SOCIAL MOVEMENTS IN LATIN AMERICA
The March/April 2005 issue of NACLA's Report on the Americas gives major attention to "Social Movements: Building from the Ground Up."  (North American Congress on Latin America, www.nacla.org)  It is well known that Latin American Indigenous, African, and poor peoples in general have endured over 500 years of exploitation and marginalization, making this the most polarized and unjust region of the world.  What is remarkable today is the success of widespread movements for "democratic change, universal social justice, and meaningful political participation."  The common enemy is perceived to be the globalizing "neoliberal" model of economic development, which since the 1980s has intensified the endemic poverty through the imposition of market oriented economic reforms, privatization, and austerity programs intended to favor capital investment and further redistribution of wealth upward.  Popular movements of resistance, protest, and rebellion have achieved change, and in several cases they have brought down and replaced governments.  Their vision: "another world is possible."

A series of protests in El Alto, Bolivia led to the resignation of President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada on October 17, 2003.
Indigenous uprisings in Ecuador, campesino land seizures in Paraguary, anti-privatization rebellions in Peru, and scores of other rural and urban social actions throughout the hemisphere can be understood in the same light.

Since Venezuela's street protests of 1989, Latin America's popular protests have managed to topple governments, derail privatizations, and have, above all, made those at the lowest rung of the socioeconomic ladder . . . into the central protagonists of social struggles.

In Argentina and Brazil, Nestor Kirchner and Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva were elected in the wake of vast social movements that weakened or caused crises in the prevailing neoliberal model.

Tabare Vasquez recently won the presidency in Uruguay on a wave of fierce resistance by the labor movement against the privatization of key public services and other neoliberal policies.

These progressive new governments have not, however, been able to fulfill all the expectations of the social movements to which they are indebted.  In some cases, such as Argentina and Ecuador, those movements have been co-opted and debilitated.  In other cases, such as Brazil's Landless Movement (Movimento Sem Terra), they have chosen to maintain their autonomy and give limited support to the ruling party.  The Zapatistas have chosen to build autonomy within the existing national order of Mexico.  The Aymaras of Bolivia propose autonomy within a nation self-governed by communities.  
Venezuela is a special case drawing much attention throughout the region.  President Hugo Chavez has been the focus for traditional social movements (students, trade unions, community-based organizations), and, since the 2001 coup, subsequent strikes, and the 2004 referendum,  "chavismo" has become a massive mobilization especially among the poor 80% of the population.  Electoral Battle Units have been organized in every neighborhood, first to support the President against innumerable attempts to unseat him, some with U.S. support and funding, but increasingly directed to meeting community needs.  At the February 2005 World Social Forum it was Hugo Chavez who received the most enthusiastic cheers for his solidarity with the poor and struggle against imperialism.
What social movements exist in this country?  What is their vision?
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