Nonviolent, Peaceful Revolution in Latin America
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While generally speaking Latin American history is a history of violence, there are examples of unarmed struggles for social change waged by the people of some of the Latin American countries. Brief accounts of a few might prove relevant, particularly because it will show that in a given context it impossible to visualize mass uprisings even against authoritarian rules. Another purpose of giving these examples is to show that the past traditions of a culture need not and do not always determine the present behavior of a society. For instance, it is a myth, and most probably also an excuse, that India could use nonviolence only because it was imbedded in her history. Or for that matter nonviolence can be used only against a democratic or humane government.

Guatemala

In 1944, forty-five lawyers petitioned the President, Jorge Ubico for the removal of a judge whose decisions invariably went against opponents of the regime. Two hundred schoolteachers asked for higher pay; their leaders were immediately charged with sedition before a military court. The teachers responded by refusing to participate in the rehearsal for the annual parade in honor of President Ubico, and were fired in large numbers. Meanwhile, a handful of professional men began quietly organizing an opposition party.

Again, it was the students — this time at San Carlos University — who precipitated the final confrontation. Early in June 1968, they petitioned for changes in their faculties. When Ubico gave in, they escalated their demands, until on June 22 they presented a sweeping program of reform, threatening to strike if the government did not respond positively within 24 hours. Ubico immediately suspended the constitutional guarantees of civil liberties, including public assembly. But it only provided the occasion for revolt.

On June 24 Ubico was presented with a petition for return to constitutional liberty signed by 311 leading citizens. The students and the school teachers, in the meantime, had gone on strike, and at noon a procession of students marched downtown, where they formed a public assembly and read the Atlantic Charter, the democratic manifesto of World War II, to bystanders. At a second meeting that evening they demanded the resignation of the President. Illegal mimeographed leaflets began to circulate.

By Sunday morning, June 25, soldiers, cavalry, and machine guns were menacingly evident in Guatemala City. Representatives of the dissident groups were summoned to meet with government officials, while demonstrations continued. A group of women dressed in mourning were fired upon as they marched from a downtown church to the National Palace. There were many injuries, and Maria Chinchilla, a young schoolteacher, became the movement's first martyr.

On Monday, all Guatemala City joined the movement of Brazos Caidos (arms down at your sides). Stores, theaters, banks, schools, clinics, and offices were closed.

In vain Ubico put transportation and communication workers under military rule, and sent policemen from door to door intimidating the merchants into staying open. The troops were powerless either to restore normal life to the city or to stop the continuing flow of the petitions for the President’s resignation. The army and the United States Ambassador remained loyal to the dictator, Ubico, but it seemed that almost everyone else had deserted him. On July 1 he left the country.

Haiti

Elie Lescot was President of Haiti from May 1941 to January 1946, and apparently a typical representative of the elite. Complaints about the highhandedness and corruption of his administration were rife. But the growing number of educated black Haitians were chafing at their exclusion from the better posts in government. The misery of the masses was intensified by the growth of population in one of the most crowded countries in the world and thereafter by postwar inflation.

Resentment exploded when the government, early in January 1946, suppressed the University of Haiti student newspaper and arrested its editors for demanding academic freedom and democracy. On January 8, university, high school and even grammar school students in Port-au-Prince went on strike and demonstrated in the streets, shouting "Down with the Tyrant!” Store clerks, laborers and transportation workers joined them; the city was paralyzed by strikes. Demonstrations continued for four days. Although two accounts speak of "four days of rioting," the New York Times reported only "some violence"; on January 10 several people were killed in clashes between demonstrators and policemen. At this point, the cabinet resigned. President Lescot declared martial law and ordered the armed forces to suppress the disturbances. The next day thousands of people converged on police headquarters to demand the punishment of an officer who was charged with killing a civilian. After consulting with popular leaders, the three top men in the army took over the government and compelled Lescot to resign.

The junta kept its promise to hold elections in May 1946. The winner, Dumarsais Estimé, became Haiti's first black president since the US occupation. His administration was marked by the widening of opportunities for dark-skinned Haitians of peasant origin, as well as by a flowering of national culture. A small labor movement developed. Among the mushrooming political parties were at least two of a socialist and working class orientation, something altogether new in Haiti.

In 1950, however, Estimé was deposed by a military coup led by General Paul Magloire, one of the triumvirate who had ousted Lescot. Like Estimé, Magloire belonged to the new dark-skinned elite. He was at first a popular president. But his regime, too, failed to solve Haiti's basic economic problems. Both the old mulatto business elite and the labor movement were restive.

In December 1956, after some eight months of unrest and harassment by opposition, Magloire too, was unseated by a general strike. It was apparently organized by the Port-au-Prince business community, students and intellectuals, in collaboration with opposition politicians. But the observations of the New York Times reporter in Port-au-Prince bear out Carleton Beals’ contention that the strike involved "everybody in society from top to bottom, joining hands across all economic, class or color lines. The poorer peasants brought no food to market the stevedores moved no cargo, the chauffeurs drove no cars, the commercial classes closed up their businesses drum-tight." Schools and even some hospitals closed, lawyers took no cases, and by December 11, five days after the strike began, even civil servants had left their posts. "The resistance," said the Times correspondent, "was completely passive. Haitians simply stayed away from their jobs." On December 12, at the insistence of the army, General Magloire also resigned.

Panama

Panamanian citizens rose in revolt against one of the most charismatic politicians in the country's history, Arnulfo Arias. He had built up his own secret police and wrecked the Panama Trust Company when he tried to take control of it. His opponents retaliated by organizing a run on the Government Savings Bank. There were wholesale arrests of anti-Araulfistas, and clashes between the national and secret police.

On May 7, after three members of the National Assembly had exchanged shots with the secret police, Arias accused the assembly of plotting with the opposition to overthrow the government, dissolved it, and revoked the constitution. The next day brought a general strike of doctors, students and teachers, supported by the catholic clergy. Between 10,000 and 15,000 people marched to the home of Police Chief Jose Ramon, who had ousted Arias' predecessor, to demand that he defend the constitution. The Chief of Police at this point equivocated, and on May 9 Panama City was closed down, with no buses or taxis on the streets. The suspended National Assembly met in a newspaper office, impeached Arias, and swore in the Vice-President as his successor. The Supreme Court on May 10 upheld the action of the Assembly. 

Development of nonviolent initiatives in recent years

Beginning in the early 1970s, seminars and conferences took place to discuss nonviolent strategies for dealing with the unjust and often appalling situations in different Latin American countries. In 1971 a continental conference was held in Costa Rica to dscuss just such alternatives. In 1974 the second continental conference, entitled, “Nonviolent Strategies for the Liberation of Latin America” was held in Medellin. One participant, Edward Guinan wrote in his report, “The most inspiring fact of the conference was the diversity of people and intensity of their commitment .The campesinos, industrial workers, organizers and Bishops working in small groups toward agreement and expression of their hopes; ageing Bishops being instructed by peasants and Latin nuns applauding struggling steel workers."

The Conference set up a coordinating center for all the Latin American nonviolent movements and ad hoc activities. Its office was in Buenos Aires. Adolfo Perez Esquivel was made the coordinator. The center gathers and disseminates information about these movements, organizes consultations, training programs and direct action programs including supportive actions. In a report Adolfo wrote: "We view this step in our work as a fundamental one given the fact that Latin America has many groups and movements striving for liberation through nonviolent means, but their action is too isolated and individual. This attitude, confronted with the conflict situation in which we live, and the growing repression of the system we support, makes it difficult to move forward in the process of liberation. Therefore, we tried to open up channels of communication to enable us to know each other, and to be able to join our efforts to reach common objectives, which fit in a concrete and overall vision of the needs of the continent. As we established that basis for action, the work developed was both to witness in and to denounce the situations of injustices suffered by peasants, workers and religious movements."

Hildegard Goss-Mayr, who has been greatly responsible for the organization of the conferences on nonviolent strategies, in her article in the Fellowship of Reconciliation journal writes, "Of special importance in 1975/76 were actions of solidarity in favor of persecuted groups, e. g. Christian Basis Communities in Paraguay, political prisoners in Brazil and Argentina, the Commission for Freedom and Justice in Bolivia which was attacked by the regime for supporting persecuted peasants and finally had to be broken up by church leaders; support for Indians in Ecuador who were fighting for their land rights.” (33)

It looks that in the last two years or so Latin American regimes have become tougher with any kind of opposition. For example, the Colombian government which was comparatively less rigid has cracked down on people who are engaged in the work for social change. Many clergymen have been arrested or silenced by threats of persecution. Peru's military regime, which started as a progressive force has moved to the extreme right. It is too early to say what and how much the new elected government there will be able to do. With the big claw of military over them they will be too cautious to do anything which will displease the junta leaders, hi Argentina, Brazil and most other countries opposition forces have a hard time. The very immediate future for the nonviolent action also does not look too bright.

The significant thing is that the violent revolutionary groups also are not able to organize themselves in an effective way. This is part of a world phenomenon. * As it has been mentioned , the power of the State has become so sophisticated and great that the violence of the revolutionaries has little possibility of success. There is, though, more hope in the use of nonviolence, especially because on one level nonviolence need not be a force for the confrontation. Yet, the work done on that level can create a climate and cadre of activists for any occasion when the need for confrontation arises. Mahatma Gandhi's constructive programme can be cited as an example in this connection. Thousands of men and women worked for years in village development programmes, such as cottage industries, adult education, village sanitation, leprosy centres, etc. Whenever Mahatma Gandhi gave a call for Satyagraha, it is these men and women who became the starters and leaders of the Satyagraha campaign.

The problem is that the leaders of the nonviolent movements in Latin America have not yet developed an integrated approach in which constructive programme and direct action should become a complementary process. For this, however, there is a need for a new socio-economic perspective. Most people who think in terms of development still wish Latin America to adopt the latest technological means. Psychologically, it is understandable, because they want to be like the power which is dominating their whole life. For Latin Americans USA is a model. Therefore, the task before the nonviolent social change movements is to develop a decentralized perspective for their economic reconstruction. Nonviolence and centralist development cannot go together. Centralism, necessarily implies the rule by technocrats, bureaucrats and the military-capitalist or socialist.

Behind Gandhian Constructive programme there is this new approach. It is a combination of development and liberation. It must be mentioned here that the formal side of Gandhi's work, which was evolved for the Indian situation, cannot be applied to the Latin American conditions. Nonetheless, his philosophy of Satyagraha — resistance to injustice and socio-economic development — has much relevance for the work of nonviolent revolutionaries in Latin America. Unfortunately, Gandhi is known to the Latin Americans only as the leader who moved the people to act with nonviolence rather than violence and who succeeded in attaining freedom for his country. He is not known as a political revolutionary, someone who has something very important and urgent to offer in relation to problems people, both in the third world as well as in the industrialized societies, face today. His philosophy tries to deal with the questions of human liberation, of injustice and problems which we face today on account of high industrial growth. A serious study of Mahatma Gandhi's economic theory by Latin Americans, especially in universities and by political activists would be of great use. The nonviolent movement has the responsibility qf initiating such a discussion. There is also a great need to publish relevant material fn the Spanish language.

It would be naive to think that nonviolent groups are yet ready to offer such an analysis or strategy of action. They do not cjaim to have numbers behind them. As organisations they are small, unpretentious groups trying to create some self-confidence in the people of the areas where they operate. They have yet to go far to become a force. However, the fact that governments consider them subversive says something of their ability to help rural and urban groups to stand on their own. The fact that they have some ‘threat value’ already is encouraging. 11 is also hard to say how many of these nonviolent activists are in prisons in Latin America. The reports of SERVICIO and its newsletter is often full of information of repression and arrests.

In Latin America there are many people who do not want to name their organisations as nonviolent, yet many of them do nonviolent grassroot activities. Along with other indications these facts show that the continent is moving towards a revolution. What form the revolution will take nobody can predict. One thing is certain, that it will depend upon the forces ready to give a lead when the crucial time comes; it may be a slow process of small revolutions or something quite new, something the 'experts' are unable to perceive.
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