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> Editorial

Populism of the 21st Century

etween 2011 and 2014 Global Dialogue reported optimistically

on the social movements engulfing the world — Arab Uprisings, Oc-

cupy movements, Indignados, labor movements, student move-

ments, environmental movements, and struggles against rural
dispossession. The optimism was short-lived as these movements set in
motion changes that have led to a wave of reactionary populist movements
and authoritarian regimes. This issue presents accounts of this right-wing
upsurge: Arlie Hochschild’s analysis of Trumpism and the Tea Party in the
United States; Cihan Tugal’s examination of the authoritarian turn in the
Turkish regime; Ruy Braga’'s explanation of the right-wing coup in Brazil; o
Rodolfo Elbert’s dissection of the neoliberal turn in Argentina; and Nandini of political violence and au”.w,r ofThe

D Burning Forest, dissects India’s war in the
Sundar’s graphic portrait of the on-going violence in India against the Nax- central state of Chhattisgarh.
elite movement. As we have argued on previous occasions we can see these
movements in terms of Karl Polanyi's analysis of the over-extension of the ) .
market. Specifically, today the rule of finance capital has led to the globaliza- J— _ ::::i "'ff-fj;'
tion of precarity, giving rise to swings between right-wing and left-wing popu- y -~ :
list movements, both sharing the rejection of parliamentary politics.
“’ ]
BiR

Nandini Sundar, leading Indian sociologist

We can also see financialization at work in our university systems. Thus, in

this issue, Huw Beynon analyzes the dysfunctional managerialism that has VIURDER KURDisT

overtaken the British university as it tries to stay economically afloat. He de- ‘I 41 DURT

scribes how the system of evaluating research “excellence” produces medioc- .

rity, and how the dependence on fees has turned students into consumers and Cihan Tugal, Turkish sociologist and author
universities into advertising agencies, competing to maximize student “satis- of Passive Revolution: Absorbing the Islamic

Challenge to Capitalism, proposes Turkey as
a model of 21st century totalitarianism.

faction.” It is an open question whether UK’s corporate model is leading the
rest of the world or whether moderation will prevail as it does in the Canada
described by Neil McLaughlin and Antony Puddephatt — although even here
the academic world had to weather the storm of a conservative Prime Minister.

We publish four tributes to the life and work of John Urry, who sadly and
unexpectedly passed away in March of this year. John Urry was one of the
world’s most original and prolific sociologists, a pioneer in so many areas:
from the transformation of capitalism to the significance of tourism that set
in motion a research program into social and geographical mobilities; from
global warming to his recent and very disturbing book, Offshoring, that dwelt

on the expanding economy of secrecy that is intensifying global inequalities Ruy Braga, celebrated commentator on the
and humans rights violations. He will perhaps best be remembered as a precarious classes in Brazil and the rise and
pioneer of the sociology of the future, daring to forecast the catastrophes to fall of the Workers’ Party (PT), analyzes the
which our planet is heading. latest crisis in Brazilian politics.

We have three further articles: on the burgeoning student movements
against sexual harassment in the US; a defense of the great Mondragon
cooperative against its detractors; and, finally, how Global Dialogue’s Ro-
manian team meets the challenges of translation. We hope other teams will
write about their own experiences of translating sociology from English into a

different national languages. @9 G D

> Global Dialogue can be found in 16 languages at the Glopal Dialogue is made
ISA website possible by a generous grant

from SAGE Publications.

> Submissions should be sent to burawoy@berkeley.edu
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> Labor Politics

and the Return of Neoliberalism

in Argentina

by Rodolfo Elbert, Conicet and University of Buenos Aires, Argentina and member of the ISA
Research Committee on Labour Movements (RC44)

n November 22, 2015, Argentines elected
Mauricio Macri as President for the 2015-
2019 term, by a margin of less than three
percent. Macri’s defeat of the Peronista can-
didate Daniel Scioli marked the end of the long Kirchner-
ista decade, 2003-2015: after a period of increasing state
intervention in the economy and limited wealth redistribu-
tion, a center-right candidate with an anti-corruption dis-
course now leads Argentina.

Explanations for this triumph have focused on an anti-
populist mobilization of the urban middle class and Argen-
tina’s stagnant economy, but any explanation of the defeat
also needs to include some discussion of the changing
politics of industrial workers. The seeds of the crisis of
the Kirchnerista regime are to be found in its paradoxi-
cal combination of progressive wealth distribution and per-
sistent working class fragmentation. Through its alliance
with the Kirchners, Argentina’s longstanding trade union
bureaucracy had helped construct a fragmented industrial
citizenship, while left-oriented grassroots unions mobilized
resistance to persistent inequalities. Once the stagnant
economy eroded the basis of the government’s limited
redistributive programs, the social fragmentation which
characterized what Ruy Braga has termed “precarious

Workers protesting against layoffs in
industrial enterprises located in the
Northern Gran Buenos Aires.
Photo by Sebastian Lineros.

hegemony” contributed to electoral defeat. Resistance to
the coming neoliberal offensive needs to include the same
grassroots unions that fought economic insecurity during
the Kirchnerista government.

In the late 2000s, just as most of the world began
to emerge from the 2008 financial crisis, Argentina ex-
perienced a different kind of rebirth: a new “sindicalismo
de base” (grassroots democratic unionism) movement
seemed to foreshadow a surprising revitalization of labor,
ten years after Argentina’s 2001-2002 economic crisis
appeared to herald the end of the country’s proud trade
union movement. In an impoverished neighborhood in
Northern Gran Buenos Aires known as Los Tilos, for ex-
ample, neighbors organized a land occupation to demand
better infrastructure and housing, and to insist that com-
panies stop polluting a nearby river. Despite the neighbor-
hood’s proximity to an industrial area, most of its residents
were unemployed or worked in the “informal economy.”

Surprisingly, Los Tilos’ 2010 protests received strong sup-
port from nearby trade unions representing formal sector
workers, mostly employed in nearby industrial enterprises.
As part of the revitalization of labor, activism in many in-
dustrial enterprises of the Northern Gran Buenos Aires had

>>
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been led by grassroots democratic unions. But even then,
most national unions were still led by traditional bureaucrat-
ic leaders, allies of the Kirchnerista government that took
office in 2003. In general, these bureaucratic unions pur-
sued an exclusionary strategy, rarely showing solidarity with
the livelihood struggles of the urban poor, and often allowing
employers to hire vulnerable workers on precarious terms,
as long as core workers received higher salaries.

But the grassroots labor movement that emerged in
the late 2000s was different: left-leaning unions sought to
unify the struggles of precarious and non-precarious work-
ers within the workplace, to eliminate precarious contracts
and incorporate all workers with equal rights.

What lay behind this surprising new labor upsurge? Para-
doxically, Argentina’s post-neoliberal political economy
produced an unusually fragmented industrial citizenship,
sustained by bureaucratic unions. After the disastrous
economic and social crisis in 2001-2002, Argentina’s
economy started to grow as prices for its major exports
began to rise. In the context of rapid growth, the Peronista
government was able to raise taxes on agricultural exports,
stimulate job creation by expanding the domestic market,
and support collective bargaining agreements for estab-
lished labor unions.

A drastic reduction of unemployment and rising real
wages, coupled with increased subsidies to public utilities
and new social policies directed to the poorest citizens, re-
sulted in expanded consumption among the popular class-
es. In terms of the occupational structure, this pattern of
economic growth increased the relative weight of salaried
industrial workers within the total workforce.

Nevertheless, this redistributive policy had its limits.
Capital was increasingly concentrated as the economy
expanded, while large national and multinational corpora-
tions increased their rate of profit. Workers, on the other
hand, faced high labor informality and job precarity. Ac-
cording to the Socio-Economic Database for Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean (http://sedlac.econo.unlp.edu.ar),
by 2010, a full 45.5 percent of Argentina’s active labor
force was informally employed — an improvement over
the height of the economic crisis a decade before, but
a significant source of job and income insecurity for low-
income households.

In 2010, Cristina Kirchner’s government was still finding
its way out of Argentina’s neoliberal collapse, by combin-
ing limited redistribution of wealth with persistent working
class fragmentation. But within a few years, the Argentine
economy began to experience the full impact of the global
financial crisis. Global commodity prices slumped, and the

government struggled to sustain its limited redistributive
programs. In 2011, the Peronista political elite abandoned
its political alliance with one segment of bureaucratic un-
ions, refusing to tolerate the political ambitions of the CGT
(General Confederation of Labor) national secretary. The
economic and political coalition that had emerged from
the crisis a decade earlier began to fray at the edges.

By 2014, the devaluation of Argentina’s peso and in-
flationary pressures produced an indisputable increase in
poverty and decline in real wages. With the erosion of the
government’s precarious hegemony, the Peronista candi-
date Daniel Scioli lost the 2015 presidential election to
the right-wing candidate Mauricio Macri.

During its first six months in office, Macri's approach can
best describe as Argentina’s attempted neoliberal come-
back. The government imposed a number of pro-market
reforms, including massive layoffs from government agen-
cies and cuts in important public utility subsidies, such
as those that previously applied to electricity and water
provision. The devaluation of the peso meant that most
wages could not keep pace with inflation for ordinary con-
sumer goods, leading (like in 2014) to a drastic increase
in poverty. Along with passing aggressive new anti-labor
measures, the government slashed taxes on agricultural
and mining exports. There has been one national protest
against layoffs on April 29, but no other nationwide action
since then.

Nonetheless, despite the government’s clear anti-labor
orientation, national labor leaders seem to be more wor-
ried about preserving their unions’ institutional power — and
more concerned with avoiding personal trials of corruption
than with defending workers’ labor rights.

What will happen to the still-nascent movement of grass-
roots unions that confronted informality and precarity dur-
ing the Kirchnerista period? Is it possible that greater por-
tions of the working class support a strategy of solidarity
with informal and precarious workers in the near future? It
is too early to tell, but a look at the recent past might help.
In the late 2000s, even in unfavorable environments of de-
graded work and bureaucratic unions, some of Argentina’s
grassroots unions managed to forge successful alliances
with different fractions of the working class. Although these
unions confronted greater challenges when they attempted
to scale up solidarity to the national level, it seems clear
that the labor movement’s ability to confront the neoliberal
comeback will depend on this type of strategy. The alterna-
tive seems to be labor leaders eager to comply with a new
round of pro-market reforms — a compliance that could
only come at the cost of ever-worsening impoverishment
of Argentina’s workers.

Direct all correspondence to Rodolfo Elbert <elbert.rodolfo@gmail.com>
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