocked at 
the formation of this organisation and 
the State Security Bureau classified 
the FLUC as a category one case and 
began secret arrests of members. In 
early June 1992, several members 
were arrested for attempting to 
distribute leaflets during the 
anniversary of the June 4 crackdown. 

67 

Those arrested included core 
members Liu Jingsheng, Gao 
Yux:iang and seven others whose 
names are not known. Liu Jingsheng, 
a bus driver, together with Wei 
Jingsheng, Yang Guang, Lu Lin and 
Yu Yi, founded the samizdat 
publication Exploration. As one of 
the core members, Liu used his home 
address as the correspondence 
address for the publication. He was 
also responsible for distributing the 
publications to places outside Beijing. 
Wei Jingshengwas arrested in March 
1979, and Liu Jingshengwas detained 
in May 1979 by the State Security 
Bureau. Liu was released after six 
months and continued working as a 
bus driver and with the democracy 
movement. In June 1992 the State 
Security Bureau searched the homes 
of Liu Jingsheng and Gao Yux:iang. 
Both of them were arrested and their 
whereabouts remain unknown to this 
day. 



PFDC distributed leaflets outside the North Gate of the People's Hall in Beijing 
and was arrested. The leaflet caUed for the release of political prisoners.19 

The SDPC, based in Lanzhou, Gansu Province, was forrnaUyset up in 1991 
and made public its existence in April 1992 when the National People's 
Congress was convened in Beijing. It claims over 100 member activists from the 
1989 movement, students, workers, government cadres and self-employed 
workers. Its letter to the NPC demands democratic reforms, release of aU 
political prisoners, rehabilitation of victims of the June 4 incident and abolition 
of one-party dictatorship. It pledges to uphold the ideals of democratic socialism 
and hopes to join the Socialist International. In April and May 1992, over 20 of 
its members were arrested, including Ding Mao, Liu Baiyu, Xing Shimin, Lu 
Yanghua, Liu Wensheng, Gao Changyun, Zhang Jian, Cao Jianyu, Xu 
Zhendong and Lu Yalin. 

In January 1992, the Preparatory Committee of the FLUC distributed two 
leaflets voicing the position of ordinary workers iiJ China. One statement dated 
24 January 1992 denounces the criminal acts of the government in the June 4 
crackdown and accuses the government of ruining China's economy. It also 
predicts the end to the people's patience. Another statement dated 16 January 
1992 affirms the workers' right to form free labour unions, rejects the official 
labour union as a tool of the CCP and, most important, caDs on workers to 
organise themselves at work or at district levels, to develop groups by engaging 
in aU sorts of open and covert activities, and not to be impatient to seek outside 
linkages as this may lead to their infiltration by agents. The FLUC envisages 
numerous free labour unions mushrooming in China. 

Indeed, workers' organisations and even strikes are occasionaUy reported by 
the media outside China. One instance took place on 11 August 1992 in a busy 
downtown area in Beijing. A poster appealing for a general strike on 17 August 
1992 was signed by the "Workers Union of Brigade One of the East City 
Environment and Health Bureau". The poster listed the gross injustices in the 
differential treatment of senior officials, referred to as "vampires" and 
"parasites", and the sanitary workers. Asserting that it has the support of 90,000 
sanitary workers, the Union demanded higher wages, better working conditions, 
and government recognition of the Union. The same poster appeared in several 
places, and was promptly removed by the police. It is not known if the strike took 
place. 

Towards the end of May 1992, two founding members of the CPA were 
arrested: Kang Yuchun, a neuropathologist at the An Ding Hospital in Beijing, 
and Hu Shenglun, a lecturer at the Beijing Institute of Languages?' According 
to the CPA draft programme, China is in a deep political, economic and moral 
crisis. However, the programme deals primarily with political and economic 
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issues, and not much is said about moral aspects except for mentioning terms like 
humanism, justice, harmony. As is the problem with many such manifestoes, the 
CPA's propositions on the desired economic system are a conglomeration of 
what are considered ideal, and the possible contradictions between the different 
propositions and antagonisms between different interests are somehow brushed 
aside and not scrutinised. So, the CPA proposes that all members of society, as 
owners of property, can take up any form of ownership; that the shareholding 
system be promoted; that equality between different forms of ownership be 
guaranteed by the Constitution; that the market economy be introduced; that 
any monopoly of the economy by consortia be opposed; that a social security 
system be installed to defend minimum living standards; that all labourers have 
the right to economic decision-making; and that the state's role in guiding 
economic activities be respected. Politically, the CPA stresses that it is against 
factionalism and regionalism. It is also against authoritarianism within the 
organisation, and strives to cooperate or fuse with any other force fighting 
against dictatorship, be they groups based on theories of social analysis or on 
religious or humanist principles. It also aspires to cooperate with democratic 
progressive forces in the CCP.It sees the movement for democracy as involving 
all sectors of society with no group having total control. Its respect for other 
political forces and emphasis on maximum cooperation with groups in the 
movement indicates a conscious attempt to break through the long history of 
atomisation imposed by repression and censorship. 

The AFPOC declared its existence on the third anniversary of the June 4 
crackdown. It claims to have contacts in several cities in China and an overseas 
liaison network. Its spokesperson is Tang Boqiao, a student leader of the 1989 
movement in Hunan, who fled from China in July 1991 and is now in New 
York. 21 The preliminary draft of the Constitution of AFPOC consists of three 
parts: Preamble, Programme of Action and Principles of Organisation.22 The 
Preamble takes pains to explain AFPOC's views on democracy, placing 
emphasis on participation by the people, collective solution to everyday 
livelihood problems by the grassroots, and the assumption of social responsibility 
by everybody. People's organisations should be built at work as well as in the 
realm of private life and while encouraging individual initiative and creativity 
they should also foster responsibility for the problems of society. On this basis 
the AFPOC, as a federation of autonomous people's organisations, attempts to 
experiment with the practice of democracy in its own organisational functioning. 
While the AFPOC is people conscious in its general statements, its political and 
economic programmatic position is not much different from those of other 
organisations, except for its emphasis on safeguarding people's livelihood, caring 
for the underprivileged, and practising workers' self-management. 
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Understanding underground organisations through reading their literature 
is naturally inadequate, but the programmes or statements somehow define the 
general orientation of the organisations. What is proclaimed on paper may not 
actually be practised and in such cases, the literature setves more as an 
expression of what the activists find lacking in their real life conditions. 

Members of the AFPOC appear to be hard hit by the round-up of dissidents 
following Shen Tong's "open return" from the United States in the summer of 
1992. With contacts provided by Tang Boqiao and others, Shen Tong, a student 
leader in exile, "clandeStinely" made and filmed his contacts with underground 
personalities just before openly declaring in Beijing his intention to set up a 
sub-office of his US-based organisation in China. Shen Tong was arrested and 
after some weeks of detention, was sent back to the States. Many people have 
been arrested after his visit and these include Qi Dafeng, Zu Guoqiang, Mao 
Wenke, Lu Gang, Zhao Zhangjian, Zhang Jianjun, An Ning and .Meng 
Zhongwei and over a dozen people have fled China. 

Apart from the hames mentioned above, other people known to have been 
arrested around 4 June 1992 include Lu Zhigang, Wang Peizhong, Guo 
Shaoyan, Chen Hui, Wang Guoqi, Wang Qishan, Wang Wanxing, Chen 
Qinglin, Yu Uangqing, Wang Jinwan, Ma Lianggang and Tian Yang. Their 
current status is not known. The fact that activists continue to be arrested three 
years after the Tiananmen crackdown gives the outside world a glimpse of the 
ongoing resistance and repression in China. 

Legal struggles 
One way of expressing views without getting into trouble and being accused of 
"illegality'' is the courts. One famous example is of Guo Luoji filing a lawsuit 
against the CCP and the state education authorities in January 1992. Guo Luoji 
as a lecturer in Nanjing University was deprived of the right to teach because of 
his dissidence.23 Thou!h the court rejected his suit, his case and his views 
became widely known. 

In September 1991, writer and former Minister of Culture, Wang Meng, also 
filed a lawsuit against Wen Yi Bao (Journal on Literature) accusing it of political 
persecution and in his indictment refuted charges made against him of attacking 

' the reforms and Deng Xiaoping. · 

Chen Ziming, accused of masterminding the movement for democracy in 
1989 and sentenced to 15 years in jai~ wrote a 220,000-word book-Reflections 
on the Decade of Reform- while in jail and completed it in March 1990.25 In 
December 1991, through his wife, he filed a lawsuit against the New China News 
Agency, the People's Daily and the State Education Committee for slander. 
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They accused him of "participating in and directly commanding the attack on 
the troops imposing martial law"; this charge had not been brought up by the 
authorities in the trial against him. This is also a way to legally refute the 
authorities and expose their absurdities. 

Han Dongfang, leader of the Beijing Autonomous Workers Federation, 
applied to the police for a license to demonstrate on 23 March 1992. His 
application was naturally refused, and he took this opportunity to speak to the 
foreign press on the contents of the placard he would have carried and of the 
leaflets he would have distributed with demands for better medical welfare for 
railway workers, and the right of workers to organise free labour unions. 

The above are examples of ways to bypass strict censorship and exercise the 
right of expression. There are other means of expression too. In the beginning 
of June 1991, T-shirtswithslogans appeared in the free market and becamevety 
popular. Youngsters in the busy down-town centres wore T-shirts with slogans 
that read: ''I'm terribly depressed! Keep away from me!" "Ilfe is meaningless" 
"I'm real tired" "I am Emperor" "There's no tomorrows, get drunk today'' 
"Mama taught me a song, without the Communist Party there would not be this 
new China" "The militant for the revolution is a piece of brick, up to the Party 
to dispose of as it sees fit" "I fear not sufferings, I fear not death, I fear not YOU 
either" "Oeanse the world of all evil beasts" "Sparks of fire can ignite the whole 
plain" "I have never been a thorn in anybody's side" "I've got no guts to be a 
smuggler, I've got no capital to be an entrepreneur, I've got no cunning to be an 
official, I muddle along, my rice bowl is broken, I am nothihg''. There were 
slogans from Mao and slogans that ridiculed Deng's reforms, such as the 
caricature of a black cat in tears, or a whole jumble of food ration cards and 
identity documents around the slogan "Hard to feed a family''. One designer of 
the T-shirts, when interviewed, said "We are not allowed to parade, we are not 
allowed to write wall posters, can we not write the words on ourselves?"26 On 
30 June 1991, these T -shirts were seized and banned. 

Words are largely contained and contaminated under censorship in China 
Still, their "mysterious" potential is continuously explored by people unwilling 
to submit to the power that will have them say what they do not mean or not 
speak out at all. 
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Some notes on micro-struggles: 
NGOs and the state 

Harsh Sethi 

For nearly two decades now, there has been a deluge of writing on NGOs and 
micro/grassroots struggles: their nature and spread, role and possibilities. And 
while the different participants in this debate have all articulated their favourite 
positions: from seeing these varied efforts as 'mere bubbles', to having the 
'potential of coalescing into a major movement for a structural transformation 
of Indian polity and society'- a recent effort at surveying the literature came 
to the somewhat disconcerting conclusion that the large bulk of this writing is 
partisan, unsubstantiated, more in the nature of an in-house polemic, than 
presenting an empirically sound reading of the Indian scene.1 Notwithstanding 
the general consensus that the phenomenon of a stirring at the grassroots is 
significant and worth analysing, there have been few attempts at mounting 
substantive research studies. In the absence of both macro-data and indepth 
case studies, it is therefore difficult to come to any conclusions that could be 
rigorously defended 

Partly the confusion in the literature on grassroots movements arises from an 
inadequate specification of the constituent sections of this phenomena, for 
every activity/organisation that is formally outside the ambit of either 
government or political parties tends to be lumped together under omnibus 
categories like voluntary organisations, non-governmental organisations, 
non-party political formations, etc. Thus, conclusions about one type of 
organisation or activity often get loaded onto another radically different entity. 
A greater problem however arises from the casting of ex-ante macro-political 
expectations of the analyst on the phenomena on the ground. In particular, one 
can discern a tendency in interventionist, radical transformative discourse that 
either perceives a new hope in every effort at dissent or alternatively continues 
to 'raise the criteria' that any activity/organisation has to satisfY before it can be 
certified as acceptable. In neither case is due cognizance given to the internal 
objectives of either the actors, activities nor organisations under scrutiny. 

In itself, the inner subjectivity of the self-proclaimed analysts/theorists would 
be of little concern, for struggles and dissent at the base of society continue 
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irrespective of how they are dissected and analysed, except that the 'word' does 
have a devastating impact on the 'world'. Not only is this discourse judgmental, 
it also moulds the legitimate space within which this activi<;m operates. More 
importantly, it has displayed the potential of creating internecine divi<;ions and 
splits in these various efforts, thereby increasing hostility in an already hostile 
environment2 This long preamble has been necessitated, because I, as much as 
anyone else, have been associated with the process of both participating in and 
commenting upon the phenomenon under discussion. And only through some 
very painful knocks has one learnt (hopefully) the virtues of reticence. 

For the purpose of this brief note, I propose to comment only on a specific 
sub-sector/genre of the NGO world - the micro-grassroots 
organisations/movements that are not, at least self-ronsciously, involved in 
conventional charity, welfare or developmental activities, and to interrogate the 
discourse concerned with their potential to transform Indian politics and 
through that both State and society - an avowed goal of these movements. 
Many of these entities may not even be formally registered under one or the 
other of the Acts that govern NGOs in the country. In addition, I propose to 
examine those modem NGOs who claim to be political, albeit in non-party 
political terms. Most of these are middle class and professional, located mainly 
in urban areas, and conduct their activities with the express purpose of linking 
up with, extending support to, and improving the effectivity of the 
micro-struggles at the grassroots. Even if partially involved in development or 
charitywork, their distinguishing feature is not the delivery of services/goods, but 
through conscientisation and mobilisation contributing to the organised 
strength and assertion of the poor and the organisations working for and with 
them. Much of what is today perceived as the radical and transformative edge of 
voluntary work has emerged from the activities of these two different streams 
and locations of politics. But before we tum to this sector, a few briefremarks 
on the changes in institutional politics would be in order. 

The decline of institutional politics 
Most of these 'movements' occupy social spaces created by the decline of the 
conventional, mainstream politics of legislatures, elections, political parties and 
trade unions. And while, with the exception of the period of the Emergency 
(1975-77), we have witnessed regular elections at all levels (in fact given the 
endemic instability in the electoral process, the frequency has oflate increased), 
mo~t analystJ; would agree that the formal representative institutions are in a 
state of decay. In fact, after the mid-sixties, most political parties have not even 
held internal elections and have closed down their district and local offices.3 
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This has resulted in the retreat of democratic institutions from open, · 
competitive politics where they contioually sought to establish their claims 
for legitimation, into the pure politics of power and manoeuvre. In the 
process, pqlitical parties have lost their national character, both in political 
and geographical terms. Their role in inducting new groups into politics 
through waging struggles for their legal and political rights has been 
considerably reduced. Their ability to process issues arising in the economy, 
society and culture has declined greatly.4 

The political process which over the first two decades after Independence 
had worked for the inclusion of middle-castes into mainstream politics halted by 
the mid-seventies - ipso facto excluding from the mainstream significant 
sections of the dalits, the tribals, the backward amongst the Other Backward 
Castes, and the poor and landless amongst the minorities. The 'excluded' strata 
were at times of elections approached for votes, their economic issues were 
ethnicised and communalised for electoral gains - but their struggles for 
survival and dignity ceased to be issues in mainstream politics. Further, since the 
populations in question are dispersed and fragmented on many dimensions­
class, caste, gender, religious identity, language - they were dismissed by the 
political parties, including those of the Left, as simply unorganisable. This giving 
up of the 'movement' aspect of P?litics not only converted the parties into mere 
electoral machines, but also ceased to inform the process of government 
formation and policy making. Even trade unions displayed relative ineptitude in 
expanding their activities into the informal sectors of the economy. 

This shift in larger politics was reflected in the legislatures, with crucial 
socio-political issues of the poor taking a backseat, the executive becoming the 
most powerful branch of governance, and the judiciary a final arbiter of aU 
political disputes. 

The political discourse began to be increasingly informed by narrow 
constitutionalist positions held by the executive and often endorsed by the 
courts rather than by issues emerging from democratic politics. Even the 
Indian Constitution, which was held not only as an instrument of 
governance but also as an agenda for social transformation, became a 
document sanitised !rom the flesh and blood of social and political 
movements which enriched democratic politics.5 

The flip side of this process of neglect, exclusion and a distorted-manipulative 
mobilisation by mainstream actors pushed the marginalised populations into a 
desperate scramble for survival: The endemic growth of extra-legal activities, of 
criminali)y and violence leading to a fracturing of civil society, and a breakdown 
of traditional mores and values that had earlier provided a framework of 
cohesion, can be traced to this process. So also the spectacular rise of 
extra-constitutional ethnic and ideological movements. 
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The emergence of the grassroots movements needs to be located within this 
context of the larger retreat of institutional politics. Sections of the middle 
classes, disillusioned by the failures of electoral politics and the inability of 
various regimes to ensure growth with justice, radicalised by the spate of 
movements that rocked the count!)' from the mid-sixties to the early seventies, 
in collaboration with the hitherto dispossessed sought to create new 
organisations and initiate movements that could move into the niches yielded by 
the mainstream forces. 

Over the last decade and a half, we have seen the growth of sporadic, 
short-run movements that address specific issues like bonded labour, doW!)' 
deaths, etc.; longer term movements with developed organisational forms that 
relate to a specific constituency like the farmers' movements; the emergence of 
human rights groups, ecology groups, feminist groups; groups seeking to 
redefine notions of education, health, culture; issues relating to ethnicity and 
community identity, focussing particularly on the discriminatol)' and exclusivist 
traditions in society buttressed by State policies that affect scheduled castes and 
tribes, minorities and women. There are groups engaged with issues of 
displacement and inadequate compensation and rehabilitation of those affected 
by large 'development' projects; with the aperopriation of common property 
resources by industl)' and the State, and so on. These social-activist stirrings are 
often linked to para-professional groups, mainly urban and middle class, who use 
their skills in networking, training, research and documentation, law, 
media-communication- all to create national campaigns and public awareness 
around such issues and sectors. 

By taking up issues and constituencies abandoned by the political parties and 
trade unions and ill-served by the bureaucracy, the activist formations have 
sought to reformulate the issues and expand their constituencies in a framework 
that is primarily non-electoraL The organisational form that )las evolved is 
neither that of a political party nor of a pressure group; rather the effort is to 
evolve a participative and mobilisational form of politics which can sustain 
struggles on issues articulated by the people themselves and work for their 
empowerment In the process they have sought to expand the meaning of 
constitutional politics by justifying their struggles in terms of the Directive 
Principles of State Policy- a cha~ter in the Constitution provisions of which 
are not justiciable in a court oflaw. 

Notwithstanding the fact that many of these movement groups share 
common arenas and broadly similar perspectives on social transformati\)n, there 
is a great deal of variation between them. The differences are with respect to 
political lineage, size, geographical level of operation, the importance attached 
to some issues over others, the populations they work for and the organisational 
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fonns they adopt Nevertheless, all of these thousands of groups which start with 
involving and mobilising people, on issues that concern them directly, seek to 
harness the social energies so released towards a long-term movement for 
transforming the power relations in society. 

The context 
Before analysing the impact of these diverse stirrings, and thus their 
potentialities and limitations, what is needed is a clearer appreciation of the 
environment they operate in. And here a clear distinction needs to be made 
betWeen the environment the social action groups are located in and the 
para-professional agencies, the support NGOs. 

Micro-SIJUggles. In all the discussions oflndian democracy and its multitudes 
of institutions- not just representative, but those of the judiciary and the press 
- the disjunction betWeen what is theoretically posited and empirically 
available is rarely appreciated. Nor is the difference that obtains in different 
parts of the country. 

In the areas and the sections of populations that the social-activist formations 
work with, the congruence betWeen the agencies of the State and the local 
vested interests is nearly complete. Consequently, except at the margin, they 
leave little legitimate institutional space available for operation. Thus at one 
level, the very enormity of problems that the grassroots groups/movements have 
taken upon themselves or are expected to tackle becomes so great that 
exhaustion and breakdown are inevitable. It is the inability of the State, the 
bureaucracy and institutional politics to process these problems into their own 
arena that creates an overwhelming situation, such that to expect scattered 
localised efforts to act as buffers betWeen the chaos and violence in society and 
the neglect if not coercion by the State, is an exercise foredoomed to failure. 

The activists of these movements are at one level constantly on the run, 
spending their time and energy on fire-fighting which leaves little time for 
reflection and interaction with others. Even limited success at tackling one local 
issue creates pressures to enter another. Since both issues and power at the local 
level are highly concentrated, the activist groups face simultaneously a growing 
complex of issues and concerted resistance from those whose power is being 
challenged. And though periodically, some help is forthcoming from the more 
sensitive and concerned sections of the state apparatus- in tenns oflegitirnacy, 
funds, sometimes direct support and validation, and success, even if limited, does 
enthuse, fighting constant harassment and coercion tends to be wearying. Just 
an examination of the number of criminal cases instituted against social activists 
or their medical histories, would be a good indication of the life they lead. 
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As important as the brutality encountered in the local environment is the lack 
of cohesion and coordination amongst these different efforts. While in itself not 
unexpected, for after all grassroots micro-stirrings have to be environmentally 
sensitive and rooted, as issues merge into each other and the need arises for 
coordination with a wider array of actors, consensus has to be achieved on 
ideological questions. This is at one level strongly resented by groups zealous in 
safeguarding their own autonomy, identity and territory. Add to this the fact that 
voluntarist and spontaneous groups are rarely able to work out a coherent 
perspective. Bitter quarrels and further fragmentation are thus not unusuaL 

The need to escape local boundary conditions, of being heard by those who 
matter, and being able to create an environment more sympathetic to the sets 
of issues that the social-activist formations are working on, brings to the fore 
issues related to networking. This process could either be one of lateral 
coordination with similar groups, linking up with support groups in urban areas, 
or often a mixture of the two. A quandary arises precisely because while such a 
move is seen as both desirable and necessary, attempting networking on a weak 
and divided base marked by suspicion at the bottom creates not only a 
dissonance, but often implies that the process through which issues are 
formulated and presented passes onto the non-grassroots para-professional 
groups and individuals. 

Such a process has major implications for the activity on the ground. Often, 
as against a deepening of grassroots mobilisation and organisation, the focus 
shifts to efforts at achieving media coverage in a bid to influence the 
environment and policy processes, a strategic impulse favoured by those 
somewhat removed from the ground. Increasingly thus, social activist groups get 
drawn into organising and participating in seminars and workshops, holding 
press conferences, preparing audio-visuals and films, attempting to intervene via 
the courts by resorting to public interest litigation, etc. Towards this end, they 
are drawn into new research and documentation activities, into becoming 
feeders of information so that a proper case can be made on their behal£ 7 

The most extreme form of distortion comes via an increasing involvement of 
these groups/movements into a new 'politics of symbolism'. Thus fighting the 
deep-rooted social inequity exemplified in a lack of access of the 'untouchables' 
to places of worship, etc., gets transformed into well publicised marches for the 
liberation of temples. Or equally, struggles for the improvement in the status of 
widows get reduced to episodic and media focused protests around sati. Uttle 
do the votaries of this event-based, episodic, media-centered approach realise, 
that far from highlighting issues or preparing the ground for a more concerted 
attack on the evils within us, such a politics of symbolism only serves to distort 
and caricature issues, becoming instead a mere 'politics of rituals'. Often, such a 
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process only makes the task of those trying to work on a more sustained level at 
the grassroots, even more difficult 

Support NGOs. Quite unlike the social activist formations at the micro !eve~ 
whose emergence can be traced to the contradictions at the base of society and 
the inability of formal State and political structures to meaningfully respond to 
the survival and dignity issues of the poor and excluded, the phenomena of 
support NGOs (middle class and mainly urban) which seek to effect a radical 
transformation of Indian politics and society is relatively recent Though they 
too, like all efforts in our society, claim inspiration from earlier attempts during 
the anti-mlonial struggle for social reform and change, effectively they are the 
offuprings of the post-Emergency phase. 

It was essentially in the late seventies that the realisation of the inefficacy of 
working through official structures in responding to widespread but localised 
issues of oppression and survival led to a commonality of approach, within both 
the country and international organisations. From the formal recognition 
granted to NGOs in the Seventh Five Year Plan, to the shift in the priorities of 
multilateral, bilateral and private co-financing agencies, the period witnessed a 
massive escalation of both funding and support to NGO formations. 

Not unexpectedly, this change in environment led to a major explosion in the 
number of NGOs. While a large part of this new munificence was channelised 
towards conventional charity and developmental organisations, a large residual 
market was simultaneously created for the NGOs working with a political 
orientation Thus new groups, whether working directly with the concerned 
populace in the field, as support organisations mediating between micro-social 
action groups, or between them and the State through diverse activities like 
networking and coordination; social research and documentation; monitoring, 
evaluation and training; creating pedagogic and media packages to impart 
information and skills; accessing formal structures; 'preparing' the environment; 
or lobbying for policy changes, etc. - activities which even two decades back 
were almost unknown in the NGO world, acquired a new presence. Through 
seminars and workshops, theatre and films, new.>letters and journals - these 
new groupings with their specialised skills attempted to reach out both to the 
grassroots and the policy makers. Central to this new enterprise were new 
ideological debates-on human rights, ecology, feminism and the law-efforts 
at restructuring the epistemological universe in which meanings are ascribed to 
political activity. 

Some early and noteworthy successes, to name a few: the reformulation of 
the rape law, the stalling of the forest bill, the national campaign on housing 
rights, the success at using the new innovation of public interest litigation, the 
presenting of a private bill on child labour in the Parliament, created a new 
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excitement More than the ongoing struggles at the base of society, it was this 
'new NGO' effort and its 'success' in reshaping the development and political 
discourse, that caught the attention of both policy makers and the public. 

Without trying to undermine the genuine impulse behind many of these new 
efforts - networking, coordination and evolving a new ideological 
crystallisation for understanding and representing the new stirrings in society­
it merits recognition that unlike earlier efforts during the anti-colonial struggle, 
many of these efforts depend strongly on an external infusion of funding, often 
international. 1bis combination of legitimacy, excitement and relatively easy 
funding has however led to a range of unforeseen consequences, the primary 
amongst them being that the internal criteria of self-assessment seem to have 
been replaced by those sensitive to external donor concerns. 8 More specifically, 
the availability of larger amounts of easy money, and the shifts in the language 
of description and analy.;is have radically redefined the relationship between the 
'new NGOs' and the micro social-action groups, and through that, the nature of 
and discourse on politics. 

The shift in the mid-seventies towards NGOs as a favoured entity for funding 
support owes much to their 'brand distinction' frQm official agencies. In relative 
terms, they were seen as locally rooted and environmentally sensitive, flexible, 
low-cost and honest, and thus proper instruments to 'reach the people'. A; 

however criticism grew of top-down, non-participative approaches to 
development and democracy, much greater stress started being given to 
processes that helped in the conscientisation, mobilisation and organisation of 
the poor and hitherto excluded. It was this new radical impulse that the NGOs 
were able to successfully capture and tap, bringing to the fore the new spectrum 
of activities and intervention that have been mentioned earlier. 

While many of these changes in the thinking of both the government and the 
aid establishment was indeed welcome, for it was apparent that the earlier 
strategies were not working, tbe massive expansion of the 'grassroots market' 
invited a 'taking-over' of the new issues, vocabulary and sector of concerns by a 
new breed of actors. With everyone, from donor governments and agencies, our 
own governments, the social commentators and the middle class 
para-professional agencies now finding it lucrative to enter the 'grassroots 
business', what could be discerned in the process was a hegemonising of the 
voice of the grassroots, often so mutilating it that it became unrecognisable even 
to the concerned subjects. 9 

At one level this heightened radicalism led to a purposive devaluation of the 
notion of service, of doing good, of helping others in need. Consequently, even 
older voluntary formations which had in the past done stellar work, albeit of a 
conventional charity and development type, were made to appear as irrelevant, 

" 
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if not counter-productive. Secondly, this led to a decline in the importance of 
material interventions in the lives of the poor. Thus, activities like introducing 
new technologies, a focus on income generation through production, etc., were 
seen as consolidating the capitalist system, only helping the better off. More 
importantly, aU activities and organisations were now sought to be judged with 
respect to their political potential and role. 

The focus on macro-political concerns was reflected in the efforts towards 
networking and coordination. This drawing in of local social-action groups into 
a macro-political frame meant both their rupturing from the base communities, 
as also an increased importance of the middle class NGO interlocutors, who had 
the funds, the contacts, the language and the skills to operate successfully in this 
new political marketplace. 

One side implication of this new politics by new actors was a downgrading of 
the already enfeebled and 'discredited' conventional politics and political 
parties. Not unexpectedly, this led to a heightened conflict with the political 
parties, particularly of the Left, who classified the NGOs as 'fifth columnists', 
operating on behalf of neo-imperialist forces. 10 The challenge to the monopoly 
over radicalism could not be tolerated. The other was a shift in the perception 
of the government. While the subtle denunciation of the political parties, 
particularly of the Left, was probably welcomed, the government was decidedly 
hostile towards this new NGO constellation emerging as a dissenting force. 
Consequently, state governments in the mid-eighties attempted to formulate a 
code of conduct for voluntary agencies, and impose new conditionalities 
governing the receipt and operation of funds, particularly foreign. 

The assumption of this new political role accompanied by radical rhetoric has 
led to the emergence of new pressures from diverse sources on the NGO sector. 
At the first level, partly as a result of the new expectations that the NGOs have 
generated, there is an overloading of demands from the ground. Networking 
and coordination, combined with servicing grassroots groups and struggles is a 
complex task. The inability to satisfy these expectations has led to the trading of 
vilificatory charges- mainly that the NGOs have become corrupt, lazy, used to 
an easy lifestyle, and distanced from the base communities and groups, much of 
it unfortunately true. The government, as mentioned earlier, has imposed new 
restrictive conditionalities. 

More surprisingly, unlike what one might expect given the increased 
popularity of the grassroots orientation, NGOs today are facing a recessionary 
market. Over time, the competition amongst donor/sponsoring agencies to 
secure their own catchment areas combined with a progressive radicalisation of 
language, has led to the criteria and the conditionalities on which fmance is 
available becoming stiffer. Partly this is because, unlike even a decade back, 
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donors today are more aware of the ground level situation. The increased 
nativisation of their staff and the greater availability of research based 
documentation and evaluation implies that they can no longer be taken for 
granted In no small measure, their stiffer attitude was helped by indifferent 
results on the ground No longer do funding requests for consciousness raising, 
organisation and support activities meet as receptive an audience. 

Today, in the early nineties, the environment for NGOs with a radical 
orientation appears decidedly bleaker. Under the new IMF directed 
dispensation, a severe cutback in governmental support is clearly on the agenda 
More importantly, the focus of concern has shifted from survival and dignity 
issues of the poor to global competitiveness and efficiency. If anything, 
performing creditably in the global capitalist market may imply a crackdown on 
all 'meddlesome' actors and agencies raising unnecessary issues of justice, equity, 
survival and sustainability, particularly by trying to organise the oppressed. 

This is not to argue, as some indeed have done, that the NGO sector as a 
whole will vanish from the national scene. It is too large for that to happen. But 
the changed environment will demand altered language, issues and working 
styles. With the State under pressure to reduce its fiscal deficit and seeking to 
offload in the softer areas of social welfare, the conventional NGOs along with 
a few of the newer research, training and communication groups, are likely to 
be roped in for programming in sectors like education, health, social forestry, 
etc. The recent trend of externally assisted projects, located within the 
governmental apparatus but marked by significant NGO association, is a pointer 
in this direction. What however seems clear is that at least in the proximate 
medium term, the political impulse of these efforts, so prominent in the last 
decade, is likely to get muted. 

Impacts 
Having described, though briefly, the internal and external environments within 
which the social action groups and the political NGOs function, we can now tum 
to an assessment of the impacts of this phenomenon, particularly on how it 
shapes the construction of democracy in the country. 

Most analysts, even those critical of these new tendencies, would admit that 
these diverse struggles/efforts have to a degree been able to alter the dominant 
discourse on development and politics in the country. They have both brought 
new issues on the public political agenda, as also forced rethinking about many 
of the old issues. The linking up of grassroots struggles with new middle class 
radicalised formations, though full of pitfalls and weaknesses, even when at 
times misplaced, has revitalised the flagging democratic spirit and consciousness 
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in the country. With many more people involved in looking at development and 
politics, formal structures are forced into greater accountability. Even the 
cooption by the State of the new language and concerns implies a process of 
adjustment. 

While the above has merited some recognition, it still remains a gaze 'from 
above'. What is needed, as a complement, is an assessment of the impact of this 
new stirring on local politics and power structures. Given the fact that social 
activist formations have primarily focused on the politics of issues, talked about 
in the Directive Principles of State Policy but neglected by both the officialdom 
and the political parties, they have, to varying degrees, managed to make the 
local formal power structures (panchayats/bureaucracy) more transparent, 
accessible and accountable. In certain parts of the country, they have even 
managed to change the nature of participation by hitherto excluded groups in 
the formal structures of representation.1 

More important however, is the incursion of the language and consciousneSs 
of 'rights' at the base of society. No longer are relations governed primarily via 
custom, tradition and obligation. As such, the changing nature of the Indian 
village, the replacement of the jajmani system by market determined contracts, 
has been responded to by these groups. A greater self-confidence and 
awareness, accompanied by some successes in handling local problems, all point 
to a discernible shift in power relations at the local level. · 

Little of this shift at the base of society may be apparent, at least partly 
because our gaze is focused more on the macro-environment, where large and 
spectacular shifts rather than the struggles of everyday resistance catch our 
attention. At the level of relating to and influencing macro-political formations, 
these struggles have not been very successful. Nor have they been able to 
emerge as a larger nationwide political movement by forging coalitions, alliances 
and mergers amongst themselves. While this may explain the relative invisibility 
of this politics, or its relative inefficacy in influencing electoral behaviour, such 
an analysis misses out on the fact that for many of these formations, there is a 
rejection of the capture of State power as a route to social transformation. In 
their self-assessment, a premature and excessive concern about capturing State 
power suppresses the real issues of politics and social transformation, distorts 
the priorities in struggle, and gives rise to authoritarian tendencies within the 
organisations of these movements. If anything, the long term goal of economic 
and political decentralisation can only be achieved through changing the forms 
of organisations and building people's own capabilities. Such changes, if 
achieved in the broader sociecy and culture, may ultimately result in the 
transformation of the State itself.12 
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Functioning away from mainstream politics, focusing on issues of survival and 
dignity, organising for winning rights and changing the consciousness of people, 
the micro movements often come into confrontation with the State, 
bureaucracy, the local power structures, even the political parties and trade 
unions. The conventional response to such situations is to compete for the 
legitimacy claims of the prevalent systems by either organising for elections or 
working for a revolutionary overthrow of State power. Instead, most social 
action groups have emphasised the process of 'withdrawal of legitimation', by 
separating themselves from the institutions of mainstream politics and devoting 
their energies to building people's own organisations. 

This does not mean that they are opposed to the institutional framework of 
Indian democracy. Rather they see formal democracy as a necesSary but 
insufficient condition in the long haul towards social transformation. This, they 
believe, can take place if the main battleground is shifted from mainstream 
politics into society and culture. Only then can further democratisation be 
achieved - not only of the political institutions, but of the family, the 
community, the workplace- in short, the society at large. 

Som·e concluding comments 
In the first week of August 1992, select representatives of the Narmada Bachao 
Andolan (NBA), a broad based coalition of social action groups, NGOs and 
individuals committed to stopping the large, multi-purpose river valley project 
on the Narmada rive~ met with their various supporters to review the progress 
of their movement 1 Through the decade of the eighties, what had initially 
started out as a struggle for 'fair compensation to and just rehabilitation of the 
project affected people in a few of the villages notified for submergence, has 
grown into a unique;widespread movement against destructive development 
The coalition of groups spans from ·local organisations of those adversely 
affected by this large project, to groups oflawyers, civil rights activists, ecological 
groups, technologists, researchers, media and communication groups, etc. -
not just in the region but across the country, even internationally. 

lnspite of the long tradition of viewing large dams as 'the templ,es of modern 
India', as the only way in which a country such as ours can harness its river water 
resources to multiple uses, this 'movement' has managed to keep a critical 
debate on such projects on center-stage. It has not only managed exten.~ive 
media coverage, or spawned half-a-dozen documentaries, but has forced the 
government and the different co-financing agencies to revise the extant formats 
of cost-benefit analysis by bringing in social, cultural and ecological impacts as 
also substantially upwardly revising the terms governing compensation and 
rehabilitation of project affected people. The major external donor, the World 
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Bank, was forced into appointing a Cbmmission under Bradford Morse, which 
strongly piUoried both the government. and the World Bank for being 
environmentally and culturally destructive, and pleaded for a fresh, 
comprehensive appraisal of the project. The August meeting of the NBA was 
held in the wake of the Morse Report. 

What one encountered was no feeling of euphoria. Rather, the dominant 
mood was grim, even dejected. For, having exhausted all avenues of dissent and 
criticism, linked up and networked across the spectrum- from local groups all 
the way to the World Bank- the end result was a firm rejection of the NBA's 
major demand to stop further construction at the dam site till a fresh appraisal 
could be carried out. Significant in understanding the intransigence of the 
government is the fact that no political party, ruling or otherwise, across tbe 
political spectrum, has so far supported the demands of the NBA 

Even more distressing are the prospects of this unique coalition, centered 
around the Narmada project but simultaneously addressing similar issues 
around the country, falling apart. With the possibility of stopping the dam 
construction having declined, many of the project affected people are now 
resigned to seeking at least some compensation. In some places, they even 
blame the 'movement leadership' ofleading them up the garden path, of being 
too purist in their demands, and thus getting them nothing at all. With this 
dwindling away of the support base, the elaborate 'superstructure' of support 
groups stands to lose its legitimacy. Even the various issues the movement has 
raised may be marginalised. 

Even without an analysis of the reasons behind the 'lack of success' (and 
there are many strategic and tactical mistakes made by the NBA which can be 
pointed out), this brief outline of a long, complex and continuing struggle pithily 
illustrates the fate of grassroots and NGO politics in the country. It is undeniable 
that the debate on large development projects, particularly dams, will ever be 
the same again. Nor will it be easy for the government to push through easily 
another such scheme. It is also likely that the project affected people will get 
better compensation. But assessed against its primary objective, the movement 
remains a failure. It failed to acquire the necessary clout in an open 
representational system. With no support from the political parties, and no 
possibility of the NBA fielding candidates successfully, even in the affected 
region (possibly because it eschewed formal politics) it was unable to adequately 
'mainstreamise' itself. 'These struggles do matter, but often not in the manner 
that either the participants or the antagonists thought they would'. 

This brief description of one recent struggle has also tried to indicate some 
of the major fallacies in the conventional approaches to the study and analysis 
of these 'movements'. At one level, the relatively open and democratic system 
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in the country, with all its weaknesses and distortions, has institutionalised a 
legitimation criterion for politics. A movement must acquire representational 
clout for it to be taken seriously. Non electoral political struggles, even when 
they appear strong, remain essentially at the margin, often not responded to, 
unless they tum violent. On the other hand, the same system permits enough 
hearing and operating space for them to function, and through slow and osmotic 
processes, alter the terms of political discourse in the country. 

To freeze these ongoing and evolving processes into categories like reformist 
or revolutionary, even success or failure, is to both miss the essence of these 
efforts and stirrings as also to dampen the processes contributing towards a 
deeper democratisation of State and society. Equally facile in some ways are the 
different debates on the co-option of these struggles by either the State or 
co-financing agencies. Without trying to minimise the potentially deleterious 
implications of the shifts in the larger environment or the relative inability of 
these efforts lo read and respond efficaciously to market signals, the ever 
existent gap between aspirations and reality as also the emergence of new issues 
on the political agenda, create a continuing ground for such struggles and 
movements. From local self-help to organising for redressal and change, there 
is little likelihood of these stirrings dying out. Whether or not these stirrings for 
building the base of our evolving society will ever aequire a significant presence 
-and the likelihood is that in the absence of a macro-aggregation these efforts 
will remain scattered and isolated-we must never lose sight of them. For more 
than other efforts, it is they who provide a basis for hope. 

Notes 
(1bis article owes much to discussions with D.L Sheth, Suresh Sharma, Ratna M. Sudarshan, 
Vunala Ramachandran and Primila Lewis. They are however not responsible for the conclusions. 
Also, the errors remain all mine.) 

I. DL Sheth and Harsh Sethi, "The NGO Seclor in India: Historical Context and Current 
Discourse," Voluntas, No. 2!2, 1991. 

2. Many examples could be cited wherein debates on ongoing struggles between self-proclaimed 
spokespersons, rather than bringing to the surface differing dimensions of a complex reality, 
have instead taken partisan positions and through building up 'heroes and villains' have both 
widened the differences between different strands of the strudtetmovement as also imposed 
new agendas. The debate on the Chipko movemen~ J. Bandopadhyaya and V. Shiva, "The 
Chipk.o Movement", Seminar, February 1987; R. Guha, "Communications", Seminar, June 
1987; Bandopadhyaya and Shiva, "Reply'', Seminar, August 1987 is a good reflection of the 
former. The process through which the struggles against displacement in the Narmada Valley 
were sought to be subsumed in a 'No Big Dam Movement', thereby resulting in splits and a 
trading of charges between those struggling for just rehabilitation and those opposed to the 
dam, well illustrates the latter tendency. Some of these processes have been sketched out in 
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Harsh Sethi, "Some Considerations on Ecol6gical Struggles in lndia",Asian Exchange, Vol. 4, 
No.I, 1988. 

3. The literature on the state of indian politics Ls immense. Of particular note are the writing;; of 
Rajni Kothari put together in a five volume set, State Against Democracy, Transfonnnlinn and 
Survival, Rethinking Development, Politics and the People (2 volumes), Ajanta Publications, 
Delhi, 1988/1989. 

A recent book by Atul Kohli, Democracy and Discontent, University Press, Cambridge, !990, 
through a comparative study of the Congress Party organL<ation in the mid-<;ixties and the 
mid-eighties, provides a striking illustration of the breakdown of the party system. 

4. D.L Sheth, "Politics of Social Transformation: Grassroots Movements in India," Lecture 
delivered at the UniversityofHull, Summer 1991. 

5. Sheth,ibid. 

6. For a detailed account of the history of one such group, see Primila !.miLs, Social Action and 
the Lahouring Poor, Sage Publications, Delhi, 1991. Also useful in this context is Ani! Bhatt, 
Development and Social Justice, Sage Publications, Delhi, 1989. 

7. Harsh Sethi, "The Politics of Grassroots Movements" ,Denouement ,September-October 1992. 

8. On the implications of external funding, see ·suresh Sharma, 'Voluntary Efforts and 
Institutional Funding",LokayanBulletin, Vol. 5:2, 1987. 

9. The hijacking, distortion and caricature through the imperialism of langtJage and categories of 
description is rarely attended to. A hilarious account of this process is provided by noveli<t Tom 
Wolfe in Radical Cltic and Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers, Cardinal, Sphere Books Ud., 
London, 1989. The account would be funnier still, if it wasn't so true, though unfortunately 
nothing comparable on the sociology of the home-based radical chic has been attempted. A 
fascinating though caricatured ana~is of the functioning of human rights groups, which 
emerged on the national scene in a big way after the State crackdown on the Maoist movement 
in the late sixties-early seventies, Ls provided by Professor Upendra Baxi. While more than 
commending the role of the various human rights groups in keeping the 'flag !lying' in the face 
of both massive violation of human rights by the State and a viUficatory campaign launched by 
it, accusing all human rights groups as anti-national, he points to the disturbing prevalence of a 
praxis that focuses on the episodic and spectacular, almost deliberately eschewing serious and 
sustained work which might lead to institutional reform. He goes as far as to characterise such 
activity as marked by a 'libidinal fascination with the pathology of power', 'an ambivalence if not 
a fear that the reform of the State will lead to a dissoiving of their agendas'. As such, the actual 
relief that victim groups might legitimately expect from the activities ofthe human rights groups 
remains low, leading to an erosion of their faith in human rights activism. 

While in the main, human rights activism does not draw upon international funding, it does 
seem to draw sustenance from a nalionaVglobal human rights constituency which highlights 
their reports. In effect, as long as such coverage is available, it feeds into the narcissistic, 
self-obsessed and overly-radical praxis of the human lights groups, thereby downgrading the 
importance of the validation they must continually seek from the victim grou(:l'i in whose name 
they operate. It is such praxis, as much as the attacks by the State or the increasing impatience 
of the middle classes with activism that constrains efforts at maintaining law and order, that is 
responsible both for the marginalisation of human rights groups as also the downgrading of 
public support to the cause of human rights today. 

As important as theimplicationofour(read theana~t's) langt~ageand categories on the actual 
struggles, are the dangers posed by a universalisation of radical discourse, most apparent in the 
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literature on ecology, feminism and ethnicity. As one of my colleagues wrote, "There is today 
a 'universalising' streak in Western feminism, based on the Westen;t historical experience and 
perspectives, which vie\W social processing of gender differences by other cultures almost 
uniformally as manifesting real or potential sexism. Backed by the power and credo ofWestem 
feminism, it also distorts the priorities of feminist movements elsewhere, who may view 
differences- not only between male-female hut adult-child and adult-aged- in a manner 
which may not align with the dominant thinking in the Western movements. The issues, such 
as of sexism, are real and worldwide but not yet 'globalised' or 'universalised' for such treatment 
i.e., if they could ever be. This is true not only for feminism/sexism but also for such issues as 
'globalising democracy' or achieving a global ecological regime. Consequently, a variety of 
solutions, emanating from this new 'universalising' credoofthe Western movements have been 
let lcx:reon the movements-activists the world over; sotutionswhichare in search of problems. 
And these are readily fielded by a special breed of globally oriented activists in our parts of the 
world; they do their best in inventing problems to suit the 'global solutions'." (Private 
correspondence between D.LSheth and R.BJ. Walker, December 1991). 

10. The charge that NGOs are part of a new imperialist conspiracy has been most cogently argued 
by Prakash Karat, a Politburo Member of the CPI(M). See Foreign Fwuiing and the Philosophy 
of Voluntary Organisations: A Factor in ~mperialist StraJegy, National Book Center, New Delhi, 
1988. Not that I agree with his analysis. 

11. See G.K Lei ten, "Gass, Gender and Caste in Panchayats: CaseofBarddhaman, West Benga~" 
Economic and Political Weekly, 18 July 1992. It is however apparent that l.eiten underplays 
the role of earlier particularly Naxalite struggles, and the work of various NGOs in pushing tbe 
CPI(M) into taking panchayat politics seriously. 

This process, also evident in parts of Orissa, Maharashtra and Kamataka can, however, be 
contrasted with the situation in other regions where democratic space at the local level has not 
opened up sufficiently. In some of these regions, notably the Agency Areas of Andhra Pradesh, 
a vigorous revolutionary movement has sought to occupy the space in civil society. 
Notwithstanding intense repression over the last two decades, it has survived. The long-term 
proopects of the movement running a 'parallel State' are however unclear. 

12. An extremely symp.1thetic account may be seen in Arthur Bonner, Averting the Apocalypse, 
Duke University Press, 1991. · 

13. As a sample seeLokayan Bulletin VoL 9:3/4, 1991 (Special Issue on the Narmada Struggle). 
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Democratic alternatives: 
A perspective from Eastern Europe 

Radmila Nakarada 

In the face of dramatic global changes, freshly awakened hopes have quickly 
given way to a new despair. The achievement of past aspirations, especially for 
detente between the superpowers and the dismantling of authoritarian socialist 
regimes, has led to painful setbacks and new oppressions. Amidst these new 
turbulences and complexities, it is necessary to reemphasize the pressing 
importance of democracy. For democracy remains a problem in all societies, 
those that have just begun to work toward it and those in which democratic 
institutions and civil rights are already established. The problem is common but 
not uniform, for different societies encounter special difficulties. At the same 
time, it is necessary to be aware that existing fonns of democracy are not the 
ultimate solution, and that the task facing other societies is not simply to imitate 
existing institutional fonns and normative conceptions. 

Moreover, contemporary fonns of political and social repression have an 
unmistakably global dimension. Oppression is both a cause of revolt and an 
object of indifference in all parts of the world In this century, the most extreme 
fonns of oppression have resulted in the death of millions from brutal torture 
and from mass starvation. The combination of indifference as a form of 
aggression and aggression as a form of indifference has dramatically challenged 
the morality of world civilization. It touches upon the least accessible mysteries 
of social experience. 

The paradox of the present global situation is the fact that we are 
simultaneously witnessing an almost universal upsurge of movements and 
democratic institutions and the expansion and modification of power as a force 
of subjugation, control, and exclusion. On the one hand, the structures of power 
have expanded to become omnipresent globally, nationally, and locally. The 
autonomy of even the most powerful states has become circumscnbed by global 
power structures that have become one of the key factors determining crucial 
policy decisions and the fate of oppressed groups. Here it is only necessary to 
recall the effect of IMF austerity policies on mass unemployment, extreme 
polarisation and pauperisation, and the "encouragement of continuing 
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devastation of third world ecosystems in exchange for participation in the global 
economy."1 Within states, these structures of power have become 
hydra-headed, involving a vast network of interlocking and mutually reinforcing 
hierarchies. Power is becoming more informal and invisible, forming strategic 
centres and parallel institutions beyond the reach of the democratic order. It is 
felt even in the routines of everyday life, blurring consciousness, alienating 
needs, and anesthetizing the senses. On the other hand, modem structures of 
power generate new forms of exclusion. Impoverished classes, entire regions, 
and people with technologically or economically obsolete skills are declared 
redundant. 

This simultaneous globalisation and dispersion of modem power structures 
has significantly eroded existing democratic institutions and established human 
rights. Accounts of democracy elaborated two centuries ago are unable to 
respond adequately to new historical conditions, while at the same time, existing 
democratic processes have proved adept at absorbing critical initiatives and 
adapting just enough to preserve existing forms of domination. 

Nevertheless, in spite of the extension and dispersion of modem power, the 
human community remains an extremely mysterious creature, as Vaclav Havel 
would say, preserving hidden strengths to resist, to invent, and to think 
alternatively. The "power of the powerless"2 lies in the slow accumulation of 
new ideas, in the creation of new patterns of everyday life, in the initiation of 
new forms of self -organisation, thereby creating small streams of otherness that 
may in time constitute an alternative society within the existing one and replace 
the ambition to conquer power with the promotion of a more humane life. This 
alternative logic has now been curtailed as a result of the disintegration of 
several Eastern European societies in spite of political democratisation. It has 
also been curtailed because .of the compromises made by representatives of the 
powerless when gaining power and when resorting to classical party politics, and 
because of the overwhelming ability of the developed comitries to defend and 
preserve the existing order and their privileged position within it. While it has 
been curtailed, however, it has not been extinguished. 

The western scene 
While the main problems with democracy may not be those now confronting 
western societies, these societies do participate in the general drama of 
democracy. Several aspects of western democracies are especially worth noting: 

1. From the outset, political rights have been privileged over economic and social 
rights. This has become especially important at a time when the problem of 
social rights is becoming more acute. In the United States, for example, housing 
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has become a problem for more than ten million people, and is certainly not 
treated as a guaranteed basic right In the UK, the Thatcher govermnent 
effectively dismantled the welfare state. The west Germans were recently 
surprised to learn that four million of their own citizens were impoverished and 
living on welfare. In Scandinavia, where social needs are treated with greater 
respect, there is little participation in the major economic decisions that affect 
people's lives. 

2. Existing democratic institutions are being eroded by new forms of hidden 
power, often in the name of state security. Censorship and police harassment 
have become more overt. In some places, notably the United States, two-party 
electoral systems work against any genuine pluralism and encourage massive 
apathy. 

3. Participation at the national level in dramatic global issues of war and peace, 
the planetary environment, or the global economy- issues which have major 
impacts on people's lives - is severely restricted by prevailing democratic 
procedures. 

4. The treatment of human rights and democracy is subject to a pervasive double 
standard at the international level For example, western countries have had a 
considerable influence on the treatment of human rights in Eastern Europe, 
linking cooperation and economic assistance to the fulfillment of these rights. 
Thus, the European Parliament discontinued its trade relations with Romania 
as a result of the abuse of human and minority rights under Ceausescu. But at 
the same time, quite different criteria were applied when authoritarian regimes 
in Latin America were in question. Similarly, in the postauthoritarian phase of 
Eastern European development, questions of human rights are complexly 
related to those of national self-detennination. There is a tendency to ignore 
the current political context and encourage extremist forces, thereby 
contnbuting to the intensification of disintegrative conflicts. The right of 
Kosovo, Slovenia, or the Baltic republics to secede is treated as legitimate while 
that o~ say, Cbrsica or the Basques, is not On the one hand, the west sincerely 
promotes the principles of liberty and human rights, and on the other it 
instrumentalises these principles for its own geostrategic interests. 

Oppression within the social and economic realm highlights the problem of 
inequity and injustice in western societies. Under conditions of Cbld War, the 
drama of deprivation amidst prosperity was pushed into the background. The 
dismal situation in the authoritarian societies offered a perfect excuse to resist 
reform in the west Now the situation is changing, even if the Gulf War has 
revealed a powerful resistance to any alteration in western expectations or ways 
oflife. 
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The coUapse of the Soviet Union as a superpower has opened up a struggle 
for global hegemony led by the United States. This struggle may develop in 
several possible directions. The complete breakdown of the Soviet Union may 
be encouraged as a precondition of a new global order. Old tensions between 
the United States and Europe may be reactivated, thereby also reactivating 
tensions between old rivals in Europe. Attempts to establish a new global 
hegemony entail struggles against regional hegemonies, especially in areas rich 
with resources, as in the Gulf War. If the Middle East were merely a region of 
figs and not oil, certainly the US-led intervention on behalf of Kuwait would not 
have reached such proportions, becoming a critical collision between north and 
south as weD as Muslim and Christian. 

The German question also has global implications. The coUapse of the 
Eastern European bloc, and the processes of democratisation that have led to 
the demolition of the Berlin Wall, has resulted in the rapid reunification of 
Germany. Yet this reintegration largely took the form of an anschluss, an 
incorporation of East Germany rather than an organic or democratic 
reunification. This may weD strengthen extreme-ronservative forces in both 
parts of the new Germany. If the creation of a united Europe reproduces the 
German experience, the basis for future instability and conflict will be laid, and 
aU European democratisation wiU be endangered. Western states are primarily 
interested in the political democratisation of tbe East, offering various formulas 
to be implemented in spite of the fact that these political projects often surpass 
even the level attained in their own societies. At the same time, they are very 
slow to offer adequate financial assistance to ease the economic crisis that is in 
fact underminingstabledemocratisation in Eastern Europe. This hesitation may 
turn out to be a crucial indirect support for the antireformist forces, and thus 
another challenge to both European and global stability. 

' 

The East European scene 
The recent upheavals in Eastern Europe are in many ways instructive for the 
general problematic of democratisation. The lessons to be drawn from the 
Eastern European experiences, however, are not mutually consistent. These 
experiences speak eloquently of "the power of the powerless" and their role in 
initiating processes of democratisation. But at the same time they reveal the 
shortcomings of the democratic processes that have been implemented. Many 
problems remain beyond the grasp of these processes, especiaUy in the 
economic sphere, and safeguards against the instrumentalisation of democracy 
by authoritarian actors remain weak. Moreover, these new democratic 
processes express the disturbing implications of new dramas arising from the 
reconstruction of political life. 
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The "revolutionary spring" in Eastern Europe has suddenly brought 
unexpected and far-reaching changes to what seemed like frozen, immovable, 
and bureaucratically rigid societies. The pluralist forces of life that had been held 
captive by authoritarian states rushed to the surface. The actors of civil society 
demonstrated remarkable capabilities; accumulated wisdom, moral legitimacy, 
and-with the exception of Romania -nonviolent methods in the dismantling 
of powerful state structures. As Charter 77 spokesman Jan Urban describes the 
spirit of the Czechoslovakian velvet revolution: 

[Nonviolence] was the beginning and the end, it was everything. It was the 
most basic slogan of [the revolution]. We said in the first moments of this 
uprising that the side which uses violence is the old regime, and he who 
throws the first stone in a demonstration is a provocateur. And we shall win 
with nonviolence. So when you think that there were hundreds of thousands 
of people in the streets in a very dramatic moment, and there was not a 
single shop window broken, it makes me proud. When we found out that 
the police were not able to stop us, it was not easy. We told the people that 
nonviolence is our strategy, and it was enough. There were half a million 
people in the biggest demonstration. People just knew what was needed, 
and it was nonviolence? 

The initial dismantling of the authoritarian political order, the 
implementation of the principle of self-limitation, was made possible by, among . 
other things, the emergence of the so-called "parallel societies". Alternative 
culture, unofficial publishingsamizdat, political clubs, human rights groups, and 
independent trade unions: All created a network of civic initiatives, islands of 
openness and communications contributing to citizens' self-confidence, thereby 
reaffirming the principle of moral consistency and building bridges of solidarity 
between classes (as with Workers' Defence Committee (KOR) and Solidarity) 
and between national and international movements (especially peace arid 
human rights movements). These parallel societies rediscovered the importance 
of individual responsibility as a source of empowerment: "Uving within the 
truth, as humanity's revolt against an enforced p<?Sition, is ... an attempt to regain 
control over one's own sense of responsibility.'4 

Events certainly proved the strength and importance of these parallel 
structures. Yesterday's prisoners became heads of state and members of 
governments. The "pqwer of the powerless", the individual revolt against 
ideological distortions,5 exclusions, atomisation, apathy and irresponsibility 
became one of the pillars of a new beginning, a national search for a new 
democratic identity. "The recent period -the past six weeks of our peaceable 
revolution in particular - has shown that an enormous human, moral and 
considerable civic culture had been slumbering in our nation under the enforced 
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mask of apathy.',6 Democracy became the main task, the unifying aim, and the 
beginning of a new chapter of history. 

The initial moment of euphoria, the feeling of political and national 
renaissance, and the reawakening of the best traditions quickly gave way to 
confusion, disappointment and even despair. The pressure of an all 
encompassing social crisis, the full impact of economic devastation, the 
explosion of previously subdued national conflicts, the difficulties in breaking 
away from the more subtle forms of inherited authoritarianism, notably in 
gender relations? have accelerated uncertainties about the direction of 
development Rumours of coups, evidence of economic breakdown, and violent 
national confrontations are signs of dramatic objective circumstances that 
demand a very careful consideration of the policy of development that is to be 
implemented This is where a dramatic arena of catastrophic "misreadings," 
simplifications and onesidedness is now opening. 

New dramas 
The field of new dramas is circumscnbed by mind-boggling problems and a set 
of illusions about the character of the new society and the possibilities of its 
realisation. Three illusions that have become especially influential may be noted 
first. 

Although it often appears unproblematic, the aim of a pluralistic society is 
not self-evident. On the contrary, it is best understood as a space of continuing 
conflicts between two extremist and sectarian viewpoints. Through one 
ideological lens, the new system is viewed exclusively as a "new socialism" or a 
"democratic socialism" (the stand taken by the leadership ofthe Socialist Party 
in Serbia and the Communist Party in the Soviet Union) even though the new 
economic or political order incorporates many of the achievements of capitalism 
such as labour and capital markets and mass reprivatisation. Through another 
lens, the new society is seen exclusively as a return to an "old capitalism," in spite 
of the fact that modem capitalism has evolved through the social struggles of 
labour and social-democratic movements and has incorporated important 
aspects of social welfare. Rather than realising that a modem pluralistic society 
involves a combination of different principles and social logics and 'the 
establishment of a more fruitful sense of proportion between, say, state and 
market, entrepreneurship and public property, competition and solidarity, or 
parliamentary and participatory democracy, the discussion of possible options is 
turned into unnecessary social confrontations. In this context, the outcome for 
many Eastern European societies may well be an undesirable combination of 
nineteenth century capitalism and authoritarian socialism. Misunderstanding 
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both their own experience and the experience of the developed countries, they 
will then enter a new phase of peripheralisation. 

A second illusion sterns from the idea of an automatic and harmonious 
transition to a new system as a consequenceofliberating commodity production 
and the market from the state. Working with simplified and quite unrealistic 
assumptions about existing social structures, and in the context of widespread 
impatience for rapid change, this illusion is unleashing disintegrative energies 
and disrupting the possibility of establishing the necessary social consensus for 
irreversible transformation. 

Third, appeals to a common ambition for a pluralistic society obscure the 
possibility that a wide range of options is possible, from those represented by 
Sweden to those represented by Chile. The achievement of these options 
depends on responses to major challenges: on whether economies will be 
restructured by completely dismantling the social state and encouraging chaotic 
reprivatisation; on whether the reorganisation of states, especially federal states, 
will be based on uncivilized responses to ethnic and nationalist conflicts; and on 
whether political reforms will succeed in creating democratic institutions and 
establishing a broad new consensus, or will inspire social revanchism. The 
character of these responses will depend on the wisdom and capability of key 
actors. Unfortunately, many of these actors are simply reproducing old 
assumptions under a new ideological veil. 

Despite the influence of these illusions, it is clear that future possibilities 
depend on a more sustained response to three groups of very serious problems. 

First, the transition from command economies to mixed market economies 
is taking the shape of destructive inflation, mass unemployment, shortages, 
pauperisation, and the severe polarisation of groups and classes. New 
inequalities replace the old. The fruits of development reach only a privileged 
minority while the majority of workers, women, youth, and the intelligentsia are 
becoming victims of unemployment and pauperisation on a grand scale. The 
price of new development may be unavoidable but the question of who pays 
remains open. To ignore this problem is to be confronted with several equally 
undesirable options: social unrest among the politically liberated and radicalised 
masses; some combination of neo-Stalinism and neoliberalism, a partial 
liberalisation of the economy, and the disciplining of cheap labour by force; or 
protracted economic agony. Consequently, it is necessary to develop far more 
complex economic strategies than reprivatisation and the encouragement of 
foreign capital in order to encourage the broad reformist coalition required for 
effective change. 

The success or failure of any reforms depends to a large extent upon thewesl 
It is possible that the establishment of new democratic processes will proceed 
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more rapidly than the creation of a viable market ~nomy. The revitalisation 
of economic life, which is presently on the brink of collapse, is not possible 
without economic aid from the west In the long run, it also requires the 
transformation of existing economic relations and the ending of gross 
indebtedness. 

The second arena of objective contradictions involves the eruption of ethnic 
and national conflicts throughout the Soviet Union, Central Europe, and 
especially Yugoslavia. Paradoxically, the pluralistic revolution has reignited 
explosive national conflicts, and there are indications that this phenomenon will 
continue as societies undergo reforms in the future, notably in Albania These 
old conflicts are becoming the central barrier to any new social evolution, even 
threatening the very existence of societies like the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia 

Multinational societies are living ethnic mosaics, shaped by two dynamics of 
unusual power and duration: forces of unification, creating common and more 
powerful communities, notably states; and forces of disintegration, awakening 
old antagonisms. In itself; the heterogeneity of nations, faiths, or cultures is not 
a fatal destiny. It can enhance the creative potential of a pluralistic society. When 
the old centralised political order is rapidly dismantled, however, or when the 
democratisation process is institutionally weak, unstable, inconsistent, and 
unsupported by a developed democratic culture, old antagonisms are easily 
awakened. Moreover, new antagonisms are likely to be created, especially 
where political legitimation comes to depend on appeals to national sovereignty 
or where particular groups are made the scapegoat for economic failures.8 

Some of the societies of "actually existing socialism" are essentially political 
societies, formed more by political scissors than by social or cultural integration. 
In such cases, national relations oscillate between two extremes: social 
integration based on rigorous centralisation and the erasure of national 
autonomy; or autonomy, which is easily transformed into extreme separatism, 
into the struggle for "ethnically pure territories" or new dreams of past glories. 
"Today we have conquered Germany, tomorrow the whole world," is the 
message of an extremist group in what used to be East Germany. "Transylvania 
is ours, hell is yours," is the message of extremist Romanian nationalists to the 
Hungarian ethnic minority. The tragic combination of the struggle for one's own 
emancipation and the violence directed towards the "other" has found a 
particularly grim expression in the treatment of Yerevanians in Baku. 
Yugoslavia is a glaring example of the misuse of national sentiments in both the 
perpetuation of communist rule (Serbia) and challenges to it (Slovenia and 
Croatia). The result is a torn country on the brink of civil war. · 

Problems of national emancipation are especially difficult in an era of global 
transformations. The belated formation of national identities within 
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multinational societies, especially if it takes the fonn of dissolution into 
independent sovereign states, belongs more to the nineteenth than the late 
twentieth century. A more appropriate resolution requires a capacity for "unity 
in diversity," but this fonnula leaves many questions unanswered. It is not clear, 
for example, how it might be possible to reconcile the legitimate protection of 
national identity with the development of global political processes, or the 
legitimate right to self-determination and secession with the Helsinki Principle 
concerning the unalterability of existing boundaries. 

The third arena involves the claims of political democracy, the absolute 
condition for the revitalisation of the life of societies, and the liberation of their 
full creativity. No class, party, or movement on its own possesses the ability to 
create a new pluralistic society. This ability belongs to a multitude of actors. 
However, the possibility of dialogue, consensus, and alliances for refonn is 
constantly threatened by social revanchism, fragmentation of new political 
actors, "disintegrative pluralism," and new forms of authoritarianism. 

Revanchism has strong but invisible sources in societies fanned by violent 
revolutions, civil war, intervention, and authoritarian terror. Attempts to uphold 
moral and legal responsibility for the members of the regime who initiated, 
organised, and used inhuman methods is to be expected. However, the spirit of 
mass revanchism may bring a society to the brink of civil war. Too many people 
are involved to permit any simple justice. In Romania, for example, almost every 
fourth citizen worked in some way as an infonner for the Securitate. Proposals 
have been made in the name of democracy to proclaim the Communist Party 
illegal, both in Czechoslovakia and in Romania (where one-fifth of the 
population belonged to it). These proposals were not accepted, but they are 
symptomatic. Fear has only changed sides: ''Y esterdaywe were afraid, now they 
are afraid." In this context, justice must be sought more by compensating the 
victims than by punishing the guilty. 

One way to avoid the danger of revanchism is to entrench the rules of the 
parliamentary game and free elections, to develop the capability for coalitions 
and broad historical alliances in order to place the interest of the society above 
the interest of particular parties. This means renouncing extremism and the 
illusion that the society is once again beginning anew, that the whole heritage of 
the "social state" is to be cast overboard A democratic alliance created on this 
basis can become an effective cjam against the mass eruption of a new 
conservatism, whether an anticommunist totalitarianism, nationalism, 
fundamentalism, or anti-Semitism. At the same time, the prevention of such 
eruptions is necessary to insure a greater stability of the democratic institutions 
that have been established. 
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Despite prevalent optimistic expectations, the present experience of 
democracy occasions considerable foreboding. 1bis is especially the case in view 
of the strength of conservative and even militarised nationalist movements (in 
Croatia, paramilitary forces have been formed) and the depth of the economic 
crisis in Eastern Europe. Moreover, the west seems unprepared to accept many 
of the social consequences of democratisation, as indicated, for example, by its 
reaction to waves of immigration. Ideological triumphalism is preventing the 
constructive economic action needed to preserve and enhance the initial seeds 
of democratisation. Options are misread, imbalances are created: abolishing the 
Warsaw Pact, for example, while preserving NA1D and even incorporating East 
Germany and Hungary into it New fronts of violence are being opened in order 
to preserve the privileges of developed countries. The power of the powerful is 
reasserted by outright economic and military supremacy. O:Jnsequently, the new 
era seems likely to be much more one of conflict and chaos than was expected 
after the spring of Eastern Europe and detente. Even so, even the gloomiest of 
perspectives cannot justifY ending the search for alternatives, for agents and 
institutions of peace arid welfare that can be linked into new coalitions of truth, 
morality and sanity. 

Alternative actors and institutions 
Alternatives are embedded in the historical experiences of movements and in 
their conscious efforts to preserve and revitalise them. They derive from 
attempts to generalise some particular experiences and from the extension of 
some classical democratic procedures to the transnational arena. For it is 
impossible to overcome political and social oppression without citizen's 
participation both nationally and internationally. The rights and responsibilities 
of citizens to participate in transnational arenas result not only from the general 
principles of liberty but also from the character of existing problems and the 
emergence of new forms of power. Without attempting to construct a complete 
inventory, it seems reasonable to propose that the following initiatives may 
become increasingly important in this respect 
1. Given the extent to which ecological devastation has become such a widely 

recognised problem globally, it is possible to envisage some integration among 
dispersed green movements, reformist and ecologically aware segments of 
ruling parties, and independent citizens, and perhaps even the creation of some 
kind of transnational Green Parliament 

2. The possibility of enabling citizen participation in the politics of peace has been 
set in motion by, for example, the Helsinki Citizens' Assembly and has been 
affirmed by a similar initiative constituted in Prague in October 1990 as "a 
permanent forum of the public at which peace and civic groups as well as 
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individuals and institutions representing a broad spectrum of vie\W can 
exchange experiences, discuss common concerns, and, where possible, 
formulate joint campaigns and strategies." 

3. Economic life offers many opportunities for innovative action: revitalising the 
idea of economic democracy and self-management; reconstituting economic 
rights as an aspect of human rights; creating alternative financial institutions; 
organising for transnational solidarity, perhaps to assist poorer countries who 
refuse to pay high interest rates charged on their credits. 

4. In the sphere of education, there remains ample need to challenge sexist, racist, 
and ethnic biases in curricula, as well as a need for regional universities - a 
Central European University is being established - and for a network of 
research institutes devoted to the establishment of democratic alternatives. 

5. In the sphere of ethnic relations, it should be possible to secure a more effective 
"unity in diversity" through the nonviolent reconstitution of existing models of 
federation and confederation. 

6. In the sphere of politics, alternative possibilities are apparent in several 
dimensions: 

• constitutional changes to accommodate new rights; 

• changes to international law so as to permit citizens and movements to 
appeal to the World Court; 

• establishing direct democracy on both national and international issues; 

• forming transnational parties, such as the Transnational Radical Party; 
• organising conferences of the Helsinki type for other regions of the world; 

• forming coalitions of movements, parties, and trade unions. 

The concept of the defense of human beings that was at the core of the East 
European human rights movement could be enlarged to encompass social 
rights. At the same time, the defense of human beings who are undergoing the 
severest deprivations could become the object of practical defense initiatives 
that would replace merely verbal solidarities. States could be taken to courts, 
companies could be sued, and links could be established between international 
agencies and movements. Such movements for the defense of the oppressed on 
a transnational scale might begin with an understanding of deprivation in one's 
own country, for mobilising support for the eradication of social and political 
oppression in one's own country is the best basis for developing an active 
understanding of misery in other regions of the world, and an interest in 
eradicating it. An additional effort can be made to inform marginalised 
populations about their constitutional and civil rights, as has happened among 
groups of women in Latin America and Southeast Asia 
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All of this may seem weak, pale, and insignificant. Perhaps it is. However, as 
long as there are people who remain powerless but unreconciled to their 
powerlessness, there will also be those who will continue searching for modes of 
appropriate, effective, and responsible intervention. 
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Documents 

Preliminary Verdict 

Permanent Peoples' Tribunal on Industrial and 
Environmental Hazards and Human Rights, 
third session 

Bombay, India, 24 October 1992 

Editor's note: The following is excerpted from the draft verdict of the third 
session of the Permanent Peoples' Tribunal on Industrial and Environmental 
Hazards and Human Rights that was held in Bhopal and Bombay on 19-24 
October 1992. The final verdict of the Bhopal session will be available in early 
1993. The Permanent Peoples' Tribunal (PP1) which is based in Rome was 
approached by the International Coalition for Justice in Bhopal (ICJIB) and 
subsequently by the International Network of Victims of Corporate and 
Government Abuse (INVOCGA) to hold a series of hearings that would allow 
victims of industrial hazards to voice their case. The session in Bhopal and 
Bombay_ was the third in a series which will hold its final session in Europe in 
1993. 

Formed in 1979 as the successor of the Bertrand Russell war crimes tribuna~ 
the PPT is an international body that examines violations of the rights of people 
and suggests remedies for such violations. The Tnbunal sends its findings to the 
United Nations Human Rights Commission and other national and 
international bodies. Most recently, the Tribunal has heard cases of human 
rights abuses in Guatemala and by the World Bank/IMF. 

The India session heard testimonies of victims from 13 countries. The specific 
cases involved radioactive waste dumping by the Asian Rare Earth factory in 
Malaysia, the Union Carbide gas leak in Bhopal, the US use of Agent Orange 
in its war against Vietnam, asbestosis in India, a chemical explosion in a fur 
factory in Hong Kong and occupational accidents in small factories in Taiwan. 
Those corporations and governments accused of human rights violations were 
also invited to present their case, but not a single one responded to the 
invitation. Victims from Malaysia and a judge from Pakistan were refused visas 
by the Government of India 

The panel of judges included Dr. Rosalie Berte! (Canada), Professor 
Toshiyuki Tanaka (Japan), Professor AR. Desai (India), Dr. M.M. Thomas 
(India), Professor Andrea Giardina (Italy), Ms. Asma Jehangir (Pakistan), Mr. 
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Augusto Sanchez (Philippines), Professor HettigamageSriyananda (Sri Lanka), 
Mr. Kuo Chi Jen, (Taiwan) and Dr. Syed Rusin Ali (Malar.;ia). There was also 
an advisory committee and the Amicus Curie for the session were Professor 
Upendra Baxi (India), Mr. Michael Anderson (UK) and Dr. Gianni Tognoni 
(Italy). 

One section of the verdict of the Tnbunal focussed on proposals for action 
and this is the part that we reprint in the following pages. 

The Tribunal considers it axiomatic that industrial and environmental hazards 
·pose dangerous and continuing threats to the survival and well being of millions 
of people across the globe and that among those most vulnerable are indigenous 
peoples and impoverished peoples of the South who often lack access to 
medica~ technical, legal and political resources to mitigate the disproportionate 
human suffering to which they are subjected. 

People who are affected by industrial and environmental hazards are 
frequently treated as passive victims by governments, courts and the medical and 
technical professions. Yet the ovetwhelming evidence before the Tnbunal 
indicates that the role of passive victim has been repeatedly and vigorously 
rejected, as people have asserted their rights to be full citizens, with the 
attendant rights to dignity, justice and full participation in their socieries. The 
Tnbunal affirms these rights and condemns their violation in the case of 
industrial and environmental hazards. 

Accordingly, the Tribunal finds that urgent collective action is called for to 
ensure dignity, justice and amelioration to the present generation of victims as 
well as to ensure that future generations are spared the scourge of such hazards. 

General 
1. Governments should establish comprehensive national insurance schemes 

which would provide complete and speedy cover for risks relating to industrial 
and environmental hazards. 

2. In recognition of the symbolic importance of Bhopal as the site of the world's 
worst industrial disaster and as a means of giving practical assistance to workers 
and communities exposed to serious risk from industrial and environmental 
hazards, we urge the formation of an International Centre for Research, 
Information Exchange and Analytical Services on Industrial and 
Environmental Hazards, in Bhopal 

The Centre would consist primarily of a small group of committed and 
knowledgeable intellectuals and citizens who have experience with and 
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subscnbe to the PPT vision of combatting the growing threat posed by the 
accelerating pace of mindless industrialisation to the wellbeing and lives of 
millions of people aU over the world. This kind of industrialisation is often the 
nexus of collusion between powerful multinational corporate interests and 
governments which, in seeking exploitation of natural resources, indulge in 
actions that ride roughshod over the human rights of usually poor people and 
ignore the often irreversible environmental degradation. 

Active persons from all countries with commitment to human rights issues 
and knowledgeable about some aspect of industrial hazards and environmental 
problems would work at the Centre for certain periods of time, sharing their 

· experience and conducting specified tasks such as the following: 

a. Preparation, updating and distribution of maps of the hazard areas of the world 
where industrial environmental actions impinge on human rights. Availability 
of remotely sensed irnagety from space plus conventional methods can make 
this vety cost effective and timely. (Presently such infonnation is not given out 
by government agencies.) 

b. Worldwide catalogue of sample testing laboratories which would be accessible 
to PPT groups and can give reliable and timely reports. 

c. Preparation and circulation of the methodology of environment impact 
assessment and the actions called for before projects are approved. 

d. Infonnation on legal and procedural issues often used by industty and 
bureaucracies to block implementation of human concerns. 

e. Updated status of people's actions in affected areas-exchangeofinfonnation 
on successful actions and identifYing areas needing help and collective solidarity 
actions. 

f. Fonnation of an international alert group to investigate hazards and issue 
appeals for protest and corrective action (along the lines of Amnesty 
International with human rights victims). 

g. Preparation of a disaster management package of procedures· to be followed 
by communities and workers at risk. 

Recommendations to the international community 
Since hazards do not respect national frontiers or ideological boundaries, aU 
citizens of the world are potential victims. Since industrial and environmental 
hazards represent an urgent and common problem facing all humanity, 
concerted international action is imperative. Given the predictable regularity 
and severity of industrial and environmental hazards, entailing unconscionable 
victimisation of thousands of women, men and children through continuing 
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imposition of suffering and death, the Tribunal recommends that the United 
Nations system promote the foUowing measures: 

1. Establish a specialised committee on industrial and environmental hazards to 
formulate standards conceived in consultation with workers and community 
groups, to guide member states on appropriate strategies of disaster 
prevention and hazard mitigation and tosupeiVise the implementation of such 
strategies; 

2. Expand the technical assistance to developing countries programme to include 
consideration and vocalisation of such strategies; 

3. Urge the Human Rights Commission to introduce an agenda item on industrial ' 
and environmental hazards, and to explore the formulation of standards for 
the promotion and protection of human rights in situations of endemic or 
extraordinary hazards; 

4. Mandate the International Law Commission to include in the progressive 
development and codification ofinternationallaw the responsibilitiesofstates, 
both exporters and importersofhazardous technologies, concerningtheduties 
of cooperation to ensure protection of individuals and peoples threatened or 
affected by such technologies; 

5. CaD upon the World Health Organisation to provide for appropriate training 
for medical professionals providingsustained health care tovictimsofindustrial 
and environmental hazards. 

6. Welcome the concern and work of the lnternational Labour Organisation in 
the area of industrial disasters, but urge the ILO to evolve, in constant 
consultation with victims groups, principles and responsibilities applicable to 
governments, employers and workers to mitigate human suffering in the wake 
of industrial and environmental hazards; 

7. Urge the UN Committee on Gime Prevention and Treatment of Offenders 
to develop appropriate instrumentalities for developing, through its 
educational and standard setting programmes, the capabilities of national 
criminal justice systems to process and punish violations of human rights 
necessarily entailed in situations of industrial and environmental hazards; 

8. Urge UNESCO to contnbute to greater awareness of these issues through 
pedagogy and curricula, and to support creative and artistic works which 
portray the impact of industrial and environmental hazards; 

9. Establish by means of an international convention an industrial and 
environmental hazards insurance agency along the lines of the existing 
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Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency, under which any enterprise 
investing in a lesser developed count!)' would be obliged to insure against 
possible damages from industrial and environmental hazards, and which would 
apply to all projects financed by the International Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development, with the additional requirement that all projects insured by 
the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency should be required to assume 
this additional insurance cover; 

1 0. Establish by means of an international convention a permanent tnbunal 

• Composed of internationally representative persons of high moral 
standing serving in their personal capacity; 

• With jurisdiction on disputes relating to damage due to hazardous 
activities, empowered to make final and binding decisions on such 
disputes; 

• Endowed with a hazards fund supported by mandatory deposits made by 
private investors and governments from which its moneta!)' decisions 
should be satisfied; and 

• With jurisdiction over international criminal charges in cases of industrial 
and environmental hazards; 

11. Revise the Statute of International Court of Justice to ensure standing to 
individuals complaining of the violation ofinternationallaw bystates, including 
victims of major industrial and environmental disasters. 

Recognising that intergovernmental regional organisations have a critical 
role to play in enhancing the culture of fundamental freedoms and human rights 
and their protection and promotion by regional collaborative efforts, the 
Tnbunal urges such organisations, including AN COM, ASEAN, CAR! COM, 
ECOW AS and EC, to evolve appropriate instruments for regulating hazardous 
activities, enhance measures for the realisation of the rights to justice for victims 
of such hazards with access to inter-regional adjudication mechanisms. 

Recommendations to people's organisations 
Given the frequent failure of national and international institutions to address 
industrial and environmental hazards, there is an urgent need for a more 
effective response from people acting through local, national and international 
cooperatioiL 

Recognising that the inter-governmental nature of UN specialised agencies 
limits their autonomy and inhibits their effectiveness, we envision the 
emergence of transnational institutions and networks which would act in 
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accordance with the Universal Declaration of the Rights of Peoples. Just as the 
PPT attempts to provide a forum for justice where official institutions are 
inadequate, so too peoples' institutions analogous to the World Health 
Organisation and the International Labour Organisation should be established 
to provide information, assistance and technical support with a view to 
preventing and mitigating the human rights abuses associated with industrial and 
environmental hazards. 
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The Rajchadamnoen pledge, PP21-Thailand 

People's Plan for the 21st Century, Bangkok, 10 December 1992. 

Preamble 
We, over 500 Thai and foreign participants of the People's Plan for the 21st 
Century, meeting in Bangkok between 6-10 December 1992, represent people's 
movements and networks, national, regional and international NGOs and 
solidarity groups from 46 countries from all regions and continents. We have 
come together to reiterate and renew our commitment to build transborder 
alliances of peoples in struggle, solidarity and hope. We gather in the spirit that 
we pledged ourselves to in the Minamata Declaration (1989) which marked the 
birth of PP-21. 

Since Minamata, people-to-people alliances and processes at the local, 
national, regional and cross-continental levels have been realised across 
boundaries and cultures. Significant milestones in this process have been the 
forging of relations with the indigenous, black and people's resistance 
movements in the Americas and the establishment of a group in Central 
America 

We have met as women, as workers, as peasants, as youth and students, as 
indigenous peoples, as urban poor, and as activists and advocates of peace and 
human rights, participatory democracy, ecologically-sound grassroots 
development, alternative cultures and alternative tourism. The encounters and 
experiences, the ideas and action plans that emerged from these sectoral and 
multi-sectoral activities held in various parts of Thailand culminated in the 
Alliance Forum in Bangkok where we have shared our experiences of life and 
struggles in various forms - through poems, songs, dances, dramas and visual 
exhibits. 

PP-21: From Minamata to Bangkok -
renewing the alliance of hope 
PP-21 is taking place in Thailand in the midst of momentous global and national 
changes which challenge the very basis of our existence. 

The Soviet Union has collapsed. The international capitalist system has 
become more dominant. There is unprecedented global concentration of power 
with the United States and its Group of 7 allies exercising virtual monopoly 
control over political institutions, economic resources, military power, 
information and technological products and processes. Institutions like the IMF, 
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the World Bank, GATI and the Asian Development Bank work together to 
enforce the dominance of multinational corporations in the name of the free 
market, totally irresponsible to the basic needs and survival of the marginalised 
in society. The United Nations, particularly the Security Couricil, has become a 
tool of US foreign policy as demonstrated in the Gulf War and in subsequent 
events. 

Integral to this system of global domination is a whole pattern of national 
control and domination expressing itself in different facets of life. Most 
governments in the region are armed to the teeth with wide-ranging powers that 
are stifling the growth of civil society. Democracy has become a system of 
symbols and rituals shorn of substance. The fundamental civil and political rights 
of our people continue to be denied. This denial of rights is perhaps most blatant 
in societies under military rule, but is equally, if not more, destructive in societies 
where authoritarianism parades with a human mask. 

There is mass poverty and blatant exploitation of labour and of the 
environment Marginalisation of women continues unabated, and violence 
against them is on the increase. Elites in many countries in Asia-Pacific 
emphasize the perpetuation of power and the pursuit of profits at the expense 
of the basic needs and fundamental rights of the people. The fatal grip of 
international capital and export-Driented industrialisation on our countries, 
which have been propped up as "economic miracles" (NICs), in itself brings 
further misery and destitution to the poor. 

But we have no reason to despair. We know that unjust structures whether 
at community, national or international levels must crumble and collapse. They 
cannot last. Our confidence is not born of naivete. Our faith in the just future of 
humanity is not the product of some utopian dream. In the last three years since 
Minamata, we have seen our struggles grow and develop. 

Seven months ago, unarmed people waged a battle against guns and tanks to 
establish democracy. The people in this country became visible on the streets of 
the city and in the towns, in the countryside. As they challenged state power the 
people once again demonstrated the power of non-violent popular struggle. 
Through blood and tears they displayed their moral courage and their 
commitment to the cause of participatory democracy. In the process they re­
asserted their inherent dignity and recovered the power that is their own. 

While this was perhaps the most dramatic portrayal of people's power in the 
region since Minamata we have experienced ongoing struggles of women 
against violence and domination; indigenous peoples for their survival and to 
preserve their cultural and ethnic identity and harmonious relations between 
nature and humanity; peasants for their land; workers for more just and human 
working conditions; the urban poor for the right to shelter; the youth and 
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students for a just and democratic society, entire local and indigenous 
communities against mass and luxury tourism, and people against the 
unsustainable development paradigm and programmes. 

Furthermore, democratic struggles have been successfully waged in 1990 in 
Bangladesh and Nepal against authoritarianism and military rule. The ongoing 
protracted struggle of the Burmese people against the military junta cries out for 
justice and international support. ill the Philippines, the rejection oftheRP-US 
Military Bases Treaty on 16 September 1991 has removed a major threat to 
peace in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Each of these is a witness to the awakening of people's consciousness; a stir 
in our hearts in response to the injustices and the inequities of the existing order. 
Each struggle demonstrates the ability of people to determine their own destiny. 
This is proof of our confidence in our capacity to alter the course of history, 
which in tum strengthens that confidence. 

The significance of these struggles within the Asia-Pacific reality is that they 
emphasise a profound commitment to life. It is a commitment that has great 
meaning since Asia is the continent that has given birth to the world's major 
spiritual and moral traditions. At the same time these struggles also point out the 
relevance and significance of the traditions, cultures and values of the 
indigenous peoples of the Asia-Pacific region. Central to these traditions is a 
vision of life and living inspired by justice, love and compassion. Harnessing what 
is essential in them demands re-interpretation of the traditions. It is this 
re-interpretation which has a resonance in the struggles of the poor and the 
oppresse4 to reassert their humanity. 

Reasserting our humanity means destroying those unjust structures at family, 
community, national and international levels which de-humanise us and hold us 
in bondage to wealth and power. This demands a concerted effort on our part 
to create participatory democracy and foster genuine development. It demands 
strengthening of grassroots initiatives and networks, building alliances of 
people's organisations. It demands transborder linkages at the regional and 
international levels in support of people's struggles to create an ecologically 
sustainable, equitable and gender-just society. 

Alliance building 
Alliance building is oriented towards the long-term goals of PP-21- Alliance 
of Hope, namely, global people's power which will confront and prevail over the 
powers of this unjust and unequal world Building such power requires us to 
\\!Ork towards the forging of alliances of people's movements at the grassroo~ 
local, nationa~ regional and global levels. 
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1bis alliance is based on people-to-people contacts rooted in a culture of 
friendship and partnership that transcends borders and sectoral and 
organisational concerns. This demands of us an attitude to learn from each 
other's struggles and strengthen the relationships and alliances already 
underway in our own societies. We are challenged to be open to other cultures 
and experiences in our efforts to link not just ideas but persons; to support and 
.contribute rather than merely expect support; to give meaning to language and 
conirnunication between peoples; and to be open to initiatives and alternatives 
coming from all levels. 

PP-21 is based on the initiatives and participation of peoples and their 
organisations. This is the essence of our alliance-building wherein we encourage 
and endorse the concrete agendas on which people's actions are based 

We, as participantsofPP-21 Thailand 1992endot:Se the proposals and action 
plans adopted by the participants in the various sectoral and thematic forums 
that preceded the Alliance Forum, as an integral part ofPP-21 Thailand 1992 
At the same time, we have adopted for ourselves the following: 

Information exchange and dissemination 
We need to know more about the things happening to and around us. We must 
keep abreast of the fast-changing realities, trends and tendencies in all their 
dimensions, for many reasons. For one, information is increasingly being denied 
to us, and there is a deliberate tendency to block our access to information. For 
another, there are dominating processes at work in our localities, societies and 
regions which can only be fought against in a transborder manner. Furthermore, 
we need to learn from and build on each other's knowledge, experiences and 
struggles. All these bring us closer together and point the way towards concerted 
collaborative action to mutually reinforce our respective struggles. 

Information dissemination is not to be seen merely as a process of 
mechanical transfer, given the complexity of issues that have direct and 
farreaching impact on the lives of the people. Ideas emerge from people and we 
need to be conscious not to impose our own ideas on them. Moreover, we also 
need to ensure that the ideas and analysis do not remain trapped in academic 
language. Proper communication strategies need to be implemented so that 
concerned sectors can utilise their own information base as well as obtain such 
analysis and information in easy people-Qriented language for purposes of 
action. 

During the Alliance Forum participants expressed the need for information 
exchange and dissemination on a wide and diverse range of issues. These 
include, among others: 
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• the impact of biotechnology on agriculture, cash crops, drugs and 
pharmaceuticals, and the implications for the vast majorities of people in the 
region; 

• an inventory of NGOs in the region, and their respective skills, resources and 
areas of concern; 

• the sex trade and industcy; 

• aid, trade, debt and structural adjustment; 

• environmental issues directly related to development and sustainability. 

Lobbying, advocacy and solidarity action 
The demand for accountability of multinational corporations and governments 
to serve the needs and promote the fundamental rights of people was also 
constantly expressed. Among the issues that need solidarity action are: the 
demand for the right of free association, protection and promotion of human 
rights, the right to self.-determinatioiL 

South-south, south-north alliance building 
We need to build transborder sectoral and inter-sectoral alliances from the 
village to the international levels. Already some processes and initiatives are 
underway. One such exchange involves fisherfolk in southern Thailand and 
northern Malaysia. Another ongoing transborder initiative is being undertaken 
by a task force for the survival of Asian agriculture, farmers and peasants. 
Participants from among the students and youth have pledged to link up with 
farmers and indigenous peoples. Trading links on equitable terms have been 
forged and are being further developed between consumers in the north (e.g., 
Japan) and producers in the south (e.g., sugar workers in Negros). 

At the Alliance Forum we learned of many transborder actions and events 
being organised by groups from different countries, which cover various themes 
and concerns. Among these initiatives that repeatedly found mention are: 

• Strengthening mutual support networks for shelter, rescue, legal assistance, 
counselling, reintegration, etc., for women, particularly Thai women, who fall 
victim to the international flesh trade (in Japan, for example) as well as the 
trade in migrant female labour. 

• Women forging alliances across gender, sectoral, cultural and national lines, 
to strongly condemn, on 25 November 1993, the violence perpetrated against 
women. 
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• The mobilisation of national and international support for the tnbal and 
indigenous peoples, to mark 1993 as the Year of Indigenous Peoples. 
International Treaties and Declarations asserting the rights of indigenous 
people should be translated into the indigenous languages and made available 
in an easily understandable fonn. 

Inter-cultural alliance building 
We must build alliances based on liberative cultures, to respect and enrich our 
diversities amidst growing tendencies towards ethnic chauvinism, communalism 
and racism. 

PP-21 :Follow-up and facilitation work -
continuing mechanisms 
We need to reinforce and strengthen the people's organisations' leading role 
and participation at the local, national and inter-sectorallevels, in collaboration 
with regional groups and alliances. On the regional level a minimum facilitating 
mechanism to ensure the follow-up of the PP-21 process, is proposed Regional 
consultations must be held to decide upon the fonn and flow of future PP-21 
events. Some specific proposals include, among others: 

• the preparation and dissemination of a directory of participants (including 
personal profiles) to the Thai PP-21 events; and 

• translation into local languages of the Thai PP-21 materials (it has been 
suggested that participants themselves undertake this task). 

As we pledge our commitment, we are aware that we are creating power­
it is a power that is not based on relying on the powerful, but in our capacity to 
do things despite the existing oppressive structures; a power that is based on our 
detennination to create and maintain our own spaces of action, in our 
confidence and ability to learn and to build reliable relations and alliances 
towards the 21st century. 
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Book reviews 

Not beyond repair: 
Reflections of a Malaysian trade unionist 

Arokia Dass, assisted by Niala Maharaj; 
Hong Kong: Asia Monitor Resource Center, 1991. 1n pp. 

It is not too often that trade unionists write books on labour matters. Most of 
them are busy with the practical nature of their work, unwittingly leaving the 
writing and publishing part to academics. And of course, academics write and 
publish for their own career prospects. In this respect, I find Arokia Dass' book, 
Not Beyond Repair, a product of the author's own experience as a trade unionist, 
a welcome contribution. It is hoped such an endeavour will stimulate other trade 
unionists to write and publish books based on their own experiences. 

Dass' book is no ordinary book; it emerged out of hardship and suffering. His 
detention under the dreaded ISA (Internal Security Act) in 1987 and 
incarceration for 15 months provided the inspiration to undertake this venture. 
(No wonder former Party Rakyat leader Kassirn Abroad termed the detention 
centre as his second university.) While Dass makes use of some reference 
materials, by and large, the contents of the book are derived from the rich 
reservoirs of his own experience. So in a way, this book is also a reflection of his 
own experience quite similar to the one written by V. Southarman (a former 
member of the Malayan Cbmmunist Party) entitled Historical Reflections. 

In a nutshell, the book is about the political economy of the Malaysian labour 
movement with particular emphasis on the 1EAIEU (Transport, Equipment 
and Allied Industries Employees Union). The first half of the book touches on 
such themes as labour recruitment and working class formation during the 
colonial period; the natureoflabour organisation and the emergence of militant 
unions organised under the auspices of the left in the immediate post-war 
period; and a case-study of labour organisation in the plantations and how the 
British colonialists deliberately promoted pliant and SO-{;alled "moderate" trade 
unions like the NUPW (National Union of Plantation Workers' Union) under 
the leadership of P.P. Narayanan. (Narayanan was a British agent installed in 
the plantation trade union movement to subvert the left wing unions. By forming 
a close alliance with the British and later the CIA, he weakened the left-wing 
movement in the plantations. Narayanan was also responsible for the 
deportation of many Indian activists to India.) 

The second half of the book looks at the political and economic conditions 
under which the MTUC (Malaysian Trade Union Cbuncil, alternatively, 
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"Empty You See") was fanned and why it is totally ineffective in representing 
labour; the nature of state ownership of industries and implications for labour 
relations; the struggle of the 1EAIEU in trying to improve labour conditions; 
the implications of following the Japanese model of labour relations; and finally 
a tentative discussion of a model for effective trade unionism in the future in 
Malaysia 

The most interesting aspect of this book is about the author's own experience 
in the 1EAIEU. In the early 70's, he teamed up with a few like minded 
individuals, successfully changing the old, corrupt and ineffective leadership. By 
maintaining constant interaction with the grassroots, the new leadership soon 
built an effective union. Believing that the power of the union was with the 
shop-floorworkers, the leadership grew in strength and brought about a number 
of benefits to the workers. For instance, when a particular employer refused to 
grant a holiday for Muslim workers to mark a religious event, the non-Muslims 
joined them in solidarity strike. By maintaining close organic links with 
shop-floor workers, the leadership was able to thwart the use of race and religion 
to divide the working class. 

Over a 13 year period, the union effectively bargained a 250 percent wage 
increase for the workers. As stated by the author, the basic intention of the union 
was to narrow the wage gap between workers in different levels of employment 
On one occasion, a particular employer ordered Malay and Indians workers to 
clean toilets whereas the Chinese were exempted When the union demanded 
an explanation, the management said that the Chinese were not used to cleaning 
toilets. The union's immediate retort: who cleans toilets in China? exposed the 
management's divide and rule tactic. 

In attempting to create a model on which future effective trade unionism 
could be built, the author thinks it is very important for Malaysians to take stock 
of the past, particularly the pre-independence period in which militant unionism 
flourished By appraising the past, mistakes and strengths, genuine unionism can 
be built Beyond this, he also thinks that the present union leaders have no sense 
of purpose and there seems to be no direction in the union movement. Too 
much economistic thinking, the author feels, has led to a sterile atmosphere 
within the labour movement. Alternatively, the author suggests that the trade 
union movement adopt broad approaches in championing the cause of labour. 
And not the least, the author argues that independence of trade unions should 
be maintained at all cost and no attempt should be made to subsume them into 
political parties. Although the author does not fully explain why this is important, 
we can only speculate that recent developments in Europe and in the fanner 
Soviet Union could have led him to make this point. 
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I have no quarrel with this book. Data presented is very reliable, at least to 
my knowledge. Although, I may not fully agree with some of his specific 
arguments, I nonetheless fully endorse the spirit and the overall thrust of the 
book (unlike the AMRC). I also fully agree with Dass that the Malaysian labour 
movement is not beyond repair. Even though capital has emerged stronger 
following the collapse of the so-called communist regimes, the primary 
labour-capital contradiction remains. Presently, the state's adherence to 
privatisation policies and the granting of more liberal provisions to foreign 
capital have in fact worsened labour conditions. In this same context, trade 
unions in the country have been rendered more ineffective due to a combination 
of legal and extra-legal measures. The most saddening thing is that the vast 
majority of trade unions have given full support to capitalist policies knowing 
very well their negative implications. 

However, whatever is said and done, it must be remembered that capital 
remains the major obstacle to labour's social, political and economic 
emancipation. However, there are certain progressive groups in Malaysia, and I 
am sure Dass will agree with me, which have failed to arrive at a proper analysis 
of the state of affairs in this country. Working among the plantation workers, 
these groups give the impression that the NUPW is the major cause of the 
exploitation of plantation labour. Nothing can be further from the truth. While 
the NUPW is under a very reactionary leadership, it is not a fundamental 
obstacle to the plantation workers' progress. Even if these groups get rid of the 
old leadership, there is no guarantee that the state will allow a progressive 
leadership to emerge. It must not be forgotten that the NUPW's survival is 
mainly due to patronage it receives from the state. 

While the Malaysian labour movement is not beyond repair, it is important 
as Dass points out that certain concrete principles be established and debated 
as to how to mobilise working class solidarity. Some kind of theoretical dLscourse 
is very necessary at this moment so as to prevent us from sinking into an 
empirical quagmire. To those of us who are seriously thinking about this 
particular issue, let us read and reflect on Dass' chapter (pp. 13-28 of this issue 
ofAsian Exchange) on how to create effective trade unionism in Malaysia. I am 
sure Dass will want to find out where we stand on this. 

P.Ramasamy 
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The trade in domestic helpers -
Causes, mechanisms and consequences 

Selected papers from the planning meeting on International Migration and Women, 
Noeleen Heyzer (ed.), Kuala Lumpur: Asian Pacnic Development Centre (APDC), 1991,347 pp. 

The boom in the international trade of human labour during the past decades 
has spawned a wealth of information regarding this phenomenon. The various 
facets of migration (from factors which push and pull people to work abroad, to 
hiring and recruitment process, actual work conditions, various government 
legislation, repatriation and reintegration) are well-documented Theories on 
migration have also been popularized such as those by Bach and Schram~ 
Gibson and Graham, Crummet, et al. 

The trade in domestic helpers-causes, mechanisms and conseqw:nces, offers 
a refreshing insight on migration as analyzed from the viewpoint of women. 
Published by the Asian and Pacific Development Center (APDC), the book is 
a collection of 14 articles by Asian women, which were discussed at a Planning 
Meeting on International Migration and Women held in the Philippines from 
30 November to 5 December 19ff7. 

Information on migration generally focusses on the male migrant. For 
example, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the 
International Labour Organization (ILO) have funded studies on male 
migration. The majority of existing policies, legislation and analysis on migration 
are not gender specific. Analysis of female migration is done from a patriarchal 
mode, wherein the women migrants are viewed in the context of their 
relationship with men. 

Yet the migration of women has steadily increased during the past years. 
Vomen migrants now outnumber males in most receiving countries. The book 
resents an Asian picture of migrant women from Bangladesh, Pakistan, the 

rhilippines and Sri Lanka. 

Third world governments such as those of the above-mentioned countries 
encourage and pursue the export of their nationals for jobs and for foreign 
exchange. Remittances of migrant workers are the top foreign exchange earner 
for the Philippines and Pakistan, and the second for Bangladesh. These 
governments have developed some responses to migration such as setting up 
agencies which deal with migration. Unfortunately, migrant workers also face 
the lackadaisical attitude of government bureaucrats when it comes to the 
protection and promotion of their rights and welfare. 

While the whole spectrum of women migrants includes entertainers, 
professionals, teachers, medical workers and mail-order brides, the book focuses 
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on domestic helpers (DH) since they comprise the majority of women working 
abroad 

Migrant women employed as domestics are not representative of the poorest 
sections of their respective societies. With the high cost of migration 
(recruitment fees and other expenses), many are forced to borrow money and 
pawn meager possessions for the chance to work abroad. Many are not 
employed as domestic helpers in their own countries. Forty to 50 percent of 
Filipina domestic helpers working abroad are former school teachers and 
medical workers. The majority of Asian domestics have acquired formal 
education, ranging from secondary education to university degrees. 

In its early stages, migration was seen as a means of allowing local workers to 
acquire know-how and expertise from abroad This has proven to be the 
opposite for domestics. The knowledge and skills patiently acquired by these 
women through years of formal education are immaterial as they perform jobs 
unrelated to their training such as cleaning and cooking. A "deskilling" process 
takes place. At the same time, the feeling of confidence their education gives is 
slowly eroded by a growing sense of humiliation and a lowering of self-esteem. 

Migrant women also undergo the same recruitment processes as those of 
male migrant workers. They have to contend with illegal recruiters and high 
placement fees. They also experience violations of contract provisions and 
contract subs\itution, long work hours, non-payment of overtime and other 
agreed benefits, illegal employment and racial discrimination. 

But domestics face additional burdens. In Singapore, they must undertake 
regular pregnancy checks. Since domestic work is invisible or done in the 
confines of a household, domestics are susceptible to mental and physical abuse. 
They are dependent on the employer for food and shelter. Incidences of rape 
and sexual abuse have been documented. A report by the Philippine Overseas 
Employment Agency (POEA) circulated only to government offices states that 
nine out of ten domestiCs in the Middle East face the possibility of sexual abuse. 
The figure is quite high since many cases go unreported 

In the face of such abuses, domestic helpers have to stay on to recover the 
amount spent for their employment and fulfill their family's needs and 
expectations. But these negative experiences also make women aware of their 
rights. They seek and explore venues for redressal of grievances; they band 
together into groups and develop mutual support systems; some actively work 
for their rights. In their own families, women, because of their substantial 
contribution to the household's income, are increasingly being recognised as 
decision makers. But are these material benefits enough to compensate the 
break-up of families and the low self-esteem which comes with the daily 
drudgery of manual work? 
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Proposals by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) abound on how to 
ensure a better work environment for domestii:s. Yet governments are slow to 
act on these recommendations, or if they do, their actions fall short of 
expectations. Governments are placed in a bind. The views expressed in the 
book are that governments hesitate to actively protect the rights and welfare of 
their nationals because hiring countries may retaliate by closing their doors to 
migrant workers. But the truth is these same governments cannot provide 
decent jobs for their citizens. Furthermore, they have come to depend on the 
remittances migrants send home. 

There are several factors which point to a continuation of this trend. At the 
regional level, governments of sending countries must compete with each other 
in their efforts to find overseas placements for their nationals. The migrant 
labour trade .is unfortunately one where the supply of workers seeking overseas 
jobs exceeds the demand of the receiving countries. 

At the national level, governments view migration as a long-term 
dollar-earning industry and have even institutionalised the process of sending 
their citizens abroad. The social costs of migration are not given due 
consideration. People are seen in terms of the dollars they can earn and the 
consequences on the individuals working abroad are ignored. 

This is where the conflict between the migrant workers and the national 
government lies. The book ascertains that migration should be seen as a 
temporary solution to the economic crisis which is endemic to third world 
countries. As long as the roots of society's problems - the different 
socio-cultural, political and economic factors which drives people to work 
abroad - are not acted upon, migration is here to stay. 

Teddy Arellano 
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