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				PRELUDE

				On September 19, 2011, a group of twenty participants in Occupy Wall Street were standing in a circle in Zuccotti Park discussing what it means to facilitate an assembly, and what the role of facilitators is and can be. At one point it was suggested that “our role is to help create the most horizontal space possible.” In response, a young woman asked, “What does that mean? Horizontal?” Another young woman responded, “You know, what they did in Argentina,” and then another asked what that was. 

				Later, in a university setting in New York, a discussion was taking place with regard to the Occupy movements, then two months under way, with assemblies organized in more than 1,500 towns, cities and villages in the United States alone. A young participant in the Occupy movements spoke of how the assemblies are being organized using horizontalism. A well-known academic responded that it was amazing that the creation of horizontalism in Occupy Wall Street had spread so quickly around the world.

				Over the days, weeks and months that have followed, so many conversations and relationships being developed have been reminding us of the past twenty years of autonomous creation within movements in Argentina, Mexico, Bolivia and Venezuela, as well as the U.S./European global justice movement.

				And then in Spain and Greece, where we recently traveled to meet with people in the movements, we also found that people are both speaking and organizing in ways very similar to what we have seen in Latin America, yet often without any conscious knowledge of or reference to those movements. At one point we began to wonder if there was a way to share some of these experiences and stories from Latin America, so as to put them in dialogue with the movements in the United States and Europe. Then we met with Greg Ruggiero and decided to create a book for the Occupied Media Pamphlet Series in an attempt to do just that. 

				—Marina Sitrin and Dario Azzellini

			

		

	
		
			
				

				AN INVITATION TO A GLOBAL CONVERSATION 

				Occupying Language is an open conversation. Through it, we invite you to join us to explore insurgent movements that have been organizing in Latin America over the past twenty years, and to connect key concepts and language from those struggles with what is new and beautiful in the social relations being created by people’s movements in the United States today. There are of course many similarities with preceding forms of organization and mobilization, especially with the movement for global justice of the late 1990s and early 2000s. However, we are choosing to ground the discussion in movements and groups that arose from and are comprised of ordinary people, rather than activists.

				Language is not neutral, and words transport and express concepts and ways of thinking. They can consolidate and perpetuate hierarchies, domination and control just as they can underline equality and strengthen consciousness. Latin American struggles for dignity, freedom and liberation are rooted in more than five hundred years of resistance. Language derived from their struggles comes with historical antecedents.

				In Occupying Language we describe the experiences of the movements from the position of accompanyment, walking together, and thinking together about the many possible meanings of the diverse practices. Throughout this text we share the words and voices of the movement actors themselves, in order to facilitate to others the active recuperation of history that has been taking place in the Americas.  

				Usually official history is told by the “victors” and those who hold economic power and control over the mass media. They have no interest in telling the (hi)story of people taking their lives into their own hands, and instead rewrite history in their own interests, emptying it of agency and content, changing the past to influence the present, with the goal of conditioning the future. The struggle around words, concepts and language is crucial, since there are practices linked to them. 

				Our history, the history from below, is one we have to tell, with our own stories, our own language and our our conceptual frameworks.  In this book we introduce a few concepts that come from concrete experiences and practices in a number of movements in Latin America. These are a very small selection of the many ways people around the world are retaking their lives through self organization and the creation of new ways of being. 

				Among the concepts we explore are Territory, Assembly, Rupture, Popular Power, Horizontalism, Autogestión (self-administration), and Protagonism. Examples of each term are drawn from different Latin American communities of struggle, from the spreading of Horizontalidad with the popular rebellion in Argentina, and the concept of Territory seen in Bolivia and Mexico, to the construction of Popular Power in the Consejos Comunales in Venezuela, and the vision of interconnected human diversity articulated in the call for “one world in which many worlds fit” by the indigenous Zapatista communities in Chiapas, Mexico.

				Now, on to what the new movements are doing, and their secret rendezvous with history.
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				THE WALK OF THE NEW

				In Cairo, Egypt, the people who gathered in Tahrir Square declared Kefaya! (Enough!).

				In Syntagma Square in Athens, Greece, the people hung banners declaring, in Spanish, ¡Ya Basta! (Enough is enough!).

				In Spain, the people call out for ¡Democracia Real Ya! (Real democracy now!).

				In the United States and throughout the world, people occupy spaces, participate in assemblies and take to the streets saying, We are the 99%!

			

		

	
		
			
				

				NEW SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS AND A NEW COMMON LANGUAGE

				We are living in a time of uprisings, movements and moments against economic crises and the politics of representation. Kefaya!, ¡Ya Basta! and Enough! are shouted by millions against an untenable situation—and resonate with the powerful affirmations Democracia Real Ya! and We are the 99%! The use of the exclamation point reflects passion and determination. These are shouts of anger, manifestations of collective power and the strength of people’s voices in the songs of joy in finding one another.

				There have been numerous historic epochs in which something massive and “new” sweeps the globe: the revolutions and revolts of the mid 1800s; the powerful working-class struggles of the early 1900s; the tremendous political and cultural shifts and anti-colonial struggles of the 1960s, to name only three. We believe we have entered another significant historic epoch. This one is marked by an ever-increasing global rejection of representative democracy and, simultaneously, a massive coming together of people who were not previously organized, using direct democratic forms to begin to reinvent ways of being together. Through use of the Internet, Twitter and Facebook many of today’s movements are connected in ways not possible in the past. These new technological forms have helped in spreading information, mobilizing and communicating. But this should not be confused with a “social network revolution,” a description many in the media have used. The communication tools helped, but the essence and what’s “new” in today’s movements is the collective construction of new social relationships—creating new spaces and territories. 

				Also new, with the direct democratic forms, are similar global ways of speaking about this new social creation. The word horizontal, for example, is used in English, Spanish, Arabic and Greek to describe aspects of these new relationships. People organize in assemblies—calling them “assemblies” and “gatherings” rather than terms such as “meetings”—use similar forms in these assemblies, and share the experience of doing so in public space, often taking it over and occupying it, even if for only a period of time. Within occupied spaces, people then organize internal forms of conflict resolution, from the mediation group in Occupy Wall Street to the “security” teams in Egypt and Greece, and a group with a very similar intention called “Respect” in Spain. If you were to compare scenes from Tahrir Square in Cairo, Syntagma Square in Athens, Zuccotti Park in New York, and Puerta del Sol in Madrid, to name only a few of the thousands, you would see very similar occupations, with elements including free libraries, child care and health services, food, legal support, media and art. The forms of organization and relationships created in the spaces, all using direct democracy, are unique to the needs of each occupation, but at the same time so much alike that they constitute a new global phenomenon. 

				Also similar globally is a process of reterritorialization of the movements after a few months. Since the intention of the movements is to transform not only an occupied plaza or square but society as a whole, the plaza is more of a starting point, and over time people begin to move more and more into spheres that relate more directly to beginning to retake and control their own lives. Thus, around the world there has been a shift into neighborhoods and workplaces, to focus on local needs yet at the same time come together to coordinate. 

				For example, in Athens there are now several dozen neighborhood assemblies that meet together every Sunday to have an assembly of assemblies. These gatherings serve to coordinate citywide, including against newly imposed taxes and costs to health care. In Spain we see the same process of reterritorialization in nationally organized eviction prevention that is based in neighborhoods and then networked regionally. In the United States there is also an increase in neighborhood-based organizing as well as neighborhood and citywide eviction prevention and foreclosure defense. People continue to use the plazas and squares as places to gather, have assemblies and sometimes occupy, but the form of territorial construction is shifting, and again, this is being done in a way that is consistent globally. 

			

		

	
		
			
				

				RECUPERATING LANGUAGE AND VOICE

				Many words and phrases have come into common global usage through similar processes of rejection and creation. While many of the words and phrases used in the current global movements are new for movements, or at least new in their current usages, they are often, if not always, laden with context and history. And in this case, the history of the “new” language also emerged from movements seeking to describe what they were creating and doing in ways not previously used—also in many cases drawing on words and phrases with histories, but ones that then, as now, have taken on new meanings based on the new context. The retaking and rediscovering of words and language is a part of the same process of the people finding their own voices with the new usages of direct democracy. As people recuperate their voices—voices they did not have under representational forms of democracy—they find themselves as well. The movements recognize this new agency and protagonism and name it—because naming things is a powerful process in the retaking of history and life. The claim for voice and language is a claim for real democracy. 

				RUPTURE 

				The emergence of the new movements is seen by many as a rupture, a breaking with a past way of doing things, as reflected in the widespread use of versions of ¡Ya Basta!, Kefaya! and even the language of ruptura/rupture itself. It is a break with past forms of organization and social relationships, and in the break lies the creation of new ways of being and organizing. This break creates new landscapes that reflect a shift in power relationships, witnessed in multiple ways: from new ways of seeing and being from within movements and society at large, to different dynamics with regard to institutional power. While this is new, it is also true that there is a long history in many parts of the world where this same framework was and is used to describe this experience, from the Zapatistas emerging onto the world scene in 1994 declaring ¡Ya Basta! to five hundred years of colonialism and domination, to the popular rebellion in Argentina singing on December 19 and 20, 2001, ¡Que Se Vayan Todos! (They all must go!).

				DEMOCRACY AND HORIZONTALISM

				One of the most significant things we believe the new movements around the globe have accomplished is making democracy a question. They are challenging and refusing the privileging of economic interests over political and social ones. They even challenge the separation of the economic, the political and the social into different and autonomous spheres. This also implies a challenging of politicians’ rule over society, and assumes that the people can govern themselves. Most of the new movements over the past year are practicing forms of direct democracy, and are doing so in public spaces, from Tahrir Square in Egypt to the plazas and parks of Spain, Greece, Europe and the United States. Consistent with the similar forms of organization is a similar language to articulate these new forms. What the movements declare is “Democracy First!” This is not how the political system under which we live functions. Under neoliberal capitalism, those with economic power make decisions related to issues of property and the economy, and then political decisions follow to support the economic decisions that have already been made. 

				The Occupy movements turn this on its head and say, “No!” First comes democracy, first people decide, and this political reality is inseparable from economic and social issues. This re-linking of political, social and economic relationships is at the heart of the Occupy movements. The embrace of direct and participatory democracy is one of the most visible “new” things in the global movements, but one that is grounded in a long global history, from many of the movements in the 1960s and early ’70s to the Zapatistas in Chiapas Mexico, beginning in 1994; from the widespread use of horizontalidad in Argentina as of 2001 to the rupture created by the popular uprising in Venezuela in 1989, the Caracazo, in which autonomous popular movements in the 1990s expressed their will in the slogan “We don’t want to be government, we want to govern.” And going back further to different Councilist movements in the first half of the twentieth century—from the Council Communists in Europe, the Anarchists and POUM (Workers’ Party of Marxist Unification) in the Spanish Revolution and the anarcho-syndicalists in Latin America and Europe—the aim and practice was direct and participatory democracy, in various forms.

				RECUPERATION

				The new movements do not first look to others, or expect others to solve their problems, but together are finding ways to take back—recuperate—what they consider to be a right. In the United States and Spain, one way this is being done is through foreclosure defense: the disruption of auction proceedings and the occupying of peoples’ homes to prevent the eviction order from being carried out. In Greece some neighborhood assemblies are organizing the blocking of cash registers in hospitals, so that people do not have to pay the newly imposed cost of health care. Sometimes the result of this is that laws are changed or rules modified, as has been the case in a few municipalities in Spain where the local governments have ordered the police not to carry out evictions, or as with a few neighborhoods in Athens where the local governments have put a hold on the collection of new taxes in response to neighborhood assemblies’ refusing to pay, en masse. Instead of setting up demands and expecting institutional power to react, people are constructing power together, popular power.

				Recuperation is a manifestation of this “new” way the movements are looking at power and autonomy—taking back what is ours. And while it is new now, it is also a form that has been used by the Landless Movement (MST) in Brazil, beginning in the 1980s, taking over land upon which to create new societies, with schools, clinics and the growing of crops; and by the workers in Argentina, coming together as a movement in 2001 and recuperando (recuperating) their workplaces, using the slogan of the MST (Occupy, Resist, Produce) and putting their workplaces back to work, with horizontal forms of workers control. 

				TERRITORIO

				The new horizontal social relationships being created are generally forming in geographic space, from neighborhood assemblies in Greece and Spain meeting on street corners, to the constant attempts of Occupy to gather and take over public spaces such as parks. While there is a long tradition of gathering in public spaces in Europe, the current use of public space as a base for the new political social relationships and construction is relatively “new” in these countries. This experience, however, goes back decades in Latin America, when people who (increasingly) were not based in workplaces organized mass protests, and often did so by occupying major road arteries. As they occupied and shut something down, they simultaneously opened something else up—organizing horizontal assemblies and creating prefigurative survival structures for necessities such as food, medicine, child support and trainings. This form of organization took place (and continues to) in regions throughout Ecuador; with the struggles of the Unemployed Workers Movements in Argentina; with the MST in Brazil; and in El Alto Bolivia, among other cities and towns, and in small forms in the thousands of indigenous landless settlements among the Aymara, Quechua, Mapuche, Ayamara and many other native communities. Often these new spaces of autonomous construction are called territorios (territories)—speaking to the new landscape that is both physical but also conceptual.

				WALKING WE ASK QUESTIONS

				One of the many beautiful things in the new movements is the multiplicity of paths created and desired. There is not one static or pre-stated goal, but instead a process of walking toward desires, and doing so prefiguratively, manifesting the desired future in day-to-day relationships. This is not to be confused with seeing only the process and momentary social relationships as the goal—not at all—rather, we see that as the movement develops, as assemblies take place, people involved in the process change, and as individuals change, the group and territories of construction change—the movement changes, then again individuals are changed. This dynamic of change has an effect/affect on the politics and choices that assemblies and movements make. An ultimate goal and strategy are not predefined but are worked toward, constantly, necessarily changing as we move together, walking, asking questions. Previous movements in Latin America in the 1960s, especially those connected to Liberation Theology, used the framework of “Hacer el Camino al Andar” (Making the Road by Walking). The Zapatista communities speak of this similar process as “Caminar Preguntando” (To Walk Asking Questions). These examples reflect the multiple histories that help create multiple open-ended paths. 

				THE SECRET RENDEZVOUS WITH HISTORY AND THE PRESENT

				Walter Benjamin wrote of memory and history as a “secret rendezvous between past generations and our own.”1 The secret is not something that is known and not told, but something a great deal more subtle and ambiguous. When we speak of things being “new” in the movements, it is a reflection of their newness in terms of our lived experiences. And when we write various histories to these experiences, which we argue are often very similar, the similarities are frequently so remarkable that it seems as if one is just taken directly from the other. This phenomenon does not take away from newness, the opposite really. Today’s movements are finding or creating places where the new meets the old, offering spaces of encuentro—encounter and meeting—where new and emerging social relationships creatively mix with many hundreds if not thousands of years of collective experimenting with the various forms of relating, rebellion and struggle.

				We offer this meeting place so we may best learn from one another, and especially so we may learn from our various positive experiences as well as the negative ones. It is not about fearing a repetition of history, since history does not repeat, but about seeing more clearly some of the many places the movements have come from, so we can walk along further together, from different parts of the world and from our many generations. Caminar preguntando.

				Our book offers only the slightest of glances, and only into the past twenty years of creation and resistance in Latin America. This could be a multivolume project—especially considering that radical and revolutionary history is not often available to us, particularly the more autonomous movements and understandings of our collective history. 

				So let us retake our history and bring it along in our present, so as to learn more and find more places of encuentro and rendezvous that can be less secret. 

				
					
						1	Walter Benjamin, “Geschichtsphilosophische Thesen,” in Zur Kritik der Gewalt und andere Aufsätze, Walter Benjamin (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1965), p. 88.
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